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Carter Haywood lives for the weekends, specifically the one weekend every month when he escapes real life, with all the pressures of work and caring for his special-needs brother, to do whatever he wants, with whomever he wants. Sex is only a release; he’s not looking for love, a relationship, or even a second night with the same man, until he walks into a bar and finds someone who makes leaving it all behind impossible. After one incredibly passionate encounter, he breaks his rule and goes back. He needs to see this man again. And again.


Damaged goods. That’s all Reed Kincaide sees and hears when he looks in the mirror. Anxiety and ADHD define his life, and he’s learned to keep people at a distance, never letting them get close enough to know who he really is. When Carter proposes a monthly weekend of sex without strings, it’s the ideal arrangement for him. Or so he thinks. Every month, leaving Carter proves to be more and more difficult. It’s not only the intensely hot sex they have in their hotel suite; Reed wonders about the secret life Carter refuses to share. As months pass and they grow closer Reed finds himself falling for Carter, but he needs more than hurried hugs and farewell kisses. He wants it all.

Letting Reed into his carefully constructed family life could upset Carter’s whole world, but it might be the risk he’s finally willing to take if it means keeping Reed. Once bodies are engaged, the heart is sure to follow, and Carter and Reed discover that holding on to each other is the first step in letting go of the past.
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Chapter One
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“Come on, Jackson, you know it’s only for a few days. I’ll be back late Sunday night.”

Carter Haywood kneeled on the front stoop of the house he shared with his ten-year-old half-brother and forced a smile. As he did every month, Carter wrestled with his guilt and wondered if he was being selfish by leaving for the weekend. He loved his little brother dearly, and where most of his acquaintances spent their nights and weekends either hooking up at bars if they were single or being all domesticated and cute if they were married, Carter went straight home and did homework, worked on therapy exercises, and before he fell asleep, jerked off to nameless, sometimes even faceless guys whose profiles he saw online.

With certainty, Carter knew if he didn’t get away on these monthly jaunts, the pressure of not only his job, but being the sole caretaker of a child with special needs would consume him, and he might end up resentful and angry. Carter had precious little time to call his own. Not to mention it was the only opportunity he had carved out for actual physical sex with a person instead of his hand. And tonight would have to be the only night this weekend for fun and games, as he had a charity function on Saturday night that as a board member, he had to attend. Alone.

Sex with whatever man he’d find this weekend was the furthest thing from Carter’s mind at the moment, with Jackson’s soulful gray eyes gazing up at him, glittering with unshed tears. Carter felt like an absolute shit and was about to say fuck it, and stay, when Helen, knowing how he tortured himself every month, took control and said in her most cheerful voice, “Jackson will have the best time this weekend. After therapy tomorrow we’re going to go to the Hall of Science, right?” With genuine fondness, she placed her hands on Jacks’s shoulders and gave him a gentle squeeze.

In a flash, Jackson’s mood shifted, and his face lit up. “Yes.”

Carter relaxed at his brother’s spoken word. From the start, Jackson had been heartbreakingly silent, only occasionally verbalizing in school and at home. Recently, the paraprofessional who sat with Jacks during school reported he’d begun to participate in classroom discussion, and it gave Carter a little more positive reinforcement that all the therapy and help he’d given Jacks worked. And their neighbor Helen, a retired special education teacher, was probably the one person in the world he trusted to leave Jackson with.

“Go on, Carter. You know we’ll be fine.” Her reassuring smile took the edge off the constant worry that gnawed at him that no matter how much he did—the different therapies, the psychiatrist, the medications—it was never enough. That he wasn’t equipped to handle a child with problems. The last thing he wanted to do was fail his brother; all they had was each other.

“I’ll bring you back a present, Jacks. A surprise.”

Carter wasn’t certain Jackson always understood him, but by his bright smile and unexpected hug, he knew he’d been given the green light to leave. Swallowing down his emotions, he passed his hand over his eyes in an attempt to brush away the wetness and was met with Helen’s tender look.

“I’ll call you tonight and send you a video as usual. Maybe we’ll make cookies; how about that, Jacks?” She deliberately turned them both away to head back inside the house as Carter juggled his garment bag and small overnight case and hurried down the steps to the black car idling at the curb. Traffic into the city on any night was a bitch, but on a Friday night it could actually take an hour from his house in Brooklyn to the hotel he always stayed at in Times Square.

“Sorry to make you wait, Harry, but we’re ready to roll. I’m gonna take a nap.”

“Go for it, Carter. I’ll wake you up when we get there. Might as well rest up for the weekend.”

What used to stir his blood in his mid-twenties didn’t set him off now that he was thirty-two. Attracting guys had never been a problem for him; he’d been fucking guys since he was sixteen and walked in on Troy Latham jerking off in the shower after football practice. His dick hardened at the memory of Troy’s wet lips sucking him off as hot water spilled down over them and him sinking into Troy’s tight ass later on in the back seat of his car.

No, finding guys to fuck wasn’t an issue. Over the years, it had been easy enough to walk away in the morning before the man had the chance to walk away from him. He’d learned long ago to hold on to that power; never let them see you cry or hurt. Never let them think you might care—it made you vulnerable, weak, and at risk. The problem was, how long could he go on taking one weekend a month to screw his brains out, leaving the rest of his life devoid of human touch?

Yet Carter smothered any thoughts of a relationship or even dating. He couldn’t take the chance and disrupt Jackson’s life by bringing a stranger into their little family unit. It had taken almost a year for Jacks to learn to trust him after their mother dumped him off and ran, and Carter wasn’t about to jeopardize his young brother’s health for a random piece of ass.

The car bumped its way onto the entrance ramp to the Brooklyn Bridge, and Carter slouched in the soft leather seat, the prospects of a nap long forgotten. In his twenties he’d been busy building up his business; he’d meet someone in a bar, and they’d hook up once, never twice. His schedule of late night meetings and constant travel precluded any serious dating. Then it seemed he blinked and here he was in his early thirties and alone.

His phone buzzed, and his lips curved in a smile when he saw Helen had uploaded a video of her and Jacks already making the promised cookies. How wrong he was—he wasn’t alone. No matter how crappy a day he had, coming home to the innocence of his little brother always chased away the darkness inside, if only for a little while.

Harry pulled up in front of the hotel in Times Square, and Carter, still watching the video, opened the car door and absentmindedly said, “Good night, Harry. See you here on Sunday.”

“Have a good one, Carter.”

“You too.”

Hefting his bags, Carter kept walking and watching the video. God knows, he didn’t ever want kids of his own and barely tolerated other people’s children, but when Jacks faced the camera and gave him a shy wave, Carter’s heart seized up in his chest. He touched the screen as if it would bring him closer to the little boy he’d left behind.

Restless and edgy after checking in, Carter knew it was too early to go out, so he stripped and got into the shower. The hot water beating down on his tight shoulders achieved its desired effect; his muscles loosened and conversely his dick hardened. He might as well take the edge off now, Carter mused as he took himself in hand and with practiced strokes that had him quivering within minutes, brought himself to a climax onto the shower floor. His breath hitched in his throat, and he blinked several times to bring his surroundings back into focus. His strength sapped, Carter watched the running water mixed with his semen swirl down the drain.

A familiar lassitude stole through him, and Carter now craved that nap he didn’t catch on the car ride over. After a quick soap and rinse off, he wrapped himself in the terrycloth robe kindly provided by the hotel, then lay down on the king-size bed and let sleep overtake him, wondering who’d be sharing the bed with him tonight.

Six hours later, Carter sat hunched over his drink at the last bar he planned on hitting up that evening. Although he’d danced and drank at several other places, no one had caught his eye long enough to make him look twice. This place wasn’t a gay bar, but it happened to have an extremely good-looking male population, and Carter spotted some potential bed partners, including the sexy bartender he believed had been sending him signals, although he seemed delightfully shy about it. He liked the man’s strong neck and full, plush lips and imagined them wrapped around his cock.

Noticing his glass was empty, Carter lifted it to catch the bartender’s attention and winked when their eyes met. At the sight of the blush staining the bartender’s face under the obligatory scruff, Carter surmised he might have found his playmate for the evening.

Carter’s eyes narrowed in appreciation as he watched the man approach him in skinny black jeans and a tight white T-shirt that clung to his muscular forearms and chest. Imagining this man on top of him in bed, sliding inside him, Carter nearly shivered in anticipation. His body pulsed with the familiar slow rise of hunger.

“Wow. Either you really want another drink, or…” The bartender quirked a brow. Carter wondered if he waxed or kept his natural happy trail down to his groin. Carter loved investigating that line of hair down a man’s sculpted abs with his lips and tongue.

“Both.” Carter flung a fifty on the bar. “I want another Grey Goose on the rocks now,” said Carter, crooking his finger at the bartender, who sidled closer to hear what Carter had to say over the boom of the music. “And when I finish with the drink I want to take you back with me and drink you down.”

Startled, the man ran his hand through the golden-brown waves tumbling over his forehead and gave a shaky laugh. “That’s crazy. You’re not serious.” At the sight of Carter’s unsmiling face, he swallowed hard. “You are serious. Shit, I can’t—”

“You can do anything you want.” Carter gripped the man’s wrist, then slowly rubbed the pad of his thumb up and down the underside of his arm. Almost immediately the man responded, his amber eyes shooting off fiery sparks of gold. Carter pulled him closer, and the man yielded until he leaned over the bar and his lips came dangerously close to brushing Carter’s. “What’s your name?”

“Reed.”

“Well, Reed,” said Carter, pausing to lick his lips and in the process touching Reed’s pouty bottom lip with his tongue. “What do you say?”

Almost laughing at the dazed expression of lust in Reed’s eyes, Carter took a chance and kissed him, sucking that plush lower lip inside his mouth. Reed rewarded him with a moan of pleasure so deep and guttural, Carter almost climaxed in his pants.

When they finally broke apart, Carter made sure to keep a tight hold of Reed’s wrist. “So? Are you coming with me?” Out of every man he’d seen tonight, Carter wanted Reed with an urgency he hadn’t anticipated. There was nothing extraordinary to set him apart from the other good-looking men standing about the bar. Yet Carter couldn’t let go of his wrist, and even now, with his heart still stuttering and Reed regaining his composure, Carter wanted to kiss him until the rest of the world spun away, rendering them both senseless again.

“Um.” Reed consulted his watch. “My shift doesn’t end for another hour.”

“I’ll wait,” said Carter without hesitation. “And I’ll take that Grey Goose now.” He stroked Reed’s fine, thin skin. “But with a twist this time.”

Reed’s eyes widened, and his nostrils flared. Unconsciously he leaned forward and triumph surged through Carter.

Yeah, that’s right, baby. Smell me; you know you want it. Carter quirked a brow, and Reed jerked back to awareness and pulled his arm away. Shooting Carter frequent dubious looks, Reed made him his drink and proceeded to set it on the bar quick enough that Carter couldn’t make a grab at him again. He backed away and began to twist at the cords of his leather bracelet.

Chuckling to himself, Carter sat there for the next hour and sipped his drink, getting just the right buzz on to the point where he could forget everything else in his life except the man who’d be coming back to his room tonight with him.

He looked up from his now-empty glass to find Reed standing beside him, wearing a beat-up leather jacket. “I-I’m finished with my shift now, but I’m not sure—”

“Not sure about what?” Carter stood and slipped his arm around Reed’s waist, inside his jacket. His warmth enveloped Carter, and strangely enough, he wanted desperately to sink into Reed’s arms. Reed tensed, and Carter felt the flex and play of his muscles underneath his clothing.

“I want you, you know that. And you want me too; it’s obvious. It’s only sex.”

“Yeah, I know that, but still.” Reed chewed his lip, suddenly looking very young and vulnerable, and an uneasy thought crept into Carter’s mind.

“How old are you?” Carter asked and held his breath.

“Twenty-seven. I know I look younger, but…”

Relief poured through Carter. A nervous lover he could handle. Still holding Reed around his waist, Carter moved even closer, fitting their hips together, letting Reed feel the weight of his arousal through his jeans.

“I want you to fuck me,” he whispered into the startled man’s ear. “Make me scream.” He bit Reed’s earlobe, and that gasping groan was the only sound playing in his universe. “And then I’m going to do the same to you.” Reed sagged in his arms, and Carter laughed his victory into Reed’s curls. “Let’s go.”

The two of them threaded their way through the crowd, Carter keeping a strong hold on Reed. It seemed his chosen companion for the evening proved very popular, and Carter noticed more than one man shooting him envious looks.

That’s right; he’s mine. Look but no touch.

Yellow cabs idled outside, waiting for the outpouring of customers exiting the bar. Carter opened the door to one, pushed Reed inside, and followed him, squashing him up against the far door.

“The West Hotel, Times Square.”

The cab lurched forward, and Carter used the opportunity to cage Reed between his arms and kiss him until his head swam. This part of the game, learning the other man’s mouth and tongue, was Carter’s favorite part of foreplay, and he took advantage of the short traffic jam to cup Reed’s face in the palms of his hands and deepen his kiss.

What he didn’t expect was the intensity of Reed’s response—hesitant at first, then a shift toward acceptance where their tongues slid together. Their mouths slanted across each other, feeding off a mutual need to taste and possess. The softness of Reed’s lips intoxicated, his warm, heady scent aroused him to an almost feverish excitement, and Carter found himself drowning in a desire so thick and overpowering he nearly stopped breathing.

Only the jerk of the cab stopping brought Carter back to reality.

“Yo. We’re here, buddy.”

The fog of lust that addled his brain lifted, and Carter fumbled in his wallet for his credit card, then ran it through the machine. It didn’t matter that he was in the back of a smelly New York cab. If he could’ve, he’d have remained there tasting Reed’s lips all night.

He pulled Reed out of the cab, and with that same surprisingly protective arm clamped around Reed’s waist as before, Carter strode to the elevator, his nerves buzzing with anticipation. His lips still tingled from their earlier kisses. Reed remained silent, his eyes wide with curiosity, taking everything in. He hadn’t said a word since they left the bar.

The elevator whooshed up to his floor, and within moments they reached the door to his room. Carter swiped his card key, and they tumbled inside, ripping off shirts, pulling down zippers, and tugging off jeans and shoes until the clothes all lay in a pile at their feet. Neither of them had moved from the entrance, and Carter, fully naked, plastered himself against an equally naked and fully aroused Reed. Carter’s fingers curled against the doorframe, and he buried his face in the curve of Reed’s neck.

“Fuck, I want you.” It wasn’t that he hadn’t been with another man in a month. It was Reed. Carter wanted him. Now. The smoothness of Reed’s skin, his thick cock pressing against Carter’s, the feel of his stubble scratching and burning as their cheeks slid together amped up his arousal to the point where he was about to splinter apart. Helpless, he thrust his rigid cock against Reed’s, shamelessly pinning him to the door until with a shuddering cry he came, spurting all over Reed’s stomach.

To his surprise, Reed took him around the waist and led him farther inside the hushed room. The maid had been in and turned down the sheets, and in a corner a dim light glowed golden, casting shadows. Carter lay face down on the bed, his head turned to the side, watching Reed watch him.

“What do you want from me?”

Spreading his legs in a silent invitation, Carter kept his gaze on Reed’s face and registered his surprise.

“Oh. I thought you were kidding before.”

“I never kid. I don’t have the time.” With a tip of his head Carter indicated his duffel bag sitting on the floor next to the bed. “In the outside pocket are condoms and lube.”

Somewhere in the distance, a radio played soft music, and Carter let the familiar, post-sex languor steal through his body. Reed gave him a hard look but said nothing; he reached over to unzip the pocket and pull out a box of condoms and a tube.

“I see you came prepared for the weekend.”

“Yeah,” said Carter, a mirthless smile thinning his lips. “I’m a real boy scout.”

Reed put his knee on the bed and leaned over to kiss the back of Carter’s neck. Within moments, Carter found himself unashamedly moaning and writhing beneath the efforts of Reed’s eager and agile tongue as it left a warm, wet trail down his spine.

“Oh, fuck, that’s good. Don’t stop.” His hands scrabbled at the sheets, twisting them into sweaty knots. Everything in Carter’s mind—his home, his business, even Jacks—faded away as Reed’s mouth licked, sucked, and nibbled at his quivering body.

“Please,” he moaned. Carter hardly recognized that desperate and needy voice as his own, and was so far gone he didn’t care. “Please.” A ceiling of gold shimmered above him, growing brighter with each sweep of Reed’s tongue. Reed’s cool, slick fingers parted his ass, and a finger brushed his hole, then sank inside, working its way in and out. It was soon joined by another, and they both kept up a steady, pumping motion while his body hummed, on fire.

“Fucking hell,” he cried out, his cock once again painfully hard. His ass was up in the air, his legs spread wide, and Carter opened himself with complete abandon as he worked himself on Reed’s hand, uncaring how he might look. Sparks flew from that golden ceiling, and Carter trembled in anticipation of it shattering.

“No hell,” whispered Reed in Carter’s ear. “I’m about to take you to heaven.”

Then he was empty and bereft, Reed having removed his fingers. Carter wanted to protest, wanted to be filled again, when the head of Reed’s cock pushed into his hole.

“Uhh.” He grunted with the effort to relax. “Fucking shove it in me. I want it all.” It was as if knowing he only had tonight, Carter wanted it as hard and fast as he could, to wring as much pleasure out of his body as possible before he had to shutter it all down for another four weeks of darkness.

If he thought Reed was about to listen to his demands though, Carter was mistaken. Reed pulled him on his knees to the edge of the bed while he stood and fit his body to the curve of Carter’s back. Their torsos pressed close, and with his arm firmly wrapped around Carter’s chest, Reed began a slow, sensual rocking motion, his thick cock sliding inside Carter’s body, deep and strong. A wave of hunger, incredible in its neediness, rose within him to be taken, and Carter leaned back against Reed, blindly searching for his mouth. With a strong hand on Carter’s face, Reed took his lips in a bruising kiss while his other hand slid down to grab hold of Carter’s now-straining cock.

They kept up that rocking, sliding, stroking motion, Carter trembling with the effort of holding himself together until that golden ceiling eclipsed, showering bright shards of light behind Carter’s eyes. He came again, though it was a much sweeter, less fiery release. Reed lasted only moments longer, pumping hard, coming hot and heavy inside the condom, sobbing out his climax as he collapsed on top of Carter, pushing him face down on the bed.

They lay together, the sweat on their drenched bodies drying off in the air-conditioned cool of the room, and Carter found himself dozing once again, drained from the emotions of the day and the incredible sex he’d experienced. Reed pulled out of him, and with one eye cracked open, Carter tracked him as he tossed the used condom in the trash, then went to the bathroom. He heard the sound of the toilet flush and water run, and he used the last of his strength to wiggle under the covers. For a moment he considered asking Reed to stay, but that would get awkward in the morning. Besides, Jacks always got up early, and they had breakfast together over Skype.

“Make sure when you leave that the door shuts behind you. Thanks for everything.”

He closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter Two
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“Thanks for everything,” mumbled Reed as he wiped down the bar. “Like I was the maid delivering towels.” He flung the damp washcloth to the side, then immediately picked it up again and walked to the other side of the bar where he attacked that surface, rubbing it over and over again until the dark wood gleamed. He couldn’t help it even though he knew it was a problem. Two weeks had gone by since that night, yet his dismissal, like he was the paid help, still rankled like a fresh bee sting.

And for the two weeks Reed had been jumpier than ever; his sleep was off, and he snapped at everyone at work. It had been years since he’d been this anxious and off-center, and he couldn’t take it anymore.

“Can I take a five-minute break?” he asked Vernon, the owner. “I gotta make a call real quick.”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it. It’s Wednesday afternoon; no one’s drinking yet ’cept Jimmy, and he don’t need nothin’.” Vernon joined their regular customer, Jimmy, and sat down to listen to his old friend’s latest complaint against his ex-wife.

Left alone, Reed pulled out his phone, thought a moment, then finally worked up the courage to call his doctor and confess what he’d done. Luckily she wasn’t with a patient and came to the phone immediately. Hesitant at first, he explained what happened and what he’d been feeling.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. It wasn’t the wisest move on your part, but I’m assuming you used protection?”

“Yeah, we did,” he said, the hot flush of embarrassment heating his cheeks. Sex wasn’t something he talked about with anyone; it was something he just did. And not that often. When he was a teenager his hyper behavior put off a lot of kids in school, and being gay didn’t help much either. The girls all thought that meant he automatically liked shopping and wanted to be their best friend, and the few guys he knew who were gay had no interest in his friendship. Almost everything he learned was through the internet until he went away to college and started meeting guys who were more than happy to teach him in person.

“Are you upset about it? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Dr. Childs’ voice changed from warmly sympathetic to sharply concerned.

“No, not at all. I mean, not unless you consider my pride. I’m upset with myself for letting him talk me into going back to his hotel room with him. Anything could have happened. I’m not usually that stupid.” He tucked the phone under his ear and played with his bracelet. The soothing, repetitive movement helped calm his nerves somewhat.

“Well, sometimes we get caught up in the emotions of the moment, and we forget to think with our head and go with our heart instead. You can come in if you want, but try to learn from the experience. Sex isn’t wrong, and if I’m not mistaken, it sounds like you liked this man, otherwise you would have forgotten about him already. Am I wrong?”

“Maybe. I’m so confused. I don’t know if it’s because I haven’t been in a relationship in so long or because I was lonely and let him take advantage of me. I didn’t feel this way at the time, but now I’m all panicky about it.”

“If he comes in again—”

“I doubt it. This had one-night stand written all over it. And it’s been two weeks and he hasn’t come back.”

“But if he does,” she said—and Reed had heard that tone before from her; it was the sit-up-and-listen-I’m-giving-you-advice-you-need-to-take voice—“and you find yourself still attracted to him, there’s nothing wrong with acting on those feelings, with the caveat to take it a bit slower.”

“Thanks, Dr. Childs.”

It had been smart to call. He had nothing to feel guilty about that night; it wasn’t anything different than what he’d heard so many people talk about in school. Hooking up and finding comfort shouldn’t make a person feel bad about themselves. The problem, as he saw it, was if the man returned, Reed wasn’t so certain he’d be able to resist him.

Drumming his fingers on top of the bar, Reed first focused on calming his runaway thoughts. Once he’d been diagnosed, the doctors had told him to find a way to center his thoughts and gain control of the anxiety that threatened to cripple him. Coupled with his ADHD that made it hard for him to focus for long periods of time, Reed often felt his life stretched out before him as a road full of obstacles, winding on forever but leading him nowhere. Learning to manage what he could and couldn’t do was a way for him to control all the thoughts flying by in his head. Oftentimes he’d want to give up and simply cry.

He’d learned over the years and with hundreds of hours of therapy to channel his energy into being productive. He took painting and drawing lessons when he was younger and filled his house with his creations. After college he took a bartending course and found even with the pressure, the high-energy, fast-paced work fed into his need to keep busy. Despite everything, Reed never overcame his loneliness or the feeling he’d never measure up and never be in control over what happened in his life. Life happened to him.

Being in that hotel room two weeks ago proved his point. He may have topped that man, but Reed was not in control that night.

“You’re an asshole,” he said to himself.

“Now I know you’re not talking to me.”

At the sound of his father’s voice, Reed couldn’t help but smile. “Hi, Dad, what’re you doing here?”

“I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by, have a drink, and see my favorite son.”

Sunlight shone off his father’s salt-and-pepper curls. He and his father shared the same straight, strong nose, rangy build, and amber eyes, so Reed had a pretty good idea of what he was going to look like when he got older. Except his father’s nature was calm to Reed’s inner storm.

“The neighborhood, huh? I didn’t know they’d transplanted Brooklyn to Times Square.” Reed placed a glass of 7&7 and a ceramic bowl of salty peanuts and pretzels in front of his father. “And thanks for the title of favorite son, especially when I’m the only son you have.”

His father waved his hand in the air. “A mere technicality, I assure you.”

They shared a laugh, and Reed began to polish the glasses with a clean cloth. The other bartenders hated doing that job, but for Reed it fed his internal demand for repetitive activity and the drive to constantly keep busy.

“How’s school coming?”

“Great. I knew spending summers working in the big hotels in Atlantic City would be beneficial. And here at this bar too; it’s all part of my long-term plan to get a feel for the different skills I’d need.”

Admiration shone from his father’s eyes. “I’m so proud of you, Reed. You know exactly what you want to do, and nothing’s going to stand in your way, is it?”

It wasn’t like the two of them to get all emotional together. A lump rose in Reed’s throat. “I learned from the best, you know? You gave everything to me and never let people tell you no.”

His mother had bailed on their family after Reed was diagnosed early on with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and anxiety, claiming she couldn’t deal with the stress of caring for a “disabled” child. That bit of information had been gleaned from a letter he’d found one day, stuck in the back of a drawer he’d had trouble closing. Reed figured his father had tucked it away, hoping it would never see the light of day, yet keeping it as the final and only hand-written evidence that his mother actually existed. It had been hidden from sight, but from the well-worn creases, Reed imagined his father taking it out and reading it over the years, then sticking it back in its hiding place more determined than ever to make sure his son had the best life possible, despite his problems. To this day, Reed hugged his discovery to himself and never mentioned finding that letter to his father.

Determined to see him succeed and not be labeled and pushed aside, his father had rolled up his sleeves, and he and Reed did everything together, including school plays, bake sales, and helping Reed get the doctors and therapy he needed.

“Are you dating anyone? Last you mentioned you were in a study group and there might be some guys there you might be interested in.”

That may have been true a month ago, but they all paled in comparison to the stranger he’d had sex with that night. He was the only one on his mind now. There’d been several nights since then when Reed dreamed of making love to him, pushing inside the hot, velvety grasp of his smooth, round ass, and woken up, the dream so vividly real his body trembled on the brink of climax. In all his life he’d never allowed himself to do something so spontaneous, and talking to the doctor he’d now seen that while somewhat foolish, it was nothing to beat himself up over. Still, he couldn’t get the man’s darkly handsome face out of his mind and didn’t know what he’d do if he ever saw him again.

“No, I’m not dating anyone. I decided to make the choice between dating and work, and work won. Plenty of time for a social life once I graduate.”

Most of the time, he and his father agreed on things. From his father’s frown though, Reed knew this wasn’t one of them.

“I don’t understand why you think you can’t have both. You’re young and should be out, living your life, not spending your days studying and nights working. You need some enjoyment. Go out and meet people.”

“Because…” He clenched his hand into a fist and shook his head, unwilling to go into further depths. “Can we not talk about this, please?”

His last boyfriend was back in college—he’d broken up with him over his ADHD, claiming he couldn’t deal with someone who had a “mental problem.” A part of Reed still hurt from the cruelty of those two words Mason had so casually flung at him while heading out the door. Stupidly, in an effort to prove he was normal and therefore good enough, he’d stopped taking his medication cold turkey and crashed about four days later. His sleep pattern became even more erratic, and he could barely concentrate on his schoolwork. Restless didn’t begin to describe his emotional state. He’d pick things up and forget why and put them down, only to pick them up again a minute later.

Only when he came dangerously close to failing a midterm exam did Reed know he had to regain control over his increasingly fragile emotional state. He made the decision to confess all to his psychiatrist and restarted his medication, resigned to the fact it was a lifelong struggle he’d have to learn to deal with. For three years he’d managed, finishing college, finding a job and enrolling in the post-graduate hotel management program.

Now, when guys he met commented on his unflagging energy and late nights of studying, he’d brush it off with a laugh. Whatever restlessness he might still have, he worked off at the gym, and Reed could see the positive results. He’d never had muscles before, and it felt good to be strong, at least physically. He might draw a bit when he returned to his apartment after work or class, losing himself in his sketches. But never again would he entrust and reveal his emotional health to another person. That part of him was not for public consumption; he had no wish to be devastated like that again. Solitude was the safest course for him.

Left by his own mother and then by a man he thought he loved, Reed knew three strikes and he’d be out. However strong he might appear, he couldn’t take another blow.

Giving him a long, hard look, his father took out his wallet, and Vernon yelled from down the bar, “Don’t even think about it, Walter. I told you before, family discount is one hundred percent.”

This was as close to a family as he had right now: his dad and these guys at the bar. Vernon was the only one at work he’d told about his ADHD because he randomly drug-tested all the employees. Reed didn’t want his antianxiety meds to show up on the test and have Vernon think he was abusing drugs for school or worse. He made light of it and never let on how it controlled his life; Reed neither wanted nor needed pity, no matter how well intended. One day he planned to control his illness, not have it control him.

“I’m fine, Dad,” he said quietly. “Really. Let me do what I have to do, the way I want.”

“I always have, but it’s hard to see you alone; you’re such a people person. And I know what it’s like to be alone for too long.”

After he and Mason had broken up he told the whole miserable story to his father and received a stern lecture not only on wasting himself on someone so obviously self-centered, but also on the dangers of not taking his medicine. Reed had vowed to himself if it happened again he’d maintain his privacy and not tell his father, but then became anxious that he’d upset and disappoint him. It was a no-win situation for him, as usual.

“I wish you’d take your own advice then and date.” For years after his mother left, his father concentrated so much on Reed and his issues, there was little time for anything or anyone else. Once he became a teenager and needed less supervision, Reed knew his father had dated several women, but nothing serious enough that Reed had ever met any of them.

“As a matter of fact, I have been seeing someone lately.”

If his father was hoping for a reaction from him, he got one. Reed knew his mouth fell open in surprise.

“Really? Who is she? Why haven’t you told me?”

And from his father’s soft expression Reed instantly knew this woman meant something to him.

“I met Ariel at a cooking class I registered for about a month ago. We were stationed next to each other, and the next thing I knew we were having so much fun, the instructor got mad and told us to leave.” He chuckled. “We ended up having dinner, and we’ve been dating ever since.” He stood and slid his wallet back into his pocket.

“I’m thrilled for you, Dad. You deserve the best.”

“So do you.” The concerned expression returned to his father’s face. “Don’t think I’m going to stop worrying about you because I’m involved with someone. You’re still taking your medicine, right?”

Jesus. He made one stupid mistake; when was his father going to stop being his keeper?

“I’m twenty-seven, Dad, not seven. I don’t need you checking up on me.”

“I don’t want you thinking—”

“I know, I know. I’m taking it, okay? I’ll always need to take it.” Reed could hear the frustration and anger in his voice, and while he didn’t want to direct it at his father, whom he loved more than anything, the well overflowed. “You don’t need to remind me I’ll never grow out of it. I remember what happened when I stopped. I crashed and almost had a breakdown. But I’m stronger now, mentally and physically. I’m never going to let anything or anyone hurt me like that again, so stop worrying about me and treating me like a child, okay?”
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