
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
Copyright © 2022 by 3Aussies Press. 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Casey Morales is a registered Trademark and may not be reproduced in any way without written consent from 3Aussies Press.

For television or motion picture rights inquiries, please contact Casey at casey@authorcaseymorales.com.



[image: image-placeholder]









  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A magical gift for you . . .
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Preface
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Pancake Bliss
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Where Did Santa Go?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Shock and Awe
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Ho, Ho, Ho
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        AOL Inches Don’t Count
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        The Big Gay Diamond
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Barbecue and Fluff Balls
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Sandwiches Satisfy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Coffee Talk
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Softballs and Young Balls
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Zoo Guy
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Horses are for Healing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Barfly
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Zoolander
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Who You Be?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Liquid Diet
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        A Completely Different Zoo
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Reporting In, Sir
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        How Cats Do It
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        My Dream Date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        My Dream Date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        My Dream Date
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About your Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Books by Casey Morales
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
A magical gift for you . . .




[image: image-placeholder]

To say thank you for joining me on this journey, I would like to give you a gift, a free copy of Brothers of the Guild. This novella is the origin story of Keelan and Declan Rea, our main characters in the Of Crowns & Quills series.

Click here or scan below to tell me where to send it.
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Preface




You’re going to find this hard to believe, especially when you learn how gullible I was at twenty-two when this series began, but what you’re about to read is a true story. Yes, I have changed names and places to protect the guilty, and embellished here and there, but the bones of the tale are true. 

What can I say? I was a modern-day Gomer Pyle.

I was that preacher’s kid. You know, the one who never knew he was supposed to be secretly rebellious and get away with a hidden wild side. Yeah, I missed that memo. I was the PK who was actually into being righteous and good—whatever that means these days.

I grew up in a kind, loving household, with three older sisters. The youngest was seven years older than me, so it was like being an only child with five parents.

Now, years later, I know that was the perfect setup for coming out later in life, but at the time, I had no clue. I was convinced I would one day have a beautiful wedding in a massive church with flowers and candles everywhere.

You’re snickering. How rude.

Anyway, you get the picture. Good boy. Innocent. Completely clueless. And definitely straight. Did I mention that? I was straight, doggone it.

I firmly believed I’d made it through high school and college without meeting a single gay person. I was convinced, as was taught from the pulpit on Sundays, that all gays lived in California or New York. I was never clear on why those two particular states had become a haven for homosexual hedonism, but as long as I stayed away from those evil places, everything would be fine. Right?

Little did I know my best friend from fourth grade through high school was a screaming queen—and not the subtle basketball-playing gay who looked sideways at the other boys in the showers. Oh no. He was the chiffon-waving, hey-gurl-yelling signal fire that could be seen from space.

How was I supposed to know? Just because he was the drum major in the marching band—

And your snickering continues.

I see now that we are not going to have a serious, adult conversation, so I may as well get on with the story.

I hope you laugh out loud, squirm a little, get a bit overheated, and maybe even shed a tear.

Aw, who am I kidding? I just want you to laugh, and drool over the steam. Isn’t that what we’re all here for anyway?

Good luck, dear reader. Enjoy the ride.

Oh crap.

I said ride.








  
  

Chapter one

Pancake Bliss





“Just breathe between sentences, okay?” Dwayne motioned for me to slow the word vomit spewing out of my mouth. His amused grin belied his annoyed tone and motherly palm. 

“Sorry,” I said, not sorry at all. “I guess you had to be there. It was the most incredible day I could ever imagine.”

Thanksgiving was a couple weeks ago, and perky festive tunes rang throughout the diner. I’d just talked through Dwayne’s coffee, pancakes and eggs without touching my own plate. He had practically licked his clean as Katie, our regular waitress, pried it from his bony fingers. They exchanged a wry glance before she shuffled off to her next table.

None of that mattered.

I walked Dwayne through the weekend with Carter and the kids, ending with a Picasso-like portrait of Saturday’s lawn-mowing, leaf-pile-tossing, picture-perfect day. Carter had had his older son, Cade, on his lap as they made meticulous lines in the grass with the riding mower. Carter was determined to get one last cut in before winter grabbed us by the, um, throat.

Meanwhile, I was responsible for watching three-year-old Christian. Not to be outdone by Carter’s heroic, ride-on-my-lap dad trick, I had taken my little monster to the man-sized pile of leaves and tossed him in. The pile shook with his giggles. Before I knew it, we were both rolling around, tossing leaves at each other and crying with happy laughter.

That’s when it happened.

I looked up from the flurry of tiny hands and fluttering leaves and time froze. It was as if someone had pressed a button on a magical camera and everything paused.

In that moment, I had everything I’d ever wanted.

I had a partner who loved me, two beautiful boys whose smiles filled my soul in ways I’d never experienced, and hope for an incredible future.

Despite his palm-waving, Dwayne couldn’t quell my excitement.

I could see in the tiny, upturned lines around his eyes that mirrored his smile that he didn’t want to either. He was happy for me. He was nearly twice my age, but he was my best friend, the one person in the world I could tell everything and know I would never be judged.

Um, okay, that’s not exactly true. I knew I would be judged. It’s what we gays do, isn’t it? Our DNA requires it. It’s science.

Anyway.

Dwayne’s judgment wasn’t snarky or self-interested. It was borne of genuine empathy and concern, like a brother or father—or true friend.

“You’ve been dating how long now?” he asked as he eyed me over the rim of his chipped coffee mug.

“Three months.”

My alarms were starting to sound. Where was he going? Was there a lesson coming from the sensei that would sober my giddy mood?

He nodded sagely. “That’s a good amount of time. Just guard yourself.”

“What do you mean?” I hadn’t intended to sound defensive, but there it was.

“I don’t want to see you hurt. That’s all.”

“Hurt? Why would Carter hurt me?” I really didn’t like this conversation anymore. Maybe his judgment was judgy, after all.

Dwayne set his mug down and leaned forward. “Michael, you’ve barely slept a night at your own place since you met him. Things have moved so fast I can barely keep up. I know it feels wonderful right now, but Carter’s life has complications. That can change things over time.”

“Complications?” Now I was totally defensive.

His palms flew up in a don’t shoot the messenger motion.

“I’m happy for you, really. Just try to take things one day at a time, alright?”

I had no idea what he meant, but nodded as if Confucius himself had just granted his wisdom.

In my moment of Zen-like confusion, Katie’s hand found my shoulder. She leaned over and whispered into my ear, “Sweetie, don’t listen to him. It’s wonderful seeing you so happy.”

I reached up and gave her hand a squeeze and smiled up in thanks. Dwayne downed the last of his coffee, tossed his usually healthy tip on the table, and began scooting out of the booth. “Gotta run,” he said. “I’ll talk to you soon. Have fun with lover boy.”

Now that I could do. 

Maybe Dwayne’s sensei abilities were spot-on after all.








  
  

Chapter two

Where Did Santa Go?





The Christmas countdown clock was ticking loudly now. Eight days ’til Santa. 

Christian and Cade couldn’t talk about anything else. I’d helped Christian make his list, which consisted of more Matchbox cars, stuffed animals, and a Batman costume. Batman and Robin were his big brother’s favorite cartoon characters on Saturday morning, so they were now his too. It was cute.

Cade was two years older than my charge, which made his list twice as long. I didn’t even recognize some of the toys and games on his crumpled paper. He carried it everywhere he went, as if showing more adults what he wanted would make them more likely to appear. Carter tried prying it out of his hands once, but the fit that ensued convinced us both to leave list management to the little one.

The four of us piled into Carter’s SUV and searched for the perfect tree, then hauled it home and spent another hour decorating it. I’d never been into the whole Christmas cheer thing, but the boys had won me over to Santa’s side.

There’s an inexplicable joy hanging tinsel with a three-year-old—and they get so excited as each ornament appears. His deep brown eyes widened when I handed him a plastic Rudolf, then he giggled when I flipped the hidden switch and the reindeer’s nose blinked.

I looked up to find Carter lifting Cade so he could place decorations near the tree’s top, smiles plastered on both their faces.

My heart felt like it would burst.


      [image: image-placeholder]That night, during our Thursday night ritual of snuggling on the couch watching an episode of LA Law (hey, it was the ’90s, that show was amazing), our little men fell asleep an hour before their normal bedtime, exhausted from another day preparing for Santa. Carter paused the TiVo, and we carried them into their room and tucked them snugly under their covers. I leaned down to kiss Christian’s forehead and felt a tiny finger trace my jaw. His eyes never opened, but a thin smile curled his lips.

I heard Carter clanking dishes in the kitchen and knew he was making our bedtime snack of cottage cheese and canned fruit. This was a delicacy I’d never experienced before meeting him, but now I couldn’t go to sleep without it. I curled up on the couch to await my gourmet goblet of goodness.

The kitchen quieted.

I let a few minutes pass, then curiosity got the best of me, so I headed into the kitchen. Carter was sitting at the table, staring into his untouched fruit. A second bowl was made for me, sitting in front of the chair opposite his.

This was odd. We always sat beside each other, not opposite—and our nighttime snack was eaten in the den while watching TV.

As I sat and waited, my Spidey sense began to tingle—and not in the good way. Something significant was about to happen.

“Everything okay?” I ventured.

When he looked up, I knew my world was about to change. His eyes were rimmed red and a trickle flowed down one cheek.

“Carter, what’s wrong?”

“I’m so sorry,” was all he could get out before he choked on a sob. 

I was kneeling by his chair in a flash, one hand on his arm, the other gently rubbing his back. “Hey. I’m right here. Whatever it is, we’ll face it together.”

That made his sobs grow.

“Her lawyer called,” he muttered.

Now I was confused—and deeply concerned. “Lawyer? Whose lawyer?”

“Jen’s.” Jen was his ex-wife; the boys’ mother.

My heart seized.

“Christian was so excited the other day.” He sucked in a breath and locked eyes. “When I took them back to her place after their visit, he talked about it all week. Jen hadn’t realized you were staying here on my weekends with the boys.”

Another wave hit him, and he couldn’t talk for a few minutes. I waited, having no idea what to say.

“You can’t stay here anymore.”

The room tilted.

My head swam. 

“Oh. Well, um, that’s okay, I guess. I’ll just stay at my place when the boys are here. That’s not a big deal.” 

It was a big deal, but they weren’t my kids, I had no skin in this game. That’s what I told myself, grasping for anything that would numb the pain blooming in the center of my chest, but it refused to be dulled.

He shook his head. “No, it’s bigger than that. She’s threatening to take me to court, to challenge our joint custody, if you sleep here one more night. Her lawyer said something about Tennessee judges not looking favorably on gay influence in situations like this.”

Gay influence? What the hell was that? I understood the conservative approach to parenting—my own wolves had made sure of that—but I’d never been anything but supportive of Carter’s decisions and was a positive influence on the boys. Carter and I never kissed in front of them, just to make sure stories couldn’t get back to their mom.

“The lawyer said Cade told them about jumping on you while you were in the bed with me. He said you were naked.”

“That’s ridiculous.” Now I was pissed. “I never got out from under the covers. The boys have never seen me less than fully clothed.”

“I know, but the truth doesn’t matter, only what they can make a judge believe.” His head drooped. “I can’t lose them, Michael. I can’t lose my boys.”

His hand was shaking as he took mine and kissed it. My last defense shattered with that simple act, and I began to cry with him. He dropped from his chair, pulled me down, and held me on the floor as we wept.








  
  

Chapter three

Shock and Awe





“I don’t know how long we sat there on his kitchen floor, holding each other and crying. It felt like all night. I kissed each of the kids on the forehead as they slept and haven’t seen them since.” 

Katie’s arms were a vise around my shoulders as they shuddered. She pressed my head into her shoulder, tears staining her white apron.

“Have you talked to Carter since?” Dwayne’s voice was soft and soothing.

I wiped my face with a scratchy paper napkin and shook my head. “We talked on the phone last week. He said he didn’t think he could do this anymore.” I spat more than spoke that last part.

“Just like that?” Katie was indignant in my defense. Bless her.

I nodded. “Yeah, just like that. I can’t blame him though. If I had to choose—” A new round of sobs slammed into me at the thought of Christian and Cade, realizing I wouldn’t see them at Christmas—and might never see them again.


      [image: image-placeholder]On Christmas Eve, the pack gathered at my parents’ house. 

A month earlier, as we’d gathered for Thanksgiving, I’d come out to my oldest sister, Nise, and told her about Carter. She’d been amazing, telling me she only cared that I was happy and with someone who loved me. I hadn’t mentioned the boys. That would’ve been more than even the most understanding wolf could take.

Apparently, my mom, the unchallenged alpha in this pack, had seen us fogging the glass in my beloved Saturn and had grilled Nise about the conversation after I’d left. I never knew my mom had lived a secret life as a Soviet interrogator, but her skills at making people talk were unmatched. Combine that with her Pisces sixth sense and no secret was safe. Nise was no match for Comrade Nell. My most closely held secret was dragged out in the open for the whole family to see.

But here’s the best part—I didn’t know any of that when I showed up for Christmas. The KGB hadn’t sent a note.

Apparently, they liked surprises.

I strolled into the house, a pack of clothes slung over my shoulder, pillowcase filled with wrapped presents weighing down my other hand. The greeting I received was not filled with the festive cheer I’d expected

My mom and dad sat on one side of their round oak dining table. Nise glanced up from her seat opposite the inquisitors. There was something in her gaze I didn’t recognize. I now know it was pity.

“Why don’t you set your things down in the den and join us? We’d like to talk before the others get here.” My father’s voice was calm and welcoming, as if he was inviting me to eat dinner or grab a coffee. That unnerved me more than if he’d yelled.

As soon as my butt hit the wicker chair, Comrade Mama lobbed her first grenade. “Is there anything interesting you’d like to tell us?”

Oh, this was bad. She was opening with the I’m not giving you any information approach. I was well and truly screwed. Nise looked like she wanted to crawl under the table.

“Um, well, can you narrow it down a bit? Give me a topic?”

Mom’s gaze was steel. “How about we start with Pat—or should I call him Carter now?” She crossed her arms in triumph.

Shit.

As a great philosopher once said, “Resistance is futile.” I decided to just go with the conversation, as if there was nothing unusual in talking about a boyfriend with my preacher dad and zealot mom—the ones I didn’t know had learned I was gay while my back was turned.

“Sure. Okay. Carter is someone I was dating.”

Mom spat her overly sweetened tea across the table. I looked up, brow quirked.

“Dating?” she hissed. “You call it dating now?”

Ah, I understood. She’d switched to the religious gays don’t belong in our world card. I should’ve seen it coming.

Honestly, at the time, I was uncomfortable calling it dating. Everything still felt new and strange, but there really wasn’t a better word, at least not that I could think of. She certainly didn’t need to know about the canoodling that went on behind closed doors. That would’ve destroyed Christmas.

Rather than offer a sharp retort, I nodded and quietly said, “Yes, we dated. We went to dinner and movies. We watched TV and cooked. We did all the normal things you’d expect from two people getting to know each other.”

Her gaze was hardening, so I decided to make a peace offering. “But you don’t need to worry about Carter anymore. Things…ended.”

I heard Nise suck in a breath. When I dared a look in her direction, she mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

“Denise!” the all-seeing eye snapped, and Nise’s head fell.

My dad finally leaned in.

In all my daydreams—and nightmares—about coming out to my parents, he was the one I feared would slam the door. He was the man who stood in the pulpit and talked about how being gay was an abomination, citing one example after another, where city walls and stones were the only solution to the gay problem. He didn’t disappoint in his reticence on the issue, but he did surprise me with his calm, empathetic tone.

“Michael, we love you, no matter what,” he said.

My throat caught. Was he—

“But, since Carter’s no longer in your life, do you think it might be a good time to, I don’t know, get some help?”

Help? What in the ever-loving gay hell was that supposed to mean?

My pulse raced, and I began to sweat. Without a word, Nise, my only ally, my lifeline, stood and scurried out of the room.

Whiskey Tango Foxtrot!

I looked up at my dad and thought his heart might be beating as loudly as mine. He looked even more uncomfortable than I felt. “Help? What do you mean?”

He glanced at my mom, but her icy glare remained fixed on me.

He sipped his tea, then carefully set his glass down, the gentle thud of Walmart’s finest crystal hitting wood the only sound in the room.

“I found a place that…they help people…boys like you,” he stammered, eyes dropping to his weathered hands, unwilling to meet my eyes.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My dad was suggesting I consider going to a reform school for gays? I’d heard stories on the news about them. Some used shock or drug therapy to help fix a gay person’s brain, as if there was some faulty wiring that simply needed an adjustment. Most of the tales about such places were horrific, and the only successes I’d heard of came from the guys who’d managed to hook up while there, sometimes with their instructors (or whatever you call them).

Let’s go with Daddies.

“I know someone who went through a program like this. He’s married now.” My dad’s voice was more plea than statement. He was miserable suggesting this, but he also sounded helpless. As confident as my mom’s gaze appeared, I knew she was scared of losing me, whether to gayness or my own obstinance. Now my dad looked lost and alone.

Was he just as confused dealing with my feelings as I had been?

Then a realization struck. I’d had time to think through my feelings. It had been a few years since my first experience. While I was nowhere near confident in my new self, I wasn’t looking in that mirror for the first time either.

My parents, on the other hand, had just learned everything. There were layers of complexity in their feelings in that moment.

First, in their eyes, the son they thought they knew—the one they raised to follow my dad into the pulpit—no longer existed. Sure, I was sitting right there. But in that moment, their eyes told me they were seeing a stranger sitting across that table. They had no idea who I was. Everything they thought they knew had turned upside down when Nise let the truth of Carter slip.

They weren’t just afraid for my soul; they were mourning the death of a child they knew and loved.

They were also mourning the loss of a future they’d dreamed about since holding me as their newborn son—their only son. They’d dreamed of a wedding, followed by grandchildren. They’d dreamed of a life like they’d enjoyed, except this time with the freedom to spoil that comes with the title grand-whatever. None of that would happen now. I would never father children, grand or otherwise. While I had nieces and nephews, in my dad’s paternalistic view, his line would end with me.

As angry as I was at the suggestion I needed help, I couldn’t stop myself from feeling a deep empathy for their struggle. Their religious beliefs weren’t an act. They weren’t some suits they donned on Sundays to impress the neighbors. Their beliefs were the core of their beings. While our views definitely differed, I still respected theirs. They were sincere, good people, and I loved them both. Seeing their pain added to my own.

Until my mother spoke again. “You know you can never bring a man into our home. We could never allow that.”

So much for the goodwill gesture.

I stood, nearly knocking my chair over as it slid back. “Keep telling me I need help and you’ll be lucky if I bring myself back into this house, much less anyone else.” I was proud of that line.

Then I turned to my dad, venom in my voice. “And how dare you. I just lost someone I loved. I came here, hurting, feeling more alone than at any time in my life, and the first thing you suggest is I enjoy the warm embrace of electroshock therapy? Nice one, Dad.”

His head fell and any pride I might’ve had in that snappy retort dropped like a stone in my gut.

I grabbed the pack with my clothes and stormed out of the kitchen to the solitude of my old bedroom, leaving a pair of stunned and hurt parents staring at the chair that once held their son.
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