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      “Well, I’ll be damned.” I grinned, eyeing the line of hot young guys waiting to enter Legends. I’d moved to Raleigh a month ago, and I’d finally gotten around to checking out the nightclub. It wasn’t much to look at on the outside, but the dudes in line most certainly were. “Twinks,” I sighed. They never want more than a night or two of simple sex, and that’s why they are so perfect. At their age, they are unsophisticated, and demand nothing more than to give and take pleasure.

      I was the oldest guy in line, but that didn’t bother me one bit. It meant less competition. What most guys my age didn’t understand was that if you kept yourself in reasonable shape, younger men flocked to you. When they saw me, all they saw was a mature man willing to buy them a few drinks, perhaps dance to a few songs, and they knew I had the experience to get them off, no strings attached.

      “Hi, Vic.” A pair of hot young studs greeted the bouncer, bypassing the line altogether. The bouncer was a muscular black man wearing a simple black suit and a red bowtie. One twink turned back and locked eyes with me. He was gorgeous, with bright-blue eyes, dark curly hair cut short, and a bubble butt you could bounce quarters off of. He reached down, adjusted his package, and winked at me.

      “Good to see you guys.” The hulking bouncer unclipped the velvet rope to let them in. “Here,” he handed them what looked like red tickets. “Your first drink is on the house.”

      The dude who eyed me pecked the bouncer on the cheek and strolled into the club.

      “You’re going to love me, baby.” I murmured, then prayed the twink didn’t find someone else before I made it to the entrance of the club. He was exactly my type. The kid didn’t look stupid, which meant he could probably hold up his end of a conversation. Plus, the way he grabbed his junk and winked meant I wouldn’t have to do much work persuading him to come home with me. Not that I ever struggled to get twinks in my bed. Hell, I’d never dated anyone older than thirty in my life.

      “Your ID, sir.” The bouncer asked, and I handed it to him along with a twenty-dollar bill. He pocketed the money, undid the velvet rope, and ushered me inside. After walking down a long, dark corridor, a security guard opened a door. Bright lights and thumping beats greeted me when I brushed past him.

      “Yes, I’m home again.” I grinned, eyeing the packed dance floor filled with shirtless, muscular men. “It’s magic time.”

      I scanned the room, hoping to find the twink I’d seen outside. It wasn't that I was solely looking for a one-night stand, though that would be perfectly acceptable. What I wanted was to worship at the altar of youth, to feel his taut skin underneath my hands. Men my age didn’t know what they were missing. These young guys weren’t looking for anything serious. All they wanted was someone to listen to their hopes and dreams, and I was all ears if they turned me on.

      “Hey.” 

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and spun around to see the hot guy who’d cut through the line.

      “You are a sight for sore eyes,” I winked, and the twink bit his lower lip. “My name is Cary.” I held out my hand, and the youngster stared at it for a moment before shaking it.

      “Sam,” He replied, and I felt his finger working the tender skin of my palm. His bright blues bored into mine, and a white smile split his face. His parents must have spent a fortune at the dentist office, because his teeth were blindingly perfect. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “That’s because I’m new to Raleigh. Just moved here a month ago from New York.” I said. “I’m sure you don’t need reminding of this, but you are the hottest guy in the room. Can I buy you a drink?”

      Sam’s cheeks grew pink, and in that moment I knew two things about him. First, underneath his good looks, he was shy. Second, he was as attracted to me as I was to him.

      “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      Instead of heading straight to the bar, Sam took my hand and led me to an outdoor patio. Speakers piped in the music playing on the dance floor, and groups stood around in circles. He took my arm and strolled us to a dark corner. I spied a tiki bar across from us.

      “What are you drinking?” I asked, while Sam leaned against the wooden fence.

      “I’m a cheap date,” Sam grinned. “A beer will be fine.” He pressed his palm against my chest for a long moment, and my mouth watered. Damn, I loved the sound of his voice. It was slower than the New York accent I was used to, each word gliding into the next.

      “Be right back.” I reluctantly stepped away, then headed toward the bar. Sam was exactly what I wanted. A potential fling where we enjoyed each other for a time, then we’d graciously exit each other’s lives. I had no interest in setting up housekeeping with him, or having a mini-van parked in the driveway of a two-story house in the suburbs. 

      There was a line at the bar, and while I was waiting for the bartender, I noticed myself in the mirror behind the rows of liquor bottles.

      I might be forty-nine years old, but I’m still the hottest dude in the club. A grin spread across my cheeks, and I winked at my reflection. That’s when I noticed two guys my age standing behind me in line, holding hands. Each sported a gold band on their ring fingers, and neither of them appeared thrilled to be here. Hell, they looked downright exhausted. 

      Their version of happiness was the opposite of mine. No strings, only fun and romance for a short while until I move on to another adventure.

      “What’ll you have, sir?” The bartender asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Two IPAs.” I replied, and while he filled the pint glasses, I thought about what my life could’ve been like. 

      Going to the bar once a month with a husband, no excitement, nothing fun. Holding a hand mottled with age spots. And sex, that was probably on a monthly schedule, too.

      I paid the bartender and grabbed the pint glasses from the bar, then headed toward my destiny. Nothing boring or settled about a twink who looked like Sam.

      I handed him a glass, and he sipped the beer. An adorable, foamy mustache formed on his upper lip, and I wanted to lick it off. Sam patted the bench built into the wall and hopped up on it.

      “Sit.”

      I did as instructed, leaving an inch between us, so I didn’t seem too handsy. Sam scooted closer to me, and his thigh felt hot against mine. 

      “You never told me your name.” He said, and he laid his hand on my thigh. I had told him, but perhaps he'd been distracted.

      “Cary. Cary Lancaster.”

      “Why the hell would you leave New York to live in little old Raleigh?” Sam’s touch was making my cock firm up. I stared into his blue eyes for a moment before answering. Jesus, the kid radiated innocence, but the way he was touching me was the exact opposite. Sam knew what he wanted, and I couldn’t wait to oblige.

      “I sold my business and decided I wanted a new adventure. So I closed my eyes, pointed at a map, and my finger landed on Raleigh.” I grinned. “If it doesn’t work out, I can always move back. Tell me about you, Sam. Are you in school?”

      “Yes.” He downed his beer, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand. “UNC-Chapel Hill. Working on my Phd in film studies. I want to move to LA and make movies.” Sam took my pint glass out of my hand and downed the contents. Shit, just my luck. The kid was a drunk.

      “Do you want another…”

      “No more beer.” Sam stood, pressing his palm against my thigh as he did, then leaned forward and whispered. “Let’s get out of here. Do you live close by?”

      “On Fayetteville Street, at the…”

      Sam laid one hand on my mouth, and with the other, he pressed down on my erect cock.

      “Stop talking. You want what I want, so take me home with you now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          CARY

        

      

    

    
      “This is so beautiful,” I said over the disco diva, wailing through the car speakers. The mountains were stunning. “I should’ve moved to North Carolina years ago.” 

      Sam placed his hand on the back of my neck and I saw him grin through the rear-view mirror. Then, without warning, he snatched the cigar out of my lips and tossed it out of the car.

      “Hey!” 

      “There’s no smoking at my dad’s place, and trust me, he can smell smoke for days afterward.” Sam said, then stretched his arms over his head and yawned. “What kind of car is this again? It’s amazing.”

      “Rolls Royce Cullinan. It arrived a week ago, and this is my first time taking it out on the road.” It was royal blue, and a convertible. “I thought you said your Pop wouldn’t be there.” 

      “He’s not. Dad's going to the beach house in Nags Head to get some work done.” Sam patted my thigh. “You two wouldn’t get along.”

      “Hey, that’s not fair. Nobody hates Cary Lancaster.” I laughed, then noticed a sign by the side of the road for the Biltmore Estate. It was the largest home in North America, built by the Vanderbilt family. “You must be rich, living around here.”

      “I’m not rich, my dad is. Writing bestselling novels made him a fortune. He insists I pay my own way, which includes college.” Sam said.

      “That doesn’t sound terribly fair.” I murmured. “If you’ve got the resources you should help your kids out.” 

      “Actually, I’m glad he didn’t. It’s made me stronger. I’ve paid for school through scholarships and by being a teaching assistant.” Sam sighed. “The one perk I get is being able to stay at his homes at the beach and here in the mountains.”

      “My family was in publishing. Your Pop and I would have a lot to talk about. Maybe one day we can meet.” I said, and Sam giggled.

      “No, you don’t want to do that. I mean, my father is awesome, and a brilliant writer, but he’s totally not your type.” Sam drawled.

      “One of the fabulous things about me is I don’t have a type.” I replied, and Sam laughed.

      “Cary, my dad is over thirty. I think that means he’s not your type.”

      I turned my head in his direction and stuck out my tongue.

      “Please, Cary. I’ve done my research online. You’re notorious for dating younger guys.” Sam said, and I felt his fingers playing with the hair on the back of my head.

      “Spying on me, huh?” I stuck my tongue out at him again. 

      “You’ve got a reputation. Nothing wrong with that. Lucky for you, I’m addicted to Daddies, especially ones who drive Rolls Royces.” Sam said.

      “You’re dating me for my money, huh?” I laughed, not meaning it. Apparently, he came from money too, so I wasn’t too worried he was a gold digger.

      “Of course not, silly. But you never date guys over thirty. It’s a fact, and it’s not a big deal.”

      “Sam, it just so happens that dudes over thirty don’t want to date me, smartass.” I giggled at my lie, and Sam leaned over and pecked me under the ear. 

      “Make the next left, slowly. You’ll see a metal gate. When we get there, you’ll need to punch in the code.” Sam said, and I did as instructed. Moments later, Sam told me the code, and I punched it in. The gate swung open, and I drove up an asphalt driveway. “It’s two miles until we get to the house.”

      Thick forest surrounded us, and the air appeared green thanks to the thick canopy overhead. “Have I told you how sexy you look in that tank top, how I get hard just staring at your pecs?”

      Sam laughed. “Yes, you have. Many, many times.”

      A stunning three-story house, which resembled a ski lodge, came into view. It was constructed of wood and stone, with large glass windows covering most of the front.

      “Wow,” I murmured. “It’s the perfect mountain retreat.”

      “Oh, yes, of course it is. My Dad is a perfectionist, and wouldn’t have it any other way. You know, he didn’t make his fortune from writing until I was in middle school. Every weekend he and my other dad would drive us up here to…”

      “Your other dad?” I interrupted, then Sam pulled his phone out and pointed it at the house. A hidden garage door inched open.

      “They divorced after I graduated. I’m adopted.” He said. “Pull into the garage.”

      I did as he told me, then shut off the engine. “Do they get along? Your Pops, I mean.”

      “Oh, yeah. They’re still friends, kind of. My other dad is his literary agent.” Sam stepped out of the car, and I popped the trunk so we could get our bags. “They share the house here and at the beach. The divorce was very civilized. Now my other dad, his name is Brian, lives in New York most of the time. They share a penthouse there, too."

      Huh. I wondered if I knew his father, Brian. Until five years ago, I owned a successful publishing house before selling it to Simon & Schuster. I opened the glove box and snuck a few cigars into my shirt pocket.

      “So, what are we going to do with ourselves for the next two days?” I asked, then noticed a hot tub and a swimming pool in the backyard through a window. Thank God I’d brought my swim trunks, though I hoped I wouldn’t actually have to wear them. Sam and I had fooled around, but we’d never done much more than getting each other off. This weekend, I wanted to take our sexual relationship to the next level. 

      Sam strolled over to me, dropped our bags, then wrapped his arms around my neck. “Anything you want, as long as we’re naked.” He nuzzled my ear, and my cock thickened. 

      “Is your pool heated? If so, why don’t we go for a swim.” It was chilly here in the mountains, compared to Raleigh.

      “Yes, it is.” Sam winked, then pulled his red tank top over his head. “No swimsuits are required, Daddy.”

      I bit my lower lip and heard a growl deep in my chest. It turned me on when he called me Daddy. “Sounds like a plan.” I picked up our bags. “Let’s go inside and then get out of these clothes.”

      “Hey, those aren’t cigars in your pocket, are they?” Sam asked, reaching into his shorts and pulling out a set of keys. He strolled over to a door and opened it. “I'm not joking about Dad. He hates smoking, and can smell it from a mile away.”

      “But, he doesn’t have a problem with you bringing men here for sexy times, huh?” I leered at Sam, and walked past him through the door.

      “He doesn’t know everything I do.” Sam slapped my ass. “Or everyone I do it with. He’s kind of conservative about sex and stuff.”

      We walked through a narrow corridor, then Sam opened a door and the sunshine streaming in the many windows nearly blinded me. 

      “Let me run outside and turn the heat on in the pool, then I’ll give you the grand tour.” Sam pecked me on the cheek, then opened a tall glass door that opened onto the backyard. I watched him for a second, bent over while pushing some buttons by the Olympic-sized pool. 

      “I’m going to fuck you stupid in that pool, boy.” I murmured, then ogled my surroundings. The kitchen reminded me of a set on a cooking show. Everything was either polished chrome or wood, and I could only imagine how much effort it would take to keep the windows clean. Shiny pots and pans hung from a rack attached to the ceiling, and a mini-greenhouse was attached to one of the windows, filled with herbs.

      “I’m back.” A shirtless Sam took me by the arm. “Just leave the bags here.”

      He led me out of the kitchen, then gestured around a room they must have copied from a ski lodge. “This is the living room, perfect for intimate encounters in front of the fireplace. And that fluffy white rug has seen plenty of action.” Sam winked, then unbuttoned the top button of his shorts.

      The fireplace was big enough to stand in, and there was a stack of logs on both sides. Sam pulled his shorts down, then leered at me.

      “Your pants, Cary. Take them off now.”

      Suddenly it was quiet, almost too quiet, and the sound of my zipper being pulled down filled the air. I stepped out of them and draped them across an enormous white leather couch. Then, I unbuttoned my shirt and stood in front of Sam. Normally I went commando, but had chosen to wear tight, black briefs.

      “As much as I want to make love to you in front of the fireplace, there are way too many windows.” I grinned. Tonight would be perfect for playing in front of the fire, but it was still late afternoon, and I felt exposed.

      “Fine,” Sam laughed. “Though I never took you for the shy type.” He held out his hand for me to take, then led me up a wide staircase with a plush crimson runner. When we got to the top, we took a left. “That is the master bedroom, which is off-limits.” Sam pointed at one of the rooms. We turned another corner, and he opened a door. “This is where the magic happens, Daddy.” Sam giggled, then raced over to a king-sized bed and threw himself on top of it, spread-eagled in his underwear. He patted the mattress next to him and winked.

      “Wait,” I held a hand up. “As much as I want to join you, I brought a couple of bottles of champagne. Let me stick them in the refrigerator now, or they won’t be cold enough later.”

      Sam reached into his briefs and licked his lips. “Don’t take too long, Cary.”

      I bit my lower lip, wanting to jump in bed next to him, but as much as I loved sex, I also loved a little bit of romance. “Be right back, stud.” I spun around and raced out of the room.

      When I found our bags, I unzipped mine and pulled out the bottles. As I did, I noticed my reflection in one of the glass windows. “Damn it, I need to go to the gym more often.” I muttered, then sucked in my stomach. 

      I strolled into the kitchen, placed the bottles on the wood island in the center of the room and opened the fridge. “Wow, it has everything you could want.” The fridge was fully stocked. I noticed a couple of metal racks built into it for wine bottles, and spun around to grab the champagne. Standing in the kitchen doorway were a man and a woman clutching each other, and I yelped in surprise.

      “Who the fuck are you, and what are you doing in my house?” 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          THATCH

        

      

    

    
      “I’m uh…”

      Before the stranger could answer, my sister Celia Mae yanked a butcher knife out of the wooden block. “Mister, I’m fixin’ to change you from a rooster to a hen if you don’t put your hands in the air and face the wall.”

      My heart was pounding so hard I wondered if I’d die the way my daddy did from a stroke. “You’d best listen to her. Now shut the refrigerator door and do as she told ya.”

      The man backed up a foot and slowly shut the door, then faced us, his hands covering his crotch. All he had on was a pair of black drawers and a red and white striped shirt unbuttoned to the waist.

      “Hands in the air, asshole.” Celia Mae barked, and the stranger did as he was told. 

      “Is this your house?” The man’s voice trembled. “If it is, you should…”

      “Shut it.” I glared at him, and his dark eyes dropped to the floor. “Don’t say another word, or Celia Mae will make good on her threat, and trust me, she’ll enjoy it.” I growled, then pulled my phone out. “Calling 911 on your ass.”

      “Please, I’m a friend of your son.” The words tumbled out of the man’s mouth. “I promise, I…”

      “My nephew is in Chapel Hill right now. What the hell are you doing breaking into my brother’s house? Are you high on crack or something? Because you sure look fucked up.” By the sound of my sister’s voice, she was enjoying this.

      “I swear, Sam…”

      “Shut up!” I yelled, then called 911. “Not another… yes, this is Thatch Fuller, and me and my sister caught an intruder in my house. It’s at 2729 Morrison Way.”

      “I’m dating your son, Sam. He asked me here for the weekend, and he’s upstairs right now. I swear on everything holy I’m not a burglar.” The man’s dark eyes bored into mine. 

      “You’re what?!” I gasped, realizing with dismay he was telling the truth. “Oh shit, sorry officer, um, I think there’s been a mistake. A few of them, actually.” I disconnected the call and my jaw dropped. “You can’t be dating Sam.”

      The man’s hands dropped down, covering his crotch. Then he shook his head and had the gall to wink at me. “My dating your son isn’t meant to be bad news, Mr. Fuller.”

      “Fuck my life.” Sam stalked into the kitchen wearing a blue towel wrapped around his waist. “Aunt Celia Mae put the knife down. He’s with me, I swear. Dad, you told me you were going to the beach house to write this weekend.”

      “I did, but I changed my mind because they’re predicting storms on the coast.” I replied, then a disturbing thought crossed my mind. Like, how often was Sam bringing strange men to my house?

      “Well now, this is an awkward family moment.” The strange man chuckled, and it almost sounded like he was enjoying it.

      “Seriously guys,” Sam stretched out a hand toward the man. “You really think a burglar would only be in his underwear?” My son giggled. “This is funny, if you think about it.”

      “Jesus, Sam, how the hell were we to know who he was?” My sister slid the knife back into the block. “There are a lot of crazy things going on in this world, and neither of us knows the man.”

      Sam busted out laughing, clutching his stomach. “I’m sorry.” Tears streamed from his eyes. “I should have told you I was bringing someone here.” He bent over giggling, and when he straightened up, his towel slipped, then he spun around before flashing us.

      “Haven’t seen this much of the boy since he was potty trained.” Celia Mae drawled.

      “Sam, I’m sorry too. I should’ve told you I’d canceled my weekend at the beach.” I sighed, then sat on one of the stools surrounding the kitchen island. “Well, here we are.” I waved at Sam’s friend. “I’m Thatch, Sam’s father. This is my sister, Celia Mae.”

      The man grabbed a cooking towel off the counter and dangled it in front of his crotch. “Nice to meet you. My name is Cary Lancaster.”

      “Dad, um, we’ve been going out for a couple of weeks. I thought I’d mentioned it on our last phone call. We decided since you wouldn’t be here, we'd relax by the pool, and I was going to take Cary to the Biltmore Estate for the tour.” Sam leaned against the counter, one hand holding his towel in place. “It was a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Celia Mae muttered, then blew a wisp of her bleached-blonde hair off her face. 

      “Sam, does Cary have a robe he can put on?” I asked. “You might want to put one on too.”

      Cary held his hand up. “You know what? I think I’ll take off so you three can enjoy a little family time.”

      Sam grimaced. Shit, my boy was all grown up, and in his eyes I'd just messed up what he hoped would be a romantic getaway. But, Jesus, the guy had to at least be my age. What the hell did he see in Cary? Didn’t matter, because Sam would be pissed at me if I didn’t make the older man feel welcome.

      “No, I won’t hear of it. Plus, Sam will be madder than a wet hen if you leave, and he’ll blame me.” I sighed, then forced myself to smile. “Celia Mae and I will drive into Asheville and go to that expensive supermarket, you know, the organic one. You and my boy can get um, cleaned up, and maybe take a dip in the pool. We’ll be gone two or three hours.” I glanced at my sister, and she had the same forced smile plastered on her face that I did. “Sorry about calling the cops on you, Cary.”

      “Don’t be sorry, it must have shocked you to see me rifling through your refrigerator in my underwear. You were actually quite butch.” Cary winked at me, and I felt a blush creeping up my neck. If he thought calling me butch was buttering me up, he had another think coming. “Though your sister and her knife scared the hell out of me.”

      “I wasn’t exactly butch.” Something about this man pissed me off. “Celia Mae took these fighting classes from some Israeli guy. What was that called again?” I turned my head and noticed she had her fists balled up.

      “Krav Maga.” She grinned. “Nobody’s going to mess with me.”

      All of us laughed, but it wasn’t a joyful sound. It was too awkward for that.

      “Since we’ve gotten this little family drama sorted out, I’m going upstairs to grab my things and then I'll hit the road.” Cary walked over to Sam and pecked him on the cheek. “Call me.”

      Sam’s head and shoulders drooped.

      “Well, I declare, don’t be so hasty, Cary.” Celia Mae walked past him, opened the fridge and pulled out a tupperware container. “You can’t go without tasting my pecan pie. It’s my Mama’s recipe, and it’s absolutely sinful.” She placed the container on the counter and pulled a knife from the block. “We are all adults here, so there’s no need for drama. Why don’t we all stay and enjoy a peaceful weekend together. Thatch is working on his next novel, and I’ve got paperwork to catch up on. Sam, you and Cary can relax by the pool, and my big brother and I will stay out of your way. There’s no reason anyone needs to go.”

      “Yeah, I can handle it. We’re all adults.” A smile stretched across Sam’s face.

      Shit. I’d rather Cary left, but I’d look like a shitheel if I asked him to go. I threw my hands up in the air and said through clenched teeth, “Fine. All four of us will have a relaxing weekend together.”

      Cary eyed all of us warily, then walked over to Sam and placed the hand not clutching the kitchen towel on his shoulder. “Let’s get dressed and go to the Biltmore. I love big houses.”

      Sam jumped up and down for a moment, and his towel threatened to fall off again. “Thanks! You won’t be sorry, Cary!"
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        * * *

      

      Once Sam and Cary went upstairs, I turned to my sister and scowled. “The next time that man says he wants to leave, just hush your mouth.”

      She placed a slice of pecan pie on a saucer and slid it in front of me. “Accept the fact that your son is dating Cary. He’s an adult, Thatch. You either embrace it, or he’ll run in the opposite direction.”

      “But, why does he have to be so damned old?” I sighed, then decided I needed more than pie. I walked over to the fridge, reached into the freezer and pulled out a quart of vanilla ice cream. I'd just eat my shitty attitude away.

      “He’s not ancient, you know.” Celia Mae giggled. “Though bless his heart, it looks a little desperate to date someone young enough to be your child. He’s gotta be our age, if not a year or two older.” 

      “And that accent.” I muttered. “I love New York, but lord, people speak too fast there.”

      “Well, we can’t change who Sam is attracted to, though I wonder if he’s having Daddy issues.” Celia Mae pulled the ice-cream scoop out of a drawer and handed it to me.

      “Daddy issues? He’s got two of us.” I grumbled, referring to my ex-husband, Brian. Both of us were very involved in Sam’s life. Celia Mae bit her lip, then replied.

      “Give him a chance, Thatch. If Sam likes him, that’s good enough for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          CARY

        

      

    

    
      “Bye, Dad. Cary and I should be back in time for dinner. Are you cooking, or do you want us to pick something up on the way home?” Sam called out as we walked through the kitchen. Both his father and aunt stared at us for a moment, and I’d swear I saw loathing in Thatch’s eyes.

      “No, that’s um, we’re going to Asheville in an hour. We’ll pick up something there. How does Mexican sound?” Thatch asked, then his elbow sent a saucer crashing to the floor. “Shit.” He grumbled.

      “Dad, that sounds great.” Sam grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the garage. Halfway down the corridor, he stopped me and whispered. “I told you so.”

      “Told me what?” 

      “That you and he wouldn’t get along. Dad is very particular about stuff, and he’s probably wondering why I’m going out with, well, someone your age.” Sam shook his head, then began speeding toward the garage again.

      “Hey, I just thought of something.” I said, racing to keep up with him. He was practically sprinting down the hallway. “Where’s your dad’s car, or your aunt’s? There weren’t any other cars in the garage when we got here.”

      “They probably were out running errands and when they returned parked their cars in the driveway. Either that, or…” Sam opened the door to the garage, where there were now three vehicles. “... they truly thought a burglar robs houses in his underwear and drives a Rolls Royce. God, old people are nuts.”

      That hurt. “We’re probably the same age. I’m forty-nine. How old is Thatch?”

      “Fifty-one. Sorry, I said that.” Sam winked at me and opened the passenger door. “You aren’t old.”

      “Asshole,” I mumbled under my breath, then got behind the wheel and fastened the seatbelt. “So, do people live at the Biltmore Estate now? The only Vanderbilts I know, well, knew, were Gloria and Anderson Cooper.”

      “You’ve met Anderson Cooper?” Sam stared at me with his eyes wide open.

      “Shut your mouth before a bug flies in it.” I chuckled. “Yes, I’ve met him several times. I lived in New York, remember? We were at some of the same parties, that kind of thing.”

      “He’s dreamy.” Sam sighed. “Oh, and nobody lives there except a few of the staff. It’s too big for real people. The Vanderbilt’s would still have money if they hadn’t built the place.” 

      “Well, let’s hit the road.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn.” Sam sighed. “I wished we’d seen that sign when we passed it on the way to Dad’s house earlier.”

      The Biltmore Estate was closed for a private function. “Well, I guess we’ll head back. Your dad and aunt are gone by now. Maybe we can have a little afternoon delight.” I squeezed Sam’s knee.

      Fifteen minutes later, we pulled into the garage and unfortunately for us, his family was still there. 

      “Shit,” Sam muttered, then got out of the car. 

      We said nothing as we walked down the long corridor back into the house. I wished I’d gone home instead of staying here, but the look on Sam’s face had kept me from leaving. Nothing against his family, but I’d come here for some action, and having them around was a definite boner killer. 

      “Hey, why are you guys back so soon?” Thatch asked when we entered the kitchen.

      “Barn door is open, Cary.” Celia Mae nodded at me, and I didn’t know what she was talking about. I must have looked confused, because Sam whispered in my ear, “Your zipper is down.”

      “Oh.” I pulled it up and grinned at our hosts. “The Biltmore was closed for a private function. So, here we are.” 

      “Yes, here you are.” Thatch sighed. I swear the man hated me.

      “Well, we were about to run into town. You two can help pick out what we’re eating for supper.” Celia wiped her hands on a kitchen towel, then grabbed her brown leather purse off the counter.

      “You don’t have to join us if you don’t want to.” Thatch said, rising to his feet. Then his eyebrows drew together for a moment. “We haven’t spent a lot of time together recently, Sam. Let’s all go. I want to visit that Mexican grocery store next to the River Arts District.”

      Swear to God, the man changed his mind because he didn’t want Sam and I to be alone. But I’d agreed to stay for the weekend, and Thatch was the host.

      “Fine.” I said, holding my hands out. “A family outing. What could be better?”
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        * * *

      

      “This is one fancy-ass car you’ve got, Cary.” Celia Mae drawled from the backseat. I hadn’t wanted to drive, but they wanted to know what it was like to be in a Rolls Royce. 

      “I can’t wait to tell my friends at school about it.” Sam patted my thigh, then I backed into a parking space in front of a pottery studio and shut off the ignition.

      “You guys aren’t poor,” I laughed. “Get your dad to buy you one. Totally worth the cash.”

      “No, no, no.” Thatch said, stepping out of the car. “Houses are my luxuries. You lose half the value of a car just by driving it off the lot.”

      “Not with a Rolls Royce.” I clicked the button on my key fob and the doors all locked. “An antique Rolls can sell for hundreds of thousands of dollars.”

      “I’d be too afraid of wrecking it,” Celia Mae said as we stepped onto the sidewalk, then she loudly whispered, “Look at the woman with the purple hair.”

      I pointed at her and she elbowed me. “Don’t point. That’s rude. But I swear to God her pants are so tight you can see her religion.”

      All of us stared for a moment, then Sam cracked up laughing. “Damn it, Aunt Celia Mae, we can’t take you anywhere.”

      Thatch cleared his throat. “Chapala Tienda is right around the corner. Who’s in the mood for tamales?” He asked, then strolled ahead of us. 

      The sun was drooping overhead, and wisps of orange and violet clouds streaked the sky. “I must confess that North Carolina is possibly the prettiest place I’ve ever been to.”

      Thatch opened the door to the Mexican supermarket and grinned at me. “I still share an apartment with my ex-husband in Soho. New York is awesome, but every time I come home to Asheville, my heart lifts.”

      That was the first nice thing he’d said to me since we’d met, though it wasn’t really about me. “Well, I’m grateful to have moved here. The city was too hectic, and now all I want is peace.”

      “Sam, would you kindly grab us a few dozen corn tortillas?” Thatch asked, and he and his sister wandered off.

      Sam had apparently been here before, and walked us over to an aisle filled with tortillas and pastries. “I didn’t know Mexican cuisine included this kind of stuff.” I pointed at a box of shiny brown pastries shaped like curlicues.

      “Those are wonderful.” Sam snatched the box up. “They’re called Orejas. Hey, we forgot to grab a basket. Would you mind getting one for us? We’re going to need it.”

      “Sure.” I grinned, then patted him on the ass. Sam turned pink, and my cock twitched. “Be right back.”

      I walked toward the front of the store, but halfway there I would’ve sworn I heard my name. I stopped to listen. 

      “What is Sam doing with Cary in the first place?” Thatch’s voice carried over from the next aisle. “He’s too old for him.”

      “Sweetie, if I knew, I’d tell you.” Celia Mae replied. “How old was Sam when you and Brian divorced again?”

      “Nineteen.” Thatch sighed.

      “Sam was old enough to know Brian wasn’t walking out on him, so I doubt he’s looking for a father substitute.” 

      “Why does everyone assume Brian walked out on me?” Thatch grumbled. “Like, do you really believe that he’s the only one who wanted out? Though I must admit he’s fucked anything that moves since then.”

      “I was there, big brother. Sorry, that just came out the wrong way.” Celia Mae placated him, and I suddenly remembered I was supposed to be fetching a basket. I raced to the front of the store, grabbed one, and went in search of Sam. He wasn’t on the aisle where I’d left him, so I headed toward the rear of the store. I found him with Thatch and Celia at what appeared to be a deli counter. 

      “Hola quisiera una docena de tamales, una libra de machaca y un tarro de mole por favor.” Thatch said to the young woman behind the counter.

      “That was impressive,” I whispered in Sam’s ear. “What did he say?”

      “He asked for tamales, mole sauce, and machaca’s, which is a dried beef.” Sam took the basket I was holding and dumped the tortillas and pastries in it. “When my dad got divorced, he started taking Spanish lessons. He’s a firm believer in keeping busy and not living in the past. He’s almost fluent now.”

      “Sam, ¿hay algo que quieras?” Thatch asked his son.

      “Tomemos flan de postre, papá.” Sam replied, and winked at me. 

      “That was pretty good, too.” I grinned at him.

      “I am fluent. Spent my sophomore year studying in Mexico City.” He said. “Be right back.”

      Sam walked down the aisle, and I couldn’t help but admire his firm, round ass.

      “Your eyes are going to fall out, cowboy.” Celia Mae rolled her eyes at me, and I felt blood racing up my neck. Then a dude about Sam’s age walked past us, wearing a tight red t-shirt, a pair of gray sweatpants, and obviously no underwear. I couldn’t tear my eyes off of him.

      “Bless your heart, Cary. You’re just a raging horn dog.” Celia Mae shook her head back and forth.

      “Gracias, Mr. Fuller.” The woman behind the counter handed Thatch his order. “See you later.”

      His back was to me, and when he turned around he accidentally, I think, ran over my foot with the grocery cart.

      “I’m sorry Cary.” Thatch muttered.

      “No, it was my fault for standing too close to you.” I grinned at him, and he stared at me for a moment.

      “So Cary, what do you do for a living?”

      “Well, I dabble in a lot of things.” I replied and realized Sam was back by my side.

      “He used to be in publishing, Dad.” Sam piped up. 

      At that moment I realized exactly who Thatch was, and this was probably a topic best left alone.

      “Oh? Would I know the publishing house?” Thatch eyed me.

      I sighed. “Cadmus. But after my parents passed away, I sold it to S&S.”

      “Cadmus! I was published there until… why the hell did you have to sell it?” Thatch’s shoulders stiffened. “They were my first publisher, and I would’ve stayed with them.” His fingers tightened on the cart, his knuckles turning white.

      “I sold it because I’m not interested in publishing. It was my parents' baby. Now I’m a venture capitalist.” I said, hoping he would drop the subject. After I’d sold my interest in Cadmus, I’d gotten quite a lot of blowback from authors who’d been signed to the house. “Mostly, I invest in music streaming and pharmaceutical companies. I'm also thinking about opening an art gallery in Raleigh, but that's for fun."

      “Bless your fucking heart, Cary. I thought I recognized your name. Because of you, I lost a considerable amount of money when you sold out.” Thatch swung the cart around, barely missing my knee, and stormed toward the front of the store. Celia Mae gave me a withering stare, then headed after her brother.

      “Sorry about Dad.” Sam squeezed my arm. “He was devastated when his contract was sold to Simon & Schuster.”

      “I should’ve left when your father tried to have me arrested.” 

      

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          THATCH

        

      

    

    
      “Would you fetch me the mortar and pestle, Celia Mae.” I slid the chopped cilantro into a bowl with the onions. “It’s in the cabinet next to the stove.”

      “You should try joining the twenty-first century big brother and use a food processor.” She said, and I could tell she was deliberately provoking me.

      “A food processor ruins salsa. It would come out with the texture of soup, and good salsa takes a little elbow grease to make it taste great.” I muttered. Moments later, she placed the mortar and pestle next to me. The other reason I wanted it was to relieve some tension. Nothing like hand grinding spices to work off a little steam.

      “Dad, how’s your novel coming?” Sam asked as he walked into the kitchen. Before I could answer, he swiped a roma tomato out of the small pile in front of me and bit into it like an apple.

      I tore off a paper towel and handed it to him, since tomato juice was running down his chin. He loved tomatoes, and had eaten them like this his whole life. “It’s, well, frustrating. The characters are chewing me up and spitting me out, over and over again.”

      “What’s the story about?” Celia Mae asked, which surprised me. We rarely ever discussed work. All I knew about her job was she was an administrator at Duke University Hospital in Durham. Celia Mae knew about my work, but when we were together, we mostly gossiped about family and friends.

      I opened my mouth to answer right as Cary strolled into the kitchen like he owned the place.

      “Um, well, remember my novel Southern Discomfort?” I stammered out.

      “Who can forget.” Cary grinned, then sat on a stool next to Sam. “You won the Booker Prize for it. My father loved the book, told me all about it.”

      “You, of all people, shouldn’t discuss my publishing career.” I bitched, then tossed a handful of garlic cloves into the black granite mortar and began grinding them. Sam cleared his throat and stood.

      “For God’s sake, Dad. It doesn’t matter what Cary says, you find some way to be an asshole. He just complimented you.” 

      I froze, feeling a lump in the back of my throat. Sam was right.

      “Cary, forgive me.” I resumed grinding the garlic. “The sale of Cadmus Publishing is a sensitive topic for me.”

      “I understand, Thatch. But indulge me just for a moment.” Cary said, so I stopped what I was doing and focused on him. “Let me ask you a question. What did you do for a living before becoming the famous writer you are today?”

      “I had a lot of jobs. The last one was,” I hummed for a moment, trying to remember. “I worked for a locksmith company as a dispatcher. Damn, when Cadmus signed me for my first book, I quit on the spot. Hated that job.”

      “I can totally relate, because I hated working in publishing.” Cary sighed. “I’m not a writer, an editor, or a marketing specialist. I only owned Cadmus because my Dad left it to me in his will. Honestly, I hated working there. So, I got rid of it.”

      “Well, that’s not the same…”

      “Yes it is, Thatch.” Celia Mae crossed her arms over her chest. “And it’s not like Cary even knew who you were, or did it deliberately.”

      “I knew who he was, actually.” Cary grinned. “But we’d never met. You were one of a handful of authors who kept Cadmus in the black. You might not believe this, but I did you a favor by selling the company.”

      “Right.” I muttered, then poured the cilantro and onions into the mortar and resumed grinding.

      “Seriously. I didn’t know much about the business, and it was only an income stream for me. You and your books were numbers on a spreadsheet. I don’t know who publishes you now, but I can guarantee they care more about your work than I ever did. Having a publishing house who cares about books is better for your work in the long run instead of being with a jerk like me who didn’t give a rat’s ass.” Cary sighed.

      “He’s got a point, Dad.” Sam said, then tried to snatch another tomato away, but I slapped his hand.

      “Stop that.” I muttered, unsure if I was addressing my son or the strange man he was dating who had spoken the truth.
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        * * *

      

      “This meal was exceptional.” Cary said, pushing his plate to the side. “There’s nothing like real, authentic Mexican food.”

      “Thanks,” I said, forcing myself to smile at him.

      “Dad, you never said what your latest book is about.” Sam placed two more tamales on his plate and began removing the husks. He still had the appetite of a teenager.

      “It’s kind of a continuation of the book Southern Discomfort, but I’m at a bit of a loss about the direction it’s heading in. The main character is a divorced man. He’s also a writer who tends to be a little self-centered, and high-strung.” I drained the rest of my beer and grabbed another one from the ice bucket in the center of the table. “He’s controlling, and some would say he is a neurotic know-it-all.”

      Everyone stared at me, all eyebrows raised toward the ceiling.

      “His name is Michael, and he’s also a fun guy to be around. I want it to be a comedy, but I’m struggling to make it funny.” I sighed.

      “Bless your heart, big brother, but you’re not exactly known for your sense of humor.” Celia Mae stood up, grabbed her empty plate, and walked over to the sink.

      “That’s not true.” I mumbled. “I’m funny.”

      When Celia Mae sat down again, she turned to Sam. “How did the two of you meet?” She nodded in Cary’s direction, who blushed. Swear to God if he says they met on one of those sleazy dating apps, we’ll have words.

      “Legends.” Sam grinned. “You know, the gay nightclub in Raleigh. Me and a couple of buddies from school go every weekend. Cary was there, and we hit it off.”

      “Have you ever been married, or in a long-term relationship, Cary?” I asked.

      “Can’t say that I have.” He replied, lifting his chin.

      “Hmm, I wonder why that is?” Celia Mae snagged a beer out of the bucket.

      “Not everyone is the marrying kind, I guess.” Cary grinned, but I detected a flinty edge to his voice.

      “Dad always taught me to be well-prepared for anything, so after I met Cary, I did some digging online.” Sam whipped out his phone. “He has dated many people, and some of them are famous. Look,” Sam handed the phone to Celia Mae.

      “You dated Sean Hayes?” Her mouth dropped open.

      “Briefly. He was still working on…”

      “Will & Grace!” I blurted, then felt embarrassed. But I couldn’t help it. That had been my favorite show back in the day.

      A toothy smile split Cary’s face. “Guys your age always get excited when they hear about me and Sean. He was still keeping his sexuality secret back then, and I’m just not a relationship type of guy. Nothing serious came of it.”

      Guys my age? Heat raced through me.

      “You know what I mean, Thatch.” Cary muttered. My annoyance must have shown. “It’s not a bad thing to say. I mean, it’s just the truth.”

      “No, I’m sure it was a compliment.” I murmured, wishing this weekend would end now.

      “If you good people don’t mind, I’m going upstairs. I’m suddenly feeling exhausted.” Cary got up from his seat. Celia Mae opened her mouth, but I glared at her, so she shut it. “Dinner was exceptional.”

      The moment we heard his feet on the stairs I turned to Sam. “Why are you dating this asshole?” I whispered. “He’s rude, and you know it will never lead to anything serious.”

      “He’s fun.” Sam replied.

      “What? He’s fun?” I threw my hands in the air. “Cary isn’t fun, he’s just…wrong.”

      “Wrong can be a lot of fun, Dad.”

      “Not this fucking wrong.” I snapped, and Celia Mae reached over and patted my hand.

      “Why don’t we not analyze Cary behind his back? Honestly, he’s a blast to be around. I’ve never met someone with a past like his. Dating celebrities, driving a freaking Rolls Royce. Hell, he’s a brilliant businessman who has bought and sold multiple companies.”

      “Who sold my contract to the highest bidder just because he didn’t like the job.” I got to my feet. “He can’t commit to anything. That’s why he’s…”

      “I’m out of here.” Sam stood up. “Cary has only said nice things about the two of you, and all you’ve done is make us both feel unwelcome. We’re leaving first thing in the morning, Dad. I’d like to say this has been fun, but I’d be lying.”

      “Why not leave now? Are the headlights broken on his Rolls Royce?” I regretted the words as soon as they left my lips.

      “Dad… screw this.” Sam ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

      “Sam’s lying. There’s no chance in hell Cary said nice things about us.” Celia Mae steepled her fingers under her chin. “We fucked this up, big-time.”

      “I just, I just, fuck!” I slammed the table with the palm of my hand. “If only he could understand…”

      “Dad!!!”

      “Was that Sam screaming?" I jumped to my feet. “Sam?” I yelled out. “Is everything okay?”

      “Dad!!! Help!!!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          THATCH

        

      

    

    
      I raced up the stairs with Celia Mae hot on my heels. Sam’s door was wide open, and when I ran into the room, the first thing I noticed was Cary spread-eagled on the bed with his shirt off. A sheen of sweat covered his skin, and he was clutching his chest. Sam stood on the far side of the room, almost as if he were afraid of touching Cary.

      “When I walked in he... he was like that.” Sam pointed at Cary. “What’s happening, Dad?”

      “I’ll be fine. It was probably something I ate, you know, it was a little spicy.” Cary wheezed.

      “Cary, are you having chest pains?” Celia Mae pulled her phone out of her sweater pocket.

      “It feels like something is pressing down on my chest, like a vise grip is trying to flatten me.” Cary inhaled sharply, then rasped, “It’s probably nothing.”

      “I’m calling 911.” Celia Mae punched the number into her phone. “You might think this is nothing, but I think you’re having a heart attack.” She stepped out into the hallway, and moments later was describing Cary’s symptoms to a dispatcher.

      “Oh, my God, I think I’m passing out.” Cary mumbled, and his face lost all color.

      “What do we do?!” Sam yelled, tears coursing down his cheeks. “Dad, give him mouth to mouth, or…”

      “No, not for a heart attack.” My brain was spinning, trying to recall a first aid course me and Brian had taken before adopting Sam. “Damn it, I can’t remember what to do!”

      I crossed the room and got on the bed, straddling Cary’s waist. “Keep your mouth open, Cary,” I said, and noticed his eyes were shut. “Fuck,” I muttered, then opened his lips with my fingers. “He’s unconscious!” I yelled, hoping Celia Mae relayed the info to emergency services.

      “Ambulance should be here any minute. Thank God the volunteer rescue squad is close by. I have to run downstairs and open the gate from the control panel. I’ll meet them and bring them upstairs.” Celia Mae glanced over to Sam. “Come with me, Sam. You’ll only get in the way.”

      Sam ran out of the room and down the stairs, following my sister.

      “I’m sorry I was such a dick earlier, but you are a little hard to take sometimes, Cary.” His lips suddenly went from purple to blue, and he started gasping for air.

      “Shit.” I groaned.

      Cary’s eyes fluttered open. They were bloodshot, and little beads of sweat from his forehead were snaking into his eyes.

      “I hope I’m doing the right thing.” I bent over to cover his mouth with mine, and his eyes widened. If he could’ve recoiled, I could guarantee he would have. “Cary, I’m not enjoying this.” I bit off the words, then covered his mouth and breathed air down his throat twice.

      “Please God, don’t let this man die.” I muttered, then heard the sound of the ambulance wailing as it raced up the driveway. “You’re going to live, Cary, I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      “Dad, I don’t know anything about Cary’s family, or even if he has one. What do we do if he, well, you know?” Tears streamed from my son’s eyes. “We’ve only gone out a few times, like we’ve known each other for barely two weeks.”

      “Oh, kiddo, Cary’s going to be just fine.” I said, patting him on the knee. We were in a waiting room adjacent to the Emergency unit. The hard plastic seats were killing my back.

      “People like Cary don’t die.” Celia Mae murmured. “They enjoy being assholes too much to stop.”

      “Celia Mae, swear to God you’re going to hell.” I shook my head, and I heard Sam stifle a sob.

      “This is a freaking nightmare. I’m dating a guy so old he takes pills to get it up.” Sam choked out. “What the hell is wrong with me?”

      “For God’s sake, Sam, you’re dating a man old enough to have a heart attack! Just let that sink in.” I grumbled.

      “Thank God you two weren’t, you know, messing around. Can you imagine someone having a heart attack while they’re inside you?” Celia Mae shuddered, and I did too. “That would scar you for life.”

      An older nurse at the nursing station across from us cleared her throat. Apparently, our voices had carried.

      “I need to rethink my relationship with Cary,” Sam moaned. “I’m too young to be a widower.”

      “You should’ve thought about that before going on a single date with him.” I stood up and paced in front of them. “Why do guys my age feel compelled to go out with dudes half their age? I would hate that. Like, what on earth do you talk about?”

      “If I’m guessing right, I bet there wasn’t much conversation going on between the two of you, right, Sam?” Celia Mae patted him on the knee.

      “You’re right, Aunt Celia Mae. Maybe I was blinded by the expensive restaurants and the way he name-dropped celebrities.” Sam said, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. “Older men have always attracted me, but after this, no more.”

      A tall man in green scrubs strolled over. “Are you the people who called an ambulance for Mr. Lancaster?”

      Sam leapt to his feet. “Yes.”

      “We’re treating your father now.” He told Sam, who winced. “It will be awhile before we know anything else.” The man turned to walk away, but I stopped him with a question.

      “Is Cary going to be okay?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          CARY

        

      

    

    
      “Why are you strapping me to the…” I begin, and a plastic mask is placed over my mouth. Suddenly, I could breathe, and I gulped the air in. I’d never been in an ambulance before, and didn’t know what the hell was going on. Machines with bright lights lined the walls, and some were even hanging from the roof.

      “Five minutes to arrival.” I heard a woman’s voice squawk from the radio in the front. The driver must have notified the hospital we were almost there, then a man’s voice began relaying my symptoms. What he said terrified me 

      “Patient displayed symptoms of a heart attack, including difficulty breathing, and chest pains. When we placed him on the stretcher, he coughed and blood was present. Now we are…” The sound of his voice faded as a wave of dizziness roared through me. My eyes clamped shut, then I heard doors opening.

      “Get him inside, NOW!” A man’s voice yelled. I wanted to see what was happening, but I couldn’t open my eyes. At that moment, it felt like someone had reached into my chest and squeezed my heart between two fists. Damn it, I wasn’t ready to die.

      “You’re not dying.” A voice in my head whispered. I felt a sharp pain in my arm, then the world faded away.
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        * * *

      

       “Mr. Lancaster.” A woman’s voice rang in my ear. “Mr. Lancaster.”

      My eyes fluttered open. “Are you feeling pain right now?” A woman in surgical scrubs asked. I nodded the best I could with the tubes covering my lower face.

      “He’s been experiencing chest pain for almost half an hour. He told us he’d felt nauseous and had difficulty breathing. Blood pressure is 170 over 90, pulse is 106. Mr. Lan…” The nurse began, but was interrupted by the doctor.

      “He needs an EKG now. My name is Dr. Creighton.” The woman said. I heard a creaking sound and saw a machine being rolled next to the bed. Dr. Creighton and the nurse attached me to it with a bunch of cords.

      “My chest feels so tight.” I muttered, and it felt like a haze had settled over my vision.

      “Show me where the pain is.” The doctor instructed, and I laid my fist on the right side of my chest. “What were you doing before the onset of symptoms?”

      I licked my lips, wondering if I should tell them about the Cialis I’d taken right before dinner. Normally I didn’t take boner pills, but Sam’s family stressed me out, and I wanted insurance that I could perform. “I had just finished dinner, Mexican food. Then the guy I’m dating came into the room and I was about to kiss him when the pain started.”

      “So you weren’t having intercourse?”

      “No, no, hadn’t gotten to that stage yet.” I replied with a sigh.

      “Doctor, I don’t think this is a heart attack.” The nurse said. “Look at the screen.”

      Silence hung in the air for a moment, and I felt my pulse ramping up even more.

      “Mr. Lancaster, the EKG shows a blocked artery in your lung, which is stressing your heart and making it hard to breathe. Did you take Viagra earlier?” Dr. Creighton asked.

      “No,” I replied, and she raised an eyebrow.

      “The reason I’m asking is there is a rare reaction to that class of medications. I’m suspecting you are experiencing a pulmonary embolism which might be fatal. Now, tell me the truth. Did you take Viagra earlier today?”

      “Cialis,” I mumbled.

      “Same class of drug. Nurse, start him on 3000 units of heparin, and begin aspirin therapy to thin his blood. Mr. Lancaster, what other medications are you taking?” The doctor had a tablet and began typing on it.

      “Um, Crestor, and I take Ativan occasionally when I’m feeling anxious.” I said, then winced as the nurse inserted the IV.

      “Mr. Lancaster, I’m fairly certain that this treatment will work. The medications we’re giving you will dissolve the clot in your lung. That’s why it’s difficult to breathe, and it’s putting strain on your heart. We’ll talk later about the clot, since it most likely started in your leg then traveled to your lung. Or, the Cialis caused it, we don’t know for sure.” She tapped on the tablet, then handed it to another nurse I hadn’t noticed was there.

      “So, Doctor, am I going to live?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      “Yes, Mr. Lancaster, you’re going to see many more sunrises. After the blood thinners have a chance to work, we’ll have you meet with a nutritionist, since I suspect your diet might be a contributing factor. Do you have any more questions?”

      “Is sex off the table forever?” I asked, because now I was terrified of ever taking a boner pill again.

      Though her face was covered by a surgical mask, I could see her green eyes crinkle, and suspected she was grinning. 

      “Let’s get you on your feet first, then we’ll discuss what you must do to stay healthy in the future. And, a healthier you means you probably won’t need to use Cialis or Viagra.” Dr. Creighton patted me on the arm, then walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      When my eyes popped open next, the room was dark, except for the lights from the surrounding machines. I yawned, and my hand automatically went to cover my mouth.

      “No IV?” I wondered aloud, then held my arm out in front of me. Maybe this is all a dream. Yeah, it’s just a nightmare, though I feel like a tank has run me over. 

      I pushed the sheets down past my knees, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and gingerly got to my feet. My ears felt blocked, and I shook my head a few times. I sat back down, clutching the mattress. 

      "Jesus Christ," I breathed. Vertigo, probably. I pushed myself back upright, then slowly I crossed the room to the open door.

      The hallway was dimly lit, though I spied a brighter light a few yards away where a blurry figure sat behind a desk. “Not going in that direction.” I mumbled, then walked in the opposite way. Double doors were at the end of the hall, and when I got there, I pushed them open.

      “Oh my God, it’s Cary.” I heard Sam’s voice and spun around trying to find him.

      “Oh, oh, his gown is open in the back!” That was Celia Mae’s voice. I felt like I was drunk, or stoned, which I hadn’t been in years. Reaching around me with one hand, I realized she was right, and I’d just flashed everyone.

      “Cary, over here!” Sam called out, but everyone’s face was a blur. One of the blobs stood and walked toward me, then Sam came into focus. 

      “I wanna go home. Call my assistant to come get me.” I mumbled, then the room began to spin, and my knees buckled.

      “Oh my stars,” I heard Celia Mae’s voice again, and I tried to see where she was, but everything was so fucking blurry. “Whoop! Cary showed his ass again.”

      “For God’s sake, Celia Mae, behave.” I heard a man’s voice, and realized with dismay it had to be Thatch, the guy who hated me.

      “Why do you hate me so much?” I muttered, then his face was next to his son’s. 

      “Sam, go find a nurse. We need to get Cary back to his room.” He wrapped his arm around my waist, which shocked me. 

      “Why are you touching me?” I could hear my voice slurring.

      “Sam, go.” Thatch ordered. “I’ve got him. He won’t fall.”

      Suddenly it was just me and Thatch staring into each other's eyes. “You wanna know something?” 

      “I’m afraid to ask.” Thatch said, his arm tightening around my waist.

      “You’re really good looking for an old dude.” I said, then the doors opened behind us and I felt my knees shake.

      “I’ve got him.” Thatch said, and a young guy with shoulder-length brown hair and glasses was there in surgical scrubs.

      “I’m so sorry, he must have slipped out… hey, aren’t you Thatcher Atticus Fuller, the writer?” He asked.

      “Yes, but you should…”

      “I’m a huge fan of your work. We just read a book of yours in our book club, and…” The man began, but Thatch cut him off.

      “Thank you, but you need to take care of Cary now.” Thatch eyed the man.

      “Are you famous or something?” I mumbled, then the nurse placed his hand on my shoulder and pressed down.

      “Oh shit, I’m falling!” I called out, then I was sitting upright in a wheelchair while the room spun around me. “I’m so dizzy.”

      “Let’s get you back to your room, sir. Then you can go back to sleep.” The nurse turned the chair toward the double doors and pushed me forward. As we exited the waiting room, I heard Celia Mae’s voice ring out.

      “You got to admit that’s one helluv an ass for a man that age.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

          THATCH

        

      

    

    
      “What the hell is wrong with these people?” I fumed. “They’re letting patients just wander the hallways while whacked out on drugs?”

      “Hell, that nurse was positively fan girling you.” Celia Mae noted. “He was easy on the eye, if you know what I mean.” She picked up a tattered magazine, then tossed it back on the side table. “Why are we still here?”

      “We can’t just leave Cary all alone in a hospital.” Sam said, and I noticed dark circles stretching halfway down his cheeks. Glancing at my watch, I saw it was past two in the morning. 

      “Sam’s right. We can’t dump him off at the hospital and leave without knowing what’s going on with him.” I sighed, then pushed myself off the hard plastic seat. “I’ll be back as soon as I can find out what’s …”

      “Are you the people who brought in Cary Lancaster?” A woman with curly blonde hair in a ponytail said as she strolled into the waiting room. Accompanying her was the nurse who’d taken Cary back to his room.

      “Yes,” Sam said, getting to his feet. Celia Mae yawned and remained seated.

      “I’m Dr. Creighton, and this is Joey Davies, the nurse looking after him. Sorry it’s taken us a while to get back to you, but it’s been a crazy night in the ER.” She smiled, and the nurse stared at his feet.

      “This is my son, Sam,” I gestured toward him. “Celia Mae is my sister, and I’m Thatch Fuller. Cary is a…” I didn’t quite know what to call him. “... a friend of the family.”

      Celia Mae coughed.

      “Mr. Lancaster didn’t have a heart attack.” The doctor stated.

      “Oh, thank God.” Sam exclaimed.

      “Since you aren’t his immediate family, I can’t go into much detail.” Dr. Creighton said, then turned to the nurse. “Can I see his file?”

      The nurse handed her a tablet, and she pecked at it for a moment. “Mr. Lancaster had a blood clot in his lung, which we successfully dissolved, but he isn’t out of the woods just yet. Does he have family nearby?”

      “No, I think he was an only child, and both his parents are dead.” Sam answered, and for the first time, I felt sorry for him. The man might be a wealthy asshole, but it seemed to me he had little in the way of family or friends.

      Dr. Creighton’s lips pressed together, and she typed something on the tablet. “Again, I can’t go into specifics, but Mr. Lancaster is on the mend. His last EKG reading came out normal, but at his age, he will need a little extra time to heal.” She handed the tablet back to the nurse. “I’ll let Nurse Davies handle things from here.”

      He took the tablet and opened his mouth to speak, but Dr. Creighton hurried away. His discomfort was obvious.

      “Do you know when he will be released?” Sam asked.

      “I can’t say for sure, but probably within forty-eight hours.” He murmured, then turned to me. “Mr. Fuller, I apologize for my behavior earlier. I was a little starstruck when I realized who you were, but that’s no excuse for being unprofessional.”

      “Don’t worry,” Sam piped up. “It happens to Dad all the time.”

      “Well, not that often.” I murmured. “God, this entire experience was so intense.” I sat down next to Celia Mae, who patted me on the leg.

      “We never know when the unexpected will happen.” Nurse Davies said, and I’d swear he winked at me. “Dr. Creighton gave Mr. Lancaster something to help him sleep, so you guys might want to consider going home and getting some rest, too. I have to get back to work. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Fuller, and your family.”

      As soon as the nurse exited the waiting room, Celia Mae turned to Sam. “That’s the man you should go for. He’s still a little older than you, but not by multiple decades. He has a great job, and to top it off, he likes to read books. That’s always how you spot a good guy. Books.” She pushed herself to her feet, then held out her hand to pull me up.

      “Matchmaking in the ER.” I grabbed her hand and got to my feet. “I should write a book about it.”

      “Aunt Celia Mae, that man is not interested in me. His eyes were glued to Dad.” Sam patted me on the shoulder, and we all strolled toward the exit.

      “Kiddo, Nurse Davies has to be at least twenty years younger than me.” I chuckled. “I prefer men closer to my age.”

      “Well, stud, where the hell are they?” Celia Mae grinned. “And who says you can’t have a fling with a younger man? If Cary can do it, why not you?”

      The automatic doors opened, and we strolled out of the hospital. A full moon was attempting to break through the clouds, and crickets were singing. “And look what happened to him.”

      “Dad, the dude likes you. It was obvious to both of us. He seems like a decent guy, and he’s not bad looking.” Sam said as we all got into my car.

      “He doesn’t like me. That guy, Joey, likes my books. There’s a huge difference, and half the time a writer meets a fan, they have bizarre notions about what we’re like in private. They think we live our lives with our heads in the clouds, constantly dreaming up fresh stories. There's so much more to us.” I switched on the ignition and backed the car out of the parking space. 

      “But, Dad, you just described yourself to a T.” Sam yawned.

      “This is insane. I’d never…”

      “You are going to end up a lonely old man if you don’t take a chance every once in a while.” Celia Mae interrupted. “You haven’t gone out with anyone since the divorce. It’s like you aren’t even trying.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to,” I lied. “I spent over twenty years with Brian, and now I’m enjoying a little alone time.”

      “You guys divorced five years ago. My other dad has dated lots of guys since then.” Sam said.

      “That’s because Brian is a gentleman of easy virtue,” Celia Mae drawled. “Just can’t keep it in his pants.”

      “Shut up, Aunt Celia Mae.” Sam’s words slurred, and I could tell he was about to pass out. “Dad didn’t wallow after the divorce. He got on with his life.”

      I sighed, then turned the car toward home. “Maybe I should too.”
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday, Dr. Creighton told us she was releasing Cary the next day. Celia Mae and I stayed out of Cary’s room, but Sam was allowed to visit him. He stayed with him for about an hour, then we all returned to my house. Sam mostly stayed in his bedroom, recovering from the shock. I never asked him what he said to Cary while they were alone, but I had a feeling he was figuring out a way to break things off with him, without hurting his feelings too much.

      Sunday morning, the three of us headed back to the hospital to say our goodbyes. Sam had Cary’s bag that he’d left at the house and told us Cary’s assistant was driving in from Raleigh to collect him.

      When we arrived in the waiting room, we noticed a tall skinny woman dressed head-to-toe in Gucci talking to the nurses at the desk.

      “... no, I promise Cary will take it easy for the next few weeks.” She tossed her stick-straight black hair back. “If we need to, I’ll get a private nurse to look after him.”

      “Are you Cary’s assistant?” Sam asked her. She spun around and grinned, and I noticed a fleck of red lipstick staining her front tooth.

      “You must be Sam.” She held her hand out for him to shake. “I’m Jenny Sakura, Cary’s personal assistant. He’s only said wonderful things about you and your family.” 

      Sam glanced down at his feet, and at that moment, I knew he was breaking things off with Cary.

      “Here I am!” Cary called out. Joey Davies pushed him into the lobby in a wheelchair with Dr. Creighton by his side. He tried to stand up, but Joey placed a hand on his shoulder to hold him down.

      “Not until we are outside the hospital, Mr. Lancaster.” Joey grinned, and again, I’d swear that he winked at me. Celia Mae elbowed me in the side and cleared her throat.

      “Before we leave, I have something to give you, Dr. Creighton.” Cary nodded at his assistant, who opened her Gucci bag and pulled out a flat baby-blue velvet box. “You’ve taken excellent care of me, and I appreciate it.”

      Dr. Creighton eyed the gift. “This is my job, and I don’t expect presents.”

      “Well, go on, open it.” Cary smiled. “The best part of giving a gift is seeing how happy it makes someone.”

      Moments later, she lifted the lid and gasped. “You, you can’t be serious. These are black pearls. They must be worth a fortune.”

      “Worth every penny,” Cary grinned up at her. “Without you, I’d be pushing up daisies.”

      “I can’t accept this. It’s way too generous.” She tried to hand the box to Cary’s assistant, who refused to take it.

      “Dr. Creighton likes the pearls.” Cary winked at us. “Let’s get out of here, so she can’t give it back. Jenny, we have to go to Thatch’s home first to get my car. Would you mind following behind us in your car, so I can say goodbye to the Fullers?” She nodded. “Joey, take me to the parking lot.”

      As we walked through the sliding doors, Dr. Creighton kept trying to give the pearls back to Jenny, who ignored her. Once we were outside, Cary stood up from the wheelchair, wobbling.

      “Dr. Creighton, turn around. I’m going to put this necklace on you. Once you feel the delicate pearls against your skin, you’ll fall in love with it. Jenny, give me the box.” Cary ordered. Jenny took the box from the doctor and handed it to Cary.

      “I’m not joking, Mr. Lancaster. This gift is too much.” Dr. Creighton crossed her arms across her chest. Jenny squinted at her. Without saying another word, she grabbed the doctor by the shoulders and spun her around so Cary could clasp the necklace around her neck. 

      He pulled the strand of pearls out of the box, took a step toward the doctor and with a howl, fell flat on his ass. We all jumped back at the same time.

      “Cary!” Sam yelled.

      “Oh shit.” Celia Mae muttered.

      “My God, Mr. Lancaster!” Dr. Creighton spun around. “I knew this was too soon. You can’t travel like this. You’re not strong enough.”

      “I’m not going back in there.” Cary growled. “You can’t make me.”

      Joey dropped to his knees and began taking Cary’s pulse. “Dr. Creighton, besides being a little excited, he’s fine.” I noticed a pleading look in his eyes, like he wanted to get rid of Cary. If he was a pain in the ass with normal people, he probably made the staff at the hospital insane.

      “Sorry, but I can’t allow Mr. Lancaster to travel back to Raleigh.” Dr. Creighton sighed. “If you can find accommodations here in Asheville, I'll release him."

      “Dad.” Sam rubbed my shoulder. “Do you think you could…”

      “Oh, hell,” I groaned. “Sam, you can’t be serious.”

      “Please, let him stay with you, Dad. It’s only for a few days. I’d stay too, but I have school tomorrow.” Sam’s glossy eyes bored into mine. He knew I couldn’t say no to him when he looked at me like that.

      “Jesus, fine, but just for a few days.” I felt pressure building behind my eyes. Sam was leaving with Celia Mae, who had to be in Durham tomorrow for work. I glanced over at Cary’s assistant, who was arguing with the doctor and nurse. It was like chaos followed Cary everywhere he went. Would his assistant be staying with me, too?

      Celia Mae shook her head. “Bless your heart, Thatch. Hope you and your new roommate have a fabulous time together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 8


          

          CARY

        

      

    

    
      “I never thought I’d say this, but I’m sick of being in bed,” I sighed. Sam was stuffing his overnight bag with clothes for his return trip to Chapel Hill. He’d been solicitous, kind, and a good friend, but he’d avoided making eye contact since we returned to his father's house. 

      “You need to rest, otherwise you might get sick again.” Sam zipped up the bag, then perched on the corner of the bed and patted my leg. “I need to tell you something.”

      My shoulders slumped since I knew what was coming. “You’ve decided it's best we remain friends? Of the platonic variety, I’m assuming.” I smoothed the orange bedspread down over my lap. Glancing up, I noticed Sam’s bright-blue eyes staring at the wall. They were shiny, as if he was about to cry.

      “We had a great time together while it lasted, Cary. But, I have too much going on at school. I’m giving my dissertation in two months, and I’ve barely scratched the surface of my thesis.” He said, getting to his feet.

      “And what you aren’t saying is that I’m too old.” I murmured, and Sam froze. “Hey, maybe this is my come-to-Jesus moment. I haven’t been taking care of myself, and maybe it’s just the end of the line for me, and dating.”

      “Knock-knock.” 

      Sam and I turned to the door to behold my assistant, Jenny.

      “Thatch thought you might be hungry after being in the hospital, so he made a meal for you.” She marched over and set a tray on my lap.

      “Is he trying to starve me to death?” I shook my head. A bowl of sliced fruit, a bottle of Italian dressing, and a plate of salad greens stared back at me. I noticed a piece of paper next to the food with Jenny's spidery cursive on it.

      Should I cancel your dinner reservation with William Thornton and send flowers instead?

      Will was another twink I’d been seeing. Might as well end that now, too. “Jenny, give me a…”

      “Sam, you ready to go?” Celia Mae asked from the doorway. Her blonde hair was piled high on her head, and she was holding a Louis Vuitton suitcase. 

      “Yeah,” Sam replied, and trudged up to the head of the bed. I flipped the note over so he wouldn’t see it. “I’ll call you later this week to check on you.” He leaned down, pecked me on the cheek, then turned to Jenny. “Take good care of him.”

      Once Celia Mae and Sam were gone, I gazed up at Jenny. “When you cancel dinner with Will, tell him I will call him soon.” I was going to end things with him, but wasn’t going to delegate that task to Jenny. She had enough on her plate since I’d be out of the office.

      “Of course.” She whipped out her phone and made a note. “By the way, that nurse,” she tapped at her phone’s screen, “Joey Davies. He’s agreed to come here daily to make sure you are recovering properly.”

      “I am paying him, right?”

      “Of course. Now, what is happening with me? Do you need me to stay here with you, or do you want me to return to Raleigh and work out of the office?”

      “If you could work out of my office at home instead of the business office, I’d be grateful. You can stay there too, since I’ll be here for the next few days. I’d have you remain here, but I don’t want to impose on our host. Thatch is already going above and beyond the call of duty. Come up with a few ideas for gifts I can send him after this ordeal is over with.” I picked up a fork and speared a wedge of cantaloupe. 

      “Will do.” Jenny smiled and slipped her phone back in her purse, then she sat on the bed next to me. “Are you going to be alright here?”

      Jenny was the only employee I considered a friend, and I could depend on her for anything. She’d worked for me for almost ten years. “Yes. Get out of here. If you leave now, you’ll make it back to Raleigh before dark.”

      “Yes, sir.” She kissed me on the forehead, got to her feet, and left.

      Once she was gone, I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and searched through my contacts. Not that I wanted to text or call anyone. 

      “All these twinks gotta go.” I sighed. “Richard, with your donkey dick and adorable dimples. Haven’t seen you since I left New York, so at least I don’t have to tell you goodbye.” I removed his contact info. “Enrique, fuck, I hate to end it with you, but adios.” I removed his info too, then set the phone down and swiped a tear off my cheek.

      “Nothing like almost dying to realize you’ve gotten old.” I opened the bottle of salad dressing and drenched the greens with it. It was like walking through a closing door, saying goodbye to both my youth, and to the young men I’d worshiped. All I could see was a future filled with tasteless salads, doctor visits, and lots of me time.

      “Do I even like myself enough to continue on? Or should I just buy a retirement home and move into it already?” I said, then stuffed another mouthful of lettuce into my mouth. Hmm, a gay retirement home might make money. I picked up my phone and sent Jenny a text asking her to look into it.

      “How are you feeling, Cary?”

      I looked up to see Thatch standing in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Thatch crossed the room and stood next to the bed. “Have you been crying?”

      I leaned my head against the headboard and shut my eyes. “Maybe.”

      “It’s totally normal. You know, being emotional after what you’ve been through. I read an article about how near-death experiences trigger some people.” Thatch said, and I felt him pat my shoulder.

      For the first time, I really noticed his voice. His words had a cadence I wasn’t used to, almost like he was reading a book to a small child. That made sense since he was a writer. And his accent. Well, if I kept my eyes shut, I could see a younger version of Thatch. Instead of his wavy salt and pepper hair, I pictured his hair being dark, like Sam’s. I realized his son was adopted, but I would lay money on them having the same wavy dark-brown hair.

      “You don’t have to talk. Sorry if I interrupted…” Thatch began, and I opened my eyes and grinned at him.

      “I don’t mind,” I sighed. “Thanks for feeding me. Actually, thank you for all of this. You didn’t have to take me in. Honestly, I’m not used to feeling so helpless.”

      “What Sam wants, he usually gets.” Thatch crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at me. He had brilliant-blue eyes like his son, except they had little crinkles around them. “I've tried not to spoil him, but it’s hard not to. Brian and I knew he was being raised in a different environment than his peers, you know, having two fathers. We gave him everything he wanted, within limits, obviously.”

      “You raised a wonderful child. It’s funny, even though I know he’s adopted, Sam resembles you.”

      “Sam’s birth mother is my cousin. She was a teenager when she had him, and didn’t feel like she was prepared to do right by Sam.” Thatch’s eyes wandered around the room, landing on the wooden dresser drawers. “That’s a lot of flowers. Who sent them?”

      “Jenny. She keeps my home filled with beautiful arrangements, and she decided to do the same here. Best assistant I’ve ever had.” I grinned up at him. “So, does Sam know his birth mother?”

      “Oh, yes, they’ve met.” Thatch got to his feet and paced around the room, wiping away imaginary dust from the furniture. “Sharon, that’s her name, sees him around the holidays every year. They aren’t exactly friends, but they are friendly.” Thatch turned and raised an eyebrow in my direction. “You won’t be needing those here.” He pointed at the nightstand, stomped over, and scooped up my stash of cigars.

      “Another pleasure, gone for eternity.” I sighed. “No sex, love, or delicious food. Hell, let’s just call this the no fun allowed zone.” I threw my hands up in the air. “What the hell do people like you do for fun?” I asked Thatch, then regretted it. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said it quite the way I did.”

      Thatch reached down and removed the tray from my lap. “I’m a fun guy.” He mumbled, then he beamed at me with a twinkle in his eye. “Have you ever thought that the life you were living wasn’t fun? That you were running on a treadmill of denial about reality?”

      “What do you mean?”

      

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 9


          

          THATCH

        

      

    

    
      If I had to describe Cary, the first thing that came to mind was the man was a cad, who only lived for sexual excess and debauchery. That was because I was a writer, and I had a bad habit of slotting people into neat little categories. Underneath his veneer of sophistication, I could see a man who was lost, so when he asked me what I meant by his being in denial about reality, I struggled to keep my words kind.

      “Do realize I’m going on assumptions here, but from everything you’ve said, and from what Sam has told me, you spend a lot of time chasing younger men. If I dare guess, it’s been like a game to you.” I sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at him.

      “Well, yes, I used to, though I think I’ve been permanently benched by the big coach in the sky.” Cary pointed up toward the heavens.

      “How old are you?” I asked, wondering if he’d tell the truth.

      “Forty-nine.” Cary’s lips pressed together, and his eyes shut.

      “Is this your first health scare?”

      Cary swallowed, then murmured, “Yes.”

      “Reality is slapping you upside the head right now. Going to nightclubs and chasing after men half your age takes up a lot of time and energy. I’m no expert, but I’d say that you’re addicted to the chase, almost like an alcoholic craves booze.” I watched as my words sank in. Cary was a handsome man, even when he was under the weather. His salt and pepper hair was cut short, and he had the sharpest cheekbones I’d ever seen on a man. The only evidence of illness was the color of his skin, which was still a little too pale.

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” Cary murmured, his eyes still shut.

      “No, I didn’t say that. What I meant was that chasing younger men is similar to an addiction. It’s something you've spent a lot of time on, and I guarantee that every time you scored with a young guy, you’d feel high. You know, like an adrenaline rush.” I stood and strolled over to the door.

      “When’s the last time you… never mind.” Cary mumbled, his eyes now trained on me.

      “You know what fun is?” I asked, and Cary said nothing. “It’s waking up refreshed everyday, knowing you are healthy enough to get your work done. You also have more time, since you’re not wasting days and days on the chase. Plus, drama is kept to a minimum. God, if I had to date a younger version of myself, I’d tear my hair out. Guys in their twenties don’t have a clue about how the real world works. But, it’s your life, Cary. I hope you make the best of the time you have left.”

      I was about to walk through the door when Cary’s voice stopped me cold.

      “But, don’t you miss love?”

      I turned back toward him and opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 

      “You do, don’t you?” A Mona Lisa smile settled on his face, then I backed out of his room, not admitting to him he was right.
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        * * *

      

      Monday morning I entered my sacred space, also known as my office. It was on the third floor, and stretched halfway across the house. The rear wall was one large window with a view of a waterfall coming from the Cullajasa River. It was stunning year round, but more so in the winter. Enormous icicles formed every January, and it always took my breath away just looking at it.

      This was where I felt the most peaceful and creative, and nearly all of my books had been written here. This was the one part of the house considered off-limits to everyone, except for twice a year when the cleaning service was allowed inside to clean the windows. 

      There was a small kitchenette where I kept cokes in a mini-fridge along with snacks. My expectation was to write a chapter per day. Unfortunately, the words I normally considered my friends had abandoned me. I grabbed a coke out of the fridge and settled behind my desk. Then I grabbed a few peanuts out of a crystal bowl and poured them into the coke bottle. When I switched on the desktop computer, my phone pinged.

      “Shit,” I muttered. It was a message from Brian.

      Where are you? Video meeting now

      Damn it, I’d forgotten, thanks to the chaos of the weekend. Every Monday, Brian and I would meet for a few minutes to discuss Sam, books, and business.

      Moments later Brian’s face filled the screen.

      “What’s wrong?” He asked, taking off his glasses and cleaning them with the front of his shirt.

      “What do you mean? Why do you think something’s wrong?” I sighed and waited for the inevitable lecture. Brian was invaluable as an agent and as a friend, but he could be very bossy.

      “You haven’t shown me any pages from your current work in progress. That’s not like you.” Brian combed his dyed brown hair back with his fingers.

      “Well, things have been a little hectic around here. Have you talked with Sam?” I asked.

      “No. The little twerp has been avoiding me for the last couple of weeks. Why? Is he in trouble?” 

      I chuckled, because I knew exactly why Sam had been avoiding him, and he was currently living in Sam’s bedroom. “He hasn’t told you about his last, um, boyfriend, huh?” 

      Brain grabbed a pen and scrawled something down, probably a note to call Sam. “Why does he always confide in you and not me?”

      “Because, you still treat him like a fifteen-year-old. In case you’ve forgotten, he’s twenty-four and in graduate school. Like, he’s an adult now. Stop calling him twerp.” I shook my head, knowing what I was saying would go in one ear and out the other, then I noticed a figure in the corner of the screen. It was a man about Sam’s age wearing only a towel. “Christ.” I muttered.

      “Okay, so what’s going on with Sam. And then I need you to promise me you’ll have pages to show your editor by the end of next week. Sales were a little slow on your last release, and they’re getting worried.” The man in the towel glanced up, realized he was on the screen and hurried out of the room. I didn’t think Brian had noticed. 

      “Well, he thought I was going to the beach house for the weekend, and brought a guy here. I didn’t know, of course. We strolled into the kitchen to find a man in his underwear raiding the fridge. Celia Mae nearly attacked him with a butcher knife.”

      Brian threw back his head and laughed. “What’s the big deal? Sam’s had boyfriends before. Why didn’t he talk to me about him?”

      I took a swig of my coke and burped. “Excuse me. Um, well, this man is a little older than…” My words died in my throat, remembering the young man I’d just seen in a towel behind Brian.

      “How much older?”

      “He’s forty-nine, and he nearly died in Sam’s bed last Friday.”

      Brian’s mouth dropped open.

      “So, we spent most of the weekend at the hospital. Now he’s in Sam’s bedroom recuperating. He had a pulmonary embolism, but at first we thought it was a heart attack.” My eyes shut for a moment, and when I opened them, Brian’s face was twisted in a scowl.

      “What the hell is Sam thinking? That guy is twice his age. I hope you read him the riot act. Damn it, he’s going to hear it from me about this. He’s a smart kid, but this is possibly the stupidest thing I’ve ever…”

      “As stupid as the twink in the towel running around behind you?” I pushed my chair back an inch, and put my feet up on the desk. Brian swiveled his head around, and when he looked back at me his face was decidedly purple. “You are such a hypocrite.”

      Brian reached forward, and the screen went black.

      “Bless your heart, Brian, your porch light is on, but no one’s home.” I laughed, and a sense of relief washed through me. No more video calls from him for at least a month. 

      When Brian and I met, it had been love at first sight, at least for me. Couldn’t read his mind, but judging by the first few years we were together he felt the same. By the time Sam was in middle school we were hitting the skids. 

      The love was still there, and a calmer version of that love still existed for me, but the passion we’d once shared had vanished. I remembered the therapist I was seeing at the time comforting me, even making me laugh about it.

      “Ya’ll are experiencing the gay version of what’s known as lesbian bed death.” She’d cracked. Since she was a lesbian, I figured she knew what she was talking about. “Night after night, holding hands, praying for a single erotic urge to pass between you, but alas, once bed death creeps in, the end is usually near.” 

      Huh. Maybe I needed to schedule an appointment with her, because it looked like the only men who wanted me were much younger, and I was attracted to men my age. Perhaps I needed to come to grips with growing old alone?

      Once you passed the forty-year mark, men lost interest in you, which was a shame. Cary was an exceptionally attractive man, well, when his mouth was shut. Maybe if he… nah. Cary was a lost cause. Hopefully he’d make peace with himself, and learn to accept the inevitable.

      “Keeping up with kids is hard work, and once you reach a certain age it’s just not worth it.” I shook my head, then pulled my phone out and searched through my contacts. “There you are.” 

      I placed the call, and moments later a soothing male voice answered the phone.

      “Blue Ridge Pride Behavioral Associates. How may I assist you?”
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