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Author's Note




Thank you so much to everyone who read "Second Chance for a First Dance"—and especially to Sarah Eldridge, who edited it before I sent it out into the world. Diego and Taran took hold of me after that, clearly. 

Credit to editor Susan, to Madi and Nick for the hilarious family stories, to Brooke County for the Appalachian childhood vibes (FWIW), and to Pittsburgh for being weird and wonderful.
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Chapter 1: TARAN




“You owe me,” I said, trying to look super serious about it and failing. 

“You look very handsome,” Mom assured me, straightening my tie.

“Flattery will get you one hour.”

“Two. Come on, honey, I didn’t make you go to the church.” She reached up to pat the side of my face. “That’s the boring part.”

“I mean, we’re about to spend our Saturday night eating lukewarm chicken and rigatoni in a glorified high school gym. And it’ll be full of people who know us. This is also the boring part.”

“It’s the Serbian Center!” She tried to look offended but couldn’t help laughing. “Your grandfather was on the committee to—”

“Totally beside the point, but nice try.” I chuckled and started toward the giant block of a building. Felt like half the graduation parties, baby showers, and weddings of my entire childhood had taken place here, and I still had no idea what it was even supposed to be. A catering place, yeah, but why was it here in the middle of nowhere in Stanley County, West Virginia? And what was Serbian about it? Dad’s family were mostly Serbian, and they were the only ones who didn’t have parties here. “Whose wedding reception is this, again?”

“Annie’s oldest.”

“And who is Annie?”

“One of my mahjong girls!”

“Riiiight.” I opened the door for her and waved grandly. “After you.”

She smiled at me, the crinkles around her eyes deepening. “Thank you, sweetie.”

“My pleasure.” I followed her inside. Predictably, the lights were dimmed to an atmospheric purple tint, fairy lights were strung around a central dance floor near a DJ booth, and the walls and round tables were swathed in a sea of purple and white cloth flowers. On each placemat sat a little violet satin pouch tied up with a bow.

Damn. I hadn’t been mad about it in months, but this made me happy I’d dodged the whole wedding bullet. Yikes.

Mom dragged me to a table half-full of her mahjong friends, and I let them all pat me on the face and tell me I looked so grown up, like a good son. People filtered in slowly at first, but after ten minutes it started to fill up, and one of the mahjong ladies’ husbands took pity on me, catching my eye across the table and nodding to the bar.

I was out of my seat so fast, it screeched against the floor. “Can I get you something?” I asked Mom.

“Vodka soda?”

I nodded and beelined for the bar with this random old guy, my savior. Okay, not actually old. He was probably only in his fifties like Mom, but he had a reassuring amount of gray in his beard. “Arthur Jakes,” he said with a sideways smile.

“Taran Kovacs,” I said back.

“I know who you are. Used to watch you every Friday night.”

Of course he had. I plastered a smile onto my face.

“Had a great season your senior year. But I’ll tell you what: You’re better off not playing at a higher level than that.”

I nodded and dissociated a little while we queued up at the bar, and he told me that I probably would’ve ended up with CTE if I’d played my whole college career, and definitely if I’d gone pro. As if there’d ever been any idea of me going pro.

Okay, I’d definitely wanted to go pro. What high school football player didn’t have a little spark of hope that he’d be the lucky one?

“I don’t think those new helmets are doing a damn thing, either,” Arthur said as we finally got to the front of the line. “What are you drinking?”

“Uh, vodka soda for Mom. 7 and 7 for me.” Because that was what passed for a whiskey-based cocktail in these parts.

“Bill! Hey, Bill, look who I got here.” Arthur said to another middle-aged dude.

Bill diverted his path to join us. “Kovacs? Your mom here?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, wondering who the hell he was. Mom should run for mayor, honestly.

“Good, good.” Bill held out one hand to me, so I took it and shook.

“Was just talking about the old Friday night lights,” Arthur said.

“It’s different these days. No one wants to play football anymore,” Bill lamented.

“Can you blame ’em?” Arthur launched into another screed about CTE.

Which, by the way, I was incredibly grateful to have avoided. Even playing quarterback, I’d bounced my head off the field and other players more than I cared to remember. But this was exactly why I hated going to stuff like this in the first place.

The bartender set my drinks down, and I scooped them up fast. “Nice to meet you, sir. Just gonna take this to Mom. See you over there.” It was as brief as I could get without being impolite. Neither of them seemed to care much, as they went back to their high school football chatter and I darted around the corner into the main event space.

And promptly ran smack into someone. My drink slipped and splattered on his shirt, but I kept the vodka soda upright somehow. “Oh shit. Sorry!” I said, looking for a place to put the drinks down so I could help the guy. How I was gonna do that, no idea, but one problem at a time.

“Ah, it’s fine. Not the first time I’ve come home from a wedding smelling like—” He paused. Cocked his head and stared at me.

I flushed from my toes to the top of my head and blurted, “Diego.”

“Wow. Still remember my name, Kovacs?” A slow smile spread across his angular face. “And here I was sure you’d forgotten all about me.”

Oh damn. Oh holy shit. I hadn’t thought about Diego Marsh in—

Okay, I thought about Diego Marsh regularly. Who was I kidding?

“I’m so sorry,” I tried again. My cocktail was all down the front of his shirt. Of course he wasn’t wearing a tie, just a slightly open pale pink button-down. His shoulders had gotten bigger. So had his arms. Huh. Must’ve started working out after high school.

“Don’t worry about it. I have a spare in the car.” He stepped back and looked me over, hazel-green eyes glittering in the ridiculous mood lighting.

“Can I go get it for you or something?” I didn’t even know what I was saying, I was so spun up now. The last, the absolute last person I would’ve expected at some hometown wedding was Diego I’m-Gonna-Go-To-New-York-And-Get-Famous Marsh, dammit.

“You can come with me, if you want.” He raised both eyebrows, starting to look obnoxiously amused. “Good excuse to get the fuck out of this purple hellscape for a minute.”

I sighed in something like relief. “It’s brutal.”

“I’m gonna get a drink. You look like you need another one.” He fixed his gaze on my half-spilled whiskey.

“Ah, probably. I just gotta get this one to Mom.” I lifted the vodka soda.

“And the bride and groom will arrive shortly. Yay,” he deadpanned. Then smiled, just a little upturn at the corners of his full, pretty mouth.

I’d thought I was pulling up, but the smile sent me back into a tailspin. Remembering the way that mouth had looked in the dark. The way it’d felt against mine. You’d think eight years would give me enough time to forget, but now his mouth was right in front of me, I couldn’t stop remembering.

“Meet me out front after the bridal party is announced,” he said.

And before I could reply, he stepped around me and into the bar. I turned, watching his retreat and trying not to check if he still had that goddamn adorable bubble butt. But I couldn’t, and he did.

Face flaming, I made my way through the increasingly crowded tables and back to Mom.

Slowly, steadily, I got a hold of myself as the usual reception antics began. While the bridesmaids entered to blaring Taylor Swift, I swallowed what little whiskey I’d salvaged. As everyone was cheering for the happy couple, I reminded myself I was a grown-ass adult who was way past all that high school and college insecurity crap. I had a good job and liked my life, as far as everyone here knew. Even if I was a big old football flop.

I’d just about calmed myself down by the time everyone settled in for the Champagne toast. I leaned over to Mom and whispered, “Back in a minute,” then ducked out as fast as I could.

It was either that, or chicken out. And why? Oh, not because of Diego, who’d always been a cool guy. Because of me, because I owed him an apology or twelve. And not about spilling my drink on him.

When I stepped out into the twilight, Diego was already there, smoking a cigarette and leaning against the brick wall. He pushed off it and nodded toward the parking lot. “Just over here.”

“Sorry again,” I said, trying to think of twelve other ways to say it but with more feeling and sincerity.

“Like I said, any excuse. Cigarette?”

I shook my head. “Still doing that, huh?”

He glanced at me sideways and smirked. “Still doing a lot of things you don’t approve of, I bet.”

“Diego…” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Man, I’m really sorry.”

“I said—”

“No, not about that. I mean, I am, but also about just being me. I was an asshole last time we… saw each other.” I fumbled my way through it, but it was a start. Better than I’d done back then, anyhow.

“Ages ago,” he said easily, though he wouldn’t look me in the eye no matter how hard I tried to catch his. He blew out a long trail of smoke before continuing. “We were kids. And look at us now: both responsible adults with college degrees and shit. How’s yours?”

“My degree?”

“Yeah.”

“I, uh, ended up with a business degree. Marketing.” Ugh, jock stereotype number 1082.

“And how’s business?”

“Fine. I might do an MBA. Did you—?”

“Oh, I did get that theater degree, and my father was correct: I will never use it. No regrets, right?” He shot me a look, finally, but it was brief.

He’d seemed so easy about running into me inside, especially compared to how flustered I’d been. But it wasn’t all water under the bridge for him, no matter what he said. Sure wasn’t for me.

I wished I had another drink. A real one, this time.

He led me to a bright red Honda with a banged-up bumper, then clicked a key fob to open the trunk. “So what else have you been up to? Got a wife? Three kids? Summer home in the Poconos?”

“None of that,” I said quietly. “I mean, I was engaged for half a second. Not sorry that didn’t happen.”

“Right?” He handed me his cigarette. He had a few stacks of shirts and pants on hangers piled up in the trunk, a half-open duffel bag stuffed full of what looked like gym clothes, and a yoga mat tucked in the back. “God, what a fucking nightmare in there. Why do the straights do this to themselves?”

“Hey, marriage equality is a thing,” I said with a snort, holding the smoke away from my jacket. If Mom smelled it, I’d hear about it all week.

“Right, but no self-respecting gay would go with that shade of purple. I tried to talk her out of it. Believe me.”

I chuckled and leaned one hip against the mangled bumper. “How do you know the bride?”

“Stepsister.” He sighed and rolled his eyes. 

“No shit? Is Frankie around?”

“We don’t talk about Frankie,” Diego said curtly. “Something about a defaulted loan that tanked Dad’s credit. And he stole my car, which is why I have this piece of shit.”

“Yikes.” So Frankie hadn’t changed, apparently. “Nice of you to come, anyhow.”

“Dad would never forgive me if I tried to bail. It’s nice that he wants me around and all, but Jesus Christ, this is a lot.”

I winced, remembering Diego’s dad from football games and opening nights. Classic Ohio Valley football dad, blessed with a grade-A fuckup for an older son and an unabashed theater kid for the younger. Diego used to hate him. I said, “I remember him being a dick,” I admitted.

“Yeah, well, the new wife voted for Kamala, so.” He buried his head in the trunk. “We’re cool now. She made him reconcile with the family faggot.”

I flushed. I didn’t like the word, obviously, but what really fucked me up about it was that it reminded me of my dad. And of course, guys used to throw that word around all the time in the hallways, in the locker room. Just that weird, casual homophobia that made it seem cool to dunk on anything slightly femme or pretty or not otherwise jacked up on toxic masculinity. One second claiming not to care who anyone was sleeping with, the next accusing Mickey Mouse of being a faggot because his voice was high-pitched and he wasn’t a dick to Minnie.

Small town bullshit dies hard, I’d thought. It’ll be better when I get to college. 

Then I realized the guys in that locker room, not to mention the adults in charge of it, were just as bad.

“It’s okay, man, I’m allowed to say it. That’s how slurs work.” Diego peeked from the trunk, finally looking me in the eye.

“I know,” I said. “Guess I just heard it too much growing up. Still bothers me.”

He looked me up and down. Seemed to be thinking about something. Then held out his hand for the cigarette. “It’s gonna go out.”

I handed it off gratefully.

He sucked it back to life and blew smoke away from me. “So you were engaged to a girl?”

“Yeah. Literally for a week.”

“How long’d you date?”

“About three years.”

“Why’d you break up?”

“She fucked a minor-league hockey player who only has about three of his original teeth left,” I said flatly.

He looked up sharply, as if to see if I was joking. Then burst out laughing. It was also his first full-on smile of the evening, showing the adorable little gap between his two front teeth. 

I was glad he hadn’t changed that. Not that he’d care what I thought, but I’d always thought that smile was even hotter than the startlingly pretty eyes.

“Shut the fuck up!” he said.

I held up one hand. “Swear to god. Six months ago.”

He laughed even harder, turning so he could half-sit in the trunk. “Big handsome high school quarterback got cucked!”

“Laugh it up.” But I was smiling, too. Partly because I was at the point where I was more relieved than anything about the breakup. Partly because Diego hadn’t changed—he was still a mouthy shit and it was still funny. I hadn’t appreciated how goddamn tough he was, back then. But now I could see it in the upward tilt of his chin, like he was expecting a fight, and the way his eyes darted to mine, then away again.

“Oh!” He wrapped his free arm around his own middle as if it hurt from laughing. “Sorry, but that’s delightful.”

“What about you?” I settled in beside him, ass against the bumper. “What are you doing these days?”

He took a deep drag. “Do you really want to know any of that boring shit?” He blew the smoke out.

“Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “That’s why I asked.”

He glanced at me. Away. And then rolled his eyes, though his smile still hadn’t quite faded. “You haven’t changed.”

“I was just thinking you hadn’t, either.”

“I live in a studio apartment in Pittsburgh with my cat, who I have to fight for the space heater in winter because she’s a bitch princess.” He looked straight through the car in front of us as he spoke. “I’m a struggling actor aka bartender at a South Side dive bar.”

“You said you didn’t use your degree.”

“Well, I’m currently not, except to flirt with the customers to get better tips.” The smile wasn’t touching his eyes anymore.

“That’s not acting.” For me, it would’ve been. But not for the Diego I used to know.

“You should see some of these customers, honey. It’s serious acting.” He chuckled and took another drag.

“Why’d you come back?” I asked.

“From… New York? Shit, that was ages ago. I made it two months there.” Another little sigh, this one more sincere, and it sent his bangs flying. His hair was shorter and lighter than it used to be, in that fashionable llama style, short on the sides and curly on top. It was naturally inky-black, but he’d bleached the shit out of it and dyed it every color in the rainbow in school. Now it was a faded auburn at the ends but dark at the roots.

I had an urge to touch it. I used to love to wrap my fingers in his curls while he was in my lap. Soft and smooth as silk. I used to tell myself it was like a girl’s.

Oof. “Not a big fan, myself,” I said.

“I fucking loved it.” He snorted. “But I didn’t take it seriously enough. Parties, boys, drugs, repeat. You know.”

“Not exactly, but kinda.”

“No boys, huh?” Now he caught my eye.

I shook my head. “No. Not since you.”

His thick eyebrows went up. “We’re talking about it now?”

“I’m sorry I wouldn’t, back then. I’m sorry about a lot of things.”

He shrugged. “It taught me I don’t like being a dirty secret, anyhow.”

I suddenly felt like I was going to puke, but I pushed through. “Looking back, I’m honestly just surprised you put up with it as long as you did.”

“Well, I was a desperate theater geek and you were the star quarterback. It’s the stuff they make teen movies about.”

I hadn’t thought about it like that. Like, at all. But holy shit, it kinda was.

He must’ve seen it on my face, because he laughed again. “Jesus Christ, Kovacs. You had no idea what the fuck was going on, did you?”

“Apparently not.”

He dropped the cigarette and stepped on it. “Neither did I, if I’m honest. Not like I expected you to ask me to prom or anything. I knew the score. But you know how it is at that age; you still have hope about shit. Teenage rite of passage.”

The idea stunned me, which just drove home how right he was. He used to bitch and moan about the opiate effect of mating rituals like homecoming and prom on boring robo-teens with nothing to look forward to in life. Now, I had the distinct feeling he had, in fact, hoped I would ask him to prom. A huge, sweeping, public gesture to make up for a year of sneaking around, redeeming myself like the teen movie hero.

Me. A fucking closeted, jock-brained idiot who kissed him in dark locker rooms after everyone else went home, who acted like we were just casual acquaintances in public, who never told my best friends about the nights we sneaked out of events together to screw around in my beater Volkswagen.

A lot less far-fetched than me hoping to play in the NFL, anyhow. “I hate how I acted. The whole time, but especially after I left. I should’ve texted. I almost did a hundred times.”

“You thought I’d come all the way to Tennessee for that dick, huh?” His smile was playful again even though his eyes were still wide.

I let him steer us away from the regrets and toward the laughter. It was his sweet spot, and that was all I cared about. I never thought I’d get the chance to apologize to him. I was gonna take it for all it was worth tonight. “No. But I thought about you a lot.”

I’d buried myself in training camp to stop myself from thinking about him, as a matter of fact. I lived, breathed, spoke football, and in the offseason, I worked out, studied, and then did it all over again. Eventually, the memories didn’t hit as hard, I found other outlets, and time did its work. I told myself I was being responsible. That no one with a brain would let a high school hookup hold them back from a bright and celebrated future.

The sad part was I didn’t even care when the football dream came crashing down.

We were both quiet for a second in the growing dark, the buzzing of cicadas and crickets coming to life around us. The sound of a summer in the valley, oddly musical, very comforting.

He stood suddenly and went back to digging in his trunk. “I know it’s fucking in here somewhere…”

“Can I help?”

“No, it’s my mess; I’ll figure it out. How did you end up here tonight, anyhow?”

“Mom needed a date.” I snorted and shoved my hands into my pockets. “Which just means she didn’t want to come alone.”

“You have to come far?”

“Nah. My place is in Robinson.”

“No shit?” He peeked up again. “We’re neighbors.”

“Yep.”

“It’s the great escape, around here.” He plunged back into the trunk.

Pittsburgh was the nearest city to us growing up, even though we’d been on the West Virginia side of the border. But that wasn’t why I lived there. “Moved back after Dad died.”

He was quiet except for the clanging of hangers for a second. Then he stood up, a mostly wrinkle-free white button-down in hand. “Sorry about that, man. Sucks. I almost texted you when I heard. Unblocked your number and everything.”

“You had me blocked?” I had no idea why, but the thought made me smile.

“Obviously, oh my god. Hold this.” He threw the shirt at me and started unbuttoning the whiskey-stained pink one.

“So you wouldn’t have known if I’d texted you anyhow,” I prodded.

“No. Well, at first, yes. But after about a month, Toni made me block you. It gave me a spiteful kind of peace.”

“How is Toni?”

“Oh, she fucked her way through all the girls at home and moved onto greener pastures in Cincy.” He untucked the shirt and pulled it off, leaving him half-naked in the darkening parking lot.

He used to have one of those effortlessly decent bodies like an adult film twink, but he’d muscled up and acquired some chiseled lines since. He must’ve waxed his chest or something, but his smooth belly featured a dark, thin trail of hair that thickened up as it dipped beneath his belt. But the hottest part by far was the massive tattoo on his left lower ribs and belly: a black linework lion’s head wearing a watercolor-style flower crown.

“Still a little gay, huh?” he asked.

I realized I’d been staring and flushed. “Sorry. Nice ink, though.”

“Thanks.” He smiled smugly. “Really, not a single guy since me?”

“I was never single for long, so I didn’t date much.” Any time I’d been single, I’d been going through it, anyhow.

Still, I’d considered hookups a few times. Kissed a guy or two in a club while drunk. Installed Grindr, then uninstalled it the next day. Not because I felt like it was wrong or bad or dirty or anything, just because I felt like…I don’t know.

Like a little gay wasn’t gay enough, and I’d betrayed that side of me anyhow. I should stay in my fucking lane.

“Yeah, not like you ever struggled for a date.” He rolled his eyes again, but it was playful this time. “So you’re bi? Pan? I always kinda wondered.”

“I don’t know what I am,” I admitted, for the first time in my entire life, out loud.

He shrugged. “Whatever, babe. You do you. Labels are supposed to make people feel seen, not boxed in.”

“I used to think I was Diego-sexual,” I said with a laugh.

His mouth fell open, but his eyes were smiling. “Bitch, did you just say that?”

“What?” I held up both hands.

“Did you just imply that I’m the only man to ever get you hard?”

“To be fair, it never took all that much to—”

“Shh. This is my moment; don’t take it!”

“I did just imply that, yes.” I chuckled. Was absolutely untrue, but he clearly knew that as well as I did. Whatever made him happy.

“Okay. Okay, that makes up for a lot of the shit; for real, though.” He was smiling brightly now, buttoning up his new shirt. “Thanks for that.”

“That’s better than the multiple apologies?”

“Fuck yes!” He was cackling now as he tucked in his shirt and nodded to the trunk.

I reached up and shut it, and we started walking back toward the building. But slowly.

Adjusting himself still, Diego said, “Phew, for a second there I thought I was gonna be a little bitch all night, but now I’m in a great mood. Which is good, because I’m the only one in this fucking family who can dance.”

“I should’ve just skipped to the Diego-sexual thing, huh?”

“Nah. The apology was nice, too. Just not as nice.” He smiled so big, it showed the gap in his teeth again.

I tried to respond, but something was suddenly lodged in my throat. Felt like my heart.

“Okay,” he said as we approached the door. “If you see me, like, dissociating completely, come save me?”

“Yeah. Same, please.”

“Deal.” He opened the door and strode through it, head high, shoulders up, and a swing in his hips that dared anyone to say shit about it.

Goddamn, he was magnificent. What a dumbfuck eighteen-year-old me had been.

I made my way back to the table and slipped into my seat, hoping no one would notice and pretending not to watch Diego Marsh.








  
  
Chapter 2: DIEGO




I stumbled off the dance floor as soon as enough people filled it. It was the only job Kelly, the bride of the hour, had given me: to get people dancing. Yes, I had planned to dance the fucking night away and be unfailingly fabulous in the face of whatever bullshit the ignorant hometown crowd could throw my way. 

But now I had more pressing concerns.

I reminded myself every five seconds not to scan for Taran Kovacs. I recognized the people seated near him; apparently his mom played mahjong with my stepmother Annie because he was stuck at a table full of her middle-aged friends getting ripped on well liquor.

How fucking dare he be even hotter than his extraordinarily fine teenage self? And he had the nerve to be light years more emotionally mature on top of that? Still eternally confused about his sexuality, but two out of three was way too good. Un-fucking-believable.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t made as much emotional progress as Taran Kovacs in the last eight years, because all I could think of was taking him back out to my car and climbing on top of him for old time’s sake. The only rational response to this scenario was to plummet toward whiskey dick as fast as possible. I rolled up to the bar and ordered two tequila sodas with a twist. 

Kelly wandered by in her massive white fluffy cloud of a dress and held out her hand. “Oh god, D, can I have one? I’m dying here.”

I rolled my eyes but handed one over. “Fine, fine; it’s your day.”

“Were they both for you?”

“Yes, obviously.”

“You’re supposed to be keeping the dance floor alive.” She smiled though.

When Dad first informed me I was about to get a pair of younger sisters, I admit it didn’t thrill me. Thankfully, Kelly was cool as fuck. Kacey, the younger one, was a bitch on wheels. Normally that’d be admirable, but not when it blew up in my face on the regular. Though she was a horrible dancer with no rhythm, I said, “Kacey can handle it for a few—”

“A few what?” She walked up behind me.

I sighed. “Are we sure she’s not actually Satan? Say her name and summon her?”

Kelly snorted inelegantly as a well-wisher sidled up to her, so I was forced to turn to Kacey armed with only one beverage. “You could handle the dance floor, I said.”

“I’m the maid of honor, bitch.” She pursed her lips at me.

“Your lipstick wore off like hours ago, girl.” I gave her mouth my most disdainful look.

She rolled her eyes. “So did yours.”

“Shows what you know. I only wore eyeliner to—”

“Who’s the hottie?” she interrupted.

I turned to follow her gaze, but even before I got there, I knew who it’d be. She and Kelly both had an eye for the hottest guy in any crowded room. There he was, Taran Kovacs with his stupid floppy dark hair brushed back from his forehead, his gorgeously summer-tanned skin, and his absurdly blue eyes. He even had a little stubble on his jawline, and he was wearing the sexiest pair of thick, black-rimmed glasses, which was just more evidence that he never had and never would play fair.

I sighed. “Taran.”

“Friend of yours?” She eyed me sideways so I’d know she meant someone you’ve fucked?

Yeah, I’d learned the hard way not to tell Kacey anything personal. I just shrugged. “Your mom’s friend’s kid, I think. Kovacs.”

“Oh, for real? Uncle Brandon is really going after him.”

Uncle Brandon was a sixty-year-old washed-up football coach from the next county over, so yeah, that tracked. I was about to talk some shit about him but paused when I noticed that Taran’s baby blues looked oddly unfocused. He was surrounded by mostly middle-aged men, all of them talking at him rather than to him. And he was just nodding now and then, his jaw flexing visibly, face otherwise expressionless.

Fuck, I’d been joking about wanting rescued if I started dissociating. He apparently had been serious.

“Be right back,” I lied, heading directly toward him. I started to pick up snatches of conversation:

“I saw you run the ball in for a touchdown early on, though. We all really thought you were going to be there for a good long while.”

“You’re better off. CTE is a real problem,” said one of the guys from Taran’s mom’s table.

“Ah, these guys are sissies nowadays. If you don’t want me to hit the quarterback, put him in a dress,” said another one. “That’s what your dad used to say, Kovacs.”

Ew. 

I sashayed up to them deliberately, and Taran’s eyes lit up. Which was nice, but he probably would’ve been happy to see anyone who wasn’t obsessed with bullshit small town sportsball. I said, “Kovacs, can you help me with something for the bride?”

“Uh, yeah, of course. Happy to help.” He raised his glass to the cluster around him. “See you around, huh?”

They kept talking around him, though a few acknowledged his departure with something like warmth. When he fell in step beside me, he muttered, “Jesus, man, thanks.”

“What the fuck?” I asked, making for the front door. Needed a smoke anyhow.

“It’s always like this when I go to anything in this county. Everyone wants to talk about the goddamn glory days.” He snorted and stuffed his free hand into his jacket pocket. His tie was loose now, his top button undone. He was either trying to get comfortable or on his way to getting drunk.

“What, you don’t?” I snorted right back. “You used to soak that shit up.”

“I didn’t soak it up,” he protested, then grimaced. “I loved the game. I was good at it. It was fun.”

“It got you laid.”

He shot me a look. “Obviously.”

“That’s not why I sucked your dick, Kovacs.”

He laughed and opened the door, then stood aside to let me out first. “Why did you?”

“Because you looked so desperate, I took pity on you,” I lied.

“Uh-huh.” He smiled like he knew better.

I walked around the side of the building so no one coming or going would bitch about my smoke. He followed, sipping at his drink and smiling. I leaned against the brick wall and lit the cigarette behind my hand, then took a nice, long drag to give me that momentary spin. I was trying to quit, so I only did four or five a day, max. It was nicer, though. They actually hit.

“What happened to you anyhow?” I wondered.

“What?”

I nodded toward the door. “You didn’t play all the way through college, right?”

He raked a hand through his well-pomaded hair, leaving it adorably fucked up. “Nah.”

“How come?”

“Honestly?” He grimaced. “It’s kinda pathetic.”

“I love pathetic.”

“I wasn’t good enough.” He shrugged.

I frowned. “But you got a scholarship and shit.”

“My first year, yeah. Remember how I used to talk about stepping up to a Division I school after a year or two at Cooke?”

I nodded. It was all coming back to me—a little too much about the way we used to linger in the darkness after hookups and talk about life. I’d forget he was a popular jock, and he seemed to forget I was a loser nerd, and we’d spend hours just being… I don’t know. Friends who sucked each other’s dicks?

Boyfriends who never admitted it, more like.

“Well, turns out that I sucked, so my scholarship shrank. And then disappeared. So not only did I not move up, I didn’t even stay there.” He leaned one hip against the wall, his gaze fixed on my Doc Martens. “No game-ending injury, no life-changing drama.”

“But you ran one in for a touchdown?” I hated football on principle in school, as all art kids must, but in reality it was just kinda meh. I knew the rules and plays, and a quarterback pulling that was hero-level shit.

He chuckled silently, shoulders bouncing so they stretched the seams of his jacket. “We were playing the shittiest team in Div II. It was bullshit, and we were up like thirty points already. Any time we played someone decent, I folded like a paper airplane.”

I sucked on my cigarette in silence, fascinated by his expression and body language. It was exactly the fucking same as it had been in those quiet, stolen moments together back in the day. I’d almost forgotten how he slouched and smiled when he was just being himself instead of the big football star everyone wanted him to be.

Not that he’d ever said it was a burden. But I was starting to think that even if it hadn’t been then, it sure as fuck was now. “Must’ve been hard,” I said.

He shrugged with the shoulder that wasn’t against the wall. “At first. Then it was just a fucking relief. Especially when COVID hit.”

“Yeah?”

“I transferred out to a little liberal arts school. When they lifted restrictions, I played on an intramural team just for fun. No one knew I’d ever had the football hopes and dreams of Stanley County pinned on me once upon a time. It was great.”

Well, what do you know: Beautiful people can get headfucked too. “That where you met the hockey-fucker-ex?”

He laughed. “Sorta. She went to high school with my roommate, and he introduced us. We had our good times. Just ended bad.”

“That’s how most of them go, yeah.” But I laughed and shook my head. “Did you ever hate it, even when you were the big fish in the little pond?”

“In high school?”

“Yeah.”

He shook his head slowly. “I guess I didn’t realize that everyone else around me was so serious about it, you know? Like, I knew it was supposed to pay for school, and I would’ve given my right arm to go pro, but I don’t know. I was still having fun, so I thought everyone was.”

Yeah. Sounded very, very fucking Taran. 

I must’ve given him a look or something because he flushed dark and looked down again.

“What a pair of idiots,” I said, just to break the tension.

He glanced up through those beautiful, thick eyelashes, asking a silent question.

“We didn’t know the first thing about each other,” I elaborated. “Thought we did, though, didn’t we?”

He smiled cautiously. Nodded. “Probably.”

“Well, you grew up okay, Kovacs. I’ll give you that.” I squeezed out the cherry and tucked the butt into my fist.

“Yeah. So did you,” he said with the most obnoxiously sweet smile. Ugh, that dimple, too. The stubble wasn’t thick enough to hide it. Genuinely fucking unfair.

I straightened up. “Please. I’m a goddamn mess.”

“You got anyone?” He asked as he fell into step beside me. “A boyfriend?”

“Ugh.” I sighed. “I had a cool polycule for a while, but there was this one toxic guy—long story. Ruined the whole thing for me. And then there was this older guy, but he got super controlling. Like, I’ve got a list as long as my arm of romantic failures.”

“I just have the one, pretty much. But it failed really hard.” And yet he laughed.

“Yeah, it kinda did.” I smirked. I didn’t know what the fuck kind of woman cheated on a smokeshow Prince Charming like him, but whatever. Her loss.

“Thanks.” He opened the door for me again, grinning. “That makes me feel way better.”

“That’s what I’m here for, babe.” I popped the cigarette butt into the garbage before gliding past him and back into the sickly purple swirl of the wedding. And only then did I realize that he might not have been asking about my relationship status just to confirm that I was, in fact, a goddamn mess. 

But his mother was waving him over to talk to someone, so I shot him one last smile and went back to the dance floor, where Kacey was making an absolute ass of herself as expected.

Had to do everything myself around here.

I slid back into the rhythm, chatting it up with the guests and generally doing my job. But Kacey had to fuck it up the second she noticed me. She stomped over, saying, “Where the fuck were you for the cake cutting?”

I frowned and stepped off the dance floor, out of the way, and gestured for her to do it too. “Jesus, Kace, don’t cause a fucking scene in the middle of the Electric Slide.”

“Don’t be flip.” She glared. “We were looking for you.”

“Obviously I went out to smoke.” I tried to be patient, but god, she was exhausting sometimes. Reminded me of that micromanaging older guy I’d dated earlier in the year, weirdly enough. Drake. Ew.

“For how long?” Her voice rose, probably so I could hear her over the music, but it was getting shrill and people were starting to look.

“C’mere,” I suggested, waving her toward the family table.

She stomped after me, face red.

“I didn’t know you needed me for it,” I said once we were out of the middle of the fucking room. Normally I would’ve just ignored her, but there was nowhere to hide. “Sorry.”

“You’re supposed to be helping us with everything.”

“Okay, what do you need help with?”

“I wanted you to take our picture.”

“Isn’t that what the photographer is for?”

“For social media right now!”

“Okay, look. Here comes Kelly; let’s do it now. Gimme your phone.”

“It’s too late.” Kacey glared.

I winced. So, so glad I hadn’t grown up with them; yeah. Not that Francisco had been a barrel of laughs either, but at least he mostly did his own thing and left me the fuck alone.

I was trying to think of how to escape when Kelly approached with a worried look on her face. “What’s going on?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” I said. I did not say: Your sister’s just having her obligatory drama whore moment of the evening. But I sure fucking thought it.

“He missed the cake cutting,” Kacey insisted, pretty much stomping her foot.

“Okay?” Kelly frowned, at least as confused as I was.

“And he missed the Champagne toast earlier.”

I winced. “Are you stalking me?”

“It’s not funny, D. This is Kelly’s day, and you’re fucking it up.”

“Ooookay…” I held up both hands and began to back away slowly.

“Kacey, he’s doing exactly what I asked him to do,” Kelly said patiently. I could see how badly she wanted to roll her eyes.

“I think he’s being a petty little bitch,” Kacey snapped, giving an ugly little limp-wrist gesture for good measure.

I stopped backing up. Set my jaw. Insults, whatever; that’s just sibling shit. This was something else. “Excuse me?”

Kelly had seen it too, clearly. “Kace—”

“Always whining about how you hate coming back here, and you’re the only sad little gay in town, and no one even wants you here. It just makes you insane that Kelly found a man who—”

“What in the fuck?” I demanded.

“You need to go get some air,” Kelly said sharply, yanking on Kacey’s arm to turn her around. “I asked Diego to get people dancing. He did. And he’s a great dancer. What is your problem?”

“Don’t think it’s me that’s jealous about your man…” I sing-songed, even though I knew, I fucking knew it was a mistake the second it was out of my mouth.

Kelly face-palmed.

Kacey turned bright red. “You ungrateful, bitchy little motherfu—”

“Hey,” said a deep and—for the moment—angelic voice suddenly at my side. “You guys okay? Need help with anything?”

I couldn’t even look at Taran because I was afraid I’d grovel in thanks if I did. I did not need the full strength of Kacey’s rage on me in public, and definitely not at Kelly’s wedding, but I couldn’t just shut my fucking mouth.

“Just enjoying my wedding day. Thanks for coming,” Kelly said with a fake-sweet smile.

Taran replied with a million-dollar grin. “Taran. Our moms play mahjong together. Congratulations.”

Before Kelly could reply, Kacey jerked out of her grasp and shrilled, “Are you kidding me right now with this, Die—!”

“You wanna dance?” Taran said, holding out one hand.

I froze. The Electric Slide was over, thank god, but now it was something slow-dancey. I looked at Kelly, wondering if he was asking her. Even though the hand was extended toward me.

She gave me a significant look and jerked her head toward the dance floor. “Go.”

Kacey opened her mouth to unleash something else vile, probably.

Taran grabbed my hand and pulled me out onto the dance floor. “You don’t have to,” he leaned in close to say. “Just thought I’d return the favor.”

“How much of that did you hear?” God, my cheeks were burning up. It was bad enough Kacey had to flip out on the regular, but for her to do it in public? In front of my hot ex-situationship who had broken my teenage heart and was maybe kind of flirting with me? Fuck me, man.

“Enough to know it’d be pretty funny if someone walked up and asked you to dance at that exact moment,” he replied with a chuckle. “And not her.”

I laughed, sudden and surprised. “Shit! That is pretty funny.”

“No offense, but your new sister is kind of a dick.” He slid his arm around my waist.

I was still laughing, but the easy way he pulled me close made my head spin. Fucking Christ, what was even happening tonight? Stupidly, settling one hand against his warm, hard chest, I said, “Yeah, she doesn’t like it when everything isn’t about her.”

“Is she gonna turn it on Kelly now?”

“Kelly can handle her,” I said. 

Then all the air left my body as he put his other arm around me and pressed his whole front into mine. I might even have gasped, the feeling was so overwhelming. He used to be stacked, yeah, but he always had a tiny waist in school. Now he was thicker around the middle, more solid than he used to be—from twink to twunk in eight years or less. He smelled like laundry detergent and shampoo, nothing fancy, and his hair brushed my cheek when he leaned in to whisper, “I don’t do this much, so you gotta show me how.”

I leaned my chin on his shoulder, where it fit just right, and realized everyone was looking at us. Not openly—in most cases—but just sideways, little smiles or frowns or whispers darting around the loud as fuck reception hall. “Everyone’s watching,” I mumbled.

He pulled back slightly, so he could look down into my eyes—goddammit, he was still taller, yep. His crinkled slightly at the corners behind those hot-ass stockbroker-looking glasses. “They’ve been watching you all night.”

“Right, but…” I cleared my throat, which suddenly had my heart lodged in it again.

“I’m good if you are,” he said.

Words I never thought I’d hear from him, that was for goddamn sure. I flushed even hotter because I was sure he could feel my heart pounding against my ribcage. Managed a nod, but just barely.

He leaned forward again, rubbing his stubbly cheek against my temple. I slid my arms around his neck and narrowly resisted an urge to bury my face in it and inhale him like a line of hard-bodied cocaine.

Was I a complete fucking idiot who never learned? Absolutely.

Was I gonna enjoy dancing openly with this incredible fucking snack of a man? The man who’d tormented my teenage years by sucking me cross-eyed, making me fall for him, and then treating me like a dirty secret he couldn’t wait to get rid of when it was time to go to college?

Obviously. 

“You okay?” he asked after a full thirty seconds of silence between us. Just my heartbeat against his and his hands at the small of my back and mine dangling over his superhero-sized shoulders.

“Yep,” I managed, then laughed at how tight my throat felt and sounded. “This is exactly how I expected this night to go, Kovacs. Didn’t you?”

His lips brushed my ear, just barely, but enough to give me goose bumps. His breath was hot and smelled like whiskey. “I wouldn’t have presumed. You do look really, really good tonight, though.”

“I know,” I lied. Couldn’t let it slip, couldn’t let him know how everything inside me was going soft and squishy. Well, everything except my dick, which was one-hundred percent hard. I arched my back to pull my hips away.

He put one hand on either side of my hips, thumbs just beneath the belt, and held me close. I almost panicked that I was about to make this shit really weird, but then I realized it was his cock, hard behind the zipper of his tailored flat-front pants, pressing into my belly down low.

Oh shit. Oh shit, oh fuck, this was happening. I felt that sickeningly familiar sensation of all sense and reason leaving my body the second Taran fucking Kovacs paid my sad little gay ass the tiniest bit of attention. “You’re about to make me a liar,” I whispered.

“How?”

“I swore I’d never do this again.”

I could hear the smile in his voice, the fucker. “What are you doing?”

“Hooking up with you, obviously, you fucking idiot.” But I was laughing as I said it, clinging to his neck like the sad, needy, desperate little bitch boy I’d been trying not to be since the last time he broke my heart.

“I wish. But we don’t have to—”

“Shut the fuck up and meet me out front in ten.”

As the song wound down and we pulled apart, he adjusted his dick clandestinely, clearly trying not to grin.

I patted his face, trying to play it cool, as if he hadn’t felt my prick trying to jump out of my pants and into his for that entire dance. Then I walked away like I had some business to handle before I could sneak out with him. Instead, I went around the back, through the kitchen, where they were still cleaning up from serving dinner, and out the service entrance. I lit a cigarette and sucked on it desperately, heading for the parking lot the long way.

When I rounded the corner to the front of the building, Taran was already there, his hands in his pockets, that stupid fucking dimpled smile still in place.

“Jesus Christ, thirsty boy.” I managed, though I couldn’t help it if I looked and sounded goddamn delighted.

“You’re here too,” he pointed out, pulling off his jacket and folding it over his arm. His tie was gone, who knew where.

“I fucking hate you.” I laughed. “Come on. It’ll be just like old times.”

He laughed too, and we speed walked to my borrowed car, hopped in, and buckled up in record time. I peeled out of the lot and headed toward the twisty back roads without even thinking about it. He shifted in his seat, adjusting his dick, and I licked my lips and tried not to watch. I kinda wondered if I’d exaggerated the size of it in my head, but that was a mouthwatering bulge he was sporting.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, what was I doing? Taran Kovacs had fucked me up so bad, it’d taken a year to move on—and I still had serious scars. Even if he was older and wiser (and hotter) now, that didn’t mean this time would be different.

That said, I clearly wasn’t going to call this off; my dick was fully in control, and if I didn’t get to fill this man’s belly button with cum in the next fifteen minutes, I might die.

Okay, okay, so I needed to control the situation, at least. Needed to make sure this was on my terms. I glanced at him again, caught him rubbing his bulge with the side of his thumb, like he was trying to nudge it to one side.

“Get it out,” I said.

“What?” He chuckled. “My dick?”

“Come on. I wanna see if it’s as nice as I remember. And I don’t wanna wait.”

He yanked on his belt to open it, then popped the button.

I tried to focus on the road, which was starting to curl into the mountain woods. But out of the corner of my eye, I could see his hands working the zipper, his whole body shifting as he lifted his ass to pull his pants and shorts down around his thick thighs. I couldn’t not look when he freed his prick finally, a thick and juicy eight inches straight out of my OnlyFans dreams.

Not the biggest I’d ever had, sure. But it was smooth and uncut and fat as fuck. God, I’d regretted never asking him to fuck me more than anything else, in that first year after he left. I’d pretended the first guy to get in there was him, even though his dick was nothing like Taran’s. 

Don’t get me wrong. All dicks are good dicks, organic or otherwise. But there’s just something sentimental about the first one you ever get to enjoy that isn’t your own, you know?

“Well?” he asked.

I shot him a glare.

“Did you exaggerate it?” he prodded, his dimple deepening.

“I did not,” I allowed, trying to roll my eyes. “Go ahead. Show me something impressive.”

“Thought I just did.”

“Fuck you.” I couldn’t help laughing, though. “Goddammit, stop being funny. I’m trying to set the mood here.”

“Both is good.”

I was about to say fuck you again, but we were coming up on a side road. It was where hunters parked in the winter, and there were deer stands all over the nearby woods. No one was ever here in summer, though.

I knew it very, very well from the old days. And he did too. I said, “Oh shit, look at this.”

“Wow. Didn’t even realize we were nearby.”

I turned down the dirt lane, then backed up into the trees so anyone on the main drag wouldn’t see the car and get curious.

He tucked his glasses in the front pocket of his jacket before setting it on the dashboard. Then he opened his door and kicked off his shoes, then finished getting rid of his pants and shorts, all while grinning like a goddamn idiot.

“Don’t be proud of yourself yet,” I said, even though I was smiling pretty hard too. I stumbled out onto the dirt road and plopped down in the back seat, unlacing my boots. Why the fuck had I worn boots anyhow? Dumbass.

He closed the other back door and knelt on the seat behind me, tugging on the collar of my jacket. He slid it over my shoulders, then tried to pull it down, but couldn’t because I was trying to fix my boots.

“Hang on,” I laughed.

“You already got me started, so you gotta catch up,” he informed me, then pressed his hot lips against my neck right below my earlobe.

I shivered as he kissed me, his tongue sliding against my skin then down, down beneath my collar. He tugged at it, shifting my shirt over to one side, like he couldn’t wait to get me out of it.

Okay. Okay, I did not expect him to be this confident, which was clearly a miscalculation based on our previous fumbling exploration. Right, just needed to recalculate before I—

“You need help with those boots?” he asked into my ear, stubble scraping my neck. “Or anything else?”

I kicked the boots off and leaned forward so he could pull off my jacket. He threw it into the front seat, and I leaned back into him, tugging at my belt frantically.

He put both arms around my waist and pulled me into the middle of the seat, between his bare thighs. He murmured, “C’mere,” into my ear in such a deep, rough voice that it vibrated from his chest into my back. He grabbed my shirt and yanked, untucking it in one quick motion, and then started working the buttons.

“Fuck, Kovacs,” I huffed, fighting the urge to just ragdoll and let him have his way with me. “You in a hurry?”

“Yes.” He slipped his hand under my shirt, flattened it against my belly, and felt his way upward slowly but surely. When he palmed my tit, he made a sound like an animal growl into my ear. My skin lit up with the shiver it gave me.

“You been working out,” he mumbled, then nipped at my ear.

I arched into his touch, biting my lip to keep from moaning like the helpless little slut I’d already devolved into.

“I always loved your body. Didn’t think it could get better,” he whispered.

“Ha!” I tried to laugh it off but couldn’t. No breath in me. Fuck, finally, I got my pants undone. “My body?”

He brushed my nip with his fingertips and pushed the other hand into the waist of my shorts, thumb caressing my happy trail on the way down. Felt like his hands were everywhere, and I never wanted it to stop. Nothing furtive, nothing rushed for all he was greedy to touch me; once he got his hands on my skin, he took his time feeling me up, holding me close.

He lifted my waistband up and out, then palmed my cock, pressing it into my belly and rubbing down, then up. “Your body,” he repeated, almost like a little sigh. “Always made me feel helpless.”

I laughed again, but it was totally silent, seeing as I could barely breathe. I squirmed as he wrapped his hand around my prick and squeezed gently. When I got a little air in me, I managed, “Fuck, man. I should—I should close the door.” Because if someone did get curious, they were not gonna enjoy the sight of my dick getting felt up first thing, that was for damn sure.

“If I let you go, will you take it off?” He tugged at the waistband of my shorts and tightened the other arm around my middle, pulling me closer still. His right leg was fully off the seat, and one of my asscheeks too, but now I could feel his hard, hot cock against my back.

“What if I say no?” What can I say? Brats gonna brat.

“Then I’m not letting you go,” he murmured, arm going even tighter.

Jesus, he used to be able to just pick me up and put me where he wanted to, but I hadn’t thought he still could. I had been working out for years now. He might not have been in college football shape anymore, but he was on the edge of lumberjack territory for sure. His fucking arms were so strong, god, I could just live here now.

I wriggled until I could kick my pants off, then my shorts, and he loosened his arm around me. I crawled onto my knees and tugged the door shut, leaving my boots outside and my pants hanging halfway out. Meanwhile, he was doing something or other behind me, and there was zero room to maneuver.

“Forgot what a pain in the ass car sex is,” he chuckled.

“You never complained.” I looked over my shoulder and grinned.

“I never had a whole place of my own to hook up in, either. What are you doing?”

“Closing the door.”

“It’s closed. C’mere.” He put an arm around me again, pulling me back into him. With some effort, a lot of swearing, and even more laughing, we got situated with him in the middle, his legs wide apart, and me straddling his hips, my ass between his thighs. His knees pressed into the backs of the seats, and he slouched to keep me from knocking my head off the ceiling.

“I think we both grew,” he said with a snort.

Before I could make a smart remark, he took my face in both hands and pulled me down into a kiss that made my whole body ache. His mouth was open when it met mine, and his tongue slipped over my bottom lip and into me, then curled upward like an invitation. He buried his fingers in my hair, and I twisted mine into his shirt tight, like I was afraid I’d slide off the goddamn world if I let him go.

We kissed. And then switched angles and kissed some more. He brought one hand down, grabbed my ass, and pulled me closer so I was perched on his balls and our pricks were lined up tight against each other, trapped between our heaving bellies. His fingers pressed into my ass cheek hard, and he bit at my bottom lip just enough to pull it out and let it snap back.

He took all the breath out of me. I wanted him to do it again. “I do not remember you kissing like that,” was all I could say.

“Neither did you.” He huffed for air, looked up, caught my gaze and held it. Even in the dark, his eyes were very, very blue against his skin and hair, and for a second I just sat there in his lap, staring like a dumbfuck. He untangled the hand in my hair and ran it down my jawline, then traced my bottom lip with the rough pad of his thumb. Just looking at me, like we hadn’t done this dance a million times as stupid kids who didn’t know any better. 

Like he was really seeing me for the first time in his idiot life.

I couldn’t help it. I let my inner slut take over and rocked my hips forward, rubbing my throbbing dick against his, pressing us both into his belly and letting my mouth fall open under his thumb. 

He tangled his fingers in the hair at the back of my head and pulled me back into his mouth. While we kissed, I pried his shirt open, then shoved his undershirt upward, burying my fingers in the soft, short curls all up his belly and across his chest. Once I got my hands on those beefy tits, I dug in and rubbed my dick up on his thick happy trail.

My body? Fucking guy was a human playground created specifically for my pleasure, as far as I could tell.

When the kiss broke again, we were both gasping, and I planted my face in his neck and started kissing my way down. Hell, this was the longest I’d made out with a guy without going down on him in a while, and all I was thinking was that I wanted to taste that dick before this was over. But about the time I got my face buried in his tits, he took it in both hands and guided me back upward.

“You okay?” I huffed, uncertain. Once I started moving south, guys usually let me go for it.

“Yeah. You?”

“Uh, fuck yeah.”

“Can you kiss me some more?” he whispered. “If you suck my dick, I’m gonna come so fucking fast. And I just wanna—” He tilted his face upward, kissed me quickly, then huffed out a little laugh. “I wanna stay like this a little while.”

I had a sudden primal urge to scream. Like not just from the pit opening up in my stomach, but all the way down into my balls as they tightened up in anticipation of emptying all over his furry abs. I didn’t want to scream at him, exactly, but just about him. 

Because that was really goddamn sweet, and I didn’t need that shit right now. I just needed to get him off, and then get off, and then get dressed and go back to this stupid fucking wedding and stop thinking about him all over again.

I curled my fingers into his chest hair, got my fingernails in, and bumped his forehead with mine as aggressively as I could without actually hurting us. “Fuck, Kovacs. What the fuck.”

He said, “It’s okay if—”

I shut him the fuck up by shoving my tongue into his mouth and raking my nails gently down his chest.

His cock jumped, and a little wet spot formed against my belly where the tip pressed into it. Christ, I hadn’t even touched it, and he wasn’t kidding. He really was about to go off. I closed off the kiss after a few moments and said into his wet, swollen lips, “Warn me if you’re gonna cum. I wanna watch every fucking second of it, okay?”

“Okay. Yeah. Anything you want, Diego.”

Music to my goddamn ears.

I wrapped my hand around his dick, moaning into another kiss with the surge of power and heat it gave me. His pulse pounded deep inside it, and I rolled the skin up over the glistening, dark pink head of it and then back down as slowly as I could. Fucking hand job in the back seat of a shitty car should’ve felt like the good old days.

But it didn’t. It didn’t feel rushed or dangerous or pathetic. It used to feel like I couldn’t tell him no. And he couldn’t tell me no. And so we just kept going around and around like this even though we both knew it wouldn’t end well. 

Tonight we were a little bit desperate, yeah, so that was the same. But it felt deliberate, too. Like a choice we were making. I wasn’t some hopeless lonely gay kid in a redneck school anymore. I had the power. And maybe he felt some version of that, too.

I kissed the fuck out of him in that back seat until my tongue lost feeling and my lips dried out. I kissed him like I hadn’t kissed anyone in a really, really long time. Like I fucking meant it. And he wound his fingers in my hair and felt every inch of my skin and made sure I knew he wanted me closer, closer, as close as it was humanly possible to get. And then finally, when he dug his fingers into my ass and said, “Fuck, I’m gonna cum,” I told him, “Go ahead, Taran. Cum for me.”

He gave a moan that vibrated my whole body, and I stroked him nice and slow while he rocked his hips into my hand. His cock convulsed in my grip, and hot cum shot from him in spurt after spurt. Yeah, I wanted to taste it, but watching that fat cock swell and leak and spray like this was just as goddamn good. I was fucking dripping, leaving sticky spots in his happy trail as I dragged myself over it again and again.

He drew a shaky breath and made to sit up, so I leaned back and braced myself with one hand on his chest. His dick slumped to one side, still swollen with his pulse. He took me by both hips and lifted, like I was still some scrawny-ass little twink, and set me down behind the driver’s seat. I was about to ask what the fuck he was doing when he slipped off the seat, curling up to fit on the floor with his feet under the passenger seat. He leaned forward between my legs and buried his face in my chest, all hot, heaving breaths and lingering kisses.

“Oh,” I huffed, tangling my hand tight in his silky hair. “But when I wanna suck some dick, it’s noooo, stay here and kiss me.”

He laughed into my tit, then scraped his teeth over my nip.

“Fuck,” I hissed, involuntarily rocking my hips into him.

He kept going, sucking on all my sweetest parts, making me writhe and leak underneath him. By the time he got to my inner thigh, I was desperate, so I put both hands in his hair and nudged him toward my dick, giving an impatient little moan to make my point.

He glanced up at me through his hair, and the son of a bitch was grinning.

“Ha! You sure you remember how to do this?” I huffed.

“Learned from the best,” he replied before licking his way up the underside of my dick like an ice cream cone that was melting too fast.

I rocked into him, rubbing my dick against his swollen lips and holding him in place. 

He very blatantly, very calmly let me. His eyes fluttered shut, his parted lips turning up at the corners.

“You’re acting like you want your face fucked,” I told him, licking my dry lips.

He opened his eyes again, readjusted his position, and went down on me all the fucking way. His lips hit my belly, leaking spit, and his hand cradled my balls. I wanted so, so much to hold him down on my dick and fuck his throat into oblivion. Not gonna lie.

Instead, I just gave a little gentle guidance, pulling his hair, rocking my hips. He did most of the work himself, and it was so obvious that he was trying really, really hard, the way he drooled and sucked and held his breath to please me.

Didn’t take long. Okay, only took about sixty seconds, honestly, but it was a really goddamn good sixty seconds.

And then we were just a pile of limbs trying to catch our breath in a back seat that was way too small for both of us. He pulled himself up onto the seat; picking up my stretched-out leg, he tucked himself beside me and settled my leg across his thighs. We both sucked in air for a few minutes, and I put my hand against my belly and right into a cooling puddle of cum.

We laughed breathlessly. I spread his cum all over my torso, because that seemed better than letting it leak through my shirt or cleaning it up with some other article of clothing in the moment, and he said, “Fuck, dude, I’m sorry.”

“Please. I’ll be hard all night knowing I’m wearing you.” I sat up, or tried to, but the seat belt caught on my arm.

He helped me disentangle. “Are you going back there?”

“I mean, I kinda have to.” But, ugh. It was so much nicer here.

He said, “Mom’s probably gone home by now.”

“I can drop you,” I said. Yeah, okay. We got off. Time to wrap it up.

“That was nothing like it used to be, by the way.” He eyed me up and down.

“No, we’re way better at this now,” I agreed. “But you’re still too sensitive to last very long.”

“Hey, I can go twice in a row, just for your information.” He swatted at my leg.

“No shit?” I eyed his semi-deflated dick speculatively.

“It’s my superpower.”

I snorted, but it was really time. I sat up and straightened my shirt out a little, then reached for the car door to extract my shorts and pants.

But he leaned over and grabbed my hand. “Wait.”

I wanted to look at him. Wanted to figure out what the fuck he was doing. Wanted to be prepared, because I knew the kind of damage he was capable of. But I couldn’t. I just stared at the door handle, my hand in his.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” he asked.

Surprised, I glanced up and caught his gaze. “I don’t know. Probably hiding from my family.”

“Would you want to—?”

“Taran.”

His mouth shut so fast, I heard it snap.

I sighed and took my hand back, running it through my hair just in time to remember it had cum all over it. Fuck my life. “This was great. And you’re great. But I’m not trying to make this a thing again.”

“Oh. I—I get it.”

“I don’t think you do.” I opened the door, trying to put myself back together. Instinct told me not to look at the beautiful motherfucker.

He was quiet for a while, opening his own door and stirring as he replaced various articles of clothing. He leaned into the front seat and rifled through his jacket until he found his glasses, then put them on. Then, and only then, he said, “I know… I can be disappointing. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I think the problem—”

“What?” I couldn’t help it; I turned to look at him out of sheer surprise.

He had his pants on but not zipped or buckled, just hanging open to artlessly display his package behind standard-issue white shorts. His brow was furrowed seriously, scrunched up behind loose hair and the rim of his glasses. “I just mean—”

“Who told you you’re disappointing?” I demanded, experiencing a vaguely frightening protective urge.

“Okay, maybe that’s not the word for what happened with us.” He gestured with one hand and pushed his glasses up with the other. “Not for everything. But I did disappoint you, and we both know it.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. And yet, there was no point lying to him. I’d sure fucking made myself clear, that last time we’d been together. Wished I could forget how clear. “Kinda. I guess?” 

“That’s what hurt.” His voice went quieter, thoughtful. Almost philosophical. “That I wasn’t the guy you wanted me to be. But I’m okay with that, because I actually wish I’d been that guy. Whereas, with most of the other people I’ve disappointed, I’m not sorry at all.”

That flare of annoyance again. “Who the fuck told you that you were disappointing? Jesus, man, that’s fucked up.”

“No one has to say it.” He smiled, the fucking idiot; he actually smiled. “That’s the thing with disappointment. It hits harder when it’s silent. You saw all those guys at the wedding.”

Oh. Oh Jesus fucking Christ. “High school football fanatics? They can’t see past the end of their noses.”

He nodded way too agreeably. “Yeah, right, and once I figured that out, I didn’t care anymore. I didn’t care that I disappointed my parents even, because I knew they’d be okay if I was okay eventually. I cared for a while about disappointing Jennie, but—”

“Babe, no. Stop.” I turned all the way around and grabbed his hand, then covered it with my other one. I wanted to shut him up, but not in a bad way. In a way that made me feel so fucking awkward and vulnerable I didn’t even know how to deal with it. 

It was at once ridiculous and familiar. But this was the first time I’d ever seen awkward vulnerability in him, too. 

… Or was it? Would I even know? 

I shook off my train of thought and refocused. Fucking ADHD. “Please. This is wild. You are not a disappointment, okay? When you spilled whiskey all over me, I was sure you were gonna be an absolute prick, but you were kind and funny and thoughtful. And when I was miserable and lonely, you swept in and asked me to dance—you. Asked me. And then you just kissed me so good, I thought I was gonna have to scream for a few minutes there, and—do you know how long it’s been since someone kissed me like that?”

Oof. Okay, way more than I’d meant to say. Post-orgasm clarity and shit. Yikes.

His eyes went wide behind his glasses. “I didn’t say that to make you feel bad about not wanting to—”

“I do want to,” I interrupted.

“You…” He paused. Frowned even harder. “No, I just mean, I was trying to explain that I understand, and I know why you feel that way, and it kinda ties into a bunch of things I need to work through. I just want you to know that I’m—even if you don’t want to see me ever again, I’m gonna work on it, you know? I hear you.”

“It’s not that,” I insisted. “It’s just that I can’t do the secret thing. Ever again.”

Was that a little bit his fault? Yeah, I mean, obviously. But if it hadn’t been him, it would’ve been someone else. And at least his ass was trying to give me some closure, even if it was eight years too late.

“I would never, ever ask you to be a secret again,” He squeezed my hand and scooted forward, so our knees bumped together. “I thought, when I asked you to dance…”

Oh. Yeah, that… had been really public, actually.

Oh Jesus. Jesus Christ, he’d actually been listening when I made that obviously-not-a-joke about wanting him to ask me to prom, hadn’t he? This wily motherfucker. Ugh, my mouth was gonna be the death of me.

But still. “You made it sound like it was just to fuck with Kacey.”

“I mean, it was fun timing, but that had nothing to do with the boner I had the entire time.” He pulled my hand closer, glanced at it. Then paused, as if whatever he was about to do was a bad idea somehow. Then he looked up through his devastating eyelashes again. “Or how I wanna stay here and make out with you all night.”

“I…” I swallowed hard, mostly to keep myself from saying that I wanted that too. I mean, I would’ve appreciated a bottle of Evian first, yeah, but Jesus Christ this boy could kiss.

And then I realized what he was getting at. He hadn’t been about to ask me to meet up for another clandestine blow job? “Oh, fuck. So, then…?” I didn’t even know what question to ask at this point.

“Tomorrow?” he prompted.

“Right. I…” I swallowed hard. Couldn’t bring myself to speculate. I needed to hear him say it. “I cut you off. What about tomorrow?”

“It’s Sunday, and there’s usually a matinee at the Benedum or O'Reilly.” His face reddened in the moonlight. “Couple of good restaurants down there too. Maybe a drink? A show? Dinner?”

Just to be clear, I said, “You and me. Downtown.”

“On a date. Yeah.”

Wait. Wait, wait, wait. Was this some kind of time-loop wet dream or something?

He said, “Just think about it. I had to shoot my shot, this time. Never forgive myself if I—” 

“I don’t need to think about it,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

Oh god. Oh fuck. What was I doing? What was he doing? Was this real? Was this idiotic? What the fuck?

His face lit up like the sun. “Really?”

“Yeah.” Deep breath. “Really.” 

“Great.” He pulled my hand to his lips and kissed it, then let me go. 

I smiled at him before turning back around to get my boots on—and taking a second to think through what the fuck had just happened. I was happy. Obviously I was fucking happy, because he was hot and nice and made good apologies. But I was also concerned, because why had I even thought he’d default back to the way things used to be? Everything he’d said, done tonight was…

Not enough to outweigh the past. The weight I’d put on the past?

Jesus Christ, I was really a hot mess. I sighed as I finished lacing up my boots and said, “I was trying to explain that anyone who thinks you’re disappointing is a moron, but I ended up talking myself into being kind of into you. Jesus.”

“I mean.” He shrugged. “Again: Both is good.”

I stood and leaned down to look him in the eye. “You’re paying.”

He held up both hands and said the magic words again: “Anything you want, Diego.”









