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Alex Pavasaris stood by the window that looked out upon the left side of the yard, watching Robin diligently working on the old table he’d found on one of his adventures. 

Since they’d moved into the little cottage in the mountains, their lives had mellowed and had become as sweet as the air there. Despite the snow sometimes as deep as his thighs, Robin would take walks all over the area, trying to stay in the boundaries of their ten acres but not always able to. 

He’d found the table in an abandoned shed, leaning against a crumbling stone wall. He fell immediately in love with the thing, taking most of the day dragging it back to the cottage. 

“What are you going to do with it?” Alex had asked, looking it over and seeing little more than garbage. 

“Fix it! It’s so pretty! I’ll fix it and then stain it, you know, with that sealant stuff so it’s waterproof, and we’ll use it this summer to sit outside and have our coffee and watch the sunrise.”

His enthusiasm couldn’t be quelled and Alex wouldn’t dare try. Unfortunately, the thing had a deep gouge in the middle, had a chipped edge, and the pedestal base was missing one of the pegs on the bottom that helped to stabilize it. 

Robin had bought a shed at a store in the city and had it delivered to their home. He was working hours each day and Alex would watch, smiling, loving his tenacity. He knew, however, that it wasn’t just the table he was fixing but himself. He may have very well seen the table as akin to him, gouged, a little broken, but worth making it functional again. 

With his gloves and parka it wasn’t easy for him to sand, but he did anyway, the door of the shed propped open for the light, as he hadn’t strung a cord there for electricity yet. Alex put his cup on the window ledge and sighed, heading for his jacket. 

When he got to the shed, Robin glanced over with a lovely smile. “Good morning,” he said, the words coming out on a cloud of vapor from the cold morning air. 

“Good morning. Why don’t you come in, warm up and have some coffee with me?”

“Coffee! That actually sounds great.” He set his sanding block down and bounced out of the shed, kissing Alex with a hard peck. “It’s getting closer, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s going to be lovely.” They walked together back to the cottage and once inside, Alex helped him off with his jacket. “Please tell me, however, that you aren’t going to spend your entire birthday tomorrow on that project.”

Robin’s head whipped over so he could stare at Alex. “It’s tomorrow?”

Loving that their days were so easy and uncluttered, Alex chuckled that Robin had forgotten what day it was. “Yes. Tomorrow. And I have plans for you.”

Robin threw his arms around Alex’s neck kissing him tenderly, his cold lips and nose a shock, but they warmed quickly. “Oh? Do they have me in bed all day with the love of my life?”

“Not all day but a nice portion of it, yes.”

“Good. We haven’t had sex in days.”

Alex’s jaw dropped as he watched Robin’s eyes positively twinkle. “One day. It’s been one day.”

“That’s a lot of days not to make love with you.”

The best part of their home in the middle of nowhere, was that the time passed slowly and there was little to do on a cold day except make love. They had no television, no radio, and Alex was still waiting on a shipment of books he’d bought from a bookstore up north. 

They’d explored one another thoroughly, Alex memorizing every inch of Robin’s beautiful body. Showing him things sexually that Robin had never explored. Robin’s voraciousness came out, making him insatiable, and Alex didn’t mind it one bit. 

“Is it? I’ll have to make it up to you.”

Robin kissed him again but pulled away and begged off for the moment. “Let me get another hour of sanding, please?”

Robin stuck out his bottom lip in an adorable pout and Alex quickly relented. “Fine. I am beginning to become terribly jealous of a table, though.”

“Good. It’ll keep you on your toes, wooing me.”

As Alex poured Robin a cup of coffee, he laughed and agreed, “Oh, yes, I will have to think of ways to recapture your affection. Maybe I’ll run my arms across splintered wood, get some embedded in my skin, so you’ll have to sand me.”

“That’s just strange. You said we might want to start becoming kinkier, but that might be going too far.”

“True.”

Robin was out of the house again after a little more kissing, and Alex was set to watch him from the window once more when the phone rang. He hated the sound of someone invading their quiet love nest, but he did love hearing from their friends, who called often. 

“Hello?”

“Son?”

Filip Pavasaris was on the line, and Alex rolled his eyes having not forgiven him for anything. “Father, what can I do for you?”

“It’s...it’s Robin’s birthday tomorrow, and Christmas is coming in ten days. So I’d love...I’d love to see you both if you’ll allow it.”

He was about to say no, but he didn’t want to speak for the both of them. “I’ll ask Robin, but we have plans tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m sure. This was very last minute. Perhaps, if you’re both free, we can get together for the holiday and we can celebrate Robin’s birthday at the same time. I haven’t been able to be with him for a birthday or any other holiday since he was a baby. Please consider it, Alex. I miss you both so much.”

“And we’d be visiting you at Chelsea’s, I’m sure.”

“Yes, I’m still here, with her. It’s complicated, Alex. We never wanted to part in the first place, but now I’m here for lack of anywhere to go. Your brother and mother, they...they’ve made sure I’m penniless until the hearing.”

That tugged at him, the sympathy he had for his father. The two were vicious, and they’d try their best to punish him. “You didn’t keep any separate accounts? Anything?”

“I did, but...they’re inaccessible to me right now.”

Alex was going to ask what that meant when he thought about his father’s room and how he’d keep himself there for such long periods. “The third floor. Your secret bedroom. Father, you know they’ve torn that room apart by now, surely.”

“They can tear it apart all they want, son. They’d never find it. They don’t have the imagination to find it.”

Cryptic and true. He warmed a little and let his voice soften. “I am sorry this happened to you, Father. I’m not trying to be hateful, you understand, but you allowed Mother and Calhan to turn you so desperately into their bigoted and narrow beliefs, that you hurt Robin. I can’t forgive you for that. And it’s going to take time for the rest, but I will ask. I think...I think he’s curious at the least to hear the rest of the story with what happened to you and his mother.”

“She’s changed so much, Alex. She grieves all the time. It’s difficult some days to bring her out of her bedroom, to open the curtains. When someone’s sins catch up to them, they have a lot weighing them.”

“She deserves it, Father. Do you even know a little bit of what she did to him? How she cast him from her life and yet kept him right there under her thumb?”

“I do know, Alex. Her confessions come out on a breath that is laced with wine and worse. But then spends the next few days locked away, and I feel so much of all this is my doing that. I won’t leave until she’s well. I owe her that much, and I owe Robin much more.”

Alex fumed a little. Still, he thought it would be good for them to go, but with conditions. “She can’t be drunk while we’re there, Father, spewing off things randomly. And, that’s if Robin consents to go.”

“Tell him we’ll be there,” Robin said from behind him. Alex turned, guilty that he’d been caught speaking behind his back making plans. 

“Are you certain, Robin?”

“I want to see them. We can’t start rebuilding this family if we don’t forgive each other. You and I did.”

Alex held out his hand, and Robin took off his glove to grab it, squeezing. 

“Fine, Father, we’ll come for a few days for Christmas, but we’ll leave Christmas morning as we have plans with friends.”

“That would be wonderful, Alex,” he hurried, excited. “Thank you, both. I’ll tell Chelsea. And son, I love you, dearly.”

He hung up the phone, not returning the sentiment. Robin went into his arms and he was shivering. “Has it gotten colder?”

“No. I’m afraid, Alex. Not of them, but...all of it. I just know, as beautiful as it is that we’re here together, we can’t hide away forever. All I’ve ever wanted is a family.”

“I’m afraid too, Robin, that they’ll disappoint you. I can’t stand the thought of anyone else hurting you.”

Robin stared at him, smiling. “Alex, I’m going to be disappointed and hurt. It’s part of life, but you can’t keep me from it all.”

“Watch me! I’m a great warrior and I fight only for you. Anyone who would so much as glance harshly toward you, and I will slay them, like a beastly dragon, fangs dripping with blood!”

“You’re so weird,” he said, laughing. “Bring that warrior mojo outside with me and help me get the table set on top of the pedestal.”

“I’d be honored.”
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After helping him secure the top of the table to the base, Alex grinned at his enthusiasm. “It’s beautiful! I think I still have work to do on it, so don’t give me your sour face, but I think it’s beautiful.”

Alex held him and argued, “No sour face, love. I think it’s beautiful, too. You brought it from a pile of garbage and made it live again. It’s amazing, and so are you.”

They were right outside the shed, the table sitting on the few bricks Robin had laid to make himself a tiny outside floor, and he moved the parka from one of Robin’s shoulders. 

“What are you doing?”

“Seducing you,” he purred. “I thought I was obvious.”

“You are, but it’s cold out here, and anyone could pass by and see us, Alex. The trees don’t have any leaves to hide us.”

That had been the excuse many times when Alex tried to woo him into sex in the open on their property. Robin, the one still so new to exploring sex, kept pushing him off, fearing being caught. 

“About one car a day drives by here, baby, and it’s the mailman in his little Jeep. And guess what?”

“What?”

Alex dove in for a kiss, sucking Robin’s bottom lip until he pulled back long enough to whisper, “It’s Sunday. There’s no mail today.”

The parka was off his back, and he tossed it to the table. The sun was bright, and there was no breeze, making the temperature much higher than it had been the previous day, when Alex got it into his mind to try again. 

He had Robin lay back against him, and Alex took advantage of the position to kiss Robin’s neck and ease him. “Still so shy? With that gorgeous body of yours, I’d be showing it off to the world.”

“You would not,” he argued, laughing nervously. 

Alex paid him no mind and lifted his sweater to run his hand up Robin’s stomach and chest, kissing and nibbling his delicious neck. “Shy baby, let me have you, right here, right now. Show my love for you in our place, with the trees the only witnesses, I promise.”

He fidgeted but didn’t deny him, his neck unmoving for Alex to keep up his kisses and bites. “Alex...”

“Shh, Robin, let me fuck you, baby.”

A sound that was half groan, half whine came from him, but no more denials and Alex’s had made it down Robin’s pants, after unfastening his jeans. There, he felt Robin’s erection, gripping it while he threw in a little dirty talk to make Robin crazy. 

“Maybe we can break in your beautiful table? I can push you over it, get my dick inside you, and you can look out over the snow-covered land while I fuck you from behind, making you feel so good after all your hard work this morning.”

“Yeah...yeah, maybe...”

“Good boy. There’s my hot, handsome man.”

Setting his hands on Robin’s hips, he slipped the clothing down from his body, letting them bunch at his knees, and Robin moved his hands to the surface of the table, bending enough to present his ass nicely to Alex. 

It was a lovely ass; dimpled, firm, not too big and not too small, like everything about Robin. He was in perfect proportion, his body growing with his age, but never too much keeping him lithe but not too thin, tall but not overly so. 

Alex released his dick from his pants and reached into his pocket for a condom, angry they still hadn’t been tested yet. He wanted more than anything to feel Robin without the condom, to make love to him with no barriers, leave his seed inside his lover, but he wouldn’t place Robin in any danger, ever. 

Once he got the condom on and lubed it with the small bottle of lube he’d sneaked into his pocket, he pushed inside a nervous but ready Robin, whose head would not stop moving from side to side, watching for cars. 

Once Alex was inside him, however, Robin stilled, laying his forehead on the table. 

Bringing Robin out of his fears was a goal of Alex’s. But unfortunately, so many had placed them in Robin that it was going to be hard to pull him out of them. In fact, Alex still worried  every time Y2K was mentioned of that look of anxiety passing over Robin’s formerly serene face. 

That damn cult had done a number on him Alex tried to get more from him, get him to talk about it, but he wouldn’t. There was more to the story, he was sure, but Robin had so far kept quiet on almost the entire experience. That worried Alex to no end. 

But, when he was making love to Robin, all that could go away for a while. He couldn’t think, only feel. Robin’s head was turning back for him, obviously wanting to be kissed. Alex bending over him to give him that love and reassurance. 

It was beautiful when they were together. Their love came out physically as it did any other way, throughout the glorious, soft days in their home. Robin forgot they were exposed to the world, as he thought. The quiet road that saw so little traffic was there, through the leafless trees, and anyone could drive by seeing them making love and Robin didn’t care a bit any longer. 

He let out moans that echoed through the valley and Alex could see it, in his more poetic mind, that his sounds moved up the mountains so near, rising to the sky, and they became clouds of vapor that grew, making real clouds that rained down on others, making them want to love, want to make love. 

That power, if there were such a thing, would be Robin’s. In his presence, people wanted to be in love, touch and kiss and in his presence, soft love became a real, living thing. 

“More, Alex, more!”

Alex always gave into his pleas, so he started moving his hips faster, fucking into Robin nice and hard, getting a sublime wail from Robin’s pretty lips. 

It drove him to go faster, and it wasn’t long before Robin was begging to come, one of his new things to ask Alex if and when he could come. It made Alex drunk on power and he found he loved it, too, giving his beauty permission to have his climax. 

This day, after finally getting him to agree to make love out in the open, he didn’t grant it right away, instead.I, teasing him, slapping his hand tenderly away when he tried to stroke himself. Alex threw his head back and slowed his thrusts, letting the slight breeze starting toblow onto his sweat-dampened face. 

Letting the world back into his mind, hearing the rustling of the trees as the breeze blows them across the valley floor, the growling of a bear far off on the mountain, Robin’s sounds, his heavy breaths, tiny whimpers, and louder groans. All of it was primal Like they’d gone back in time and were fucking in the woods because there were no set homes, only tents that were quickly moved to follow game. 

When he relented, he pulled Robin up to lay back against him, and he gripped his beautiful cock, stroking him quickly as he whispered, “Come, baby,” into his ear so softly that only Robin could ever hear it. 

He stiffened in Alex’s arms, and Alex stopped his thrusts for that moment, holding him and letting the ecstasy of the orgasm overtake his body and mind. 

He silently filled the condom while Robin milked it from him, only with the clenching of his ass, as he came. Alex found that his preferred way to come since experimenting with Robin was to let his boyfriend pull it from him. It seemed perfect to him. 

Robin pulled himself off Alex’s dick and spun around, kissing him solidly and Alex felt tears on Robin’s cheeks. He held him, staring there, and asked, “Good tears or bad?”

“Good. These are good.”

Alex held him close despite his saying that knowing that a lot of time, the bad came soon after the good tears and he always wanted Robin to know he was there for both. “You did it. You had sex in the open!”

“Shut up,” he whispered, laughing, then remembering he was still nude from the waist down, reached down to yank his pants back into place. 

“I guess I can’t talk you into running around our fields naked once the weather allows it?”

“No! What is this thing you have for exhibition? Weirdo.”

“I just want to see you naked all the time, outside, inside, you know.”

Robin laughed at that, his tears, good or bad, gone. “Still, you’re a weirdo.”

“Let’s go in and sit together for a cup of coffee and possibly some food.”

Robin nodded as he buttoned his pants, then buttoned Alex’s for him. “Kinky stuff makes me hungry.”

“If you think that’s kinky, I have so much more to show you.”

Groaning, Robin took his hand and started leading him back to their cottage. “I’ve heard that about you rich guys. So bored with all your wealth that you do kinky shit to perk up your days.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that too, but I’m no longer bored, Robin. I just want to play with you in any way you’ll let me. Your body calls to me to do things that make you blush because you are the most lovely shade of purple when you blush.”

“Not nice!”

Their laughter was one of the best parts about their home, as it was filled with it. Robin’s laugh was easy, light, and he let it free often. The thing he may love most about the man is that he wanted the good things life had to offer. He’d stare at a leaf that was bronze for half an hour without realizing he was doing it, turning it in his hand to see all sides. Appreciating the very color that it had taken, once the green had faded. 

The fireplace in their home was another of his joys, the flames licking up the logs, the warmth it brought their small home. He’d poke at it with the poker just to watch the sparks fly up through the flue. 

Alex could watch his joy in these little things forever. He was young and sheltered, yes, and those could be the reasons for his excitement over small things that others wouldn’t so much as glance at or give a second thought to, but Alex knew it was more than his lack of age and experience. Robin had been through so much in his young life that. Yet, instead of feeling sorry for himself and wallowing in the worst of things, he sought out the good and beautiful. 

Alex had seen that from the start, a man that had come into a home that lived in silence and morbidity and shined his special light there, brightening the place despite the other inhabitants. 

They sat in front of the fire, sipping coffee and sharing a cinnamon roll they’d purchased from a small store in the closest town. That town, which had a population of fewer than five hundred souls was strange for Alex, who’d lived in cities most of his life when he wasn’t on the island. 

“You know, it could be a good thing we’re going to Denver for Christmas. I know you don’t want to, but I think it’ll be at least entertaining to see Dad not miserable.”

“True. If your mother makes him happy, it would possibly be the first time I’ve seen him that way. Oh, he’s had moments of joy, of course. Our graduations, our triumphs, but for him personally, he hadn’t been happy himself since he came back from his marriage to her.”

Robin leaned on him, absently chewing a piece of the roll. “I want to hear the truth, finally, all of it. I also want to know what happened to Mitch. He wasn’t nice to me much, but after Mom did that with Troy and me...I...I was in such a bad place. So heartbroken, and now that I look back, it wasn’t the truth about Troy that did it so much. It. I was more about my mother, of course, and her betrayal.”

“I’m sure it was a mixture of the two, and rightfully so.”

The confession seemed to hurt him, but Alex didn’t stop him from making it as he needed to purge. “I went to my mother’s medicine cabinet. She’s got everything there,” he blinked up at Alex, worried hearing about the drugs would be hard on him. 

“I’m fine. I didn’t want the drugs to begin with, remember?”

“Still...” He took a breath and breezed past the medicine cabinet. “Anyway, it was filled with stuff and I knew what a few of the things were, so I could grab something that wasn’t an antibiotic. I was about to take some of the ones I knew would kill me, and Mitch came in and stopped me. He talked me out of it, telling me to get away. That there was so much more to life than was there with my mother. I saw then how much he loved her. He was totally in love with her, and I didn’t understand why. I mean, while she kept him on the sidelines, she’d marry other rich men for their money. I couldn’t get my mind around how he could stand it.”

“Do you now?”

“Sure. If you were forced to marry someone or felt like you had to, I’d be waiting for you. I never want to lose you.”

“I’d never do that to you, Robin.”

Robin tossed the rest of the bit of roll on the plate and took in a long breath, telling Alex that he had a confession that had been roasting inside him. “Alex, I know it wasn’t real. I know that Yosiah wasn’t some real preacher with the legal ability to marry people, but he...I...”

“Robin, go ahead. Tell me.”

“He made me marry a girl, Alex. A girl named Grace.”

Like a dagger was shoved in his chest, it hurt. It hurt so badly he closed his eyes, afraid to see his blood pooling out of his body, but he didn’t show it further than that. He wouldn’t make Robin feel guilty again. Guilty for one more thing that wasn’t his fault. 

“Alex?”

“Robin, it hurts me. I know you went through so very much when you were there. Tell me more. Was it terrible?”

“No, not terrible. She. S was very sweet or seemed to be. She waited on me hand and foot, and that, I hated but it was the way of things there, women served their men. Back in the dark ages, that’s where that church was set. But the worst part was that my friend, Lyle, was in love with her for a long time. Then, all of a sudden, I’m supposed to marry her. He tried to leave the day it was announced, that’s when they took him to the other camp.”

“Oh. That guilt must have driven you crazy. I’m sorry, baby.”

“Me too, but that’s not the worst of it. Alex...when I was talking to Rhonda that day in the hospital, she mentioned something that’s been nagging me since.”

“What’s that?”

“When I was there at night with her, I was obviously nervous and had a million things in my mind about why I should just leave, then how I knew I couldn’t until I found Lyle. She’d rub my shoulders, rub my feet, my back, trying to relax me and if I didn’t let her, she started questioning me about my beliefs. If I shared Yosiah’s, so I had to keep playing pretend.”

“Did you make love with her?”

“No. We spoke about it before we were married, and I told her it would take time. She said she understood and that she wouldn’t push me. After all, sex was for the man only, so it was up to me to want it, not her.”

Alex groaned, becoming sick over the thoughts of that place all over again. “That’s such bullshit.”

“Yeah, I know. Anyway, when the back rubbing and all that didn’t relax me enough, she would give me this tea and man, before I finished the cup I’d be asleep. I frankly loved it. It. I took away all those awkward moments before I’d try to fall asleep, her trying to cuddle with me, all of that. I noticed in the morning, I’d have...stuff in my underwear. Like I had dreams and you know...”

“Nocturnal emissions? Coming in your sleep?”

“Yeah, I mean, I couldn’t remember my dreams so I didn’t know if I had dreamed of you and we made love or something. It had been months since I’d so much as jacked off, you know, so it all made sense to me.”

“Until?”

“Until I spoke to Rhonda in the hospital and she told me they used tea on men who weren’t ready to jump into bed with the women. Now being I had the mess in my pants, I figured she was trying it out on me.”

Alex had a deep, painful feeling in his gut that it had gone farther than that, but he wouldn’t tell Robin. Not yet. “I think, if anything else had come of it, you’d have heard by now. Wouldn’t you?”

“I don’t know, I guess so. I haven’t heard anything so I am truly hoping they just let me go.”

“Me too, baby. Me too.”

The news worried him for days, but he didn’t show it. Finally, Robin was finishing his table and Alex had an idea for it, so he called a home improvement store in Denver, asking them to send a few things, and then he drove into town, asking the clerk at the store whom in the area he could hire to do a project. 

Setting the delivery and construction for the week Robin and he could be gone; Alex was giddy, watching Robin look around for the perfect spot in the yard for his new table. 

He’d sanded it perfectly, fixing the gouge and chip as well he could, but still he liked them. He said it was like them, a little flawed but that just gave it more character. Once he stained it and put another coat over it to keep the dampness from further trying to ruin the thick wood, he had Alex in the yard for hours, helping it move it from one spot to another. 

In fact, it had started on his birthday, and besides the sex they had in abundance, the phone calls from all their friends and the presents in the mail, they moved the table for two solid hours, then started again the next day. 

Alex had surprised him with a new watch, and that didn’t make half the dent of the complete toolbox he’d gotten Robin, which he swooned over while ripping the paper from the big red thing. 

It had drawers of all sizes, and Alex had asked the salesman in the store for help filling them all with things that Robin would need to fix his treasures. 

So, after Robin could decide the perfect spot for the table, he already had plans for more projects. It made him terribly happy, which was all Alex wanted in the world, to make Robin happy. 

“No! We’ve tried it there,” he said after Alex suggested placing it under the big elm near the shed. “And we’ve tried it closer, but the ground is so soft. Alex, where can we put it?”

“We need it somewhere to catch the best views of the sunrise, of course, and to have stable ground under it. But, Robin, let’s think about it while we’re gone on our trip. Maybe we can look around at other yards, and get some inspiration there.”

He relented, but Alex could tell he didn’t want to. “Fine. It’s just...what if someone comes and steals it?”

“Robin, like having sex out here, your fear of so many people seeing you, you think these droves of people must come by the house when we’re not looking. Are these people in your head, dear? Do we need to put you on medication for hallucinating all these people?”

Robin pushed him against the outer wall of the house and kissed him until they were both giggling. “I worry about it!”

“Then place it in the house. Just while we’re gone! It’s not taking permanent residence there!”

Playfully pouting, Robin accused, “You hate my table.”

“I do not hate your table. I love your table. I love you.”

“Fine. Then, I swear when we get back, we’ll stay out here through wind and snow and sleet until we find the perfect spot for it! Not even a coffee or pee break.”

“You are a tough foreman. Okay, boss, whatever you say.”

“Great. Now, I’m starving. I think I’ll cook.”

Alex groaned but knew he didn’t do much better in the kitchen. “Having maids and cooks was our collective downfall. We’re both terrible.”

“I know,” he admitted, bent over as his head was practically inside the refrigerator. “Maybe we should take some class or something.”

“Or buy a few cookbooks.”

“Cookbooks are fine, I guess, like an instruction manual.”

Alex leaned on the counter behind Robin, laughing at the way his butt wriggled while he reached for items in the back of the fridge, set them back, and reached for others. 

“You’re making me hot.”

Standing and facing him, he sighed, “How now?”

“You ass, wriggling like that. It’s sexy.”

“You’re an oversexed maniac. Maybe, while I’m getting mental help for my hallucinations of people driving by all day, we can get something done about your sex drive.”

“Never! I like my sex drive and I like the person who I take it out on.”

“True. I like that too. Still, you’re oversexed.”

“I have you to thank for that. And I’m still not as bad as Preston.”

Robin rolled his eyes and agreed, “No wonder he needs two boyfriends.”

“No kidding.”

They got calls from their friends often, and they’re always either about to have sex or just have gotten finished. “I can’t imagine Jack or Luis complaining, though. Those three make a hell of a team.”

Robin dipped back into the fridge, and Alex leaned back on the counter, watching with amusement and delight. 

It was their lives in the little cottage, happy days with a few tears of regret mixed in occasionally, when they allowed them. That was coming to be less common, however, as the two of them embraced their happiness. 

It was as if they were holding onto each moment they could. Neither was naïve enough to think the real world, the vicious, cruel world, wouldn’t creep in eventually. So the time they spent there, they knew they had to grip it, wrestling it to keep it from moving on and away from them. 

In the end, Robin made them terrible bologna sandwiches with stale bread and the chips they had left because neither of them was fond of the flavor of vinegar and salt chips. Then, Robin blinked over at Alex while he chewed and said, “Shopping. Tomorrow.”

“Including Christmas shopping.”

That perked Robin. “We have to get Dad something, and my mom, and I know that’s not thrilling for you but it could be fun. And hard. My mother doesn’t like knick knacks or trinkets. She likes...or liked money.”

“We are not giving her money. We’ll think of something. For Father, I say we give him a picture of us together, insisting he place it where everyone he knows will see it.”

Robin frowned at him and whispered, “Alex...”

“That would be a good way to test his supposed pride in us after all that homophobic bullshit he put you through.”

“Forgive him, Alex. That’s what you could do for me. I need to forgive him.”

Alex wanted to lighten the mood, so he held out one of the terrible chips and said, “Eat this and I’ll consider it.”

“You drive a really hard and gross bargain.”

Alex took a bite of the chip and held out the rest. “Okay, we share the gross and the hard stuff both. Deal?”

Robin took the chip and popped it in his mouth. “Deal.”
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Chapter Three
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Robin was combing his hair, but it wouldn’t lay right and he wanted everything to be perfect. He wanted to look perfect and be perfect, and he chased all the doubts he had away as much as he could. 

Alex came up behind him, smiling in the reflection. “You know I love you even more for doing this. You’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever known to be able to forgive people like your parents.”

Robin didn’t feel wonderful. “I...I’m scared, Alex. What if they aren’t like they seem on the phone and stuff? What if my mother rejects me again? I mean, I’ve done terrible things since I was last home.”

Alex spun him around and grabbed his shoulders roughly, shaking him once. “You stop that right the hell now, Robin! How dare you doubt yourself when you’re giving those two people a second chance?” He was pulled in and held tightly. “Oh god, Robin, just when I think I can’t love you more, you go and make me love you more.”

Robin felt his tears but sniffed them away and whispered, “It’s not all them. I lied over and over to Dad and Mom...I understand things now that I didn’t before. We were all victims of Regina and our grandfather. Your grandfather.”

“Not mine. I don’t claim the dead and rotting bastard.”

Robin smiled at that, though he figured he shouldn’t. Alex pulled back and saw it before he could hide it and grinned wide, confessing, “I think you have a bit of rogue in you, Robin Pavasaris.”

“I’m a rogue, all right. A scared rogue that wants a mommy. How pathetic is that?”

“Not at all. We want to have our parents love us. Every human on the planet, but some of those parents don’t deserve our love, whether they return it or not.”

“Let’s try, I mean really try. It’s Christmas, or it will be.”

“I am trying just by going. I can’t promise a lot more than that, Robin, and you can’t ask me to.”

“One of the biggest reasons you have so much disdain for them, to begin with, is over their treatment of me, so if I can forgive them, by default, you must as well.”

That crooked smile Alex got sometimes came to his perfect lips, and he shook his head, amazed at Robin again. “You’re a hard bargainer.”

“I know.”

“We’re still staying at a hotel, though, and on Christmas morning we are saying goodbye to them and seeing our real family. Our friends.”

“I’m looking forward to that too. I miss them so much.”

“I know, as do I. So get in the car, and let’s leave our paradise for the grimy city and a few evenings of awkward conversation.”

Robin laughed, as he groaned, “You’re incorrigible!”

They drove the three hours to the city, and as soon as they got there, Robin felt at home. The mountains in the west, the city laid out to their side, the plains stretching to the east a white, snowy blanket covering the land. 

It had been mostly terrible, his time at home. He could admit that, sheltered from the world, unable to have school friends and experiences most other kids did. He wondered about that, being kept at home. She hated him, and the money was a pittance that she saved by not sending him to daily school. 

Alex turned the car headed toward Boulder, and before long, they were turning off into a middle-class neighborhood, which led to his upper-class one. He’d always stared at the homes on the path from the highway to his home. They were so similar, different patterns of blonde and red brick, ranch-style, big picture windows in front of almost all of them, carports to the sides or sometimes a full garage. 

They had people living in them that he’d never meet, never associate with, who didn’t have money or big, fancy houses, and yet he’d envied them. Sometimes, those big windows had showed the inside, families in their living rooms, all watching their favorite television shows, or dancing, playing, laughing. Once, when he’d driven by with Troy, they’d had to slow to a stop while kids had a water gun fight, right there on the asphalt between their houses. 

They were laughing wildly, spraying one another with huge water cannons, throwing water balloons, or someone would pull out the garden hose and drench the whole lot of them. He’d watched, smiling through tears that he’d never have that, the carefree and joyous times other kids did. 
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