

        

            

                

            

        




	



Yet More Ink, Sweat and Tears


	 


	 


	Caelan and Dean Fowler’s relationship is yet again put to the test by the ups and downs of life. Caelan is forced to take an extended time off his beloved job as a tattoo artist due to an injury, and Dean finds his dreams of a quiet office job and a peaceful suburban home about to be shattered once and for all.


	 


	While Caelan is struggling along on the road to recovery, Dean seizes his chance and snatches him away on a long-overdue holiday. Although he is hoping that this change of scenery may just be what his husband needs to tie up a few loose ends in his life, Dean is surprised by the outcome.


	 


	Back home, they find that there are yet more pieces waiting to fall into place and that sometimes, when dreams get shattered, new dreams can be built on the ruins of the old ones.
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Chapter 1


	 


	 


	 


	“Hey, honey, how are you?”


	Looking up, Caelan quickly hid his weariness behind his trademark bright smile. Or at least he was trying to do so, but that was the problem with knowing someone so well. You just knew when they weren’t being honest with you. 


	“I’ve brought you fruit,” Dean said invitingly as he approached Caelan’s bed, hoping that he managed not to let his emotions show on his face. 


	“Thanks.” Caelan barely moved his eyes to see what was in the bowl Dean placed on his nightstand. 


	“You haven’t answered my question.”


	“Huh? Oh, right. Sorry. Um, I’m okay.”


	“Hmm. Okay? Fine. Has the doctor been in yet?”


	“Uh-huh.”


	He waited for Caelan to continue, but apparently his husband really wasn’t in the mood to share much information this morning, so Dean pushed further. “What did he say?”


	“Good morning.”


	Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, Dean counted to ten. “Caelan, what did the doctor say exactly?”


	Caelan rolled his eyes and huffed a little, but at least he was looking at Dean now. “Nothing new, really. They’ll have to wait for the swelling to fully retreat before they can make any further examinations.”


	“I see. Does it still hurt much?”


	“Well, with all the painkillers they’re feeding me, I’m coping surprisingly well. It really sucks not being able to move, though.”


	“I know. I’m so sorry you have to go through this, love. I just hope I’ll be able to take you back home with me soon.” 


	“Speaking of home…how is everything?” A hint of weary uneasiness had sneaked into Caelan’s voice, but Dean couldn’t blame him. It must be incredibly frustrating for someone as active as Caelan to be tied to his bed. Even more so because, after three days in hospital, the doctors still couldn’t tell him whether the disc herniation he was suffering from would require surgery or not. At least they were fairly positive that the paralysation of his legs was only temporary. Apparently it was owed to the pressure the disc put on his spinal cord, and thus the main nerve connection between his legs and his brain. Once the inflammation had subsided, he should be able to get up onto his own two feet again—so far the doctor’s theory. 


	“It’s uh, okay,” Dean answered reluctantly, knowing that by “home,” Caelan didn’t mean their house as much as his tattoo studio. “I rearranged your schedule for the next four weeks, which means you’ll be covered with work until Christmas now.”


	An anxious expression crept onto Caelan’s face. He hated having to reschedule an appointment at the best of times. Keeping all of his customers waiting for even longer than expected initially was guaranteed to make him crawl up the walls with frustration. 


	“Shit,” Caelan sighed. “Any complaints? Any cancellations?”


	“Nn-nn. Neither.”


	Caelan’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow. What did you tell them?”


	“The truth.” Dean shrugged. “Your regulars were all very sorry to hear about what happened. They all send their regards and get-well wishes, as do our neighbours, by the way. Seems most of them know about the problems you’ve been having with your back anyway, so they’re only anxious for you to make a full recovery so you can start working again.”


	“But what about the nonregulars? Weren’t they disappointed?”


	“Oh, Caelan.” Even though it felt out of place, Dean had to laugh and shake his head. “You’ve really no idea how well recommended you come, have you? Every single person I talked to would have been willing to wait for a year just so you’re the one who does their tattoo. You’re quite the legend in the scene, don’t you realise that?”


	“Yeah, well, I know people like my work, but popularity is a fickle friend. As is a good reputation. You have to work hard to earn it then work even harder to make it stick. If I fail to keep my appointments—”


	“Then that will be nowhere near as fatal to your career as partial paralysation would be. I’m sorry,” Dean added sheepishly when Caelan winced. 


	“It’s okay. I know. You’re right. It’s just…” Caelan broke off, gripping his bottom lip with his teeth, when all of a sudden, tears welled up in his eyes. Dean was at his side in a flash, reaching out to take his husband’s hand and, wrapping his arms around him, pulled him close. 


	“Shh. It’s okay, love. You’re going to be fine. Just give it a little time, okay?”


	Caelan let out a curious sound that was half snort, half sob. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure if a little is going to be enough,” he muttered miserably. “I’ll be out of order for at least a month, possibly more. And there’s still the chance I might need surgery, in which case it might be even longer. Not to mention the risk it would involve.”


	“I know.” Still holding Caelan in his arms, Dean kissed the top of his head. “But let’s not think of all the bad things that could happen. It could just be what the doctor said, and once the swelling is gone, you’ll be as good as new.”


	“Dean.” Caelan sighed. “I’ve never been good to start with. At least not my back. You know it’s always been giving me trouble.” 


	“Yes, of course, I know. That doesn’t mean that it’s going to be the worst case for you now, though.”


	“But what if it is?” Caelan enquired, sounding hollow with worry. “What if I end up a cripple?”


	Squeezing him even more tightly, Dean buried his face in Caelan’s soft blond hair. “Then we’ll deal with it.”


	“Yes, but—”


	“Caelan, you’re going to be okay. I promise. We’re going through this together, and we will find a way.”


	“I just hope you’re right,” Caelan said hollowly, then fell silent. His head was lowered, so Dean couldn’t tell what was going on by reading his expression, but he knew Caelan well enough to be able to tell that he was shattered. Of course he was. He was only twenty-nine, after all, and that was simply not an age at which he should have to face such trials. 


	They spent a long time just sitting there, hugging and seeking comfort in each other. Eventually Caelan went stiff in Dean’s hold and, pulling back, looked up. “Have you called them about the job yet?”


	“Huh? What do you mean?” Dean asked absently, worried by the expression of exhaustion and resignation on Caelan’s face. 


	“Well, the job you were offered. With, uh, the way things have developed, I’m thinking it would be best if you took it after all.”


	Dean took a deep breath. The job. His chance at reestablishing himself in the circle of tax accountancy and office workers after he’d blown it by getting himself sacked because of a silly mistake. “We talked about this, love. I told you I wasn’t going to take it. I’m going to stay with you at the studio. We’ll continue working there together, the way we have these past weeks. It really is the ideal solution.”


	“Not anymore,” Caelan objected tonelessly. “If I can’t work, then there is no studio, and that means there’s no place for you to work either.”


	“But you’re going to be back.”


	“Yes, hopefully, but that’s going to take time. And what if…what if I’m just not?” He swallowed before he added, “Going to be back, I mean.” 


	“Don’t think such things, love. You will be okay.”


	“Yes, maybe. But even if I make a fast recovery, it’s going to be at least a month until I can start working again. Until then, we won’t earn any money, and a good part of our savings has already been eaten up by…during those last months.”


	The months of Dean’s unemployment, to be precise. Caelan was kind enough not to say it, but Dean could easily fill in the missing words. Of course, Caelan was right. They were a bit tight for money. The house they’d bought—the house Dean had fallen in love with because it was a lot like the one he’d grown up in but which was in truth far too big for a childless couple—had left them with a financial obligation they would have just about been able to meet at the best of times. With Dean not bringing any money home for a full four months, they had to rely on the tattoo studio to cover everything from paying back a huge mortgage over insurance bills right down to buying food. Employing Dean at the studio instead of hiring a help had been stretching it far anyway, but now that Caelan couldn’t work anymore, they had virtually no source of income left. 


	“So what are you suggesting?” Dean asked, just to buy himself a little more time. The way things stood at the moment, that would soon be about all he could afford to buy. 


	“Well, you take the job with Robinson and Associates. That should take care of the biggest part of our costs, and I try to make it back to work as soon as possible.”


	“But that isn’t what we wanted to do,” Dean protested. “We said we were going to work together. That’s what you want, isn’t it? Us being together during the days, or at least the minutes in between your tattoo sessions.”


	“Yes, I know.” Caelan nodded thoughtfully. “But that would definitely mean we’d have to sell the house, which isn’t what you want. I know how much you like it, and this way at least we still stand a chance to cling on to it—if I recover soon enough, that is.”


	“Oh, Caelan.” Dean sighed. “I’m not so sure about this. Besides, it’s too late, I’m afraid.”


	“What do you mean, too late?”


	“I told them I wouldn’t take the job. Sorry,” he added sheepishly, realising that perhaps he should have dropped that bomb a little less abruptly on his husband. 


	“But…fuck, Dee, why did you do that?” Caelan snapped. 


	“I told you it was my decision the night…uh, I told you, and we agreed on it,” Dean pointed out. “And you were very happy with that decision, if I remember correctly.”


	“Yes, I know, but…I would have thought that after what happened, you’d reconsider.”


	“Well, I didn’t.”


	“Can’t you call them and ask them if the offer is still standing?”


	“Caelan, love, this is clutching at straws, and I really don’t want that job. I meant what I said. I want to be with you, and I want us to work together.”


	“You’d get to keep the house.”


	Dean let out a tetchy sigh. “Yes, but I’ve made up my mind about giving up the house and all. I’m okay with selling it, and I’ve no interest to go back into accountancy either.” 
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