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    Addiction can destroy your life. But if you destroy addiction, can you get your life back?
 
At twenty-eight, Owen Fredrikson is homeless, unemployed, and grappling with drug addiction.   Before he let drugs take over his life, he had a pretty sweet job working the front desk of a fancy hotel, his boss was his best friend, and he had a loving fiancé.
 
After three years together, thirty-three-year-old middle school math teacher Dex Atterbury could no longer ignore Owen’s demons.  Dex made the tough decision to part ways, leaving Owen destitute and Dex heartbroken.
 
When tragedy befalls Owen and Dex is called to his side, Owen has some tough decisions to make.  Both men must determine how far they are willing to go to rebuild the life they once shared.
 
Can Owen conquer his addiction while facing his demons? And can Dex open his heart and trust Owen again?
 
Content Warnings:
Depictions of drug addiction, drug use and abuse, and drug withdrawal
Scenes of violence 
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    For Eliott.
Thank you for knowing when to kick my ass and when to cheer me on.


 
 


  
 



 
 
 




   FOREWORD
  
 
    Some creative liberties have been taken in the interest of moving the plot along. Any inaccuracies are purely for entertainment purposes.
  
 
    Addiction addresses a sensitive, yet important, topic—drug addiction. It’s not a subject to be taken lightly, and I hope I have done my characters justice. Research can only go so far, and I may have gotten some things incorrect. Any oversight or inaccurate portrayal on my part is not intended to be hurtful or malicious. 
  
 
    If you or someone you know is battling substance abuse issues, help is out there. Please visit Narcotics Anonymous for more information.  
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    DEX FIDDLED WITH THE BUTTON on his shirt sleeve. The ballroom of the hotel was filled with single gay men of varying age and build. Some were dressed casually in jeans and t-shirts; others were more formal in suits and ties. Dex fell somewhere in the middle in dark jeans pressed with sharp creases that accentuated his long legs and a dark blue dress shirt that could have been tailored to fit his torso. 
 
    He wondered, and not for the first time, why he let Patrick talk him into signing up for this speed dating event. With his luck, he’d run into one of his student’s relatives. How awkward would it be if he made a connection with one and had to see his student all the time outside of school? Would he feel comfortable being affectionate with a partner in front of a kid he would have to teach for the rest of the year? 
 
    That was one downfall of being a teacher. Dex had taken to doing his grocery shopping on the other side of town to avoid those awkward run-ins with parents. It never failed that someone would approach him wanting that day’s homework assignment because their kid didn’t pay attention in class. Or one wanted to have a parent-teacher conference in the middle of the cereal aisle.  
 
    Since starting his teaching career eight years ago, dating a student’s relative hadn’t come up, thankfully. That was always a possibility in the back of his mind, though, and one of several reasons he didn’t date much. He wouldn’t be happy as a built-in tutor for a love interest’s kid. As much as he loved his job, separating work from his personal life was important. Dumping a guy because he valued Dex’s math skills more than his other shining qualities would be uncomfortable. 
 
    Slow down there, Dex. You’ve already hitched yourself to someone’s wagon, and this thing hasn’t started yet. 
 
    The line moved forward, putting one other person between him and the registration table. He could still turn around and head home to veg out on the couch with one of his favorite cooking shows. He could have a nice, quiet night alone with no pressure to rub shoulders with dozens of strangers and make small talk with men he wasn’t interested in. 
 
    Keep an open mind. He could chant that mantra over and over in his head enough, and perhaps it would come true. Power of persuasive thinking or some such. 
 
    It was his turn to check in. The man seated at the table requested Dex’s driver’s license, which Dex handed over reluctantly. His blonde fauxhawk shook with the movement of his head as he spoke to Dex. “Are you ready to find that special someone tonight?” he asked as he scrolled through a menu on his iPad and checked Dex’s name off a list.  
 
    “Something like that, I suppose.” Dex wasn’t committing to anything. He promised Patrick he would participate, not that he would be enthused about it. 
 
    The man handed him a name tag with a number printed on it in large font.  
 
    Thirteen. Well, this is off to a promising start. 
 
    Another man ushered him to the right side of the room and left him with a folder and instructions to mingle. He briefly scanned the men around him and, not seeing anyone interesting enough at face value to strike up a conversation with, he opened his folder. Inside was a scorecard with even numbers two through twenty-six listed in a column with a blank space next to each for what he assumed was comments.  
 
    He knew from his research that he would use that chart to make notes on the men he would be chatting with. At the end of the event, he would submit the numbers of the men he wanted to connect with further. Any matches would result in the exchange of contact information a few days later from the event organizer. From there, he guessed he would have to do the work to pursue a relationship with his match. Or matches, if he were lucky. 
 
    In the other pocket of the folder was a short, stubby pencil and a list of rules and suggested topics to discuss as well as questions to ask during the dating rounds. He had reviewed all of this information beforehand--five times, in fact--but read the sheet now as if it were his first time. Damn, he was nervous. 
 
    The combination of several different types of cologne, the loud murmuring of random chatter from the event’s participants, and his nerves were giving Dex a headache. 
 
    “Come here often?” A very tall man sporting a thick, dark gray beard with a matching mustache curled up at the ends broke Dex from his anxious thoughts. “I’m Jaysen, number seven.” He pointed to a nametag pinned securely to his red Mr. Rogers sweater. 
 
    Hipster alert. 
 
    Dex suppressed a snicker and gestured to his own name tag. “Dex, thirteen. And no, I can’t say I come here often.” 
 
    Jaysen arched an eyebrow. “Lucky number thirteen! You’ll have all the evens clamoring for some time with you.” 
 
    “All the evens?” Was that some sort of speed dating code? 
 
    “We’re the odds,” Jaysen waved his arms to indicate the group of men on their side of the room, “and they,” he pointed to the opposite side of the room, ”are the evens. Evens get the cushy job. They sit at their tables like kings while we odds rotate around the room and do their bidding.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Evens and odds. I knew that.” He didn’t do all that online research for nothing. 
 
    The man at the check-in table now stood at a podium at the back of the ballroom. He tapped on the microphone to get everyone's attention. Jaysen clapped Dex on the shoulder and turned to the host. 
 
    “Greetings, gentlemen! I am Samuel, your host for the evening.” Samuel took an exaggerated bow and tipped an invisible hat on his head. “I'd like to welcome you to the first of what I hope will be many gay dating events.” 
 
    The crowd gave a subdued cheer, Jaysen being the loudest with his exuberant whoop! 
 
    Samuel gave the men a disappointed frown and then winked to take out the sting. “Is that all the excitement we’re going to get this evening? You guys aren’t eager to meet your hook-up for the night? Or your one true love?” He came around to the front of the podium and continued his motivational speech. “You each have expectations for tonight, and we’re here to meet or exceed them. We want everyone to be comfortable and have fun. There’s no pressure here. 
 
    “The bar scene and hook-up apps aren't for everyone. There's a good chance you're here tonight because you're looking for a real conversation and not a random wham-bam-thank-you-sir encounter.” 
 
    “Is this guy gonna let us get to the good part anytime soon?” Jaysen whispered in Dex's ear. Dex shrugged, but he secretly agreed. The sooner the dates started, the sooner he could be home. 
 
    “Everyone with an even number, please take a seat at the table that corresponds to the number on your nametag. While you guys get settled, all you odd numbered folks form a single line in number order.” 
 
    Jaysen squeezed Dex's shoulder and went to find his place in line as the men on the odd side of the room shuffled into order. Dex ended up being the last one in line behind a man wearing a neon green shirt with yellow birds emblazoned all over it.  
 
    Who would buy a shirt like that? What kind of store would sell a shirt like that?   
 
    Once the crowd settled, Samuel held up a silver bell and shook it, enticing a teeny jingling sound. “You'll have six minutes with each guy. Use the materials provided in your folder to keep track of your dates. The bell will signal the end of your current date, and you'll begin your next date. Any questions?” He eyed the men before nodding and taking his place back behind the podium. 
 
    “Okay, my odd-numbered guys can take a seat at a table when I ring the bell again, and we’ll start the first date.” 
 
    Dex’s line shuffled forward, the first man taking his place at the table at the opposite end of the room. That put Dex at a table where a rather plain-looking man in a business suit sat. The bell jingled, and Dex pulled out the chair, resigning himself to getting through the night with his sanity intact. 
 
    Samuel rang the little bell, and Dex plopped down in the chair. He smiled and nodded at the businessman facing him. 
 
    Here goes nothing. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    By the third date, Dex was cursing Patrick and his terrible idea. Why, again, did he let Patrick strong-arm him? 
 
    His fourth date appeared just as disinterested as he was, but one look at him and Dex was intrigued. The guy looked to be younger than Dex by at least ten years. Dex was a terrible judge of age, so he didn’t place his bet on being accurate. Dating someone barely out of his teens was not something he’d entertain, but he could tell this guy had more potential than the other guys so far. 
 
    He snuck a peek at the guy’s name tag. Owen. 
 
    Owen’s plain white t-shirt would have been ordinary and unmemorable on anyone else but was refreshingly bright on his slender torso. His shoulder-length blonde hair fell in waves around his face like a halo, and his light gray eyes held mischief behind the boredom. His left arm was decorated in a colorful tattoo sleeve that Dex wanted to explore. Which was strange for Dex; he usually found tattoos to be a turnoff.  
 
    Owen was spinning his tiny pencil around on the surface of the table, his chin propped up on his other hand. Clearly, he’d rather be anywhere but here. Dex sympathized with him way more than the guy could ever imagine.  
 
    “Fifty-four minutes.” 
 
    Owen looked up from his steady concentration of the spinning pencil. “Huh?” 
 
    “Less than an hour left of these dates, and then we’re released from this torture,” Dex elaborated. 
 
    Owen chuckled. “Are you here against your will? Shall we summon a rescue party?”  
 
    “Can we do that?” Dex looked around the room as if searching for a way out. “We might be forced to partake in speed dating for the rest of eternity if caught. Is it worth the risk?” 
 
    Owen let out a hearty laugh. “I can’t speak for you, but there’s a strong possibility Sammy would chain me to this chair.” 
 
    Now that Dex was getting a good look at Owen and his expressions, he put Owen at somewhat older than his first impression but still younger than his own thirty years. “Samuel, the host? You know him?” 
 
    “We work together. There was a last-minute cancellation, and I owed him a favor. Apparently, these things don’t work very well with an odd number of people. So, here I am.” A shrug brought Dex’s attention to Owen’s boney shoulders.  
 
    Dex felt a twinge of disappointment. Owen might not be single. Pity, Dex was beginning to have fun. “So, you’re not looking for your ‘one true love’ tonight?” 
 
    Owen rolled his eyes. “Hardly. I’m just here to do my time and, hopefully, make it home in one piece.” 
 
    Time to dust off the rusty flirting skills and turn on the charm, Dex. “That’s too bad.” He reached over and stilled Owen’s hand spinning the pencil. “I was hoping we could get to know one another better.” 
 
    Dex crossed the fingers of his free hand under the table and made a silent wish that Owen was unattached and as interested in Dex as he was of Owen. Dex continued clutching Owen’s hand, waiting with bated breath for his response. 
 
    Owen stared at Dex for several seconds. His eyes seemed to darken from silver to a dark, stormy gray as he appraised Dex. The bell rang, signaling the end of the date and the end of his time with this man who intrigued him.  
 
    Dex stood to make his way over to the next table, and before he could thank Owen for the date, Owen got up from his chair, grabbed Dex’s hand, and said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    The jolt of Owen’s pull in the direction opposite from where he had intended to go surprised Dex. The disappointment he started to feel at letting Owen go was replaced by the rush of excitement and adrenaline at the possibility of what was to come. 
 
    Disguised by the chaos of the shifting dates, Dex allowed Owen to lead him to the front of the ballroom. Their dating materials were left abandoned at their table. They slipped out the doors and into the hotel lobby where Owen walked him over to a cluster of potted ficus trees.  
 
    “Wait here.” Owen’s hand was soft and warm in his, and Dex reluctantly let go. 
 
    He watched Owen approach the reservation desk, greet the woman behind the counter, and slip into the door directly behind her. What was going on here? Never one to break the rules, Dex began to sweat. It was apparent Owen knew the hotel employee well enough to enter employee-only space, but what exactly was he doing and why did he leave Dex essentially hiding behind these plants? 
 
    In less than a minute, Owen returned wearing a light blue long-sleeved dress shirt unbuttoned over his white t-shirt and a black jacket over his arm. Dex then noticed the matching black slacks and polished black shoes. Owen must work at the hotel. Dex wanted to slap his own forehead for imagining Owen executing a grand heist or something equally ridiculous. 
 
    Owen grabbed his hand again, and the pair headed out to the parking lot. The chilly air was a welcome reprieve from the stuffy, cologne-scented ballroom. Dex inhaled deeply and turned to Owen. “Where to now?” 
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    The man standing next to Owen checked all of his boxes: the classic tall, dark, and handsome with a nerdy vibe thrown in. Owen could picture him as an accountant or a banker. Or maybe a lawyer, one that specialized in environmental law. Definitely not the greedy-spouses-fighting-over-vacation-properties kind. Something studious and prestigious that required suits. Lots and lots of sexy suits with ties in an array of colors to showcase his lively side. Ties that could be used for extracurricular bedroom activities.  
 
    Yum. 
 
    Owen did appreciate intelligence and playfulness in a man.  
 
    He had this gorgeous man at his whim. He couldn’t pass up this opportunity to keep Dex in his company for as long as Dex would allow.  
 
    Thinking fast, he suggested, “Coffee shop on Third?” Their hands were still linked, palms pressed together, shoulders touching. Actually, Owen’s shoulder was touching Dex’s bicep due to the height difference. A wave of desire passed through his body at the thought of this larger man leaning over him and enveloping him. 
 
    When Sammy approached Owen earlier in the day about filling in for a last-minute cancellation of a dating participant, Owen declined right off the bat. He had gone round and round with Sammy when Sammy first broached the idea with the hotel manager of organizing such an event. He had needed people to sign up to show Mr. Berger that there was interest, and Owen fit the demographic he was aiming for – single, attractive, and, most importantly, gay.  
 
    Hordes of lonely men vying to no longer be single at all costs? No, thanks. Owen preferred to get his desperation with a shot of tequila and loud club music.  
 
    Sure, there was interest, just not where Owen was concerned. A few of Sammy’s other friends had already added their names to the list. “You’ll know me and Hiruto and Liam, and you’ll get to meet all kinds of hot men. You’ll actually get to talk to them before finding a dark corner to swap bodily fluids.” 
 
    Sammy was exaggerating when it came to Owen’s promiscuity. Sure, he liked to flirt and dance at bars and clubs in the city; after all, he was young and wanted to have fun while he could. He rarely took anyone home, though; one-night stands weren’t his favorite, and he tended to be discriminate when choosing bed partners. He could count on one hand the number of guys he’d actually done more than necking and groping with. In five years, when he would turn thirty, he’d settle down and become one of those men seeking a long-term relationship. For now, he was happy with casual and not with dating games that forced faked connections. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter who I’ll know, I’m not doing this. I haven’t had a Friday night off in forever, and you want me to basically spend it at work? I have plans that I can’t cancel.” He did not, in fact, have any plans, but Sammy didn’t need to know that. He wanted a free Friday night to himself, that was all. He shouldn’t have to explain or justify that to Sammy. 
 
    Sammy tried for his best puppy dog eyes and pleaded with Owen. “Puh-leeeeeaaaaase? I need Gaymer Date Nights to be successful! I have big plans in the works to make this an ongoing thing for the gay community here. We need something better than the few places rampant with drugs and alcohol to meet other gay men looking for romance.” Sammy had grabbed onto Owen’s arm and was practically yanking on it. “Teetotalers want to find love, too!”   
 
    Owen wrenched his arm out of Sammy’s grip and rubbed the spot where he had held on too roughly. “No. I’m standing my ground. You’re not going to convince me.” He punctuated his last sentence with an emphatic shake of his head. Sammy’s insistence bothered Owen. He had never pressured Owen into anything before. Sammy was one of the most easygoing, push-over people he knew, except when it came to being the assistant manager of the hotel.  
 
    He got that this speed dating thing was important to Sammy, but Sammy had connections and other friends he could pester. Why did he need Owen? 
 
    It took the rest of Owen’s shift shooting down Sammy’s attempts at enticing Owen to sign up before Sammy eventually abandoned his mission. The promise of a month’s worth of free Friday nights wasn’t enough to get Owen to give in. 
 
    Then today happened. The day of Gaymer Date Nights. Sammy was more hyper than usual, running around taking care of last-minute details. Owen avoided Sammy as much as he could and tasked himself with wiping down the reception desk with disinfectant wipes when he wasn’t assisting guests. He paid special attention to all the little nooks and crannies, cleaning everything in sight including pens and the keycard machine whenever he spotted Sammy in the vicinity. 
 
    Owen had just clocked out and was on his way to his locker to retrieve his car keys and cell phone when Sammy cornered him.  
 
    “You’re off for the night?” The smile on his face was strained. 
 
    Owen fought the urge to roll his eyes. “Yep, and you know that. We’ve discussed this many times. Also, you make the schedule.”  
 
    Sammy wrung his hands and forced out a tense laugh. “Right, right. Heading anywhere special?” 
 
    Owen leaned against the lockers and put his hands on his hips. “What do you want, Sammy?” He was so close to escaping! 
 
    “I know you’ve said no, but this is really, really important. One of the speed dating participants has the flu and can’t make it. Without that one person, the night will be a disaster! This only works when I have the same number of table people as date hoppers. Please, I’m begging you; be a table person for me!”  
 
    There was no fake begging this time. Waves of tension rushed off of Sammy, and Owen could feel his mounting panic.  
 
    “Sammy, I-” The heartbroken look on Sammy’s face had Owen snapping his jaw shut and ending his objections before they began. Owen reminded himself that he and Sammy were friends, not only coworkers. Friends helped each other out when they were in a bind. Just like Sammy helped him out when he needed certain nights off. 
 
    “Please, Owen,” Sammy implored with a voice void of the teasing from earlier and full of desperation.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, Owen acquiesced.  “Fine, fine. I’ll do this for you, but don’t expect me to be happy about it. I’ll basically be a body in a chair and nothing more. And don’t you dare think about putting me on the spot during this thing. I want to get out as soon as it’s over.”  
 
    There was no heat in Owen’s words. Sammy’s tortured expression morphed into relief, and he pulled Owen into a fierce hug. 
 
    “Thank you, sweetie! You’re going to have fun; I just know it! I am going to make this memorable and amazing for everyone – including you – and people will ask for more Gaymer Date Nights events! This is going to be fantastic!” 
 
    Owen disentangled himself from Sammy’s octopus-like arms and turned around to spin the combination to his locker. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Don’t ever forget that I did this for you. Mostly against my will, it should be noted. Now, get out there and do your thing.” 
 
    When Owen agreed to fill in the speed dating participant vacancy, he never would have imagined meeting someone who would grab his attention and interest as Dex had. Nor would he have guessed that the two of them would leave the event before it was over to sneak away for coffee. 
 
    Dex squeezed his hand and aimed a sexy smile at Owen. “Meet you there?” 
 
    Dex beat Owen to the coffee shop and was sitting in a cozy round booth just big enough for two people. Two large, white mugs were on the table in front of Dex. Owen scooted into the booth next to Dex and motioned at the mugs with a silent question. 
 
    “I ordered us hot chocolates. I hope you don’t mind, but I figured it was too late for the caffeine in coffee. Next best thing is chocolate, right?”  
 
    Who could resist a man with chocolate? Not Owen. 
 
    Owen took a tentative sip of the hot beverage and moaned in appreciation. “I haven’t actually had one of these from here. I’m not usually a coffee drinker, and I might have been in here twice since it opened several years ago.” 
 
    “You don’t like coffee?” Dex asked incredulously. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can date anyone who doesn’t appreciate coffee in all its greatness.” The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement. 
 
    Owen froze for a split second at the word date. Was this a date? He supposed it was. After all, they did meet at a speeding date event. One could say they’d matched with each other. He’d have to tell Sammy his first Gaymer Date Nights event reaped results, at least when it came to Owen and the man closing his eyes in ecstasy as he slipped his hot chocolate. 
 
    Dex’s large hands enveloped the mug, making the mug appear delicate and small. Owen studied his hands and long fingers. They were tan and strong, with a light smattering of dark hair on the tops. His nails were trimmed, the cuticles neat. This man took care of his hands. Perhaps he was a surgeon. Or a massage therapist. Oh, the possibilities that ran through Owen’s head at the thought of Dex being a masseur. 
 
    Dex caught Owen staring and put down his mug to capture Owen’s hand. He intertwined their fingers and looked at Owen expectantly. What had they been talking about again? Oh, coffee. Right. 
 
    “I assure you; I have other amazing qualities that will sway you, and you’ll forget about my coffee aversion in no time.” 
 
    “Lucky for you I’m in the mood to be swayed.” 
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    WATCHING A HAPPY FAMILY enjoy a bright, sunny day at the beach had Owen ruminating the sad state of affairs of his life. This time next month, he should be happily married and heading to Spain on his honeymoon with Dex.  
 
    Instead, he was unemployed, homeless, and pathetic. At least, that’s the way he felt. 
 
    He pressed his feet down into the sand, squishing the grittiness between his toes. How did his life get this fucked up? 
 
    The younger child let out a squeal as one of her dads twirled her in the air. The other child tossed a Frisbee to Dad Two. So much happiness around Owen, but none of it was for him. Why was it that other people seemed to find and keep joy so easily? Was Owen ever truly happy? He thought he was, with Dex. 
 
    “You need to get help, Owen. I can no longer watch you destroy yourself and us.” Dex’s eyes were dull, lifeless. No longer did Owen see the love he knew Dex had once felt for him. 
 
    “I can do this, I promise,” he pleaded with Dex. “Just give me another chance.” 
 
    Dex clenched his jaw and shook his head sadly. “I can’t. I’ve tried, but I can’t.” 
 
    That was the last time Owen spoke to Dex. The next day, Dex had packed up all his things and moved out. Owen’s phone calls went unanswered, his text messages ignored. Dex had completely cut Owen out of his life. 
 
    The only thing that kept Owen alive was the small packet of pills he’d purchase from Leroy on the corner. But he had swallowed that last pill the evening before. Now he was out of cash and was forced to detox. His wandering had led him to this beach, hoping the sun would alleviate his chills.  
 
    He was at the edge of a cliff and could fly or fall. To be perfectly honest, he couldn’t care less to make a choice because from where he was standing, there was nothing to look forward to on the other side. 
 
    The Frisbee went rogue and headed straight for Owen. He reached out and caught it then began making his way toward the child and his father. The boy’s eyes grew wide, and he stopped in his tracks as Owen got closer. The father squeezed his son’s shoulder before leaving the child rooted to the spot to meet up with Owen. 
 
    “Thanks, man.” The father held out his hand for the Frisbee. 
 
    Owen’s gaze was locked on the boy, confused by the child’s fear. He was nonthreatening, right? Sure, he could use a haircut and hadn’t shaved in roughly two weeks, but he wasn’t a big guy. Not intimidating in the least. 
 
    The father waved a hand in front of Owen’s face, breaking Owen’s stare. “Hey, man. Gonna hand back the Frisbee?” Owen could see the tension in the father’s face. Now Owen was making the other man uncomfortable. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” He relinquished the plastic disc and slithered away before the family got spooked enough to call the cops. 
 
    He returned to the boardwalk to retrieve his shoes and found the place where he left them bare. His only pair of shoes were gone.  
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” he muttered to himself just as a young woman pushing a stroller passed by. She gave him a nervous look. He formed his mouth in what he hoped was an apologetic smile. The woman hurried her steps, quickly putting distance between her and her baby and Owen. 
 
    How much lower could he get? He’d probably step on a rusty nail and contract a gross disease. He couldn’t remember his last tetanus shot. He’d probably have to get his foot amputated. If he thought he had problems getting hired now, having only one foot would complicate that further.  But hey, then he’d only need one shoe. 
 
    Wow, he was a regular comedian. Perhaps he could busk on a corner, telling jokes instead of playing guitar. Then he could buy a pair of shoes to replace the ones some fucker walked off with. 
 
    He looked off into the distance at the row of shops lining the street. There were the typical tourist surf shops on every corner. Owen made a quick decision and jogged across the street.  
 
    The blacktop burned his bare feet, and he yelped when he stepped on what he hoped was a shell. He hopped onto the grassy median, letting the blades of grass soothe his achy soles. During the few minutes he spent rubbing his feet back and forth on the ground, he almost talked himself out of what he was about to do. Almost.  
 
    Owen jetted across the remaining lane of road and headed inside Surf’s Up. The blast of cool air made him shiver, and he fought to keep his teeth from chattering. A pop song he and Dex used to sing along to together was playing over the speakers, almost knocking him to the floor with a wave of nausea filled with regret and despair.  
 
    Tears trickled down his face, mixing with the cold sweat breaking out over his skin.  He was thankful the teenager behind the counter hadn't glanced up from his cell phone when Owen walked in. Otherwise, Owen was certain he would have been kicked out of the store, or worse, had the cops called on him.  
 
    Rows and rows of sunglasses, mugs, t-shirts, magnets, and other cheap souvenirs were one bright colorful blur after another. He had a one-track mind, so focused on his mission that he could have been a horse with blinders on. He used his grubby sleeves to wipe his eyes and forehead. 
 
    He reached the back wall covered in pegs displaying flip flops of every color and style imaginable. He glanced down at his dirty feet and back up at the wall, scratching his chin through his beard.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give for a warm shower and shave. 
 
    The shower water at the YMCA was lukewarm on a good day, freezing cold every other day. Owen didn’t remember what a hot shower felt like. He couldn’t afford rent by himself and was evicted shortly after Dex moved out. He took to sleeping in his car and showering at the YMCA but missed too much time from work and was handed his pink slip. No business would hire someone without a permanent address.  
 
    For the first time since he’d shaved his head three months ago, he was glad to not have the long, thick blond mane he sported for years. That was one of his worst days. 
 
      
 
    Leroy held the knife to Owen’s cheek, his front pressed to Owen’s back, and his other arm across Owen’s chest to hold him in place. 
 
    “I told you not to show your pretty boy face here again unless you had my money.” Leroy dug the point of the knife into the plump skin of Owen’s cheek and a small trickle of blood dripped slowly down his face. 
 
    Owen was terrified to speak, afraid any movement would cause the knife to sink deeper into his skin. 
 
    “What would your boyfriend think about you if you went crawling back to him with your face all cut up? Would he still love you with scars? You think you have anything to offer other than your looks? You’re a pathetic junkie.” 
 
    A pathetic junkie that keeps you in business, Owen thought but dared not voice aloud. 
 
    Leroy eased the pressure on his knife, and Owen took that moment to speak. “H-how m-much do I owe y-you?” he stuttered. 
 
    “Seven hundred. And that’s just your debt. That won’t get you anymore of the goods.” Leroy’s breath in Owen’s ear was hot and smelled of rot. Owen desperately needed to get away from Leroy, lest he vomit or get stabbed. At that moment, he’d rather be stabbed. 
 
    “Okay,” Owen managed, careful not to move more than necessary. “I’ll g-get your money. T-tonight. Just l-let me go, p-please.” Did begging work with a drug dealer? Owen didn’t know, but hoped luck was on his side. 
 
    Owen felt the pressure from the knife ease up and the arm fall from around him.  
 
    He took a deep, tentative breath. “There’s an ATM around the corner. I’ll go there and get your money and be right back.” He wouldn’t chance turning around to look Leroy in the eye. 
 
    “We’ll go together.” Leroy linked his arm through Owen’s and tugged Owen in the direction of the ATM. Leroy felt Owen’s hesitation. “What?” he mocked. “Did you think I’d let you go on your own so you could run off?” 
 
    That’s exactly what Owen thought. “N-no, of course not.” 
 
    Leroy’s grip on Owen’s bicep tightened painfully. Owen winced and trudged along obediently. If not for the menacing look on Leroy's face, the two could have appeared to be a couple out on a stroll.  
 
    With trembling hands, it took Owen three tries to insert his debit card into the ATM. When his balance appeared on the screen, he cursed under his breath. He had $47.62 in his account. How was he going to pay Leroy with barely $50?  
 
    There was the other account but...no, he couldn’t. 
 
    Leroy jabbed Owen’s side with his elbow. “What’s taking so long? Get the money and let’s go.” 
 
    Owen took a deep breath and sent a silent apology to Dex. Please don’t hate me for what I’m about to do. 
 
    He inserted a different bank card into the ATM, entered his PIN, and quickly typed in the withdrawal amount. The machine whirred and hummed, spitting out a stack of twenty-dollar bills. Owen’s eyes locked in on the money, more than he had ever seen at once. 
 
    Leroy snatched the bills from the machine and began counting. When he reached seven hundred, he shoved the wad of cash into the inside pocket of his jacket and playfully punched Owen hard on his shoulder. “Now we’re all squared up.” 
 
    “C-can I get a few more pills?” Owen asked, rubbing his arm where Leroy’s fist had landed. 
 
    “C-can I g-get m-m-more p-pills?” Leroy’s tone was icy. “I’ll give you two more, but it’ll cost you twice as much.” 
 
    Panic seized Owen’s chest. “But I gave you all my money! Just one pill. One more, that’s all!” 
 
    Leroy grabbed a handful of Owen’s hair, pulling hard enough to bring tears to Owen’s eyes. Owen saw the knife flash in the street light and tensed, ready to feel the burning pain of the blade entering his body. Instead, the pull on his scalp abruptly ceased. Opening eyes he hadn’t realized he’d squeezed shut, Owen saw Leroy’s fist full of blond locks that were once attached to his head. 
 
    Owen tentatively reached up to pat the side of his head and let out a choke sob when his hand met the blunt, chopped ends. “You cut my hair,” he choked incredulously.  
 
    “Think of it as nontraditional payment for the one pill I’m giving you tonight.” Leroy tossed the locks of hair at Owen’s feet and stepped on them, mashing them into the muddy sidewalk. “Don’t fuck with my money again, pretty boy.” He grabbed Owen’s hand and placed a single white pill in the center of his palm. “Next time, I’ll cut more than just your hair.” 
 
    Leroy left Owen staring numbly at his retreating back. When he managed the wherewithal, he dry swallowed the pill in his hand and began walking toward the apartment he shared with Dex. 
 
    Dex was in the kitchen when Owen entered their apartment, humming a tune only Dex could hear. It was a familiar sound, one that Owen came to associate with Dex trying out a new recipe. The smell of something baking in the oven hit his nose; his sweet Dex was baking a cake. 
 
    Owen rushed to the bathroom after calling out a harried hello, not wanting Dex to see his current state. His face burned with the humiliation of having part of his hair barbarically chopped off.  With the knowledge that he had stooped low enough to steal money from their account, the bloody cut on his cheek wasn’t the worse thing Dex would see on his face. 
 
    His reflection in the mirror told of the horrors of his confrontation with Leroy. The hair on the right side of his head hung down in disheveled waves to his shoulders, just as it had earlier in the day. The left side was a different story. Leroy had cut all but an inch off his hair. His beloved hair that he took pride in and spent all of his extra money to maintain.  
 
    Owen wanted to scream and punch the mirror into thousands of shards. Instead, he kept his muscles loose and breathed deep, calming breaths until he was fairly sure he wouldn't act out and alarm Dex. 
 
    Grabbing the shears from the bathroom drawer, Owen methodically snipped chunks of hair until he was left with random patches of hair sticking up in clumps. He reverently gathered the amputated hair and placed the strands in the trash can.  For several minutes, Owen stared vacantly at the wreckage in the wastebasket. 
 
    He tied the bag up and hid it in the back of the cabinet, away from prying eyes, and retrieved his electric razor. He shaved his head smooth and told himself he needed a change. That this was a clean slate. He could start fresh with a new haircut and the resolve to stay away from drugs, but his inner thoughts sounded empty. 
 
    He tidied up the evidence of his impromptu haircut and jumped in the shower. He watched the short stray hairs slide down the drain, wishing he could make himself small enough to get sucked down with them. He belonged in the sewer after what he'd done.  
 
    Owen opened the bathroom door to find Dex waiting for him.  
 
    “Hey babe,” Dex greeted Owen with a smile that usually turned Owen's stomach upside down, but the smile didn't last. “What happened to your hair?” Dex reached over as if to touch Owen's scalp, then snatched his hand back before making contact.  
 
    “Oh, you know.” Owen averted his eyes from Dex's curious and startled gaze. “Wanted to do something different. I've had that style forever.” 
 
    “But you loved your hair!” Owen heard Dex's astonishment and confusion. “Are you bleeding?” 
 
    Owen shrugged and wiped at the scratch on his face from Leroy’s knife. “I need to get dressed.” He gestured to the towel tied around his waist. “Let me past?” 
 
    Owen could tell he hurt Dex with his dismissive explanation, but how could he admit to Dex what happened with Leroy? One, Dex would want to seek out Leroy and beat him to a pulp. Two, Dex would be supportive and helpful and kind, just like he always was. He would look into detox options and be by Owen's side every step of the way.  
 
    Owen didn't deserve Dex. 
 
      
 
    The wall of flip flops came back into view. How long had he been standing there? With what he was about to do, drawing attention to himself was not a good idea. Looking around the store, Owen spotted the same teenager behind the counter now flirting with another teenager. Neither were paying him any mind, the boy behind the counter showing the girl something on his phone.  
 
    Owen selected a pair of plain brown flip flops in his size from the wall and unceremoniously broke the plastic price tag from the shoes. He set them on the floor and slid his feet into them. Once he got some money in his pocket, he’d find a way to pay back the store for the price of the flip flops, he promised himself. 
 
    As casually as he could muster, he walked through the aisles, pretending to shop. He tucked the price tag in between a set of seashell mugs and headed to the exit. He felt the warm, salty air engulf him as he opened the door and nodded to the teenagers.  
 
    When he got to his car, he let go of the breath he was holding. Now he could add shoplifting to the growing list of terrible things he had resorted to because of his addiction. He started up his car, anxious about the low level his gas gauge registered.  He could get to the twenty-four-hour diner across town, but probably no further. After that, he was out of options. 
 
    Owen's car sputtered into the diner parking lot with just enough fumes left to park. He figured he had at least two nights there before one of the managers had his car towed. He'd have to figure out his next steps later. First, he needed to talk to Patrick. 
 
    It was late enough in the morning for the diner to be mostly empty. That would give Owen the uninterrupted time he needed. He caught Patrick's eye behind the counter ringing up a customer. Patrick nodded grimly in greeting, and Owen headed to a booth in the back to wait. 
 
    His knees bounced uncontrollably under the table while he waited for Patrick. He avoided looking at the menu placemat; he couldn't remember the last time he'd eaten and didn't want to tease his stomach.  
 
    Without a car, he would have to walk the roughly ten miles to the soup kitchen if he wanted to eat. He looked down at his newly acquired flip flops. Those soles wouldn't last the journey. 
 
    A steaming cup of tea appeared on the table in front of him. He looked up to see Patrick's less than welcoming face, a face that painfully reminded him of Dex. They had the same sharp jaw line and thick, wavy hair. If Owen didn't stare closely, he could almost trick himself into believing it was Dex, not Patrick, glaring at him.  
 
    What he wouldn't give to have Dex in front of him at this moment. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Patrick slid into the other side of the booth and folded his arms across his chest.  
 
    Owen cradled the warm cup in his hands, concentrating hard on keeping them from trembling and dropping the cup. “Have you talked to Dex lately?” 
 
    Patrick scoffed. “Of course. Do you think I'd let my brother deal with the fallout of your fuckups alone? I'm surprised you even remember his name. All you care about is yourself.” 
 
    The cruelty of Patrick's words was a slap in the face. Owen took a small sip of his tea to ground himself before responding. “Pat, I--” 
 
    “What do you want, Owen? I'm not telling you where he is or how to reach him. He's finally beginning to pick himself back up. You have no clue how hard it was for him to leave you. You took everything from him--his love, his generosity, his money. I've never seen him so low. You're not going to drag him down again.” 
 
    The trembling in his hands intensified, and Owen set the cup down. He shoved his hands under his thighs to reign in the tremors.  
 
    “I'm out of gas. Can you spare a couple of bucks so I can put fuel in my car?” 
 
    “I'm not giving you money.” Patrick barked out a humorless laugh. “Are you out of your mind? You're a drug addict, Owen. No one should be giving you money.” 
 
    This day was getting worse by the minute. “Come out to my car and I'll prove to you that my tank is empty. I'm not lying.” 
 
    “Oh, I don't doubt you're out of gas.” Patrick narrowed his eyes at Owen. “I do, however, doubt you're going to use the money for fuel.” 
 
    Owen hated that Patrick didn’t trust him. But, given the circumstances, would he trust himself if he were in Patrick’s position? Irritation at himself for being in this situation and at Patrick for not giving him a few fucking bucks for gas made his stomach clench. He swallowed thickly and grabbed a napkin from the dispenser on the table to wipe his forehead. He was sweating again. 
 
    “What do you want me to do, man? What can I do? All I need is enough gas to make it back across town to the soup kitchen. I’m living out of my car, and I have nowhere else to go!” His voice broke on the last word, and he slammed his fist on the table. 
 
    Patrick didn't flinch. He simply got up from the booth and disappeared behind the swinging door that led to the kitchen. Owen pushed the cup to the center of the table and pressed his feverish forehead to the cool surface. He would sit here for as long as Patrick would let him. 
 
    Owen lifted his head at the thunk of a heavy plate on the table near his face. Dry toast and applesauce. Food for a sick patient. He was sick, alright; he was an infection that tainted everyone and everything around him. 
 
    “Self-pity is useless unless it inspires you to make the right changes.” Patrick held out a spoon. “Eat. I’ll go get some gas for your car.” 
 
    Owen stirred the applesauce around his plate as Patrick made his way out the diner door. Patrick was as soft-hearted as Dex, but just like Dex, he had his limits. Owen was almost certain he had reached it. He’d be grateful for the gas and make himself scarce.  
 
    He lifted a triangle of toast to his mouth, and his stomach churned. Eat, you idiot. This may be the last decent meal you’ll get. 
 
    The toast tasted like sawdust, but he chewed and chewed almost mechanically and swallowed with a gulp of lukewarm tea. His stomach gave an unhappy lurch, and he wrapped his arms around his middle, willing his insides to settle down. 
 
    He would go back to the beach to clear his head when Patrick returned. He would devise a plan to get his life back on track. After losing everything, he wouldn't fuck up this one last chance Patrick was affording him. 
 
    Owen managed to eat one triangle of toast and a few small spoonfuls of applesauce by the time Patrick reappeared with a gas can. His insides were protesting the intrusion of the food, and he swallowed thickly several times to keep it all down. 
 
    “I don't think you should come back here again. Keep the gas can.” Patrick didn't bother masking the sadness on his face. 
 
    The food sat in a hard, heavy lump in Owen's stomach. “Will you tell Dex I'm sorry?” He sniffled and fought back tears.  
 
    Patrick shook his head slowly. “No, I don't think I will. It wouldn't be good for him.” 
 
    Owen accepted the gas can with resignation. “Thank you,” he whispered, “for the food and the gas.” 
 
    “Do yourself a favor and get help. Not for Dex but for yourself.” 
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    DEX WAS HAVING the best dream. He was dancing with Owen at their wedding reception. Owen's head was resting on Dex's shoulder, arms linked around his neck. An unfamiliar song was playing, but all Dex could hear was Owen whispering I love you I love you I love you into his neck, his husband's lips grazing his skin. 
 
    His husband. Til death do they part. And it would take death to separate Dex from Owen. Owen meant everything to Dex.  
 
    Owen’s tux fit him like a glove, accentuating his slim figure, and the dark material made his blonde curls almost glow. Owen had wanted to tie them back, away from his face, but Dex talked him out of it. He loved Owen’s face framed by his locks. They made him look like an angel. 
 
    The song ended, but Dex held onto Owen. He wanted to extend this moment indefinitely, their first dance as a married couple. Owen was warm in his arms; this is where they both belonged. 
 
    Owen lifted his head, his smile taking Dex’s breath away. Gods, he loved this man. 
 
    Another song started up, something with a fast beat, but Dex continued to sway slowly to the rhythm of the previous song.  Owen followed his lead, tangling his fingers into Dex’s dark hair. Guests were joining them on the dance floor, offering congratulations and words of advice for a happy marriage. But they didn’t need them. Dex knew with all his heart that he and Owen would be happy together for the rest of their lives. 
 
    They danced for several more songs, politely declining anyone who wanted to cut in. This was their wedding, their ceremony, and they would do as they pleased. Any other time, Dex would bend over backwards to accommodate their friends and family. 
 
    The couple walked hand in hand to their reserved table in the corner, where a bottle of their favorite champagne and engraved champagne flutes were waiting for them. Dex poured them each a glass and pulled Owen into his lap. They sipped their champagne, their gazes never leaving each other. 
 
    Patrick gave his best man speech, recalling Dex’s excitement at meeting Owen at a speed dating event of all things. Their guests laughed at his imitation of Dex and awww’d at his genuine happiness for the couple. It was perfect. Everything was perfect. 
 
    Instead of a traditional cake, Owen had suggested cupcakes decorated with bowties, which were a hit with their guests. They did the customary shove-the-cake-in-the-spouse’s-face, giggling and licking frosting from mouths and hands. 
 
    They had booked the honeymoon suite at one of the fancier hotels downtown and were set to depart for Spain the next morning. He couldn’t wait to show Owen his favorite spots in Spain. Owen had never been, while Dex was born in Spain and spent the first twelve years of his life there. Dex was over the moon when Owen suggested the destination and let Dex plan the entire trip.  
 
    Their happy, wedded bliss bubble was rudely popped when the doors to the reception hall were thrown open with a bang, and two scary-looking men came barging in. The larger of the two ripped Owen from Dex’s arms, dragging him away despite Owen’s flailing limbs and shouted protests. The second man held Dex back, preventing Dex from rescuing Owen from the clutches of the strange man. 
 
    Panic squeezed his chest, and he struggled with all his might against the hold. The fear of losing Owen took away his ability to breathe. 
 
    Why was his groom being taken from him? There was a gaping hole growing ever larger in his chest, separating him from Owen and carrying Owen farther and farther away.  As the distance grew, Dex felt his bond to Owen stretch thinner and thinner, until it snapped, leaving a gaping hole in his chest. Who was he without his husband, the love of his life, the man he was meant to be with until death? 
 
    Catching his breath, Dex shouted and screamed Owen’s name until the doors slammed shut again and the man holding onto him released his grip. Family and friends in attendance carried on as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. The second man disappeared, and Dex turned around in a circle, hoping to find some explanation. 
 
    “What is happening? Why is no one doing anything?” he shouted to the oblivious guests. A few gave him curious looks and returned to dancing, chatting, and eating cupcakes. Dex ran to the doors and gripped the handles to wrench them open, but his attempts were futile. The doors were sealed shut somehow, and no amount of force made them budge. 
 
    “Owen! Owen, please! Come back! Bring him back to me, you bastards!” Dex fell to his knees and wailed. Deep in his chest, his heart shattered into a million pieces, the shards decimating his insides one painful piece at a time.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Dex. Hey, wake up.” Dex felt his brother’s hand on his arm, shaking him awake. He sat up and gazed through blurry eyes in the direction of his brother’s voice. Dex ran a hand over his face.  
 
    “I was dreaming. About the wedding that wasn’t to be.” He couldn’t disguise the sadness in his voice or his shaking hands. He willed his racing heart to calm down so that he could work to banish the images of the awful dream from his mind. 
 
    Patrick gave a heavy sigh and sat on the edge of the mattress. “I know. You were calling out Owen’s name.” 
 
    The brothers sat in silence for several minutes. Patrick waking Dex up from dreams that left Dex emotionally drained had become a routine, and Dex wanted it to end. The dreams were always the same. He wanted the torture of dreaming about a happy life with Owen only for Owen to be taken away abruptly to stop.  
 
    “Do you think you should see a therapist? Maybe talking to a professional will help you move past the dreams,” Patrick suggested gently. He had remained mostly silent about the break up and welcomed Dex into his home until Dex could get back on his feet. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about it to a stranger.” 
 
    Patrick pulled Dex into a side hug. “Whatever you need, Dex, I’m here for you.”  
 
    Discovering their wedding/honeymoon fund had been eviscerated by Owen’s drug habit was a huge blow, as well as a wakeup call. Dex knew Owen’s pill popping was out of control but was helpless to fix it. Owen hid so much from him, and Dex turned a blind eye to many red flags. Dex was as much to blame for the death of their relationship as Owen. 
 
    Dex read up on drug addiction, researched rehab facilities, even attended a few Narcotics Anonymous meetings before he ended things with Owen. Owen didn’t want help; he didn’t want to beat his addiction. That his addiction was more important to him than his love for Dex hurt Dex to his core. His love should have been enough. 
 
    Their relationship was great, solid for most of the three years they were together. Owen was the perfect caring partner, putting Dex’s needs before his own and doing little thoughtful things like hiding love notes in his messenger bag for Dex to find. They were a team, synchronized in the flow of daily life, anticipating each other’s needs seamlessly. But that was all in the past. 
 
    Owen became someone Dex couldn’t trust toward the end. All the secrecy and badly formed lies couldn’t be ignored forever. The constant doubt and questioning wore Dex down. He put his all into his relationship with Owen until Owen destroyed it for drugs. 
 
    “I had better get ready for school,” Dex groaned as he got up off the bed. There was no use in rehashing the good or the bad. He had to accept his current situation and move on. 
 
    Pulling into the school parking lot, Dex cleared his head and prepared himself to be fun Mr. Atterbury who made sixth grade pre-algebra an enjoyable class. One would have thought his exhaustion at the end of every day from putting on his teacher mask would have made for restful sleep, but the distressing dreams each night ensured his sleep was fitful. The bags under his eyes would have to start paying Patrick rent if they got any more pronounced. 
 
    Dex loved his job and his students. It was the one bright spot in his life, encouraging him to get up every day. He enjoyed finding new ways to teach what most kids thought was a boring, and sometimes tough, subject. He was one of two math teachers for the sixth grade, and it was a well-known fact that all the incoming students coveted a spot in his class. 
 
    He would have felt bad for Mrs. Rathborne, but she was a cranky old woman who refused to deviate from her antiquated method of teaching. If there was anything Dex could take away from his eleven years of teaching, it was that adapting to changing teaching methods and student attitudes were the keys to being successful in his field. Success, to him, was fostering a love for numbers and equations with his kids. 
 
    His colleagues treated him with kid gloves, never mentioning Owen’s name and walking on eggshells around him. This annoyed Dex, and he wanted to yell at his fellow teachers. He wanted normalcy in some part of his life. Rumors ran rampant across campus as to the reason for the break up. Dex’s silence fueled the fire, but he refused to entertain the gossipers.  
 
    Chatter came to an abrupt stop when he entered the teacher's lounge. Three teachers huddled around the coffee maker looked up at him with guilty expressions on their faces. The topic of their conversation was no mystery. 
 
    ”Morning, ladies. Mind if I get a cup of coffee?” He refused to let the awkward tension affect his workday. They could gossip until they were blue in the face. He was here to teach, not encourage speculation about the private lives of his coworkers.  
 
    The women made harried excuses, talking over each other before settling at a round table farthest away from the coffee machine. 
 
    Dex filled his travel mug, nodded at the women, and proceeded down the hall to his classroom. There was no reason to stick around when they were chomping at the bit to continue their conversation. They would either try to extract information from him with seemingly innocuous questions or they would over analyze every little thing about his appearance. He wouldn't give them any ammunition.  
 
    In surprising contrast, it took only a few days for his students to lose interest in his personal life and focus on a more fascinating subject of distraction. Something about a rapper and a country music star getting caught in a compromising position. He never could keep up with the goings-on of celebrities. Owen would know names, dates, and incriminating details. But that was neither here nor there. 
 
    His classroom gave him a sense of calm. The only other place that had ever had the same effect was, at one time, the apartment he shared with Owen. But he wouldn't go down that depressing path again this morning.  
 
    He reviewed his lesson plan, preparing for the onslaught of rambunctious eleven- and twelve-year-olds. What possessed him to choose teaching preteens? He recalled the fond memory of discovering his love for math at that age. Imparting his enthusiasm for the subject was essential to being a good teacher for him. 
 
    The ringing of the bell signaled the arrival of the students. The kids arrived in clusters of excitable, noisy groups. Dex didn't waste his breath trying to quiet the throng; they would settle down once everyone took their seats and Dex stood in front of the board. 
 
    “Okay, guys. Let's review order of operations. Everyone get your puzzles out.” Dex had made a game out of the concept, and the kids enjoyed drawing, coloring, and cutting out their designs. He broke the class up into groups and spent the rest of the class time stopping by each group to monitor their progress and correct any errors. 
 
    Altogether, it was a good morning, and Dex’s mind didn’t wander to Owen once first period started. That was a major accomplishment. 
 
    At lunchtime, Dex remained in his office, eating his sad meal of a plain turkey sandwich on wheat. Truth be told, he hadn't had much of an appetite lately.  
 
    “Mr. Atterbury?” came a timid voice from his classroom doorway. The student wasn't familiar to Dex, but that wasn't out of the ordinary. His reputation had a few of Mrs. Rathborne’s students seeking him out for extra help with assignments. 
 
    “Come in and tell me how I can help you.” He spoke softly and remained at his desk to avoid scaring the timid girl. The student approached his desk and stared down at her feet.  
 
    “Braxton told me you tutor after school?” Her statement came out like a question, and Dex sympathized with her. So many of Rathbone’s students were struggling, and not many were proactive about getting the extra tutoring they needed. 
 
    “I do,” he smiled at her. “We meet in the library after school on Wednesdays. Would you like to join us?” 
 
    The student lifted her head and looked Dex in the eye for the first time since approaching his classroom. Her cheeks turned pink, and she shifted her gaze. “Yes, please. My mom wanted me to ask Mrs. Rathborne, but I get too confused in her class.” 
 
    Dex chuckled to himself. “Of course. Your mom will need to sign a permission slip first. Let me get that for you, and you can bring it on Wednesday. How does that sound?” Dex opened a desk drawer and pulled out a form.  
 
    The girl nodded enthusiastically and took the paper from Dex. 
 
    “My cell phone number is written at the top. Have your mom call me with any questions.” He offered her another smile.  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Atterbury.” The student returned his smile.  
 
    As she turned to leave, Dex called out to her. “What’s your name? So I can mark you down on my list and I’ll know who you are if your mom happens to call me.” 
 
    “Emma Hill.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Emma. I hope to see you on Wednesday.” He smiled at her retreating back, pleased with the knowledge that with his help, one more student would have the potential to excel at his favorite subject. 
 
    He was glad to have his Wednesday afternoon tutoring sessions to keep himself occupied. Time alone meant time to mull over everything that went wrong with Owen. During more than a few of those moments, he’d been tempted to look for Owen. What he would do or say if he did come across Owen, he didn’t know.  
 
    He’d keep pouring his energy into teaching and tutoring, and maybe, one day, his thoughts wouldn’t automatically turn to Owen and what could have been. 
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    SNORTING CRUSHED UP OXY gave a better, longer-lasting high. At least that’s what Owen had heard. He equated putting something up his nose with injecting himself with drugs, and he wasn't that kind of junkie. He was a...careful junkie. Was that even a thing? 
 
    Not only did he try to be careful, but both blood and needles made him queasy. Combined with the risk of damaging the inside of his nose or contracting hepatitis or HIV from dirty needles, he had enough deterrents to avoid other methods of ingestion. Swallowing a pill was simple and quick. He’d gotten so good at it that he could swallow three or four without the aid of a drink.   
 
    Another line he wouldn't cross was graduating to other drugs, drugs he thought were somehow more harmful than opioids. He knew heroin was the go-to drug for opioid addicts, now that tougher regulations were making it much harder to access the pills. Leroy had offered him heroin as an alternative a time or two. It was cheaper, more accessible, and mimicked the high of Oxy. But, again, that was a step too far for Owen. Just call him a junkie with a firm line drawn in the sand that he wouldn't cross.  
 
    Ruining your relationship with the love of your life wasn't a step too far, apparently. 
 
    What was it Patrick had said about self-pity? Well, no one else was going to take pity on him.  
 
    He was back at the beach, flip flops tucked close to his side, knees pulled up to his chest. The sun was beginning to set, and the temperature had dropped a few degrees. The beach was deserted, and he was left to his thoughts.  
 
    His goofy nature and penchant for physical comedy was what had started the series of events that had Owen spiraling down a hole that felt too deep to climb out of. A better person would have resisted the lure of oblivion Oxy created. A stronger person wouldn't have succumbed to addiction. A more worthy person would still have a home, a job, a partner. 
 
    He wrapped his arms tight around his legs and clenched his teeth. Another cramp enveloped his gut, and he lurched to his feet, blindly shoving them into his flip flops, and reached a trash can just in time to empty his stomach of the applesauce and toast remnants from earlier in the day. 
 
    He coughed and spit into the can, his body shaking with tremors. He needed to find Leroy and hope he would take pity on him. He would have to re-evaluate his hard limits, at least until he got a job. He needed money for more pills; that would fix things. 
 
    No! No, more pills won't fix anything. Get it together, Owen. 
 
    His limbs ached deep down. Just one more pill – his last one, he promised himself – and he’d be in better shape to think clearly. He blinked his watery eyes to find his way to the public restroom. He blew and wiped his runny nose and swished some water from the faucet around his mouth to get rid of the taste of bile. He had a toothbrush and toothpaste in his car, and that would have to do for now. 
 
    Leroy could usually be found loitering at one of the abandoned shelters on the deserted end of the beach. There was less smooth, white sand and more sharp, jagged rocks to navigate on that side. When he had a working phone, Owen would text Leroy who’d reply back with a meeting place. For the first time since he became a customer, Owen was approaching Leroy on anything but neutral territory. 
 
    The journey was hell on Owen’s ankle, the flip flops providing no support, and he winced with each step. God, he was exhausted. Maybe he could relax for a few minutes. 
 
    He was a couple feet away from the first shelter on this end of the beach. He could sit and close his eyes, rest his achy feet and throbbing ankle. 
 
    The shelter smelled of urine and was covered in graffiti, but it was, thankfully, empty. Owen dusted off one of the benches as best as he could and sat. He folded his arms on the grimy table and cradled his head in them. Closing his eyes, he promised himself this would be the last time. 
 
    The last time… 
 
    Several hours later, he was awoken by shrieking seagulls. The sun had set, leaving an eerie chill and strange, long shadows in the shelter. How long had he been asleep? 
 
    Chills hit his body in full force. He should get back to his car, away from the cold breeze of the beach. Goosebumps broke out over his exposed skin.  
 
    But what about Leroy? He needed to find him, now. His ankle was throbbing something fierce, and the deep ache in his bones made him feel ancient.  
 
    Get up, look for Leroy, and get what you need. 
 
    He took his first few steps hunched over, struggling to straighten his spine despite the flu-like pain he was feeling. He managed to get back on the beach, mostly upright. In the dark, he took careful, tentative steps toward the next abandoned shelter. He hoped his eyes weren't tricking him and the tiny spots of glowing orange coming from the structure were from Leroy and his crew smoking cigarettes.  
 
    The pungent scent of marijuana hit his nose the closer he got to the shelter. He could hear Leroy's raspy voice addressing the shadowed figures standing around him.  
 
    “Next time he tries to stiff you, you bash in his kneecap with that tire iron I told you to carry. You're a convicted felon; you can't get caught with a gun, so you fucking use the fucking tire iron, motherfucker!” Leroy punctuated the air with his joint at each obscenity.  
 
    “Lee, I’m not hitting anyone!” his lackey protested. For someone who had committed crimes previously, this man’s reluctance to use physical force during an illegal drug transaction struck Owen as almost funny. 
 
    “Then maybe you’re not cut out for this. I gave you a chance based on a word from your cousin, but I see that was a mistake. And, Georgie…don’t ever call me Lee again.”  
 
    There was shuffling and then a loud whoosh that made Owen picture a tennis racket slicing the air. A piercing scream cut through the background noise of crickets and waves rushing the sand. 
 
    Over Georgie’s painful screams, Owen heard Leroy say, “Get him the fuck out of here, and do it quietly.” 
 
    Owen watched as two men dragged the injured Georgie in the opposite direction, his cries muffled. Owen waited until the three were out of earshot before nearing the shelter. He didn’t want to startle Leroy lest he decide Owen deserved the same fate as the unfortunate Georgie. He softly cleared his throat and waited for Leroy to turn in his direction. Leroy shined a light from his cell phone at Owen and called out, “Who’s out there?” 
 
    “It’s Owen. I need to talk to you.” Owen’s voice wavered, and he cleared his throat again. 
 
    “Owen, Owen, Owen.” He shivered at Leroy's tone. “Get your ass up here.” A plume of smoke floated in Owen’s direction, and he waved the smoke away with his hand. He didn’t need his view to be obscured. 
 
    Owen climbed up over a mound of rocks and onto the concrete floor of Leroy’s shelter. Leroy kept the light shining in Owen’s eyes, and Owen had to use his arm to shade his vision to see properly enough not to go tumbling down. Pair that with his bum ankle, and he was testing the limits of what his body could manage. 
 
    Leroy had a tire iron in his hand and was swinging it lazily back and forth. That must have been what hit Georgie.  
 
    Jesus, Owen, what are you getting yourself into now? He threatened you and cut your hair before, and he attacked that guy Georgie without remorse a few minutes ago. This isn’t your life. 
 
    But wasn’t it? This was the path he had been taking for years now. He wasn’t below homelessness and unemployment, so why not continue to associate with unsavory individuals? Those were the only types of people who would give him the time of day anymore. He was in far too deep to climb his way out now. 
 
    Leroy tossed the tire iron on the ground, the loud metallic clang reverberating through the shelter and startling Owen from his internal pity party. Leroy licked the pad of his thumb and forefinger and snuffed out the joint, tucking it away in his pocket. 
 
    He slinked closer to Owen and clapped him aggressively on the shoulder. Owen cringed at the rough contact. His heart leaped into his throat, making swallowing impossible. He would choke and die here, waiting for Leroy to do his worst. 
 
    “It’s been a few days. You found yourself some money? I came into a new supplier and got some of the good stuff for ya. Price has gone up, though. Supply and demand, baby.” 
 
    At the thought of scoring more pills, Owen’s mouth watered, his muscles relaxed, and he could swear his ankle stopping hurting. His heart dislodged from his throat and returned to its rightful place in his chest. Leroy wasn’t such a bad guy. There was no reason to fear him. 
 
    Leroy’s laugh was wicked. “Someone likes the sound of that. How much cash you got?” 
 
    Owen fidgeted. He had no cash, save for a few loose coins in the center console of his car, but that wouldn’t get him far with Leroy. He’d probably end up the way of Georgie for wasting Leroy’s time. He shoved his hands in his pockets, desperately racking his brain for something he could use to barter with Leroy. When his fingers touched his dead cell phone, he felt hope and despair simultaneously. 
 
    He and Dex had both upgraded their phones earlier in the year. Owen was happy with his old phone, but Dex wanted them both to get the new model. He was on Dex’s plan, so he went along with it. Dex even got him a phone cover with a rainbow design, close enough to match the one on his old phone that he loved.  
 
    Owen hadn’t been able to use his cell phone in weeks after he lost his charger somewhere in the eviction shuffle. It didn’t matter much anyway; it’s not like he had a place to plug it in. All of Owen’s contacts, photos, videos...basically his only connection to the outside world and proof of happier times were on that phone. But what good would all that do him with a dead battery? 
 
    “I don’t have any cash,” Owen haltingly started, “but I do have the latest iPhone.” He removed the cell phone from his pocket for Leroy to get a glimpse. Leroy snatched it out of his hand and inspected it in the moonlight. When his attempts to power it on proved fruitless, he snarled and threw the phone back at Owen with such force that Owen’s hand stung upon contact. 
 
    “What the fuck you expect me to do with a broken phone?” Leroy’s hostile words were like projectiles pounding into Owen.  
 
    “It’s not broken!” Owen was quick to explain. “The battery died, and I haven’t been able to charge it. It still works like new. I promise.” He was getting jittery again, the earlier moment of hope that he was scoring long faded. 
 
    Leroy stared at him for a moment that stretched to what felt like hours. Owen was becoming concerned that the tire iron would make a reappearance. He could walk away. No, scratch that. He wouldn’t put it past Leroy to come chasing after him and doling out his own brand of justice. And Owen couldn’t run on his bum ankle.  
 
    He was trapped. He would have to wait it out and hope for the best. 
 
    The silence and Leroy’s unwavering glare put Owen on edge. “You can take my word for it,” he said to relieve some of the tension. “It’s only a few months old and I’ve taken excellent care of it, but I lost my charger.” He hoped he sounded sincere and believable. After his last altercation with Leroy, to say he was gun-shy was an understatement.  Owen extended the phone in Leroy’s direction, his hand trembling. 
 
    Leroy plucked the phone out of Owen’s hand. “Come back tomorrow, and we’ll talk.” 
 
    Tomorrow? I can’t wait that long. Tomorrow was supposed to be the first day of getting clean, like I promised myself.  
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” Leroy’s tone left no room for argument or compromise. A shift in the clouds had the moonlight illuminating his face, giving Owen a clear look at Leroy. His blue eyes were bloodshot, his skin sallow. On a good day, he was terrifying. Tonight, his appearance and the violence Owen witnessed made him look sickly evil, like a cancer.  
 
    Defeated, Owen nodded and turned to leave. 
 
    “However, there is something you can do.” Leroy’s words stopped Owen in his tracks. He turned around, wary of what Leroy would ask – no, demand – of him. 
 
    “You know the mobile phone and accessories kioski on the boardwalk?” 
 
    Owen nodded again. The kioski was staffed by college and high school kids and had random hours of operation depending on the employees’ school schedules. As much time as he’d spent lately at the boardwalk, Owen couldn’t figure out a routine. 
 
    “Get me two iPhones by the end of the week, and you can have all this Oxy.” He held up a small baggie of pills. Owen started but stopped himself from lunging for the pills. His fingers itched to snatch the baggie from Leroy’s hands. “And you’ll get your phone back,” Leroy added. 
 
    Surely, Leroy couldn’t expect Owen to steal the iPhones from the kioski. Stealing the flip flops was done out of necessity because his shoes were stolen, and he couldn’t not have any shoes. But to steal for drugs was a completely different matter altogether. 
 
    Why is that, Owen? If you can rationalize stealing footwear but not for drugs, then maybe the drugs aren’t that important. Maybe you should walk away. Do the cold turkey thing now. 
 
    His mouth watered at the thought of those pills. His gut clenched, and chills wracked his body. It was simple enough to snatch two iPhones.   
 
    So close. He was so close to getting what he needed. 
 
    But what would happen if he did walk away? Walking away wouldn’t change his circumstances any more than scoring more Oxy would. Walking away wouldn’t magically get him a job or find him a place to live or pay his bills or get Dex back.  
 
    Owen’s shoulders dropped and he slumped, helplessness overwhelming him. He felt he had no choice but to accept Leroy’s offer.   
 
    Owen swallowed down his apprehension. “Two phones by the end of the week? Umm, okay. What day is it?” Days of the week, time of the day...all of that was meaningless to Owen when he had no purpose, no reason to get up every day at a certain time or a certain schedule to adhere to. He was aimless.  
 
    “It’s Wednesday, and I expect the goods by four o’clock Saturday afternoon. No exceptions, or you can say goodbye to your phone and adios to the Oxy.” Leroy shoved Owen’s phone into his pants pocket and withdrew his pinched off joint from the other pocket. “Now, get out of here.” Leroy waved the joint at Owen, dismissing him. 
 
    Owen took his cue and headed back to his car, defeated and with one less possession. He shouldn’t have given in to Leroy. Did he need pills that bad? He probably should have kept his phone and argued for another way to score.  
 
    You’re a sad, sad man. Look what you’ve gotten yourself into now.  
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     “I SAW OWEN YESTERDAY.” Patrick could have dropped a bomb in the middle of his living room and the impact wouldn’t have been as massive as those four little words. 
 
    Dex sputtered, spraying sake across the coffee table where the brothers were sharing a meal of takeout sushi and watching the latest superhero movie on Netflix. “Give me a warning before you spring something like that on me!”  
 
    He wiped his face with more force than necessary, not in an attempt to clean the sake, but to hide his expression for a few seconds. Patrick’s confession shook him to the core. 
 
    He had so many questions. What did Owen look like? Was he okay? What did he say? Where was he living? Was he still on drugs? Had he finally gotten the help Dex couldn’t give him? Did he ask about Dex? 
 
    Wiping his own face of the sake Dex showered over their meal, Patrick mused, “One day, hearing his name will provoke no reaction from you. You know that, right? One day, you’ll get to a point where it won’t hurt as much.”  
 
    “For the little brother, you sure do take on the role of the big brother. The cosmos must have screwed up our birth order.” Deflect, deflect, deflect. 
 
    “You want to know if I talked to him.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    Instead of responding, Dex shoved a large piece of California roll in his mouth. He chewed slowly and made a funny face at Patrick.  
 
    Patrick made a fuss with his chopsticks, rearranging them from one side of his plate to the other. “I debated telling you. I didn’t want to upset you, but I thought you should know. This isn’t something I want to keep from you, and I don’t want you to think I would speak to him behind your back.” 
 
    Dex blew out a breath, ruffling the too-long hair that had fallen over his forehead. “Thank you for telling me. And yes, I want to know everything, right down to the very last, minute detail.” He paused in contemplation. “But do I need to know? Probably not.” 
 
    “For the record, he came to me. To the diner.” Patrick folded his hands on the coffee table in front of his plate. “He's not well, Dex. I don't know what he's doing with himself.” 
 
    Patrick looked like he wanted to say more but kept quiet and left Dex to his thoughts.  
 
    Dex could fool himself into thinking Owen was getting clean. He wanted to believe that with every fiber of his being, but he knew it was far from reality. How many times had he tried to steer Owen in the right direction? Their week-long stay last year at a bed and breakfast in the country was supposed to be a turning point. Removing Owen from the situation, however temporary, was something Dex had read about during his research on drug addiction. Nevertheless, his good intentions fell flat. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, baby,” Dex leaned over from the driver’s seat and softly whispered in Owen’s ear. Owen had fallen asleep the moment they hit the interstate, and his soft snores accompanied the audiobook Dex listened to during the drive. 
 
    Owen made a sleepy little groan, the vibration of which had Dex’s insides tingling. Dex nibbled on Owen’s earlobe, knowing this was a sure-fire way to get his attention. When the groan turned into a throaty moan, Dex pulled away abruptly, leaving Owen blinking wide-eyed and confused. 
 
    Dex laughed at Owen’s owl imitation. “We’re here!” They had just pulled into the driveway of the B&B Dex booked for a week of relaxation. No distractions by their daily lives, just secluded, one-on-one time with each other. 
 
    The gravel driveway was lined with large oak trees and extended far enough from the main road to give the illusion of isolation. The house at the end of the drive was large, white, and plantation-style, with a huge porch and balcony. Stately Greek columns punctuated the front of the house, making it appear taller than its two stories.  
 
    Dex led a still dazed Owen out of the car, up the porch steps, and into the reception area. The polished dark wood floor shone in the fading evening light, and Dex had the urge to take off and slide down the hallway in his socks. He laughed to himself. That was more like something Owen would do.  
 
    Following their host up the curved staircase, Dex took in the rich tapestries adorning the floor to ceiling windows and the serene landscape paintings hung on the walls. A sense of calm washed over him. He had a good feeling about this place. 
 
    A king-sized four-poster bed dominated the room that was to be their home for the next five days. The muted light green walls created a cozy ambience, and Dex was so looking forward to spending some quality time with Owen within their confines. 
 
    On the bed was a tray with a bowl of fresh sliced strawberries and a bottle of sparkling water. A perfect snack before falling into the comfy-looking bed linens. 
 
    “What do you think, baby?” Dex pulled Owen into his arms and smoothed back his hair. Owen had the sexiest bedroom eyes, all dark and stormy and heavy-lidded. If it weren’t for the treats on the bed, Dex would throw him on the mattress and ravish him.  
 
    Owen gave a sleepy yawn and laid his head on Dex’s shoulder. “It’s nice.” He slipped his hands into the back pockets of Dex’s jeans and squeezed, eliciting a low, deep moan from Dex. 
 
    A sharp knock at the door put an end to their wanton embrace. Dex reluctantly let Owen go and answered the door. A member of the staff stood on the other side with their bags in hand. With a thank you and generous tip, Dex deposited the bags just inside the room and stalked back to Owen who had stretched out on the bed. 
 
    Owen wiggled his bare toes at Dex. “Come here, lover.” 
 
    Owen had moved the tray to the bedside table, making room for Dex to hop on the bed beside him. He pulled Owen to his side and stroked up and down his back under his t-shirt. He loved cuddling with Owen, the feel of Owen’s lean muscles and compact frame. He also loved cataloguing all the designs and colors of his sleeve tattoo. When they first started dating, Dex was captivated by the artwork and spent hours tracing the lines of the constellations and caressing his skin. 
 
    At the touch of Owen’s lips to his, Dex felt the lightheadedness that had overwhelmed him the first time they kissed. The feeling never faded, solidifying for Dex that they were right where they belonged. 
 
    Owen tasted of the strawberries the bed and breakfast had provided, giving Dex a wicked idea. He broke the kiss and straddled Owens hips. He pulled Owen’s shirt over his head and unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his pants, leaving his jeans on for the time being. He then reached over, grabbing the bowl of strawberries.  
 
    Owen looked at Dex curiously but remained silent. Dex lined the middle of Owen’s torso with slices of strawberries, starting at the hollow of his neck and ending at the waistband of his open jeans. Owen shivered under the touch of the chilled berries, causing his cock to rub against Dex’s thickening length. The friction was delightful. 
 
    Placing the bowl back on the tray, Dex nibbled on the strawberry in the center of Owen’s torso. The contrast between the cool berry and Owen’s warm skin nearly tempted Dex enough to end the teasing.  
 
    “You’re getting me all sticky,” Owen keened as Dex’s lips touched skin.  
 
    “I’ll lick you clean.” 
 
    Dex moved up Owen’s body, fruit between his teeth. He fed the strawberry to Owen, sliding his tongue into Owen’s mouth. The sweetness of the berry ignited the kiss, and Dex sat up to tear off his own shirt. 
 
    “You had better eat the rest of those strawberries so I can eat you.” Owen was staring ravenously at Dex’s bared chest and reached for his waistband. 
 
    Dex swatted Owen’s hands away to laboriously lick and suck at the remaining strawberries, occasionally sharing a berry with Owen. Owen moaned and writhed on the bed under Dex’s mouth. He left the fruit at Owen’s navel for last, licking all around and not quite touching the fruit.  
 
    “Dex, please. You’re killing me.”  
 
    Dex chuckled at Owen’s plea but didn’t give in; he was enjoying himself too much, having Owen helpless beneath him and at his mercy. 
 
    He pulled Owen’s jeans and underwear down and off, leaving Owen splayed out and naked, save for the lone strawberry trembling on Owen’s belly from his ragged breaths. Dex stroked Owen’s sides, tickling his hip bones with his thumbs. Owen lifted his hips up, whimpering. 
 
    Feeding Owen the last strawberry, Dex wrapped a hand around Owen’s length, feeling the warm, silky hardness. Owen moaned into his mouth at the touch, and Dex tightened his grip, stroking leisurely. 
 
    “Get these jeans OFF!” Owen growled in between kisses.  
 
    Dex’s hands struggled through hazy lust to yank his pants off. Owen’s hands joined in to help but only got in the way. Dex jumped off the bed, shucked his pants, and returned to Owen. 
 
    Owen poked his bottom lip out in an exaggerated pout. “You left your underwear on.” He snapped the band of Dex’s gray boxer briefs and slid them down, exposing Dex’s ass cheeks. Dex sucked in a breath at the sensation of cool air on his backside. 
 
    Dex’s world tilted when Owen flipped him onto his back and leaned over him to take his lips in another kiss. Owen’s hair fell in a curtain around their faces, intensifying the lavender scent of his shampoo. Dex inhaled deeply through his nose and lost himself to the softness and heat of Owen’s lips nibbling at his neck. 
 
    When Owen reached Dex’s briefs and put his mouth over Dex’s cloth-covered crotch, Dex almost came. All the teasing he did to Owen had his own body on the edge of losing control. And then Owen was gone. 
 
    Dex sat up to find Owen carrying his luggage over to the bed. He enjoyed the view of Owen’s lithe body on full display, but he wanted to get back to what they started. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Supplies, my dear Dex.” Owen dug through his bag then held up a condom and a bottle of lube. “Ta-da!” 
 
    Owen hopped back onto the bed, setting the supplies near, and removed Dex’s briefs. He reached over for the bottle of sparkling water and popped the top. 
 
    “Thirsty?” Dex asked Owen in a rough voice. 
 
    Instead of answering, Owen took a small swig of the water, placed the bottle back on the bedside table, and took Dex’s cock into his mouth. The chilled, bubbly liquid on his hot, aching cock sent sparks of electric pleasure through his body. “Oh gods,” he gasped. 
 
    Owen’s lips tightened around Dex’s cock as he bobbed his head. The sparkling water dripped down his balls making them tighten. He jerked his hips in rhythm with Owen’s movements, and Owen hummed. The combination of the vibration and the carbonation of the sparkling water was almost too much for Dex to take.  
 
    “I’m so close, Owen. So close.” 
 
    Owen raised his head, releasing Dex’s cock. He swallowed the liquid that remained in his mouth, lifted and spread Dex’s legs, and buried his head in Dex’s crease. Dex’s cock tingled from the bubbly blowjob, and he lost himself in Owen’s talented tongue on his most sensitive skin. 
 
    Dex didn’t dare touch himself for fear of coming too soon. The tip of Owen’s tongue was prodding his hole, and Dex relaxed as best as he could for him. He was wound up tight from the teasing and the pleasure. 
 
    Owen gave one long, last lick from Dex’s crease to the base of his cock, and then Dex watched Owen coat his fingers with the lube. He couldn’t wait for what was to come. He craved Owen inside him. 
 
    Owen knew just how to touch Dex, how to work him up into a lustful, incoherent mess. His fingers were like magic, working Dex’s body to open him up. 
 
    “No more,” Dex whined. “I’m ready for you.” 
 
    Owen removed his fingers and slid a condom onto his cock. Dex concentrated on Owen’s face as he positioned himself between Dex’s legs. Pleasure and steady concentration transformed Owen into the most overwhelmingly gorgeous man Dex had ever seen. Tears burned in Dex’s eyes, his love for Owen turning him into an emotional mess. 
 
    The burn of Owen’s cock sliding ever so slowly inside him was heaven. Only when their thighs met, and Owen was fully seated, did Dex release the breath he was holding. They started out at a slow pace, their soft moans increasing in volume with the increase in speed of Owen’s thrusts. 
 
    Dex reached between their bodies to stroke himself. He couldn’t wait any longer, the buildup leaving him ready to explode. He let out a loud moan and gave into the orgasm he had been staving off.  
 
    Owen’s thrusts became erratic, and his moan joined Dex’s as they came almost simultaneously. Dex pulled Owen to him, wrapping their arms around each other. They stayed entangled for a few minutes, catching their breath.  
 
    “We’re going to get permanently stuck together if we don’t get cleaned up soon,” Owen mumbled. 
 
    Dex stroked his sweaty hair back from his face and kissed Owen lazily on the lips. “Shower and then dinner?” 
 
    Owen nodded. Dex carried Owen to the en suite bathroom where they shared a luxurious shower. Dex had a feeling they’d both fall asleep quickly tonight.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    "Did you bring floss? I forgot to pack mine." Dex checked his bag for the third time and came up empty. 
 
    They had just come back from a romantic dinner at a restaurant on the water and were getting ready for bed. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm pretty sure I did. Check my toiletry bag." 
 
    Opening a side zipper compartment of Owen’s Dopp kit, Dex noticed a balled-up tissue. Gross. Why would Owen keep a used tissue in his bag? 
 
    Dex pinched a corner between his thumb and index finger to remove the tissue and toss it into the trash can. As he pulled it out, several small, white pills tumbled from the folds of the tissue and down into the bag.  
 
    Dex froze. That couldn't be what he thought it was. Owen wasn't hiding pills from him. There had to be a better, more reasonable explanation for Owen to have random pills stuffed in a side compartment and wrapped in a tissue.  
 
    "Found the floss, babe?" Owen asked from the doorway of the bathroom.  
 
    Their eyes met, and in that moment Dex saw the realization in Owen's face that he was caught. 
 
    "It's not what you think--" 
 
    "Stop. Don't give me some lame excuse or lie about what these are." Dex dumped the kit over, its contents falling out and scattering all over the floor. 
 
    Owen dropped to the tile floor, frantically grabbing at his things. "What the fuck, Dex?" Owen yelled at him. 
 
    Dex made no move, watching Owen scramble to find the pills.  
 
    "We talked about this, Owen. I thought we agreed you would stop." Dex’s heart was racing from his discovery and Owen’s reaction. This wasn’t supposed to happen on their trip. 
 
    Owen paused and looked up at Dex. His face was red, his breaths coming fast. Dex had never been afraid of Owen; right now, though, the tendrils of doubt and fear began uncoiling.  
 
    "I take them only when I need them. You know how my ankle gets.” More excuses. 
 
    “Then go see a doctor!” Dex shouted back. “Get a legitimate prescription instead of taking some random pills. Who knows what’s really in these? You can’t be getting them from a reliable source.” 
 
    “This is your fault,” Owen seethed. “You brought me to this little town where walking is required to get everywhere. What did you expect would happen?” 
 
    That was a slap to the face. “I wanted us to have a nice vacation. I wanted to spend quality time with you away from work and the temptation.”  
 
    “Yeah, well. You failed.” 
 
      
 
    Failure. Dex was terrified of failure. He worked hard at everything his entire life to come out ahead. Somehow, that drive didn’t translate to his relationship with Owen. Many nights he lied awake going over every little detail he could think of to come up with the one thing he missed. One thing he cast aside when he should have made it a priority.  
 
    He filled his glass with more sake. “Let’s not talk about this tonight. I’m all about explosions and super powers right now.” He aimed the remote at the television and hit Play. 
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    OWEN HAD BEEN SCOPING OUT the kiosk on the boardwalk for two days, making internal notes of the staff and how the product was secured. The cell phones stayed locked in a safe in a cabinet underneath the register. The employee working kept the key attached to a spiral keychain around their wrist. He was running out of time and no closer to figuring out how he was going to pull this off. 
 
    The safe was never left open and unattended, and the key was always on the employee. So how the hell was Owen supposed to get his hands on two cell phones for Leroy? 
 
    The surfer-looking dude working that afternoon stayed busy. Owen called the dude Chet in his head, a name he thought fitting for a beefy, blond-haired muscled guy. 
 
    A bevy of teenagers from the high school were checking out the latest cell phone accessories. That was good; a distracted person was easy to swindle. But still...everything valuable was locked up tight. 
 
    Chet was flirting with a rosy-cheeked girl who couldn’t have been more than sixteen. C’mon, dude. You’ve got to be at least twenty-one. Find someone closer to your age and less likely to get you a permanent mark on your record. 
 
    The girl twirled a long strand of bleach blonde hair around her finger as Chet bent down to whisper something in her ear. Owen heard her giggling from his vantage point on a bench several feet away. He rolled his eyes at the display of basic flirting. 
 
    I bet her name is Ashley. 
 
    Owen had forgotten the carefree days of flirting with random guys and showing his best side. He didn’t have a best side anymore. All of his sides were his worst. 
 
    The last time he actually flirted was the evening he met Dex. Their first night together was spent talking – getting to know each other – with languid makeout sessions to fill the lulls in conversation. The desire was there, no doubt, but there was an unspoken understanding between the two that this was something special. Something to cherish and foster. Something that meant more than quick orgasms. 
 
    An older gentleman approached Chet with a cell phone in his hand, cutting off whatever Ashley was about to say. Owen watched as Ashley stepped aside and made a face at the man's back. Chet guffawed but recovered quickly, nodding and smiling at the man.  
 
    After a lengthy discussion, Chet unlocked the safe and retrieved two brand new cell phones in their boxes. He placed them on the small counter and continued his discussion with the man.  
 
    Owen got up from the bench and walked closer to the kiosk as casually as he could. His heart began racing, getting faster and faster the nearer to the kiosk he got.  
 
    Ashley walked away with an exasperated huff, apparently annoyed with Chet attending to his job responsibilities. She caught up with the rest of the high schoolers who had moved on to the ice cream cart. 
 
    How do you expect lover boy to have money to take you out on dates if you get him fired for not assisting customers? Owen rolled his eyes at the immaturity of the girl. He was certain he never acted that petty at her age. 
 
    Leaving the phones unattended on the shelf, Chet took the man to the other side of the kiosk. Owen was a handful of feet away and could hear Chet explain the pros and cons of the selection of phone cases. 
 
    Is it really that difficult? Just pick a phone and a case and be on your way.  
 
    What was Owen thinking? He needed the man to hem and haw over a purchase so that Owen could snatch up the cell phones. What a slap to the forehead moment. Chet had his back turned to the cell phones, making the perfect setup for Owen to walk by and shove them into the pocket of his hoodie. 
 
    Another step toward the kiosk, and Owen’s stomach twisted painfully. He bent over, holding on to another bench for support. Taking several deep breaths in through his nose and letting them out through his mouth, he remained bent over until the pain subsided.  
 
    Just get it over with and you’ll never have to do this again. People steal all the time. This is nothing new. You’re not so special that you should be making a dramatic scene. 
 
    Owen took a few more steps, line of sight focused on the phones. Chet’s sales pitch was in full swing; he had no clue what Owen was about to do.  
 
    A large hand on his shoulder stopped Owen in his tracks. The firm grip pissed Owen off, and he whirled around to confront the object of his irritation.  
 
    “What the hell are-” Owen shut his mouth audibly when he saw the owner of the hand. His first reaction was to continue yelling at the police officer. His anger was dangerously close to overtaking his rational thoughts.  
 
    The police officer towered over Owen, the badge on his navy-blue uniform shirt catching the sunlight and momentarily blinding Owen. His eyes were disguised by mirrored sunglasses, and Owen took in his reflection in the lenses.  
 
    He looked worse than homeless; he looked on the edge of death. Scraggly beard, check. Unkempt hair, check. Ratty, dirty clothes, check. Good gods, he was a sad sight. 
 
    By contrast, the officer was well-groomed, dark hair cropped close to his skull. He was clean shaven, his skin dark and unblemished, and his uniform was neat. He was an attractive man, the type Owen and Dex would both admire while they joked about the pickup lines they would use on him. 
 
    The officer guided Owen back to the bench Owen used moments before to prevent himself from falling over. He firmly nudged Owen into sitting and stood in front of him with his arms crossed. “Want to tell me what you’re up to today?”  
 
    Owen fumed. How dare this cop interfere with his business? He glanced over at the kiosk to see Chet back to the cell phones and the customer pointing at one. Seems a decision had been made. If only this damn cop hadn’t shown up. 
 
    “Look at me, sir.” The officer’s authoritative tone had Owen snapping his head back around. The radio strapped to the officer’s shoulder went off, the dispatcher’s voice distorted.  
 
    Please call him away to something more important than my pathetic attempt at theft. The opportunity is gone; there’s no reason to be here anymore, cop! Isn't there a real robbery happening somewhere? 
 
    No such luck for Owen, today. The officer continued his interrogation. “I’ll ask again. What were you doing? Why are you lurking around the boardwalk?”  
 
    Owen gritted his teeth. An outburst would surely get him arrested if he wasn't already in danger of being handcuffed. “Is it a crime to be in a public place?”  
 
    Well, that wasn't the smartest thing to say. Sweat beaded his upper lip. 
 
    “Nope, not a crime at all. But surveilling the same business all day is mighty suspicious, don't you think?” The officer cocked his head to the side, waiting for a response.  
 
    I'm going to be sick again. Owen wrapped his arms around his middle, fighting nausea. His entire body was trembling.  
 
    The officer crouched down to eye level with Owen. The crease between the officer's brows could either mean concern for Owen's wellbeing or a ride in the back of a cop car. A bead of sweat fell into his right eye, stinging. The officer removed his sunglasses. Owen blinked, clearing his vision, and met the officer's kind brown eyes.  
 
    “Something bothering you?” His question sounded less intimidating and more friendly, conversational even.  
 
    Owen was scared. Not terrified like when he was around Leroy. That was more fear for his life. Right now, he was frightened because a stranger was showing concern and could obviously see that something wasn't right with him.  
 
    This was different from his close friends and colleagues recognizing he was in trouble.  
 
    “I'm so fucked.” He didn't realize he'd spoken out loud until the officer responded. 
 
    “I wouldn't go that far. Come on. Let's get you something to drink, and we'll talk about why you think you're...well, screwed.” The officer stood up and patted Owen on the knee.  
 
    Owen obediently followed the officer to the ice cream cart and stood by while he ordered two lemonades. He paid the cashier and handed one cool drink to Owen. 
 
    He took a nervous sip. His stomach was still unsettled, and his anxiety was through the roof. Was he going to be arrested? Could he be arrested? Technically, he didn't do anything at all. Would he need a lawyer? Who would he contact for his one phone call? 
 
    The tart liquid assaulted his taste buds, making his mouth water and not in a good way. He forced himself to swallow, and the acid in his stomach practically hissed at the intrusion.  
 
    “Let's get you out of the sun.” They settled at a table with an umbrella. The officer happily sipped his lemonade, oblivious to Owen's turmoil.  
 
    His knee was bouncing uncontrollably, rattling the table. The more he tried to stop, the more his leg moved up and down. He stared blankly at the swishing of the liquid in his cup, anxious for the officer to speak. 
 
    The officer waited until half his lemonade was gone before saying, “Is it heroin? Or cocaine?”  
 
    The bottom dropped out for Owen at those words. He was well and truly fucked now. There goes my freedom. If it looks like a duck and walks like a duck, Owen is a drug addict.  
 
    “Or maybe it’s something else?” The officer glanced at his watch. “I'm officially off-duty. Whatever you say to me here stays between us. You're not in any kind of trouble; you can trust me.” 
 
    This had to be a joke. He was sitting at an outdoor table on the boardwalk, sippin’ lemonade with a police officer who was asking him about drugs. Maybe he was dreaming.  
 
    His hands trembled uncontrollably. He sniffed a few times and stared at the officer. “I don't know what you mean.” 
 
    The officer sipped his drink, never once looking away from Owen. Owen squirmed under his scrutiny. “I believe you do. What were you trying to do at the cell phone kiosk? Steal those phones? What were you planning to do with them?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Owen repeated. 
 
    “If you don't want my help, I'll walk away. But I don't want to catch you staking out that kiosk or any other business. Are we clear?” The sternness was back. 
 
    Owen's knee hit the underside of the table, sending his lemonade toppling over.  
 
    The officer righted the cup and sighed. “You're traveling down a dangerous road. I've seen it time and again. It isn't too late to make a course correction.” 
 
    Owen shivered, cold sweats causing his hoodie to stick to his skin uncomfortably. The intensity of the officer’s words combined with the stress of the entire day, plotting and planning the theft, had him exhausted down to the bone.  
 
    The officer drank the rest of his lemonade, leaving Owen to his thoughts. Owen was still suspicious of the officer’s intentions, regardless of his reassurances that Owen wouldn’t get arrested for divulging his secrets.  
 
    After finishing his drink, the officer smoothed out the receipt from the ice cream cart and pulled a pen out of his front shirt pocket. He began scribbling on the back of the receipt and told Owen, “Here's my number. If you ever need anything – anything at all – call me. Or come find me at the station.” 
 
    Owen took the slip of paper without looking at it, not sure what to say. After a moment, he mumbled, “Thank you.”  
 
    “Take care of yourself, man. The next time I see you, I want it to be under better circumstances, okay?” The officer stood up and patted Owen’s shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.” What else could Owen say? The officer was being extra accommodating and super nice. Any other cop probably would have had him in a holding cell by now. 
 
    Owen sat at the table, alone, torn between wanting to chase after the officer to beg for help and trying his hand at stealing something else of value so that he could get his cell phone back and some pills to ease his physical and mental tension. 
 
    Before folding the receipt and slipping it into his pocket, he glanced at the name written in neat block letters: 
 
    Officer Randall Linden
 
 
    Tomorrow might be a better day.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Two days and no sign of Leroy. Owen slept in his car the night of the botched shoplifting attempt, scared to confront Leroy. The next night, he went back to the abandoned beach shelter to find it deserted. He stayed there all night, finally trudging back to his car as the sun came up. 
 
    He had chewed his nails down to the quick, his nail beds a bloody mess. He avoided the boardwalk, taking serious heed to the officer’s warning. 
 
    He was tired. His joints and muscles ached and protested with every movement. He lost an entire day napping in his car. The lead weights attached to his eyelids refused to let him keep his eyes open for more than a few seconds at a time. 
 
    The second night, he ventured to Leroy’s shelter again. Nothing. Back to his car for another night. 
 
    A loud bang against his window jolted Owen from his doze. Disoriented, he squinted at the figure standing at his driver’s side door. There were no street lights in the parking lot where Owen had parked his car, and he couldn’t make out a face. Was it Officer Linden? 
 
    The car door opened with a jerk, and the figure at his window reached in and pulled him out. Owen stumbled, unable to find purchase on the concrete with his feet. 
 
    “Stand him up,” came a cold, angry voice from somewhere behind Owen. The figure lifted Owen to standing and propped him up with his hands underneath his armpits.  
 
    Leroy came into view. “You a rat now?” he spat at Owen.  
 
    Confusion muddled his already slow brain. He struggled to find meaning in Leroy's words but came up empty.  
 
    Leroy grabbed Owen’s chin, his fingers pressing painfully into Owen’s cheeks. “Do you know what happens to rats? They get exterminated.” 
 
    Cold fear shot through Owen’s veins. He was in Leroy’s crosshairs for some misstep he’d taken. Was he mad Owen wasn’t able to get the cell phones? That was ridiculous. Leroy wouldn’t know because Owen hadn’t been able to find him to renegotiate their deal. 
 
    Leroy released his grip on Owen's face. “Pat him down,” Leroy directed his companion. 
 
    The man roughly passed his hands up and down Owen's body. He shoved his hands in Owen's pockets, removing the officer's note. The man handed over the receipt to Leroy who unfolded it and read the handwriting.  
 
    A cruel, humorous laugh barked out of Leroy. Owen flinched at the sound. “You disappoint me, Owen. I thought we had an understanding. When you put my operation in jeopardy, we have a big, big problem.” 
 
    “I don't understand.” Owen's words came out rushed and panicked. He breaths were coming short and fast, and he thought he might pass out. The fear Leroy instilled in him had him petrified.  
 
    “Your pal, Officer Linden, picked me up for questioning. I wonder where his tip came from. You wouldn't know anything about that, huh?” 
 
    “I don't, I swear!” Owen pleaded. 
 
    “Sure, you don't. Having Linden's name and number in your pocket is all just a coincidence.”  
 
    “I-” A hard punch to his abdomen cut off his words. All the air was forced out of his lungs. He would have fallen over were it not for Leroy's companion still holding him up. 
 
    “Pretty boy needs to be taught a lesson.” Leroy addressed his companion. “Let's show him what happens to snitches.” 
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    “MAY I SPEAK WITH Dex Atterbury?” a pleasant and professional sounding voice responded when Dex answered his ringing cell phone. 
 
    “Yes, speaking.” Dex sat on the sofa to lace up his shoes. He was minutes from heading out the door to work. 
 
    “This is Melissa Hubbert at Westside Memorial Hospital. You are listed as the emergency contact for Owen Fredrikson.” 
 
    At the sound of Owen’s name, Dex nearly dropped his phone. “I am?” 
 
    “Do you not know someone by the name of Owen Fredrikson?” 
 
    “No, no, I do. Yes, I am Owen’s emergency contact. What’s happened? Is he okay?” 
 
    “He arrived via ambulance around three this morning. The ER doctor has recommended surgery, but we need someone to sign off before any major procedure can be done. We have Mr. Fredrikson‘s medical Power of Attorney on file naming you his agent. Are you able to come down to the hospital?” 
 
    Dex’s mouth went dry. “Surgery?” He tightened his grip on his phone as his palm began to sweat. Random thoughts rattled through his head, each scenario more catastrophic than the last.   
 
    “Yes, sir. Are you able to come to the hospital to speak with the surgeon and sign the release forms? You are the only person listed as the emergency contact. We have no other contact on file.” 
 
    “I think so. How much time does he have? I mean, he's not in danger of…dying, right?”   
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, not wanting to entertain the notion of Owen no longer being on this Earth. The thought of Owen permanently gone was unfathomable to Dex. A breakup was one thing; the death of the one person he loved more than anyone was a whole different matter. He would die right along with Owen.   
 
    He needed to get things in order so he could be there for Owen. He needed to… “I have to call my principal and arrange for a substitute. My kids have their end of term exams today. What…? How…?” 
 
    “Sir, do you have someone who can drive you here? I don't think you should get behind the wheel of a vehicle in your current condition.” 
 
    “I think so? Is Owen okay? How is he doing?” His mental state had to take a backseat to whatever was happening with Owen. 
 
    “Dr. Wen can discuss his condition with you once you arrive.” 
 
    “You can't tell me anything over the phone? I need to know how he's doing.” 
 
    “Sir, I am not involved in Mr. Fredrikson's care and cannot provide any details of his condition. However, I can assure you if this were a life or death matter, Mr. Fredrikson would be in surgery as we speak, and we would be having a different conversation.” 
 
    Resignation at not getting more information about Owen had Dex sagging into the couch. “Yes, okay. I understand. I'll be there as soon as I can.”  
 
    “Thank you, sir. Come to the third floor in the east wing and check in at the nurse's station. Dr. Wen will be paged, and you'll get your questions answered.” 
 
    Dex ended the call with a thank you and leapt off the couch. In his haste to get to Owen, he forgot to tie his shoes and came close to tripping. He quickly took care of that matter and then rushed out the door. 
 
    The woman on the phone suggested having someone else drive him, but he didn’t want to waste any time waiting for a ride. Patrick was at the diner, and a Lyft or taxi would take forever to get to him. 
 
    He connected his phone to the Bluetooth in his car and dialed the school. The secretary picked up on the second ring, and Dex launched immediately into notifying Peggy of his impending absence. 
 
    “Dex? Is that you?” Peggy was ancient and hard of hearing. 
 
    “Yes, Peggy!” Dex was getting frustrated. “I'm calling out and need a sub for my classes.” 
 
    “Oh, Dex. Are you sick? Have you come down with that stomach virus that's been going around? Sheila told me she spent the day on the commode with a wastebasket in her lap.” 
 
    Dex cringed at the mental image of the seventh-grade science teacher in the bathroom. “Not a stomach virus. I'm on my way to the hospital. Um...” Should he tell her it was Owen that was in the hospital and risk more gossip? Thinking fast, he decided to take the vague route. “A family member was injured and needs surgery. Can you please let Principal Hardin know and reach out to my preferred substitutes? I'll email the lesson plan from my phone when I get to the hospital.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. Was it a car accident? My brother was hit by a car when he was twelve. He jaywalked across the street to buy candy from the drugstore. Hit his head on the street and broke his arm. I said that was his punishment for not listening to Momma. She told him no candy.” 
 
    Dex was on the verge of screaming in exasperation. “I have to go. Please tell Principal Hardin and get my classes a sub.” Dex ended the call before Peggy could go off on another tangent.  
 
    To add to his frustration, the parking garage at the hospital was packed. He should have gotten a ride, that way he wouldn't be fighting to find an empty spot. More wasted time! He slammed his hands on the steering wheel and growled. 
 
    He found a cluster of empty spaces on the very top floor. He parked and jumped out, slamming his door and pushing the lock button on his key fob. Not even waiting for the chirp of the locks slowed him down. 
 
    The elevator to the hospital ground floor took several minutes to reach him. He nervously tapped his foot and tried not to think about what would happen when he got to Owen.  
 
    Once he reached the hospital, he almost ran to the second set of elevators that would take him to the third floor. He purposely kept his thoughts at bay, not wanting the panic to overtake him. He needed a clear head in order to make the decisions he would be asked to make for Owen. 
 
    The nurse’s station was located right outside the bank of elevators. Dex wanted to sob with relief. No more long hallways to reach his destination.  
 
    He gave one of the nurses his information and was directed to an uncomfortable-looking plastic chair to wait while the doctor was paged. He used that time to email the exam for his classes and sent Patrick a short text explaining where he was. 
 
    A few minutes later, a short Asian woman with a sleek black bob and horn-rimmed glasses approached him with her hand extended. “I'm Dr. Wen. I understand you're here for Mr. Fredrikson.” 
 
    Her grip was firm and instilled confidence in Dex. “Yes, I'm here for Owen. I'm Dex Atterbury.”  
 
    Dr. Wen led Dex to a private room where she pulled up Owen's chart on a tablet. ‘Mr. Fredrikson has a concussion and bruised ribs. There are several lacerations to his face. Two deep ones required stitches.” 
 
    Dex gasped. 
 
    Dr. Wen continued, “His left ankle is fractured. The x-rays indicate a previous fracture and the hardware that was used to repair it is damaged. This is the part you need to consent to. We will need to remove the old hardware, piece back together the bones, and secure with new hardware. All of that will require surgery.” 
 
    “Of course, I consent! If he needs the surgery, please do it. Where do I sign?” Dex scanned the room as if the forms would magically appear. 
 
    “The nurse has all the forms and paperwork you need. He’ll give you a packet of information which will explain the procedure and risks, recovery time, et cetera. You can review the material, and we'll answer any questions you might have prior to your authorization.” 
 
    “No, no. I'll sign off with no problem.” 
 
    “I recommend you read the information first.” 
 
    “But you said he needs the surgery, so I'll sign.” Dex wasn't a doctor. If Dr. Wen recommended the surgery, who was Dex to question her professional opinion? “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    “He was found by the cops on patrol, unconscious on the beach, beaten and bloody. They called it in, and Mr. Fredrikson was taken to the emergency room here.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” Dex’s hands flew to his mouth in horror. “Did he say what happened?” 
 
    Dr. Wen shook her head. “As I said, he was unconscious when he arrived by ambulance. He’s been kept sedated and comfortable until you could be reached and conferred with regarding options and treatment.” 
 
    Sedated and comfortable. What did that mean exactly? What drugs had Owen been given and what damage would those drugs do to his current state? “He’s addicted to Oxycodone.”  
 
    Dr. Wen's demeanor didn't change at this information. “We can give him prescription-strength ibuprofen. It won’t control the pain in the same way, however. He will have some discomfort, but if you are concerned about his history with opioids, we will make that adjustment.” 
 
    “I think that would be best.” Owen was going to strangle him for making that decision, but he knew it was for the best. He thanked his past self for insisting they each get proper documentation that would allow them to handle such matters when they got engaged.  “Can I see him?” 
 
    “I can take you to his room, and you can wait there while we get the OR prepped. I do want to warn you, though; his appearance may shock you. His face is bruised and swollen. He may look unrecognizable to you.” 
 
    Dex swallowed hard. “I understand.” The doctor didn't know how long ago Dex had last seen Owen and that Dex might have been shocked at Owen's appearance despite the injuries to his face. 
 
    Dex followed Dr. Wen down a long, sterile hall, the smell of antiseptic burning his nose. She stopped at room 311, the door open just a crack.  
 
    “Go on in, and I'll put in the surgery orders. The nurse will be by with the materials we discussed.” She left him standing outside the door, trepidation keeping his feet from moving. 
 
    It had been months since he last saw Owen, the day he walked out. It wasn’t a decision he made lightly, warring with himself for weeks before packing up. The guilt of turning his back on Owen and walking away from him when Owen needed support killed a piece of Dex’s heart each day.  
 
    Dex took a deep breath and pushed through the door of Owen’s hospital room. The lights were dimmed, but Dex could make out Owen in the bed, blankets pulled up to his chin. His face was hidden in the darkness, prolonging Dex’s view of the damage. 
 
    He walked over to the bed and sat in the chair beside Owen. He avoided looking at Owen’s face and carefully took his hand, mindful of the IV line. His skin was warm and slightly clammy. Dex wrapped his hand around Owen’s and gave a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Steeling himself for the worst, he lifted his gaze to Owen’s face. A choked gasp escaped his lips, and he swallowed down a sob. His beautiful Owen was unrecognizable.  
 
    A bandage covered the left side of his face from temple to cheek. Deep purple bruises and red abrasions colored his face. The cut above his right eyebrow looked angry around the stitches holding it closed.  
 
    “Oh, Owen. How did this happen?” Dex whispered. A single tear fell, splattering on Owen’s hand. Dex wiped the track from his face and closed his eyes. 
 
    Several minutes passed before the nurse entered the room with the packet of forms and information for Dex. He thanked the nurse, signed the authorizations, and handed them back. 
 
    He took Owen’s hand again after the nurse left. He knew he should probably read the information provided by the hospital but sitting beside Owen in silence seemed to be more important right now.  
 
    Whenever Dex fantasized about seeing Owen again, this scenario was far from anything he imagined. The reunion he pictured featured Owen, healthy and thriving, not laid up in a hospital bed. His broken body was like a skeleton underneath the hospital covers. Broken from the pills that imprisoned him and broken from the violence that went hand-in-hand with drug addiction. 
 
    Owen’s cheek—the one not marred by the damaged hidden by gauze and tape—was hollowed, his eyes sunken in.  How much weight had he lost? 
 
    The nurse reappeared to prep Owen for surgery. Dex moved out of the way to the couch against the far wall. Several other hospital staff members filtered in and out, working efficiently. He watched them draw blood, administer medication into Owen's IV, and mark his left leg with a large X in black marker.  
 
    “You're welcome to stay here during surgery. I'll wheel him back to this room once he's in recovery,” the nurse addressed Dex. “Dr. Wen will speak to you after to let you know how everything went.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Dex nodded at the nurse and prepared himself for a long day of waiting.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    moan from the bed drew Dex's attention away from the harlequin romance novel he purchased from the hospital gift shop. Owen was trying to sit up and managed to tangle his IV line in the covers. 
 
    Dex sprinted over to his bed. “Here, let me help you.” 
 
    Owen jerked at the sound of Dex's voice. “Dex?” he asked, incredulously. His eyes were wide and unfocused. 
 
    Concentrating on straightening out the mess Owen made, Dex avoided his gaze.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Owen looked around the hospital room. “What am I doing here?” 
 
    “Let me call the nurse.” Dex didn't know what to say. How much did Owen remember? And how much should Dex tell him? 
 
    Dex reached for the call button, but Owen grabbed his arm. Dex stilled. That familiar touch made him shiver.  
 
    “Dex?” Owen said his name softly, pleadingly. Dex sensed a note of fear in Owen's voice.  
 
    “I really should get the nurse.” Please, Owen, let me go.  
 
    Owen loosened his grip but didn't release Dex's arm. “Please tell me what's going on.” 
 
    Dex fell into the chair next to the bed. “I'll tell you what I know, but first, let the nurse check you out.”  
 
    Owen pressed the call button himself but let Dex inform the nurse that Owen was awake. Dex didn't know what to say as they waited. How've you been? It's been a while. What have you been up to? Dex almost laughed at the absurdity of the situation. Their worlds had once been consumed by each other. Right now, Owen felt like a stranger, and Dex’s heart hurt. 
 
    “Can you get me some water?” Owen asked. ”My tongue is sticking to the roof of my mouth.”  
 
    Dex poured water from the pitcher on the side table into a Styrofoam cup. He put a straw in the cup and handed the cup to Owen, avoiding touching his hand. He didn't know if he could handle the contact. 
 
    “How's our patient doing?” A cart rolled in followed by a plump woman in blue scrubs. She busied herself with reading the various machines and other medical contraptions surrounding Owen. If she sensed the tension in the room, she ignored it. “The surgery on your broken ankle went very well. The surgeon is pleased with the results. Now don’t go breaking it again. I hear this is the second time!” 
 
    She took Owen's vitals, moving swiftly while asking questions about his pain level and comfort. Dex hoped her visit would last long enough so he could get his thoughts in order. 
 
    “Everything looks great! Doc has you on a clear liquid diet for now, and I'll have that sent up to you in the next hour. Don't gobble it down too fast, though, or you'll upchuck it all, and we wouldn't want that!”  
 
    Dex pretended to pick back up on his book but looked up when Owen grimaced. Dex didn’t blame him for his less-than-enthusiastic response. He guessed Owen hadn’t eaten in almost twenty-four hours. I would want a big, juicy hamburger or a steak with a baked potato covered in butter, not juice and broth. His stomach rumbled at the thought of food. He realized he hadn’t eaten all day. 
 
    “Your boyfriend better not sneak any food into this room for you,” she playfully chastised. “If you can keep the liquids down, you’ll get a hearty breakfast in the morning.”  
 
    Dex opened his mouth to correct her assumption of their relationship. They should be husbands by now, and he should be telling the nurse they were married and not merely dating. That faint stab to his heart returned, and he restrained himself from grabbing his chest. He wanted to fall to his knees and weep. Had he properly mourned the loss of their relationship? 
 
    The nurse spoke before he could get a word out. “Can you follow me to the nurse’s station? Dr. Wen asked me to give you some more paperwork.” 
 
    He followed her out, mentally rolling his eyes. This hospital loved its paper.
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    OWEN WAS GETTING a sense of déjà vu. Being in the hospital recovering from surgery on his left ankle – among other, less serious injuries from what he could ascertain – took him back to the first time he broke his ankle. His current state was eerily similar.  
 
    His original injury was a result of an amateur drag competition fundraiser Sammy persuaded him to enter.  
 
      
 
    Owen read the flier announcing Klub Kelly’s First Annual Drag Show Bash benefiting Happy Endings, an assisted living facility for LGBTQ+ elderly. It was pinned to the bulletin board in the breakroom and stood out from the other random notices and cartoon strips hanging there. The flier was printed on highlighter yellow paper and featured a terrible drawing of a person sporting gigantic boobs, obnoxiously long eyelashes, and bright red lips, holding a microphone.  
 
    “The winner gets the title of Amateur Drag Queen or King until next year’s competition and his name on a plaque mounted in the piano room of Happy Endings.” Sammy’s voice got increasingly higher as he spoke. “Your name will forever be known! Because it will be on a plaque!” He squealed and hopped onto the balls of his feet. “In the piano room!” 
 
    Owen winced at Sammy’s screech. “And I have to do this why?” 
 
    “You’re a shoo-in. With that body and all that hair, you’ll be amazing to put together.” Sammy gazed off into the distance. “You’ll be dressed in silver sparkles with a pink feather boa. Glitter on your lovely cheekbones, a nice soft pink on your full lips.” He sighed. 
 
    “Okay, you’re getting creepy.” Owen snapped his fingers in front of Sammy’s face to break his reverie. “Why do you want me to win?” 
 
    “Sweetie, when everyone gets word that I created you, they will all come rushing to participate in Gaymer Date Night’s own drag competition!” 
 
    “I see now. This is a self-serving request.” Owen counted the loose change from his pocket. 
 
    “Not completely!” Sammy followed Owen to the vending machine on the far side of the breakroom. “It’ll be your name, not mine, on the plaque. You’ll get the recognition, really. But you’ll tell anyone who congratulates you that it was I who made it happen.” 
 
    Feeding coins into the machine, Owen asked, “You or Gaymer Date Nights?” 
 
    Sammy slammed his hand over the coin intake slot. “Okay, fine. Gaymer Date Nights, not me. Soon my name will be synonymous with GDN and there will be no need for the distinction.” 
 
    “I will bite your finger off if you don’t move your hand.” 
 
    Sammy withdrew his hand. “Hangry much?” 
 
    “Don’t get between me and my Butterfinger.” 
 
    “I will buy you a lifetime supply of that disgusting, crunchy, fake peanut buttery grossness if you’ll just agree to this.” 
 
    “Grossness? More like goodness.” Owen inserted the rest of his change and selected his candy bar.  
 
    As he bent down to retrieve the candy from the bottom of the machine, Sammy grabbed Owen’s butt and squeezed. Owen jerked up and yelped, his hand catching in the flap. “What the hell was that for? And help me get my hand unstuck, dammit!” 
 
    Sammy crouched down, taking in Owen’s trapped hand. “Let go of the Butterfinger first.” 
 
    Owen loosened his grip, letting the candy bar fall with a thud. “If my Butterfinger is broken, you’re buying me another one,” he admonished as Sammy pushed opened the panel door. Owen withdrew his hand, an ugly red mark on his wrist. 
 
    “Like I said, I’ll buy you a lifetime supply in exchange for your entry in the drag competition. Also, I had to check out the firmness of your butt. Verdict: it’s firm enough to not need shapewear.” 
 
    “Shapewear? Is that a torture device?” Was that like a bat used to whip a butt into the proper shape to fit into clothing? What the hell did women put themselves through for the sake of fashion? 
 
    “Never you mind. I have an appointment for you with a personal shopper at Not Your Momma’s Closet. We’ll find the best outfit for your routine.” 
 
    Performing in drag actually sounded like fun. He couldn’t let Sammy off the hook too easily though. “I still don’t see what’s in it for me. Wait. You made a shopping appointment before talking to me about participating?” He took a bite of his candy, which managed to survive in one piece. 
 
    The innocent look on Sammy’s face didn’t fool him.  
 
    Okay, maybe he was going to give in easily. “I am not tucking. The goods stay where they are.” 
 
    “We’ll find something with a poofy skirt, then.” Sammy nodded like a bobblehead.  
 
    “The list of IOUs gets longer by the day, Sammy. When are you going to settle up?” Owen wasn’t keeping score and didn’t expect anything from Sammy, making him squirm and beg was payment enough. But he wasn’t going to tell Sammy that. 
 
    Sammy patted Owen's cheek. "I'll pick you up at nine o'clock tomorrow."  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Not Your Momma’s Closet was the place for all things drag, according to Sammy. Three-quarters of the shop was dedicated to queens: wigs, costumes, shoes, makeup, the dreaded shapewear. The remaining space was filled with suits, ties, fake mustaches and beards, hats, and binders--anything a drag king could need. 
 
    "This is amazing," Dex breathed in awe. "I'm so glad you let me come along." 
 
    Owen kissed Dex's cheek. He was delighted when Dex expressed an interest in the day's errands. "As if I could have stopped you. You're more excited at the prospect of seeing me in drag than Sammy is about my agreeing to participate." 
 
    "You're going to look amazing." Dex tugged gently on one of Owen's curls. 
 
    Owen's face warmed at the compliment. Some days he couldn't believe he was engaged to someone as sweet and loving as Dex. 
 
    "Quit with the moony eyes and get over here, Owen!" Sammy demanded. He was standing next to a beautiful man in a gray seersucker suit with a bright yellow bowtie. "Leon, this is Owen, your guinea pig," Sammy said by way of introduction. "He's going to win the drag competition at Klub Kelly with your expertise." 
 
    "Pleasure to meet you, Owen." Leon purred. "I have a fitting room prepared with some garments I chose specially for you after speaking with Sammy. He told me all about you, sweetheart."  
 
    Just then, Dex extended his arm between Owen and Leon. "I'm Dex, Owen's fiancé."  
 
    Leon took Dex's hand daintily and gave him an appraising look. "My, my. Sammy brings me two handsome men? Must be my lucky day." He slinked away toward a wall of doors, motioning to one that stood open. Inside, Owen could make out several hangers of bright material.  
 
    Before following, Owen kissed Dex's cheek again and whispered, "Stand down, sexy. I only have eyes for you." He linked his fingers with Dex's and led him to the fitting room where Leon was waiting.  
 
    Owen tried on five costumes in different styles and cuts before settling on an eighties-style prom dress in a bright shade of turquoise. It had a large bow at the waist, a ruffled skirt, and a huge flower at each shoulder. Leon and Sammy oohed and aahed at the fit, while Dex had a goofy smile on his face.  
 
    Owen had to stand his ground about shaving his legs. Leon selected a pair of opaque tights with extra room in the crotch to camouflage the hair on his legs. It wasn’t that he minded having smooth, hairless legs, it was the thought of the constant itchiness of the hair growing back that made him refuse to compromise. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, they left with his rental dress in a garment bag and another shopping bag full of accessories and a pair of scary-looking stilettos. Owen was in awe at the amount of supplies required in the creation of a drag performer. 
 
    That day, they chose the song for his performance – ”Come On Eileen” by Dexy’s Midnight Runner – and had Sammy’s sister choreograph a routine for what she called “a dance so simple my two-year-old could do it.” 
 
    Owen had his doubts. “Charlotte, I’m not coordinated enough to pull off some of these moves.” 
 
    “If Sammy says you can do it, I believe you can, too.” She rearranged his limbs into the proper configuration for her vision. “You’re going to keep your arms stretched above your head like this for three more beats.” 
 
    Owen’s brow furrowed in concentration. Why was dancing to a routine so hard? “Have you met your brother? He tends to overlook important details, like dancing capability, when he wants something.” 
 
    “Helllloooo, I can hear you, Owen!” Sammy called from his perch at the kitchen bar, where he was sipping wine and generally making himself at home as he was wont to do. “Don’t talk about me as if I’m not sitting right here.”  
 
    Charlotte and Owen laughed and continued dancing to the song. Owen practiced for weeks in tennis shoes, perfecting the twists and turns and jumps and skips until he had Charlotte’s choreography down with no problem. Dex liked to interrupt him at random moments by coming up behind him and grinding against his backside. Those moments usually resulted in a different kind of dance between the sheets. Despite the sexy distraction named Dex and his lack of faith in his dancing abilities, Owen felt as ready as he’d ever be. 
 
    Before he knew it, it was the night of the drag competition. Although the drag show didn’t start until ten o’clock at night, Sammy was at their apartment around noon the day of the show with additional bags of supplies. Owen looked on in confusion as Sammy laid everything out on the coffee table, not sure what half of those things were supposed to do. 
 
    “Sticking with the eighties theme, I envision big hair.” Sammy ran his hands over Owen’s curls. “Tease, tease, tease is the name of the game here, folks.” 
 
    “My hair is big enough!” Owen protested. He spent a good amount of money on products to tame his hair, not make it more unruly. 
 
    “Sweetie, trust me. I know what I’m doing.” Sammy selected a long wand with a cord from his collection, and Owen could swear he saw something similar in a sex toy shop. 
 
    “Men have died hearing those last words,” Owen deadpanned. Dex chortled and Sammy stuck his tongue out at him. 
 
    Sammy softly whacked him over the head with his sex toy slash torture device, and Owen let him have his way with his hair. Next came the makeup – turquoise eyeshadow to match the dress, shimmery blush, and bright pink lipstick completed his look.  
 
    He looked...surprisingly good. His smile in the mirror matched Dex’s, who was standing behind him in their bathroom. “Sammy did a great job.” 
 
    “Of course, I did!” Sammy shouted from the living room. 
 
    Dex laughed and shook his head. “You look amazing. I’ll be honest, I didn’t know how I would feel about seeing you all made up, but it works for you.” His eyes were dark, and Owen watched as he licked his lips. 
 
    “Yeah? How much do you like it?” Owen lifted his head to meet Dex’s mouth. Instead of responding, Dex nibbled on Owen’s bottom lip. Owen’s backside hit the sink counter and his hips sought out Dex’s.  
 
    “If you mess up Owen’s makeup, I will shave your head, Dexter! Don’t test me!” Sammy’s words snapped the electrified connection, breaking Owen and Dex apart. 
 
    Before leaving the bathroom, Dex growled in Owen’s ear, “We leave as soon as possible after you perform. I have plans for you tonight.” 
 
    Owen groaned. “How about we skip the whole thing and get these plans of yours underway?” 
 
    “Get your asses in here now! Am I going to have to keep you two separated?” Sammy stopped them in the hallway between the bathroom and the living room. “You!” He pointed at Dex. “You smeared his lipstick!” He grabbed Owen’s arm and directed him to the sofa. He reapplied the lip color and tossed a tissue at Dex. “Wipe your mouth, heathen!” 
 
    They loaded up and headed to the venue without any other distractions. The club was packed, and Owen’s nerves were twisting his insides. He’d never performed in front of a crowd before. 
 
    Sammy wouldn’t allow Dex in the changing room for fear he’d have to hose them down. Owen was giddy at the thought of Dex being so turned on by Owen’s getup and wouldn’t have minded the distraction. But this was Sammy’s show and Sammy’s rules. 
 
      
 
    It was too late when Owen realized he'd made a huge mistake; he wasn't practiced in the skill of walking in high heels, much less performing simple dance moves in them. In fact, that night was the very first time he attempted to step foot in the silver sparkly stilettos, other than trying them on at Not Your Momma's Closet. 
 
    He'd wobbled on his feet, grasping at anything stable to steady himself. By the time he'd made it up on stage, his legs were shaking from the effort to stay upright. The song started and his first dance move was his last. The sound of his ankle bones snapping would forever be imprinted in his mind.  
 
    He was later told that his imagination supplied the sound he’d thought he heard. That the music from the sound system speakers would have been too loud for him to hear his bones breaking when his ankle gave out and his foot twisted sideways. But he knew what he had heard. 
 
    This time, he couldn’t recall hearing his bones snap. There wasn’t much he could remember at the moment. His subconscious was probably trying to protect him from additional trauma. For that, he was thankful. 
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    DEX RETURNED TO THE ROOM, hands absent of any additional paperwork the nurse mentioned. He had a worried look on his face. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Better to beat him to the punch than sit stewing and waiting for Dex to say whatever was bothering him.  
 
    Dex sank into the sofa across the room and rubbed his temples. “Should I call your dad? You might be more comfortable with him here than me.” 
 
    Owen certainly did not want Dex to call his father. He lived on the other side of the country, and they’d barely spoken over the ten years Owen had lived here. He wasn’t interested in his life. “No, don’t call him. I want you to tell me what’s going on.”  
 
    He was beginning to get angry and made an effort not to raise his voice. He could feel the pain medication wearing off, making him all too aware of his injuries.  
 
    His face ached with every movement of his mouth, and he quickly learned the hard way not to move his eyebrows or he’d be cursing himself in pain. His sides hurt whenever he took a deep breath. Slow, shallow breaths kept him from moaning with every inhale. 
 
    And he didn’t want to think about his ankle. The dull throb that started when he woke up now felt like hot pokers piercing his skin and rearranging the insides of his ankle. Where was that fucking nurse with his food? He didn’t feel like eating but he had every intention of asking for more pain meds. 
 
    “The cops want to speak with you.” Dex chewed on his bottom lip. Owen waited him out; he could tell there was more. “They have questions about your injuries. I’m supposed to call and arrange for an officer to come by once you’re feeling up to talking.” 
 
    “I don’t have anything to say.” Fuck. Why couldn’t he be left alone? Leroy got his revenge, and Owen wasn’t taking the unspoken threat of future retaliation lightly. 
 
    “Owen…” Dex shook his head, the annoyance in his voice clear.  
 
    He didn’t want Dex to know what his life had been like these past months. He didn’t want Dex pitying him. Owen was embarrassed beyond words that Dex was seeing him incapacitated and disfigured. And in pain. Fuck, he hurt. 
 
    “Where’s the goddamn nurse?!” As the words tumbled out of Owen’s mouth, Dex flinched. 
 
    “Use the call button,” came Dex’s annoyed response. He got up from the couch and headed to the door. “I need some air.” 
 
    Owen should have felt bad for snapping at Dex. He should have apologized. Instead, he let Dex walk out of his hospital room and made no attempt to stop him. 
 
    Everything was different this time. Dex had barely left Owen's side after his original injury. He was there in the ambulance ride to the hospital from Klub Kelly, he kissed Owen's lips right before Owen was wheeled into the OR, and his was the first face Owen saw when he came out of anesthesia.  
 
    Now, Dex couldn't wait to get away from him. 
 
    He recalled how Dex had pampered him, anticipating and catering to his every need after the last surgery. Cooking all of Owen's favorite foods, even though he barely had an appetite, gathering anything Owen could possibly need to put within reach while Dex was at school. He even added several premium channels to their cable subscription so Owen wouldn't get bored.  
 
    What would life be like this time? He was alone, with no place to go. Who would take care of him? Sure, he was old enough to take care of his own business, but could anyone recovering from major surgery manage without any assistance?  
 
    The material comforts and luxuries he could do without. It was the companionship and personal care he'd miss the most.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The nurse refused to give him anything for the pain. She cited the doctor’s orders for medication every six hours, and he still had two more hours to wait. Plus, he was allowed only ibuprofen, which was useless for keeping the pain at bay. 
 
    He plucked at the container of yogurt that accompanied the apple juice and chicken broth which constituted the hospital’s sorry excuse for dinner. He’d let the broth get cold and the juice warm to room temperature while he stared unseeingly at the television.  
 
    Dex hadn’t come back, and Owen was beginning to worry. He might never come back.  
 
    Would serve you right. You treated him like shit for a long time. He doesn’t owe you anything, and it’s a wonder he actually came when called. He could have left you alone here. 
 
    Two and a half episodes of The Golden Girls later, Dex returned. 
 
    "Someone from the police station will be here tomorrow morning to take your statement. It's your choice whether or not you tell them what happened." He walked over to the couch and picked up his messenger bag. "I'm going home. You don't need me here, and the nurse can reach me on my cell if they need anything else from me. But I think you're capable of handling your care from here on out." 
 
    The dread that had threatened to engulf him when Dex mentioned the cops wanting to talk to him hit him square in the chest. He didn't want Dex to leave him again. He was desperate for the stability and strength Dex’s presence provided him. 
 
    Dex was always the calm, methodical one; he didn’t jump into anything without researching and weighing the pros and cons. Owen was more spontaneous and emotional. He could talk to Dex, tell him what he’d been through, and ask for advice. Dex wouldn’t judge him or abandon him, if only Owen could put aside his pride and say the words. 
 
    "Wait. Please don't go." Owen made no attempt to disguise the pleading in his voice. 
 
    Dex paused halfway across the room. He adjusted the strap of his messenger bag over his shoulder, clearly uncomfortable. Owen did that to him. He was the ultimate shitty person, friend, ex-lover, for manipulating Dex.  
 
    But he needed Dex. That was the justification he gave himself.  
 
    “I don’t have it in me to fight you. We did this dance for a long time, and it got us nowhere.” Dex’s shoulders dropped and he exhaled loudly. “Don’t you remember? I did everything I possibly could to help you and to keep our relationship intact. But you didn’t want my help. I can’t go through that again.” 
 
    What could Owen say to that? There was no denying he did all those things to Dex, that he was the cause of Dex losing all faith in him. How could he ask anything more of him?  There was one thing he could try. 
 
    “I’ll talk to the cops and tell them what I know.” Dex perked up at that and faced Owen. “I promise, Dex. Will you come back later tomorrow? Please?” 
 
    Owen watched Dex’s expression change from hopeful to skeptical to neutral. “I’ll think about it. I’ve missed a full day of classes, and I can’t miss any more this close to the end of the school year.” 
 
    You’re so selfish, not considering what sacrifices Dex made to be here with you. Dex loves his students and his job. Just another way you’re making Dex suffer for your shitty life choices. 
 
    “I understand. Thank you for being here. I really appreciate that. If you don’t come back, I won’t bother you.” 
 
    Dex nodded and mumbled, “Take care of yourself.”  
 
    He walked back out without another word.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Owen wanted to throw his breakfast tray at the wall and scream. He was awake for most of the night, fighting chills and moaning from pain. The one time he managed to doze off, a nurse barged in his room to take his blood pressure and empty his catheter bottle. 
 
    To make matters worse, Officer Linden was sitting at his bedside. “These aren’t the circumstances under which I had hoped to run into you again, Owen.” 
 
    Owen barked out a sarcastic laugh and immediately grabbed his sides at the stab of pain from his bruised ribs. He squeezed his eyes shut and regretted that when the stitches in his forehead pulled. 
 
    “You weren’t in the best shape when we met on the boardwalk, but today, you’re much worse. Want to tell me what got you here?” Officer Linden’s tone was gentle. Owen could hear his concern. 
 
    He promised Dex he would talk, so why was it so hard? Didn’t he want to get in Dex’s good graces again? He had no hope they would get back together after all the shit he pulled, but having a loyal friend on his side wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    “You know Leroy Sanders?” Officer Linden had his pad open and pen poised to write. 
 
    Owen shrugged. 
 
    “We found your cell phone on him. He’s a known drug dealer, and we’ve had him on our radar for quite some time. Mr. Atterbury tells me you have some issues with Oxycodone? When I ran into you on the boardwalk, you were obviously coming off of something.” 
 
    Owen shrugged again, not wanting to confirm or deny anything Linden said. And when did Dex talk to a cop about Owen’s drug problem? His anger spiked, and he needed all of his effort to control his annoyance with Dex and suppress another outburst.  
 
    Remember, this isn’t his fault. It’s all yours. If you’re going to be pissed at anyone, it should be at yourself. 
 
    “I’m investigating your attack, and I can’t do my job if you don’t get me something to work with. Did you know that it was me who found you on the beach? I recognized your hoodie and flip flops.” 
 
    Owen chest tightened. His already shallow breaths worsened, and his vision darkened. He felt the kicks to his torso Leroy and his companion doled out and the brass knuckles impacting his face. He tried screaming just as he did on the beach. The roaring in his ears was so loud, he didn’t think he could shout above it to be heard. 
 
    Blinking back the dark spots that threatened to overtake his view of the handsome cop, Owen waved his hands at his throat, hoping to signal his distress. Why couldn't he breathe? 
 
    There was a flurry of activity around him. The next thing he was aware of was a nurse calmly calling his name. The face of a gray-haired man in scrubs came into focus.  
 
    "Welcome back, Mr. Fredrikson. You took a nap on us." The nurse's jovial tone quieted some of the panic beginning to return.  
 
    "I'm going to come back later. Give you time to relax. Then we'll talk more," Officer Linden said from the other side of Owen's bed.  
 
    "No, stay. I'm fine. We can talk now." Owen's voice was raspy, and he cleared his throat. He didn't want Officer Linden to leave lest he lose his nerve. Best to pull the bandage off all in one go. 
 
    "Mr. Fredrikson," the nurse chimed in, "panic attacks are no joke. I agree with the officer; he can come back this afternoon." The nurse looked to Officer Linden for confirmation.  
 
    This afternoon might work. Knowing Dex, he would visit after school. His reliable Dex. Owen could then tell his story once, instead of rehashing it for both Dex and Officer Linden’s benefits. 
 
    “Okay, this afternoon, then.”
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    PATRICK WAS FURIOUS WITH DEX. “Can’t you see he’s manipulating you and taking advantage of you?” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything more than sign the consents for his treatment. Beyond that, I haven’t given him anything.” Dex was tired from his day at school.  
 
    His students were more cooperative than usual. Normally, he would be suspicious, but he didn’t have the energy to prod his classes into telling him what was up with their subdued behavior. So, he let each class do Sudoku worksheets while he graded their exams.  
 
    He didn’t get any sleep the night he returned from the hospital. Patrick was working the overnight shift at the diner when he got home, and Dex was glad to have avoided this conversation until now. 
 
    “But you’re going back to him. Because he asked you to,” Patrick said, pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “I’m not going back to him. I’m going to make sure he has everything he needs, and that will be the end of it. I won’t go back.” Even as he said the words, Dex knew he couldn’t put faith in that declaration. His heart was inexplicably tied to Owen’s. There was an unmistakable pull that never vanished during their separation, a pull that had faded but was growing stronger since the phone call from the hospital. 
 
    But above all the tender feelings for Owen that Dex wouldn’t admit to, he was the only person in a position to help Owen. Dex was being practical and not just letting his heart lead the way.  Right?   
 
    “He stole three years of your life and all of your savings!” Patrick threw up his hands in frustration. 
 
    “You’re exaggerating. It wasn’t all of my savings, just our wedding fund.” Dex was too stressed to discuss this with Patrick. He wanted to jump in the shower and change into more comfortable clothes before heading back to the hospital.  
 
    “Listen to what you’re saying! Just your wedding fund. The wedding that was to be yours and his. You were going to marry him.” 
 
    “He was a different person when we made that commitment. The person he is now…” Dex shook his head sadly. “I don’t know that man. His personality has changed, and I blame that all on the drugs.” 
 
    “And that’s never going to change, can’t you see that?” Patrick began pacing in front of the sofa in his living room where he was sitting when Dex walked in. “You’ve tried getting him help. He has to want it, and it’s apparent he doesn’t. You shouldn’t get involved again. You’re still healing from before.” 
 
    “I’m not getting involved with him, Patrick! I need you to listen to me.” Dex grabbed Patrick’s arm, saving the carpet from the tread marks he was going to wear eventually. “I am well aware of what Owen did, and I don’t want to make myself vulnerable again. Can you trust that I know what I’m doing, that I won’t get entangled in his drama?” 
 
    Patrick fell back on the couch, clearly defeated. "While I don't agree with what you're doing, I know I can't stop you. Just please come talk to me if you feel you're getting sucked in again. I'm on your side whether it seems that way to you or not, okay?" 
 
    Dex hugged Patrick. He was lucky to have his brother's unwavering support. "I know you are, and I love you for it." 
 
    With that truce, Dex showered and dressed and headed back to the hospital. He meant it when he told Patrick that he wasn't going to let Owen drag him into his drama. He wanted the best for Owen, but Dex recognized that he wasn't the one to help guide Owen.  
 
    Been there, done that, lost the t-shirt. 
 
    His journey to Owen's room was much less eventful than the day of that unexpected call two days ago. He heard voices talking through the crack in the door and knocked before walking in.  
 
    Owen was sitting up in bed, and a uniformed officer was beside him. Next to the large, imposing officer, Owen appeared small and frail. Dex resisted the urge to wrap Owen up in his arms and tell the officer to back off. When would his gut reaction to protect Owen fade? 
 
    Patrick would be more than merely displeased if Dex did anything like that. Instead, he extended his hand to the officer. "Dex Atterbury." 
 
    As Dex shook his hand, the officer introduced himself. "Mr. Atterbury, nice to finally meet you. I'm Officer Linden. I believe you spoke with my partner, Officer Richards." 
 
    "Yes, I did." Dex glanced over at Owen. "How are you feeling?"  
 
    Owen had a sour look on his face. He couldn't be at all comfortable given his injuries and limitations with pain management. "I've been better." 
 
    "Owen mentioned you might be by again. I was just about to begin taking his statement." Officer Linden gestured with his pen at his open notepad. "Would you like Mr. Atterbury to stay, Owen?" 
 
    "Would you?" Owen said to Dex. "Stay?" 
 
    Dex swallowed hard. Part of him wanted to stay to find out what Owen had been through and to provide a steady hand should Owen need the encouragement or comfort; another part was uneasy at the thought of hearing the dreadful things that had happened to Owen. Could he handle the harsh reality of the depths of what Owen's drug addiction had led to? 
 
    Owen asked expectantly, "Dex?" 
 
    “If you want me to, I will,” he acquiesced. 
 
    “I do want you to.”  
 
    Despite the stitches and healing bruises, Dex could see his Owen clear as day. No, don’t get sucked in. This is what Patrick warned you about. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get started.” Officer Linden’s words effectively disconnected the charged stare between Dex and Owen. “Tell me how you know Leroy Sanders.” 
 
    “What makes you think I know him?” came Owen’s petulant response. 
 
    “Is this the game we’re going to play? I know all the tricks to win, so you might as well surrender before we get any further.” Officer Linden was not about Owen’s bullshit, and Dex suppressed a smile. He liked this man. 
 
    “Owen, please cooperate. Officer Linden only wants to help. Someone should have to answer for all of this.” Dex gestured to Owen’s body hidden under the hospital sheets. 
 
    Owen bit his lip and seemed to contemplate his options. Dex wished he could telepathically convince Owen to give Officer Linden everything he knew. Was Owen afraid to give the officer information? A beating as violent as the one Owen apparently endured would make anyone wary of getting involved. 
 
    “Yeah, okay. Fine.” Owen ran his hands through his greasy blond hair. Maybe Dex could offer to wash it for him? He probably couldn’t have a proper shower, what with the stitches on his face and his ankle. 
 
    Dammit, Dex! Stop caring so much! 
 
    “So, Leroy was my dealer, I guess you could say.” 
 
    “You guess? Either he was or he wasn’t. There’s no in between.” 
 
    “Fine.” Owen gritted his teeth. “He was my drug dealer.” 
 
    “What drugs did you buy from Leroy?” 
 
    “Only pain pills, like Oxy and whatever knockoff he had when Oxy got difficult for him to get. But nothing else. None of that crap you asked me about on the boardwalk.” 
 
    “How did you get connected with him?” 
 
    “A guy I worked with sold weed. I’m not giving you his name, by the way; he has nothing to do with this. Though, I’m sure you could easily find out who he is. Anyway, the weed guy told me how to find Leroy.” 
 
    “How long were you buying drugs from Leroy?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Owen looked up at the ceiling in concentration. “Maybe a little less than a year?” 
 
    Dex was floored. Owen had been getting pills from a drug dealer for almost a year? How did he not know? 
 
    “Hey, stop that.” Dex whipped his head up at Owen’s words. “You’re trying to blame some of this on yourself. This has nothing to do with something you should have or shouldn’t have done. You were there for me through everything, and I tossed it all away. The blame is on my shoulders, not yours.” 
 
    Dex blinked back tears at Owen’s impassioned speech. His rational brain knew there wasn’t anything he could have done to change the course of events that led to where they were now. But his once infallible love for Owen told him otherwise. 
 
    “You guys need a moment?” Officer Linden asked. 
 
    “No, we can continue.” Owen sounded more confident than Dex had ever heard him. 
 
    “So, you’ve been buying Oxy from Leroy for about a year. In that time, had he ever been violent?” 
 
    Owen was clearly uncomfortable at that question. Dex took his hand and squeezed. 
 
    “Yeah. He, uh...once he cut my hair.” 
 
    “What?!” Dex interjected. “Was that the night you shaved your head?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The word came out as a whisper. 
 
    “And that cut on your face. Was that Leroy, too?” Dex recalled that night Owen slipped by him after being out later than Dex had expected. None of the excuses Owen gave him for the condition of his hair and face had made any sense to Dex. He vividly remembered being overwhelmed with worry and concern for Owen, and all those feelings, along with anger, came rushing back. 
 
    Owen nodded and refused to meet Dex’s penetrating dark eyes. 
 
    “Back up,” Officer Linden interrupted. “Tell me about your hair and face from the beginning.” 
 
    “He was mad that I owed him a lot of money, so he cut some of my hair off.” Though his words were matter-of-fact, Owen’s expression was sad. The urge to protect him came back to Dex. 
 
    “Owen had long, gorgeous hair. It was beautiful, and he took such good care of it,” Dex explained. “I knew something was very wrong when he came home one night and shaved his head.”  
 
    “So, Leroy cut my hair and my face. But the cut on my face wasn’t deep. It was barely a scratch.” 
 
    “A scratch? Owen, you were bleeding!” Dex practically shouted. Fury at Leroy flared in his chest as he balled his hands into fists. At this moment, Dex wouldn’t hesitate to beat Leroy to a pulp. That repulsive excuse for a human being would pay for wrecking his Owen’s body and spirit. 
 
    “Mr. Atterbury, if you can’t keep your voice down, you’ll have to leave.”  
 
    Dex took heed to the officer’s warning and kept his mouth closed, but his anger still simmered, burning to break free. 
 
    Officer Linden flipped to a fresh page of his notepad. “Was Leroy violent any other time?” 
 
    “He and one of his goons attacked me the night you found me on the beach. They dragged me from my car and accused me of talking to you about him. Which you know I didn’t.” Owen gave a defiant lift of his chin, as if challenging Officer Linden to dispute that fact. The boiling anger inside Dex cooled by several degrees; he was proud of Owen and pleased to see some of his spunk returning. 
 
    “Are you willing to identify him in a lineup?” 
 
    “What will that mean for me once I’m out of here? He can come find me anytime and do something worse.” 
 
    “With your cooperation and testimony, the DA is hoping to lock Leroy up for a very long time.” 
 
    “Testimony? I’ll have to go to court and testify? Will I have to face him?” Owen turned pale under the redness and bruises. 
 
    “Well, we’re in the very early stages of the case but yes. Unless Leroy pleads guilty, you’ll have to testify in court, and Leroy will be there.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that. You see what he’s done to me? And you want me to look him in the eye and tell a judge what I went through? You might as well kill me now. Save Leroy the trouble.” 
 
    Terror and anxiety were coming off Owen in waves. Dex couldn’t bear to see Owen get upset again, and his instinct to protect kicked in. “Maybe you could come back another day? The idea of testifying in front of Leroy has Owen obviously upset.” 
 
    Officer Linden closed his notepad. “I’ll leave my number with you again, and you can call me when you’re ready to talk further. I don’t want to pressure you, but your testimony gives the state the best chance to get Leroy behind bars where he belongs.” 
 
    “You can’t put your entire case on my shoulders. What if I decide I can’t or won’t testify? Isn’t there someone else you can use as your bait?” 
 
    “You’re not bait, Owen. Leroy needs to be punished for what he did to you, and the only way that can happen is for you to tell your story. Officer Linden is on your side.” 
 
    “We agreed to revisit your willingness to testify later, so let’s lay it to rest for now. There is something else I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    “I’ve told you everything I know. What else could you want from me!”  Owen’s voice broke on the last word, hysterics near the surface. 
 
    The need to comfort and console Owen got the best of Dex. “Owen, he said it isn’t about Leroy. Will you at least listen?” He stroked his thumb over Owen’s knuckles to soothe Owen’s raw nerves. 
 
    “This hospital has an excellent drug rehabilitation program. I should know; my wife runs it.” A fond smile appeared on Officer Linden’s face. “How do you feel about speaking with her about the services offered? I think you would benefit greatly from the program.” 
 
    “Sure, why not? It’s not like I have anything else to do.” 
 
    A bit of Dex’s earlier anger returned, this time directed at Owen and his insolence. If Owen didn’t take his situation seriously—the addiction, the beating, his wounds, and the surgery—nothing was going to get him on the right track.  And Dex wouldn’t placate Owen. “That’s not a good attitude.” 
 
    Officer Linden shook his head. “No, it’s a genuine reaction and one that should be expected. Owen and I had a heart to heart days ago, and I think we’ve come to an understanding. I’ll ask Monique to talk to you. The rest is up to you. No one is going to force you into rehab.” 
 
    “Maybe I need to be forced. Maybe that’s why I haven’t been able to do it on my own. Dex tried before he left me; Sammy tried before he fired me.” 
 
    “Discuss that with Monique. She’ll have some insight.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The parking lot where Owen had left his car was in a rough stretch of road along the beach. The shops were out of business and graffiti covered most of the brick. The potholes in the parking lot discouraged anyone from driving through.  
 
    Dex opened the trunk to find a few ratty pieces of clothing that desperately needed a wash if the smell was any indication. He doubted they would survive the spin cycle. He gathered them up into a reusable shopping bag he had the forethought to bring. He checked the front and back seats, not finding anything worth bringing to Owen. 
 
    He’d have to find a way to get Owen’s car out of this lot and to a safer location. That was a problem for future Dex. Right now, his mission was to get some clean clothes to Owen. 
 
    After making sure Owen’s car was locked and as secure as possible given the area, Dex got into his own car and drove to the discount outlet mall. Patrick would kill him for this. That was another problem for future Dex. 
 
    He knew Owen’s sizes when they were together. Now, Owen was much thinner, and Dex had to guess at his current size. Sweatpants and t-shirts were a safe bet. He selected five pairs of sweatpants and five t-shirts, along with socks and boxer briefs. 
 
    On the way out, he stopped at a drugstore for basic toiletries to add to his purchases. Then he went home and dumped all the new clothing into the washer. Sure, he was going above and beyond for someone who had stolen a large amount of money from him and stomped on his heart, but kindness was Dex’s default. He knew no other way. 
 
    The next morning, he left for work earlier than normal so that he could stop by the hospital to drop off the clean clothes and toiletries. Owen was asleep, and Dex placed the items on a chair. He quietly approached the bed. 
 
    He loved watching Owen sleep. Owen was a late sleeper, and Dex, being an early riser, would spend several minutes in bed watching the rise and fall of Owen’s chest or a trail of drool from the corner of his mouth. Dex loved every part of Owen; how could Patrick expect him to keep a neutral distance? 
 
    While he was encouraged by Owen’s positive reaction to the suggestion of drug rehab, Dex was wary of putting too much faith in that brief conversation. Anything could happen between now and when Dr. Wen discharged Owen. 
 
    Perhaps one day, he and Owen could be friends, at the very least. He doubted his heart would allow him to be content with friendship, but it was a place to start.
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    "THINK OF A MOMENT when you were truly happy. Think about the people who brought you that happiness. Focus on those good feelings."  
 
    The therapist for this morning's group therapy session was a slight woman with a mane of wild red hair. Her hair matched her energy as heard in her chipper voice and exuberant hand motions. Owen preferred her over James, the stuffy psychiatrist Owen had been assigned the day he checked into the drug rehab facility on the north side of the hospital campus. 
 
    Mercy created a comfortable atmosphere in group sessions. Everyone had relaxed postures and less tension in their faces once they got settled into one of the chairs that formed a circle. Gerry, a seventy-something year old grandma, and Owen’s roommate, Ivan, were on either side of him. 
 
    Owen had a choice to participate in the in-patient program or take part on an outpatient basis. Given he was homeless and had Dr. Wen’s orders for physical therapy for his ankle, in-patient was the no-brainer choice. 
 
    When he was assigned to room with Ivan, Owen was almost ashamed to admit to himself that he was looking forward to it. Who got excited about being in rehab? But he was eager to prove to Dex he could be a better person. He also got to share his journey with someone who was a veteran of sorts. Ivan was one-month shy of completing one year sober in the program and was a wealth of knowledge and support.  
 
    Ivan understood the mood swings – the hopeful highs, the depressing lows, and the burning rage – and prodded Owen forward when Owen wanted to give up.  
 
    Ivan was leery of Owen using Dex as his motivation for getting clean, warning Owen that putting that much hope on a relationship that might never be again was possibly setting himself up for failure. Owen knew that and tried concentrating his goal on more attainable things, such as a job, a home...a life not tied to when and how he was going to get his next dose. 
 
    "Does anyone want to share their happy moment?" 
 
    A happy moment? The first that came to Owen's mind was the night Dex proposed to him. Dex had caught him completely off guard. Their relationship was strong and full of love, and Owen couldn't have imagined anything that would make it better, but Dex proved him wrong. 
 
      
 
    "Owen," Sammy whined. "I promise this is the last time! I'll never, ever ask you again." 
 
    "Where have I heard those exact words before?" Owen tapped his chin and looked to the ceiling. "Oh, I know!" Owen pointed at Sammy. "Isn't that what you said about speed dating?" 
 
    "Awe, c'mon! I haven't asked you for anything since then. I can't help it if someone cancels on short notice!" 
 
    "And what do you think Dex would say about me being a contestant in your dating game?" 
 
    "Oh, it's no problem!  Actually, you’ll be the eligible bachelor, not a contestant. Anyway, I talked to Dex a few minutes ago, and he gave his blessing as long as you don't go home with anyone." 
 
    "How are you going to guarantee that? You can't throw off the game that easily." 
 
    "It'll be fine, Owen! You'll have cards to read from. Think of it as a script." 
 
    "None of this makes any sense. How can I play the role of the eligible bachelor if I'm not eligible? That's an important quality to have for this to work." 
 
    "You'll go first. It'll sorta be like a practice run. The other bachelors and contestants will get to see how it works." 
 
    "But how is that fair for the three guys who think they're getting a chance to win a date with a single guy?" 
 
    "I'll take care of that part. Give 'em vouchers for drinks at the bar or something." 
 
    "I would be pretty pissed off to be tricked into thinking I could possible win a hot date but end up getting a few beers by myself at a hotel bar instead." 
 
    "I'll worry about those little details. Pretty please?" 
 
    "Fine. Give me the cards." 
 
    Instead of producing the cue cards, Sammy led him to the ballroom where the gay dating game was to be held. A makeshift stage was set up on one side of the ballroom. A large curtain was draped on the stage, bisecting it so that one stool was on one side and three stools were on the other. A banner that spanned the back of the stage announced The Gay-ting Game. 
 
    Sammy ushered Owen to the single stool side. "Sit here, and the contestants will be ushered in from the side entrance. They won't see you, and you won't see them." 
 
    "Sammy, I'm well aware of how The Dating Game is played. Who hasn't watched reruns? Chuck Woolery, am I right?" Owen wiggled his eyebrows.  
 
    "Major swoon-worthy," Sammy agreed. "Okay, okay. So, read a question on the cards, let each guy answer, and then move on to the next question. Zero brain power required." 
 
    "When will I get these mysterious cards you keep speaking of?" 
 
    "Uh, well…" Sammy rubbed the back of his neck. "I haven't printed them yet." 
 
    Owen widened his eyes. "When exactly does this thing start?"  
 
    "In thirty minutes." 
 
    "Thirty minutes?" Owen asked incredulously. "When am I supposed to review the cards?" 
 
    "Chill, Owen. You don't need to read the questions beforehand. This is simple and straightforward. Stick to the script – you know, the cards – and everything will be fine." 
 
    "You are the absolute worst, and I hate you," Owen said with no heat in his voice.  
 
    "Nah, man. You love me." Sammy gave Owen a cheeky grin.  
 
    "Some days I wish I didn't. Now go print those cards or I'm walking out." 
 
    Sammy scampered off, leaving Owen to shoot off a quick text to Dex. 
 
       
 
    Owen: I don't know who I hate more, you or Sammy. 
 
       
  
    Dex: LOL. We owed him for helping me move into your apartment. Be nice.  
 
      
 
    Owen: No, YOU owe him, not me. I said we could have done it by ourselves. 
 
      
 
    Dex: Sure, baby. Whatever you say. Walking into the library. See you at home. Don't enjoy yourself too much.  
 
      
 
    Owen: Very funny. Keep that up and I might bring a man home with me. 
 
      
 
    Dex: LOL. Love you. 
 
       

    Owen: Ditto. <3 
 
       

    They were coming up on their eighteen-month anniversary, and Owen still loved Dex as fiercely as the moment he realized about two weeks into dating that he was hopelessly in love. 
 
    Owen was still smiling down at his phone when Sammy presented him with the question cards. He read a few and groaned, “These are terrible questions! And cheesy. Do I have to read these, or can I make up something more exciting?” 
 
    “They are not terrible or cheesy! They’re romantic. Why are you hating on romance?” 
 
    “I’m not hating on romance. I love romance with my guy, but as part of a dating game, it seems desperate. Stuff like that should happen naturally. You can’t force the connection.” 
 
    Sammy tsked. “My sweet summer child.  We’re facilitating the romance, encouraging the connections, gathering all the ingredients to the recipe.” Sammy raised his arms and swept them wide in an over-the-top display that had Owen laughing. 
 
    People began filing into the room and taking seats in the rows of chairs set up for the audience. Owen started getting nervous. He didn’t like being the center of attention and having all eyes on him. 
 
    Sammy’s expression turned serious. “Now sit down and get ready to play along. We start in,” He glanced at his phone, “ten minutes.” 
 
    Those ten minutes flew by, and before he knew it, Owen was in the hot seat. Sammy introduced him to the audience, many of whom Owen knew or who knew him and Dex. This was such a farce.  
 
    “Our contestants are on the other side of the curtain, waiting to answer all of your pressing questions, Owen, and for a chance to win your heart. Are you guys ready?” Sammy asked the three men hidden from Owen’s view. 
 
    The audience whistled and cheered. Their exuberance was excessive for this kind of event. Owen realized those guys must be ridiculously hot or plain ridiculous.  
 
    “Our handsome, eligible bachelor will start with a question for Contestant Number One. Take it away, Owen!” 
 
    “Okay, um.” Owen cleared his throat. “Here we go. Contestant Number One, if you could work in any profession, what would it be?” Yep, let’s start off with the boring question.  
 
    “If I could work in any profession,” came a cocky-sounding voice. “I would be a professional thief so I could steal your heart.”  
 
    Owen covered a laugh with a cough. "Okay. Well, that's something. Contestant Number Two, your profession?" 
 
    "I'd choose the shipping business because I'd ship us so hard." This guy could compete with the first in a cocky tone competition.  
 
    Owen nearly choked on his own spit. "Um, yeah. Moving along. Contestant Number Three, same question." 
 
    A voice that was obviously disguised said, “I like working with kids, so maybe a teacher or pediatrician.” 
 
    "Oh, wow. Yeah. That's wonderful. It takes a special kind of person to want to be around kids all the time." A special person like his Dex who had endless patience and was kind to all his students. 
 
    "Okay. Second question. Contestant Number One, what is the longest relationship you’ve been in?" 
 
    "It's not the length that counts, it's what you do with it that matters." 
 
    "Clearly," Owen mumbled under his breath as the crowd hooted. "Contestant Number Two, your answer?" 
 
    "Depends on how long you and I are together." 
 
    All of Owen's internal eye rolling was going to cause his eyeballs to dislodge. "Contestant Number Three?" 
 
    "A blissful year and a half." 
 
    "Awe, that's sweet." Contestant Number Three seemed like a nice guy. Owen hoped he'd find someone who'd appreciate him.  
 
    "Third question: What is your favorite scent, Contestant Number One?" 
 
    The first man let out what he probably hoped would be a sexy moan but sounded like a donkey braying. "Your sweat after a marathon between the sheets." 
 
    Where did Sammy find these guys? Sleazy was putting it nicely.  
 
    "Contestant Number Two?" 
 
    "Our bodies fresh out of the shower after hours of lovemaking." 
 
    Suppressing a gag, Owen kept the momentum going. "And Contestant Number Three?" 
 
    "Vanilla and cinnamon, especially from a fresh baked dessert." 
 
    This answer made Owen think of the homemade cinnamon rolls Dex liked to bake on a random Sunday morning. They would snuggle in bed, sipping coffee, and munching on his cinnamon rolls. Owen adored those lazy mornings. Maybe he could convince Dex to make them this weekend. 
 
    "Next question. Describe the perfect first date, Contestant Number One."  
 
    "My bedroom all night long. Yeah, baby!" This guy’s Austin Powers impression was spot on. 
 
    “Okay, Contestant Number Two. Your turn.” 
 
    "I’d take you to a club where we can grind on each other. Then, I’d probably blow you in the bathroom and see where things lead from there.” 
 
    Oh gods. Owen would have to have a talk with Sammy about setting the standards higher for these events. 
 
    “Your perfect first date, Contestant Number Three?” 
 
    "Something nice and relaxing so there's no pressure. Like hot chocolate and cuddling on the couch, getting to know one another." 
 
    Just like his and Dex's first date. A wide grin spread across his face. Owen must have let his thoughts wander for too long because Sammy was in front of him, tapping the cards in his hands. "Can we get to the next question, Owen?" 
 
    Owen cleared his throat and turned his attention back to his question cards. "What is your idea of the perfect marriage proposal?" 
 
    "Marriage is for suckers. Who needs a ball and chain when there's fun to be had?" Contestant Number One had some strong opinions about marriage. 
 
    “Hmm, okay. Contestant Number Two?” 
 
    "I'd take you sky diving, and while we're falling to the ground, I'd point out the banner flying from the tail of the plane. The banner would say 'Marry me, dude!'" 
 
    That sounded horrible. If Dex proposed to him like that, he'd have to say no because he was worth more than a 'dude.' Wait, why was he imagining Dex proposing to him? Silly.  
 
    “And Contestant Number Three, your ideal marriage proposal?” 
 
    "I'd like to show you, if I may?" 
 
    "It’s against the rules for the bachelor and a contestant to see each before the questioning is finished, but I'll allow it this once," Sammy agreed.  
 
    The audience roared at the unexpected turn of events, then continued to roar and cheer and clap and whistle. Some people were standing up.  
 
    This is bizarre. There’s no need for all this commotion. Did Sammy put something in the water? Everyone is acting strange. 
 
    Owen braced himself for...what, he didn’t know. Maybe Contestant Number Three was going to spray him with silly string? Or pick Owen up and twirl him above his head like ice skaters performing at the Olympics? 
 
    Owen sat on his stool, waiting for what was to come, as the crowd got rowdier. From the shadows on the curtain, he could make out Contestant Number Three approaching his side of the stage. 
 
    The man who came into view was the last person Owen expected to see. Dex had a huge but nervous smile on his face, and he looked hot in dark gray slacks and a light blue Oxford shirt.  
 
    With a racing heart, Owen asked, “What are you doing here, Dex?” 
 
    Instead of replying, Dex came to stand in between Owens legs. Owen looked up into his brown eyes and everything else faded away. He no longer heard the noise from the audience and was no longer aware of the uncomfortable stool he was sitting on. It was all Dex. 
 
    “Baby.” Dex cupped Owen’s cheek, stroking his skin with the lightest of touches. Owen shivered and closed his eyes. 
 
    He opened them again when Dex removed his hand to see Dex on one knee in front of him. He had a small black velvet box in the palm of his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Owen,” Dex said as he opened the box. “I love you with every ounce of my being, and I want to be with you forever. How about we make this thing we’re doing official and get married?” 
 
    Owen stared, open-mouthed, at the shiny, black band nestled in the jewelry box. And then he laughed. 
 
    A big, hearty belly laugh that forced all the air out of his body until he was gasping for breath. 
 
    Dex sat back on his heels and looked up at Owen, bewildered. The audience was completely still and silent for once. Owen’s laugh echoed in the ballroom. 
 
    When he finally managed to catch his breath, he got down on his knees with Dex and kissed him fiercely. “Yes, you silly man. I would be honored to make this thing official.” 
 
    Dex barked out a laugh and slipped the band over Owen’s finger. He pulled Owen into a tight hug, whispering in his ear over the roaring of the audience, “Don’t you ever laugh at me again! You almost gave me a heart attack!”  
 
    Owen teased back, “You caught me off guard! Laughing was my natural, first reaction. You can’t hold that against me!” 
 
    Dex lifted Owen up to standing, and the two men faced the audience. “He said yes!” Dex announced and raised Owen’s hand to show off the engagement band on his finger. 
 
    Owen did get his cinnamon rolls that weekend, among other things. 
 
      
 
    "Now think about what you're willing to do, what sacrifices you’re willing to make, to get back that feeling of contentment." Mercy’s voice brought Owen back to the present. 
 
    Tears were streaming silently down Owen’s face. He’d traded his engagement ring to Leroy for pills, and the loss hit him harder right then than ever before. The guilt and the grief he felt for allowing his addiction to destroy the best thing that had ever happened in his life overwhelmed him. 
 
    His chest tightened, making it hard to breathe, and his vision spotted. Oh no, not again. 
 
    He fruitlessly tried his breathing exercises to ward off the impending panic attack. He felt Gerry grab his hand, her warm, wrinkly skin soothing him. Someone else rubbed his back. He leaned over, putting his head between his legs and concentrated on his breathing. 
 
    Minutes, or maybe even hours, passed before he was able to sit up and function without feeling like a giant was sitting on his chest, crushing him. 
 
    “We’ll break here for the day,” Mercy addressed the group. “Next week, we’ll pick back up on this topic, so be thinking about that happy moment.” 
 
    Ivan helped him from his chair, handing him his crutches, and guiding him to their room. Owen flopped face down on his bed and ignored Ivan. Eventually, he fell asleep, dreaming of Dex’s strong arms around him. 
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    HIS NEW CLOTHES NO LONGER smelled like Dex. Or rather, like Dex’s preferred fabric softener. Owen was losing his connection to Dex. 
 
    The scent of his clothing was a silly thing to obsess over, he knew this. But his body was going through withdrawal, and his emotional state was temperamental at best. He was sitting in James’ office as the doctor droned on about the Suboxone he would prescribe Owen, some magical pill that was going to make the detox easier for him. To Owen this was just another medication he could possibly get addicted to. 
 
    To get through his sessions with James, Owen would pull up the collar of his t-shirt to cover his nose. He’d inhale Dex’s scent and feel a calm wash over him. Now that his clothes smelled like the industrial cleaner the hospital used, he felt more and more unsettled and ready to jump out of his seat. 
 
    Not that he could jump out of his seat. His ankle was on the mend, and he relied on his crutches to get everywhere. Those damn crutches were another thing that frustrated him.  
 
    “Will the Suboxone help with my ankle pain?” Owen cut James off mid-sentence. For all he knew, James might have moved on to another topic. 
 
    James blinked slowly at Owen, a sure sign Owen had pissed him off. Like Owen gave a shit. James was stuffy and dull and didn't appear to genuinely care about his patients. There was a coldness to him that made Owen want to say whatever he thought James would want to hear so that he could get away from him. Clinical was the word Owen would use to describe James. His preference to be called by his first name provided no warmth to how he projected himself.  
 
    “Yes, it will help with the pain, so we will discontinue the ibuprofen Dr. Wen prescribed. She and I have had an in-depth discussion of your treatment for your physical injuries and your dependency issues. You will also find the Suboxone will help with your generalized anxiety disorder and will alleviate some of your withdrawal symptoms.” James' dull, monotonous tone drove Owen up the wall. 
 
    “Great. When do I start taking it?” Even to his own ears, he sounded childish.  
 
    James steepled his hands on his desk and gave Owen one of his patented fake stares of patience. “I have drawn up a regimen for you, which you will need to follow closely. That shouldn't be a problem as the aids will administer the medication, and you will continue to be drug tested.” 
 
    This was some One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest level shit. Everything rationed and monitored and all fun to be had sucked out of everything. James would, from this moment on, be known as Nurse Ratched in his head. If Owen had an ounce of motivation, he might have rallied the other patients to escape. 
 
    What a silly notion. He was here on his own free will; he checked himself in, and he could check himself out anytime he wanted. He could say “fuck this!” and walk right out. But, then where would he go? He was still homeless and jobless at the end of the day. 
 
    He was six days into his ninety day stay. That meant in eighty-four days, he was on his own. He thought about the conversation he had with Ivan about Ivan’s departure. 
 
    “You won’t be on your own,” Ivan reassured him when Owen voiced his fear. “Monique has several housing and job resources you can take advantage of. She’s built up a good reputation with businesses who are willing to hire recovering addicts. Anyway, it’s too early to be thinking about that stuff. Right now, focus on healing.” 
 
    “What are you going to do in a couple of weeks when you’re set free?”  
 
    Ivan chuckled. “You make it sound like we’re in a prison.” 
 
    It was uncommon for a patient of the rehab program to sign up for a stint longer than ninety days. Ivan explained to him that he chose a full year because of his propensity for relapsing. He'd been through two short outpatient programs but found himself slipping back into old habits. He also mentioned his family history. Nearly every one of his family members was addicted to something – alcohol, drugs, food, you name it – and Ivan wanted to break the cycle. He’d lost a brother to a drug deal gone bad, his father was in jail for robbing a bank, and his mother succumbed to cirrhosis of the liver when Ivan was fifteen. Other various extended family members had run-ins with the law or addiction-related health issues. 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel like a prison sometimes?” 
 
    Ivan shook his head vehemently. “Not at all. Actually, it feels like freedom. Freedom from the temptations that imprisoned my family. I want a better life for myself. I want a career. I want to get married and have children and raise them right. The cycle stops here, with me.” 
 
    Owen wanted an ounce of Ivan’s motivation and passion. In that moment, Owen wanted to give up. Dex wasn’t going to take him back, so what goal was he working toward? 
 
    "I wish I had something to look forward to like you." The helplessness was consuming him. That feeling was a constant lately. 
 
    Ivan had the patience of Job. Ivan went round for round tirelessly every time Owen got sucked into the despair. 
 
    "You have lots to look forward to! Think of rehab as a journey to a clean slate. That clean slate gives you endless possibilities. Anything you want, you can go after." Ivan reminded Owen of Sammy at times. They were both animated and spoke passionately. 
 
    He missed Sammy, but he’d stuck his neck out too many times for Owen. Without Sammy on his side, he certainly would have been fired sooner than he had been. Sammy had actually cried when he told Owen not to come back, that he no longer had a job at the hotel. 
 
    "But do I deserve anything? I fucked it all up. I burned every possible bridge I could've had. And what happens when new people find out I'm an addict? No one will want to give me the time of day." Owen wanted to rip his hair out by his roots.  
 
    "With that attitude, no. No one will want to give you a chance if you can’t give yourself a chance first. You made the choice to come here; no one forced you. That’s a huge step and shows me that, at one point, you thought you had a reason to better yourself.” 
 
    “I do. Well, I did.” Owen clenched his fist. He had the urge to punch a wall until his knuckles split open.  
 
    Ivan reached over and covered Owen’s fist with his own. “Owen, give yourself some time. You haven’t been here a week. Your body and your mind need to heal. Work with James, participate in group therapy, take your meds. In a few weeks, you’ll be able to think more clearly.” 
 
    “What am I going to do without you? You’re too good at talking me off a ledge.” 
 
    Ivan smiled fondly at Owen. “Give it some time and you won’t need to be talked off a ledge. You might find yourself talking someone else off that ledge.” 
 
    “Now you’re pushing it.” Owen smiled for the first time that day. "You know, you could be a therapist here. You've got a unique perspective as someone who's personally dealt with addiction, and your bedside manner is miles above James’ on a good day." 
 
    Ivan ducked his head. Was he blushing? "I've looked into the course curriculum for a bachelor's degree in psychology. It would take years to actually get licensed as a therapist." 
 
    Owen sat up straighter. "Does this mean you're planning on pursuing a career in mental health? You would be excellent, Ivan! I think this is your calling."  
 
    "Maybe? I would have to go for a master's, and then there's clinical hours…" Ivan trailed off. 
 
    "Here's the part of the conversation where I tell you to have faith in yourself." Owen smirked at Ivan. "I can say, from personal experience, that you would be an incredible therapist! You're compassionate and understanding. And let's not forget patient." 
 
    Ivan almost preened at the praise. "Yes, well. We'll see."  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The interview room of the police station smelled of stale coffee and mildew. Owen squinted at the form on the metal table in front of him, tapping his pen on the paper. He had days to figure out what he wanted – needed, really – to say.  
 
    When Officer Linden approached Owen for a victim impact statement, Owen's first instinct was to refuse. He didn't think of himself as a victim. Well, maybe a victim of himself, of his own choices.  
 
    Whitney, the victim's advocate assigned to Owen by the district attorney's office, stressed the importance of his statement. "Let me tell you, Owen, you have been through some shit. We don't want anyone else to suffer the same. What that means is, you get to tell your story. You get to let the judge know how much of a son of a bitch this guy Leroy is."  
 
    Owen liked Whitney's frank, blunt way of speaking. It put him at ease when his default setting was on edge. Today, she was wearing one of her trademark power suits, this one in eggplant. The crisp white blouse underneath her jacket, her sleek hair, and simple pearl studs in her ears completed her no-nonsense look. She was fierce, and judging by her male colleagues’ reaction whenever she was near, she was well respected. Owen suspected they were all in fear of losing their balls should they cross her. 
 
    He could use some of her confidence. Every time he thought about how he suffered at the hands of Leroy, he came right back to blaming himself. It was his fault he hadn’t practiced in the heels before attempting to perform on stage. It was his fault he over-medicated himself to the point of reliance on a chemical substance to get through the day. It was his fault he allowed that dependency to become more important than the love he had with Dex. 
 
    He pushed his chair back, the scrape and squeak of metal on the tile floor making him cringe. Grabbing his crutches from where they were propped up on the side of the table, he hobbled to the lone, dusty window. It had started raining, and the sidewalks were steaming at the contact of the cool rain against the heated ground. The summer heat had been relentless. 
 
    How was Dex spending his summer? When they were together, Owen would binge watch television shows and movies that Dex didn’t have the time to watch during the school year. Was he watching those shows by himself? He hoped Dex wasn’t lonely. 
 
    Why did he care about Dex? Dex abandoned him, again. No visit or phone call since he dropped off the clothes that night a week ago. Dex had virtually disappeared, and Owen was pissed off about it.  
 
    He hobbled back to the chair, fuming about Dex’s apparent lack of concern for Owen. What if Owen had had complications from his ankle surgery? Would Dex have any idea? No, of course not, because Dex was back in his shiny, perfect world. Owen slammed his hand on the table, cursing Dex under his breath. 
 
    A soft knock at the door interrupted his train of thought. Whitney’s blonde head poked in the door. “How’s it coming along?” 
 
    “It isn’t," he snapped. 
 
    Whitney gave no reaction to Owen's sour mood. “How can I help?” She walked over to Owen and rested her backside against the table, crossing her ankles and her arms.  
 
    “I don’t know that you can. I want to forget the bad crap and writing about it isn’t doing me any favors.” The blank page seemed to glare accusingly at him. 
 
    He was the state's strongest witness for its case against Leroy. He knew that because he’d been told so several times by numerous people. It was a tremendous amount of pressure to put on his shoulders. He was in recovery for drug addiction, for Christ’s sake! The added stress made his brain hurt. 
 
    The panic attacks he experienced after his ankle surgery continued to plague him. The withdrawal symptoms coupled with the nightmares of the attack left his body and mind exhausted. The Suboxone helped, but it wasn’t a miracle. 
 
    He was moody all the damn time.  
 
    “Owen, honey.” When Whitney broke out the “honey” he knew he better listen up. "You won’t be doing yourself any favors by not pursuing your rights under the legal system to punish a criminal who assaulted you. ‘Cause let me tell ya, that cut on your face is going to make a pretty little scar that you’ll have to live with for the rest of your life. Will you be satisfied looking at yourself in the mirror everyday knowing you lost the chance to put Leroy behind bars?” 
 
    Fuck, she was brutal. “Yeah, you’re definitely not helping.” Despite the bite of her words, Owen’s mood improved a smidge, and his lips stretched into a hint of a smile. “I’ll give it a go, but I can’t promise my mood will improve.” 
 
    “I’d expect nothing less from you, Owen.” 
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    SAMMY HAD FINALLY GIVEN UP the way-too-young-for-his-age hairstyle. The bleached faux hawk he'd sported the past few years that Dex had known him was outdated and more appropriate for someone a third of his age. Dex only had to look at his students for proof.  
 
    Now, his hair was light brown, close cropped, and longer on the top. He looked more his age, and Dex was happy to see that.  
 
    Sammy was Owen's friend first. The arrival of Dex in Owen's life included Sammy. The three of them hung out often until the break up. Actually, things had been getting tense between them and Sammy before Dex left. Dex noticed Sammy distancing himself, and Dex chalked that up to Sammy being Owen's boss.  
 
    But Dex knew in the back of his mind the boss-employee dynamic was not the reason for Sammy pulling away. Both he and Dex were unprepared and helpless to cope with Owen's addiction. Maybe Sammy blamed Dex for how bad it got or hated him for leaving Owen. 
 
    Today, he was going to find out how Sammy felt about it all. 
 
    Dex had asked Sammy to meet him at the coffee shop where Dex and Owen had their first date. He didn’t know why he chose that place out of all the other places in the city they could have met. Hell, they could have met at the bar in Sammy’s hotel. 
 
    Dex avoided looking at the booth where he and Owen had sipped hot chocolates and had gotten to know one another. In his mind, it would forever be “their booth.” 
 
    Dex took the chair opposite Sammy at the small table where Sammy was sitting, staring miserably at his cup of coffee. Dex set his own cup down. 
 
    “Thanks for meeting me. I, uh, wanted to let you know how Owen was doing.” He rubbed his palms on his jeans, not sure why he was anxious about this conversation. 
 
    “This coffee is shit,” Sammy said by way of response. “How can I enjoy anything on this wretched diet? Ugh.” He pushed the cup away as if it had personally offended him. 
 
    Dex chuckled. “What kind of coffee did you get? I’ve never had anything bad here.” 
 
    “This disgusting excuse for a beverage is a nonfat, sugar-free vanilla latte with almond milk. Does that even sound like coffee? What atrocities have you seen, baristas?” he called out to the coffee shop staff. 
 
    The barista closest to their table rolled his eyes and continued wiping down the counter.  
 
    “Why are you drinking that? I’ve only ever seen you drink sugary, whole milk drinks with lots and lots of whipped cream.” 
 
    “Oh, my sweet summer child. You are getting up there in age, too. Our bodies don’t bounce back like they used to. Remember fondly the days of being able to eat pancakes and bacon for breakfast, a hamburger and greasy fries for lunch, and fried chicken for supper? Not to mention the beer and desserts. Yes, all those desserts! I know how much you like to bake. The baking part is fine; it’s the eating that’ll get you.” 
 
    “What are you going on about? I’m four years younger than you!” 
 
    “Four years isn’t a lot in the grand scheme of life. Don’t waste away your years, Dexter.” 
 
    Dex lost track of the number of times he’d explained to Sammy that his name was simply Dex, that it wasn’t a shortened version of another name. Yet Sammy still insisted on calling him Dexter. It was funny, considering how he liked for people to call him Sammy and not his full name, Samuel. 
 
    “So, what’s with the super modified coffee drink?” 
 
    “Forty is looming around the corner. My body is a temple and must be treated as such. No one will want a flabby, over the hill, but still fabulous, man. I’m running out of time!” 
 
    “Running out of time for what?” 
 
    “For finding a husband! I’m nearing my expiration date, and I must do everything in my power to maintain my sparkle until I snag my One True Love!” 
 
    Oh boy. Dex had forgotten how much of a handful Sammy could be when he was in one of his dramatic moods. “Did something happen, Sammy?” 
 
    “Brace yourself, Dexter. This may come as a shock.” 
 
    What was to come, Dex could only guess. "I'm braced." 
 
    “Louis left me.” 
 
    “Who’s Louis?” 
 
    “‘Who’s Louis?’” Sammy parroted. “Louis was the man of my dreams! We were meant to be together until Friday night when he dumped me!” 
 
    “Oh, that Louis.” Dex had no clue who Louis was. “I’m very sorry to hear that. Break-ups are rough.” Like his break up with Owen. He rubbed at his chest, over his heart, to soothe the burning ache that plagued him whenever he thought of the collapse of their relationship. 
 
    Dex was purposely staying away from the hospital. He was afraid he would end up never leaving Owen’s side if he went back there. 
 
    Besides, Owen didn’t need false hope that they would get back together. Dex’s presence would surely convey the wrong message. He wanted Owen to make decisions for himself and not for the hope that Dex would take him back. Dex suffered too much already from having that hope himself. He couldn’t be Owen’s cheerleader. 
 
    “He was the love of my life,” Sammy whined. “He told me I was old and getting pudgy around the middle!” Sammy sniffed and turned his nose up. “Pudgy! Can you believe that? Do I look pudgy to you?” He stood up and twirled around with his arms extended for Dex’s inspection. 
 
    A group of teens at a table across from them were staring at Sammy. He saw one of them covering her mouth with her hand to disguise a laugh. He would never allow such disrespectful behavior in his classroom.  
 
    “Please, sit down. You’re not pudgy.” 
 
    Sammy slid back into his chair. “But I am old and running out of time. I must keep myself in tip top shape if I’m going to compete with all the young, virile gay men in this city." 
 
    “You’re not old, and you’re not running out of time. Lots of people find love later in life.” Dex would have to remind himself of this pep talk in the coming years if he were still single. 
 
    He hadn’t thought about dating since leaving Owen. At the moment, he wasn’t ready and didn’t know if he would ever be ready. He gave his heart and his soul completely to Owen, and he wasn’t sure he could offer that to anyone else. A vital part of his being was obliterated with the demise of their relationship. He couldn’t put himself through something so devastating again. 
 
    “That’s not what Louis said.” Sammy heaved a sigh that Dex thought was excessive, even for Sammy. “Henceforth, I am on this horribly restrictive diet.” 
 
    “Well, I think it’s unnecessary, but if it makes you feel better…” Dex shrugged. Examining Sammy’s logic in restricting his diet to attract a partner was not on today’s agenda. The conversation needed to be moved along or they would be here all afternoon. “I’ve been in touch with Owen. I thought you might want to know how he’s doing.” 
 
    Sammy’s face fell. “Please don't give me bad news." 
 
    "The news starts off bad but improves if that's any consolation. It's been about a week since I last saw him. I have it on good authority that he's doing well, given the circumstances." 
 
    "What circumstances?" Sammy perked up. "Did he get into serious trouble?" Worry lines on his forehead deepened, but Dex wasn't going to mention that. Sammy would probably run out of the coffee shop to the nearest dermatologist for Botox injections. 
 
    Dex relayed the tale of Owen's attack and injuries. The tan on Sammy’s face was washed out by the time Dex had described all of Owen’s injuries. “He’s got orders for three months of physical therapy, and he checked himself into the ninety-day rehab program. The PT and rehab run concurrently, so he’ll be at the hospital for the duration of both.” 
 
    Tears welled up in Sammy’s eyes. Dex grabbed a few napkins from the dispenser on the table and handed them to him. Sammy dabbed at his eyes and looked forlornly at Dex. “It’s my fault Owen is in rehab. All my fault, Dexter.” 
 
    “It isn’t your fault, Sammy. Owen had to be in the right frame of mind to get help. He wasn’t there yet. Until now.” 
 
    “No, what I mean is, I got him hooked on those stupid painkillers. I had pain pills left over from my wisdom tooth extraction, and when I saw he was suffering between prescriptions from his doctor, I gave him my pills. I shouldn’t have done that.” Tears were steadily streaming down his face. 
 
    Dex placed a comforting hand on Sammy’s arm. “I’ve been through the blame game, beating myself up for things I might have done to contribute to Owen’s drug problem. It isn’t my fault or yours.” 
 
    Owen's disfigured face, his ratty, smelly clothes, and his dirty, banged up car were images burned into Dex's brain. Despite the conviction in his words, Dex knew he would always carry around some of the responsibility for Owen's misfortune on his shoulders. 
 
    Sammy mopped his face of tears. “I'm overreacting, aren't I?" He didn't wait for Dex to respond. "He was my closest friend, and I let him down. He should have been able to trust me." 
 
    “Believe me, he would have found another source some other way. In fact, he did. That’s how he got involved with Leroy.”   
 
    “And how did you get involved with Owen again? I thought you were done?" The questions held no malice, only curiosity. Sammy was probably the only other person who could relate to Dex's conflicted emotions and sense of obligation when it came to Owen. 
 
    "I was still listed as his emergency contact with the hospital, and they called me when he was taken in. He was unconscious and needed someone to sign off on his ankle surgery."  
 
    Sammy clasped his hands in front of his face. "Dexter, thank you for being there for Owen. Would I have been as selfless? I would hope so, but one never knows until one is faced with such a dilemma." 
 
    Dex shook his head and smiled. "Sure, you would have. There isn't a vengeful bone in your body. I'd like to think anyone in Owen's life would have stepped up to the plate and done the right thing." 
 
    But that wasn't true at all. Owen's dad wouldn't have made the cross-country trip to see to Owen's medical treatment. When Owen phoned to tell his dad about their engagement, the call lasted all of five minutes, if that. Dex didn't get the sense Owen's father was homophobic, just that he had placed more importance on his other family, Owen's stepmother and half-siblings. Owen never gave him the full story, just that his mother died when he was a toddler and his father remarried soon after. Owen said he inherited his mother's features, and his father couldn't stand to look at him. 
 
    His chest hurt at the thought of Owen being alone, abandoned yet again. When had Owen ever been made a priority? Dex had made him a priority when they were together, or so he thought. Perhaps he should visit Owen. Make sure he was adjusting to his new routine. Find out if he needed anything to make all the adjustments more bearable.  
 
    "Is he allowed visitors?" Sammy's question echoed Dex's train of thought. "Do you think he will want to see me?" 
 
    "He is allowed visitors. We could perhaps go Saturday morning. Unless you prefer to go by yourself, of course.” Having someone with him would take some of the pressure off of Dex, for sure, make him feel less like he was getting pulled into Owen’s orbit. Sammy would serve as an anchor of sorts and keep Dex grounded. 
 
    “Can I bring him anything? Flowers to brighten his room. Or a bottle of wine. Oh, wait. No, bringing alcohol to rehab would be highly inappropriate, right?” He got up to toss his untouched coffee into the trash, making a face of disgust one would expect to see on a five-year-old child served peas for dinner. “What’s the etiquette here? What sort of gift do you bring a dear friend in a drug rehabilitation program?” 
 
    He stood next to Dex, grabbed Dex’s messenger bag from the back of his chair, and motioned for him to stand up. “Come. This calls for a shopping trip!” 
 
    Oh, how Dex had missed Sammy’s infectious energy. He’d have to do better at keeping in touch.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Wandering around the mall during the summer was not at the top of Dex’s list of fun times. Further down his list was following Sammy doing his best impression of a contestant on Supermarket Sweep. 
 
    Dex’s arms were laden with Sammy’s shopping bags from various stores, and none of Sammy’s purchases were meant for Owen. How did he get roped into being Sammy's shopping assistant? 
 
    The sun glaring in from the skylights was too bright, and the crowds of young people were too loud. The aroma of junk food wafting from the food court made his head hurt. 
 
    "Are we ready for a lunch break to replenish our reserves? We still have the other side of the mall to hit." Sammy was bouncing on the balls of his feet, excitement radiating from his body. 
 
    Dex was tired, a bone-deep exhaustion that he hadn't felt since his college days when he was a full-time student and worked a full-time job. However, he preferred to spend the day at one of his least favorite places rather than his new apartment.  
 
    He chose a five hundred square foot studio so he wouldn’t have too much space to feel...empty. Alone. Living by himself was daunting; he had become accustomed to sharing his space with a partner and then his brother.  
 
    Everything he threw into storage when he left Owen was now unpacked in his new place, but the space had a hollow quality, like his voice would echo on a scream. The eight-cup coffee maker brewed too much coffee. The closet was too large for all of his clothing. The couch was a desolate expanse where he was a tiny sailboat floating in a sea of cushions. His two-chair table in the kitchen area had one chair too many. 
 
    Dex found himself in line behind Sammy at a pizza joint. After all that talk about diets, he wondered what Sammy would order. But first, he needed to figure out what he would order. Everything looked greasy. 
 
    He settled on a slice of pepperoni pizza, mopping up as much grease as he could with several napkins. Sammy longingly watched him eat while shoveling undressed lettuce leaves and carrots into his mouth. 
 
    To distract Sammy from his sad lunch choice, Dex diverted his attention to the purpose of the mall trip. “Have you thought of something to get for Owen yet?” 
 
    Confusion marred Sammy’s features for a moment before realization hit him. “Oh, right! Owen’s ‘get well soon’ gift.” He dropped his fork onto this plate and drummed his fingers on the table. “Dexter, I’m stumped. I think all the healthy food I’ve been consuming is killing my brain cells.” He stuck his tongue out at his plate of salad. 
 
    Dex gathered up their detritus. “I have an idea.”  
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    RICHARD WAS A HOTTIE, there was no denying that.  Owen wasn’t ashamed to admit to himself that he enjoyed Richard’s hands on his body. It had been so very long since he was last touched in a way that was more than detached and clinical.  
 
    Richard’s talented fingers were massaging the toes of his left foot. The muscles of his arms flexed with the movements of his hands and fingers. His fingers were long with short, manicured nails. 
 
    This wasn’t a usual part of their routine, but Owen wasn’t going to stop him. He used the most delightful smelling massage oil, something with notes of almond that made Owen want to crawl inside the bottle. 
 
    Owen let out an involuntary moan and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Like that, do ya?” Richard’s deep voice rumbled through Owen’s limbs. 
 
    Owen snorted at his shameless reaction to Richard’s ministrations. “You know exactly what you’re doing, Richard.” 
 
    Richard threw his head back and laughed, flashing his perfectly straight and gleaming white teeth. 
 
    “Your scars are fading nicely.” He rubbed oil on the large incision on Owen’s ankle. Dr. Wen followed the same lines from his first surgery to minimize the amount of scarring Owen would be left with. He’d never be a leg or foot model, but the pinkish scar wasn’t as hideous as he feared. 
 
    “How’s your pain level?” Richard pointed to the pain scale posted on the wall with the irritating round faces, their expressions corresponding to a number on the scale. He'd like to take a marker to the faces and draw devil horns and mustaches on each one. 
 
    Owen grimaced. “You want to know my pain level right now after you’ve put me through the ringer?” 
 
    Richard playfully tugged on Owen's big toe. "You've handled worse. Remember your first week?" 
 
    Boy, did he. His attitude was dreadful. To put it plainly, he was a brat to Richard, who took Owen’s mood and snide comments in stride. He was still on crutches at the time, and his underarms were irritated from the friction of the crutch pads rubbing the material of his shirt against his skin.  Not to mention, his hands were forming blisters from the grips. 
 
    Richard was ever the professional, ignoring Owen’s sharp tongue and angry gripes. His cheerful demeanor and always present smile had grated on Owen’s nerves. Why should anyone be happy when Owen was miserable? 
 
    Richard was unfazed by Owen’s attitude, and his upbeat personality soon rubbed off on Owen. Owen blamed some of his attitude on the withdrawals, which couldn’t be helped. His body chemistry needed time to recalibrate. He also knew that some of the blame could be placed on himself and his discontent with the path his life had taken.  
 
    Owen was on the right track now. He felt good about his progress, both mentally and physically. Sure, he still griped at Richard for pushing him in physical therapy, but it was mostly good-natured. And without Richard pushing him, he wouldn’t have progressed as far as he had. His orthopedic doctor marveled at how quickly he had healed and put him in a boot a week sooner than projected. 
 
    Dex and Sammy’s visits were a positive influence, too. Their initial visit was a startling surprise and had Owen conflicted about how he should react. At first, he was angry with his ex-fiancé and his former best friend. How dare they intrude into his life when things were so bad that rock bottom would be an improvement? 
 
    When he had looked at their faces, he saw all his failures. He had seen all the mistakes he'd made and the second, third, fourth chances they’d given him that he’d wasted. He had seen judgment in their eyes. 
 
    He realized now he was projecting his own dissatisfaction of himself onto Dex and Sammy. They cared about him, and while they were dismayed by the events of the previous weeks, they were genuinely pleased he was on the road to recovery by his own merit. Why else would they have indulged him with not only one, but two pairs of shoes. 
 
    The hot pink high-top sneakers were obviously Sammy’s pick. The matching pink wrapping paper and glittery silver bow made the presentation as loud as Sammy's personality.  
 
    Ivan asked if it was his birthday when he caught a glimpse of the paper and card. Sammy had gotten a get well soon card, had scratched off "well" and wrote "fabulous" in a glittery pen. It made Owen smile every time he looked at it posted above the desk in his room.  
 
    The second pair of shoes was chosen by Dex. The shoes started out as a pair of white Converse Chucks that Dex had had painted at the mall airbrush shop. The design matched Owen's tattoo, deep blue with swirls of constellations interspersed with large, bright yellow stars.  
 
    The care and thoughtfulness of their gifts made him tear up. The one item Dex hadn't included in his generous first care package of clothing and basic toiletries was shoes. Owen didn't have much use for a complete pair of footwear and had managed with the right flip flop from the pair he had stolen from the souvenir shop what felt like years ago. 
 
    Dex and Sammy went above and beyond. Hadn't they always done that for him? Whether it be Dex rubbing his ankle after a long day on his feet without having to ask or Sammy occasionally giving him preferential treatment when it came to making the work schedule. And he lost all of that. 
 
    Owen was blessed to have caring people in his life. People who, despite Owen's awful past behavior, still had his well-being in mind. He was determined not to fuck it up again. 
 
    “I’d say I’m at about a four right now,” Owen said, referring back to the pain scale. “Nothing I can’t handle.” He flashed a wide grin at Richard. 
 
    “No doubt,” Richard agreed. “Let me write up my notes, and then I’ll show you a few exercises you can do on your own.” 
 
    Owen fetched his sock tucked inside his boot and carefully tugged the sock back on his foot. He huffed at the boot--he was ready to be out of it already--and slid his foot into it. Rolling down the leg of his sweatpants, he mentally prepared himself for his meeting with Whitney. 
 
    His witness impact statement was read at the arraignment hearing for Leroy and his accomplice, Gary. Whitney had asked him if he felt comfortable enough to attend and read the statement himself. He declined, not trusting his fragile mental and physical states to be put through being in the same room as Leroy and Gary. Seeing the men’s photos in a stack of mugshots presented for the purposes of identifying his assaulters was jarring enough.  
 
    That was a bad night. The nightmares and panic attacks he was certain he had control of came back with a vengeance. At one point, Ivan pulled him into his bed, wrapping his arms tight around Owen and whispering words of comfort and affirmation until Owen fell back asleep.  
 
    Owen wasn’t looking for another setback. 
 
    Whitney was waiting for him in one of the group therapy rooms, a gigantic to-go coffee cup from the hospital cafeteria set beside her yellow legal pad. She looked impeccable, as always, in a dark gray suit paired with a lilac blouse and her hair in a neat bun.  
 
    She launched right into updating Owen, disregarding any greeting or niceties. “The DA charged Leroy and Gary with aggravated second-degree battery at the arraignment. Your statement sealed the deal, so to speak.” Satisfaction at divulging the news was apparent in her enthusiastic delivery.  
 
    Owen took the chair directly across from her.  “What does that mean exactly?” He wasn’t familiar with terms like aggravated, second degree, and battery.  
 
    “There were three possible charges we could have gone with.” She ticked each one off on a finger tipped with pale pink polish. “Aggravated battery, second degree battery, and aggravated second degree battery. After careful consideration, we went with the last option due to the severity of your injuries and the nature of the crime.” 
 
    "Severity of my injuries," Owen repeated, processing the detachment with which Whitney described his condition. 
 
    "Your face is the kicker. That scar on your forehead?" She pointed to the spot above Owen's right eyebrow at the prominent scar resulting from Gary’s brass knuckles. "Disfigurement is what makes their actions a felony. They are looking at fifteen years in prison, minimum, if we do this right. We have other victims ready to press charges, too. If all goes to plan, Leroy will be locked up for a long fucking time. We have an excellent case against him." 
 
    "And what about Gary? Is he facing the same jail time?” 
 
    “Gary’s attorney is working with our office on a plea bargain. I can’t go into further detail for now.” 
 
    “Where are Leroy and Gary now?" Were the men out and about, enjoying their last days of freedom? Could they show up at the hospital and terrorize Owen? 
 
    "Leroy pleaded not guilty and the next step is trial. We presented to the judge photos of your scars and a letter from Dr. Wen detailing your ankle injury. Judge Beauregard denied bail based on that evidence. Leroy is under lock and key until the trial. The judge set Gary’s bail, and if he’s able to pay it, he’ll be monitored very closely. We’ll know of his whereabouts at every single moment. He won’t be able to take a shit without us knowing what he ate for breakfast."  
 
    The cold dread deep in Owen's belly evaporated. Leroy was in jail where he belonged, and Gary was basically under house arrest. There was no reason to worry.  
 
    "Now, if Leroy maintains his not guilty plea," Whitney continued, "you'll be called to testify at the trial." 
 
    That melting block of ice solidified in his gut again, and his breaths became shallow. Calm down, Owen. She said if.  
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut and chanted the word if in his head over and over until he got his breathing under control. When he opened his eyes, Whitney was sipping her coffee. The patient look on her face told Owen she understood his distress and was content to wait for Owen to come back online. 
 
    “What will I have to do?” he reluctantly asked. He needed to know and didn’t want to know the answer all at the same time. 
 
    Whitney swallowed her mouthful of coffee. Owen had tried drinking the rotgut the hospital called coffee. It was bitter and had a burnt aftertaste. No amount of sweetener and creamer could turn it into something palatable. Yet, Whitney sat there pleasantly chugging the beverage. 
 
    “I’ll be your right-hand woman throughout the process, just as I have been since the beginning. Don’t you worry.” 
 
    Don’t worry? You got jokes, lady. He would need to be on a strict diet of Xanax from now until sentencing to survive. He seriously doubted his new roommate, whom he was supposed to meet this afternoon, would be receptive to full body hugs in his bed in the middle of the night when the anxiety overwhelmed him. Ivan had been gone merely a week, and Owen missed him fiercely.  
 
    Whitney was still talking. “You have a copy of your victim impact statement for reference, and we’ll run through the questions the DA will ask you on the stand. We’ll also do a mock cross-exam so you’ll get the idea of what Lovecchio will ask you.” 
 
    From what Owen gathered, Leroy’s public defender, Wallace Lovecchio, was the most disliked criminal defense attorney, toeing the line of acceptable courtroom behavior. He heard stories of yelling matches between ADAs and Lovecchio in courthouse hallways. 
 
    The thought of being under Lovecchio’s scrutiny sent him into a full-blown panic attack. There was roaring in his ears, and his lungs refused to accept air. Whitney made her way over to Owen’s side of the table.  
 
    “Put your head between your legs and try to take small breaths.” Owen obeyed her instructions. “Listen to my voice. We will do everything in our control to keep you safe and protected. I work for you, Owen. Remember that. You and I are a team, and we will get those fuckers. I promise.” 
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    “YOU’RE STAYING WITH ME, and that’s final.” Sammy glared at Owen. “You will not object or fuss.” 
 
    Dex was leaning back in his chair, smiling at Owen and Sammy. Owen knew that look well. It was one Owen had gotten used to seeing on Dex’s face whenever Sammy went off on a tirade to Owen. Dex used to interject, offering his support to Owen for whatever Sammy was on a roll about, only to be steamrolled too. Dex learned quickly to sit back and observe the carnage. 
 
    Owen rolled his eyes at the both of them. “Geez, okay already! I wasn’t fussing, I was simply stating the options Monique gave me yesterday.”  
 
    The stack of housing applications from Monique had almost caused a panic attack. Owen was well aware his time in rehab was coming to an end and that he would need to find a place to live, but the papers in his hand rattled him, forcing him to face his future and make a decision. He had grown comfortable in his routine of physical therapy, group therapy, and sessions with James. 
 
    He’d brought the applications with him to his weekly visit with Dex and Sammy, intending to get their opinion on his options and ask for their permission to list them as references. He was positive Sammy would be more than happy to lend whatever assistance he could. What he didn’t anticipate was for Sammy to railroad him with an option that was rent-free, at least for the time being, and came with a more involved than necessary roommate. 
 
    Owen was more concerned about Dex’s possible responses to Owen asking him for a reference. An awkward tension remained between them, and they sort of tiptoed around each other. Sammy always greeted him with a hug, but Dex stood by as if he were unsure whether a hug would be welcomed or if he should stick with a handshake. After the third visit, Owen took matters into his own hands and initiated a hug. 
 
    Their hugs got more and more comfortable with each visit, lasting a few moments longer than the previous. It felt so good to have Dex’s arms around him, and Owen had to stop himself from burying his face in Dex’s neck. Today, he couldn’t miss the deep exhale from Dex when they parted.  
 
    I don’t want to let you go, either. 
 
    It wasn’t like this when they first met. That night of speed dating, there was an ease between them because they each knew the other was interested. There was excitement and anticipation of what was to come. They wanted to get to know one another and be together. No confusing signals or uncertainty. 
 
    Now, Owen couldn’t read Dex, didn’t know if Dex felt the same deep smolder that Owen felt in his gut of his love and desire rekindling. Owen wanted Dex; what did Dex want?  
 
    Owen had been a right asshole to Dex, taking advantage of his generosity and ruining everything in return. He learned in rehab to work on forgiving himself and asking for forgiveness from the people he hurt. But he also learned that not everyone would forgive him. Would Dex forgive him? Better question, did he deserve Dex’s forgiveness? 
 
    He wanted Dex to see the positive changes he was making and come to the conclusion on his own that Owen was worth forgiving. He wanted Dex to love him like he did before, to see that Owen could be the person worthy of Dex. 
 
     At this very moment, he wanted to stare at Dex, who looked relaxed in worn jeans made for his long legs and a Violent Femmes t-shirt. Dex was in his summer clothes, much different from his school clothes. Owen loved both versions. Dex wearing his teacher outfit of slacks and button up shirt, sometimes with a tie, made Owen’s mouth water. Dex in comfortable, worn clothing made Owen want to rub his face into the soft fabric of his well-loved shirt...and rub other body parts. 
 
    “Helloooooo??? Are you listening?” Sammy’s voice jolted Owen out of his daydreaming. “While you two are eye fucking each other, I’m trying to get a plan in place for your arrival to my humble abode.” 
 
    “I was not-” Owen started. 
 
    “That wasn’t-” Dex interjected at the same time. 
 
    Owen felt heat crawling up the back of his neck and around to his cheeks. He chanced a side glance to find Dex blushing, too. Oh. Was Dex daydreaming of me like I was of him? 
 
    Owen was encouraged by the possibility of Dex returning his feelings, his desire and longing, but how should he play this? Should he wait for Dex to make a move, or should Owen lay it all on the line so there was no question of intentions? 
 
    Owen mentally shook his head and admonished himself. You’re still in recovery. Don’t mistake Dex’s kindness for something more because that’s all it is…kindness. 
 
    Owen squinted at Sammy. “What is there to plan? You pick me up and take me to your condo. What else do you think is required?” 
 
    Sammy huffed. “Fine, then. I will dump you and your things unceremoniously in the spare room and pretend you’re not there.” He stuck his nose in the air and huffed again. 
 
    Owen shared a look with Dex. They didn’t break eye contact for several seconds until Sammy let out an exasperated humph and mumbled something about sexual tension. Owen kept his gaze averted from Dex’s side of the table until they left.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Today was Owen’s graduation day. That’s how he’d been thinking about his last day in rehab. He completed all ninety days and was proud he could tell the world he was three months sober. The rehab facility didn’t have official ceremonies to celebrate such milestones. Certificates were issued, and any paperwork required by the court for those who were ordered by a judge to complete rehab, but it was all done as part of the routine as if it were just another day.  
 
    In fact, Ivan’s departure two months ago after a whole year was met with little fanfare. There were happy tears from Mercy and a sad little slice of hospital cafeteria yellow sheet cake during group therapy. Ivan hugged everyone, squeezing Owen a bit tighter than the others. Owen regretted not being able to get him a parting gift. Hell, he didn’t even have a cell phone to exchange numbers with Ivan. Still, Ivan wrote down his phone number and new address and made Owen promise to reach out to him when Owen had a cell phone. 
 
    Owen expected much less today, his last day. Ivan had been a fixture in the facility for a year. In comparison, Owen was a flash in the pan, just one of the many bodies that floated in and out of the program. He was okay with that. 
 
    He got his round of hugs and a black folder embossed with the facility’s logo. Inside he found his ninety-day completion certificate and a brochure with a list of resources ranging from housing to employment services to locations of NA meetings. 
 
    It was late afternoon by the time he signed all the paperwork and said all his goodbyes. Sammy was waiting for him at reception, and he noted the small duffel bag in Owen’s hand. “Is that it?” 
 
    “If you thought I had more bags, why didn’t you meet me in my room to help carry them?” 
 
    “And ruin my manicure? No, sweetie.” He flashed his hands at Owen, the clear polish catching in the fluorescent lighting.  
 
    “Diva,” Owen muttered under his breath as he walked past Sammy who was examining his nails. He was like a dog, easily distracted by shiny things. 
 
    Later that night, Sammy tucked Owen into bed, smoothing out the blanket and fluffing up his pillows.  
 
    “I’m not an invalid, Sammy. Or a child,” Owen chided him good-naturedly. 
 
    Sammy leaned over and placed a soft kiss to Owen’s forehead. “You are delicate and should be treated with care. Let me have this, sweetie. Being able to take care of you is my penance.” 
 
    Owen would give him this. No amount of protesting would change Sammy’s mind that he held some accountability for Owen’s addiction.  They would work on it, and one day, Owen would help Sammy see how he had done Owen more good than harm. 
 
    Owen pulled Sammy down into a hug. “I love you, Sammy.” 
 
    Sammy smoothed back the hair on Owen’s forehead. “Love you, too.” He quietly shut the door behind him and left Owen to the tranquil darkness. 
 
    The bed was luxurious and possibly the best bed Owen ever had the pleasure of sleeping on. Sammy enjoyed the finer things in life and cut no corners when decorating and furnishing his condo. Owen curled onto his side, buried his face into a thick pillow, and sank into the soft mattress.  
 
    For the first time since he was evicted from his apartment, Owen felt some semblance of normalcy and a sense of purpose. He almost felt...calm and peaceful.  
 
    Earlier in the day, he’d made a to-do list of goals he needed to achieve now that he was given a fresh start and the tools to piece his life back together. The first item on his list was to find a job. He had several challenges ahead to accomplish this, what with the practically year-long gap of unemployment generating a crater in the middle of his resume. 
 
    Before he could further contemplate his future career goals, his eyes drifted shut, and he was lulled to sleep by the city traffic outside the bedroom window.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Breakfast the next morning was a grand affair. Sammy had the bar in his kitchen covered in a variety of dishes, from velvety scrambled eggs to fresh fruit. Owen picked up a plate from the counter and stacked a couple pancakes and a few slices of crispy bacon on it. Sammy was already at the table with a glass of water and small bowl of half-eaten plain yogurt. Owen helped himself to the pitcher of orange juice, pouring a full glass and drinking half of it in two huge gulps. He could get used to this. 
 
    “Did you sleep well, sweetie?” Sammy topped off Owen’s juice glass. 
 
    Owen stretched his arms behind his back, the pop of his vertebrae loud enough to be heard over the classical music playing from the speakers mounted at the corners of the ceiling. Since when did Sammy listen to classical music? 
 
    “I slept wonderfully. The best sleep I’ve gotten in gods know how long.” Owen drizzled syrup over his pancakes and noticed Sammy grimace. “Was I not supposed to get a good night’s sleep?” Owen was sure anyone would want their houseguest to be comfortable, so what was with Sammy’s reaction? 
 
    “Of course, of course!” Sammy assured him with a conviction that didn’t match his expression. 
 
    “Then what’s with the look? I said I slept well, and you gave me stinkface.” Owen cut a good-sized triangle out of his stack of pancakes and drizzled more syrup over the piece on his fork. 
 
    “For the love of Judy Garland, Owen! Do you really need that much syrup?! Do you know how many calories are in one – just one! – teaspoon of maple syrup?” Sammy clapped his hand over his mouth, and his face turned red. 
 
    Owen paused with his fork suspended between his mouth and plate. He looked down at the pool of syrup on his plate and back up at Sammy. “How else am I supposed to eat pancakes?” 
 
    Sammy grumbled and spooned yogurt into his mouth. “Eat your pancakes and be quiet.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Grumpy Goose.” Owen chuckled when Sammy stuck out his tongue. “Do you get a newspaper? I want to start the job hunt, and I figured the classifieds were as good a place as any.” 
 
    “Sweetie, no classified ads for you. You never know what you’re getting into. My cousin answered an ad for a delivery driver and when he got to the warehouse for an interview, it was actually a skeevy, backwoods porn studio looking for fresh skin. The director wanted him to play a delivery driver in the film. I told him no legitimate employer would ask for a full body shot and medical history.” 
 
    Owen choked on his juice. “I don’t think that’s a thing,” he coughed. 
 
    Sammy arched an eyebrow. “You want to take your chances?” 
 
    “I guess not.” Sammy might have a point. Best to play it safe. “Okay, then I’ll update my resume today and send it to the employment agency Monique recommended. Can I use your laptop?” 
 
    Sammy blurted out the words so fast that Owen almost didn’t catch what he said. “Come back to the hotel.” 
 
    Owen’s jaw dropped. “I can’t do that! You fired me!” 
 
    “Technically, I laid you off…according to the official paperwork in your file.” 
 
    “You lied?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call it a lie as much as a slight fib. Owen, I knew deep in my soul that you were going to come back, and I wanted to make sure you had a place to come back to.” Sammy pressed a fist to chest over his heart.  
 
    Owen had a hard time ignoring Sammy’s pleading, just as he had back when Sammy begged him to help out with Gaymer Date Nights. 
 
    “You’re doing too much! First, you offer me a place to stay, and now you’re giving me my job back?”  
 
    What had Owen done to earn Sammy’s generosity and kindness? He must have been a saint in a former life, and by some reincarnation magic, got to reap the benefits in this one. He’d bet anyone else would be skeptical of a former friend who’d mistreated their loved ones. He would repay Sammy in some way to show his appreciation for his thoughtfulness.  
 
    “You’re not actually getting your old job back. You’ll be starting at entry level again, and with that comes entry level pay. I’m not handing everything to you on a silver platter, sweetie.” 
 
    Gratitude and joy swelled in his chest. “Okay, I’ll take the job for now. But I’m still going to apply for others. I’m not going to ride your coattails forever.” Owen winked so Sammy knew he was teasing. 
 
    “Now that that’s sorted, get ready. Your shift starts in an hour!” 
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    DEX WAS NERVOUS FOR OWEN. The first day of Leroy's trial was today, and Owen was set to testify. 
 
    Sammy called him last night, asking Dex to accompany Owen to court. Owen was insisting on going alone, but Sammy didn't like the sound of his voice.  
 
    "I called to check in on him, and he says he's fine, but you know how he is. He won't admit he needs us. I would have skipped the conference if I could." 
 
    "He understands you have work commitments. It's not like you planned to be out of town the week of the trial. I'll pick him up from your place in the morning before he has a chance to catch the bus." 
 
    "You are marvelous, Dexter. How can I ever repay you?" 
 
    “By using my correct name.” 
 
    Sammy laughed loudly in his ear, smacked a kiss, and hung up. 
 
    Owen was startled to find Dex waiting for him the lobby of Sammy’s building, but he went along with Dex with no complaints. The suit he was wearing looked amazing on his body, and Dex had to stop himself from dragging Owen back up to Sammy’s apartment. He wanted to take his time peeling off each piece of clothing to reveal the familiar body underneath. 
 
    Instead, Dex held his hand during the drive, silently offering his encouragement. They checked in with Whitney when they arrived and settled onto a bench outside the courtroom.  
 
    Dex did his best to distract Owen by showing him funny memes on his cell phone. Owen’s knee bounced with increasing speed the longer they sat. He pulled on his collar and managed to undo his tie. “Dammit,” Owen muttered, the two ends of the tie gripped in his hands. 
 
    “Let me.” Dex coaxed the material from Owen’s hands and expertly tied it back into place. He smoothed his hand down the length of the tie, savoring the feel of Owen’s body through his shirt. Owen’s breath hitched, and he took his bottom lip between his teeth. 
 
    Dex zeroed in on those lips, remembering their taste and feel. No other’s kiss was marked on his memory like Owen’s. 
 
    I could kiss you right here.  
 
    The door to the courtroom opened, and Whitney’s heels clacking on the tile floor alerted them to her presence. “The DA is calling you next. Ready?” 
 
    Dex jerked his hand away from Owen, and Owen stood up instantly. He rubbed his hands on his thighs and had a pinched expression on his face. “Does it matter if I’m not?” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. The trial is going in our favor.”  Whitney linked her arm through his and led him into the courtroom. 
 
    Dex opened his Kindle and waited.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Dex stood back as the legal team rallied around Owen. He watched Officer Linden give Owen a one-armed, back slapping hug. Whitney sported a huge grin and chucked him on the chin. They exchanged a few more words, and then Owen made his way over to Dex. 
 
    Dex threw an arm around Owen's shoulders, tucking Owen into his side. They stayed connected until they got outside.  
 
    "How do you feel?"  
 
    “I, um…” Owen squinted at the cracks in the sidewalk, avoiding Dex’s eyes. “I don’t think I want to be alone for the rest of the day. Do you think...maybe…?” 
 
    Dex didn’t need Owen to finish his question. He saw the lines of tension in Owen’s face and the shaking of his hands. Owen was practically vibrating with anxiety. He wanted to pull Owen into his arms and held him until the shaking stopped and the tension faded away. Instead, he could offer a sanctuary of sorts.  
 
    “Want to come over to my apartment? We could watch Netflix and order takeout.” 
 
    Owen lifted his gaze to Dex’s. The crease between his eyebrows had disappeared, and Dex felt relief. Relief that he said the right thing. Relief that he could still read Owen so well.  
 
    Don’t get ahead of yourself, Dex. Owen needs a friend. You can be that for him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Owen agreed, a smile growing on his face. “That sounds great. Um, but…can we not watch The Great British Bake-Off?”  
 
    Dex scoffed playfully. “What do you have against my favorite show?” 
 
    Owen’s smile widened. “C’mon now! Seeing all those yummy desserts makes me hungry. Since living with Sammy, I’ve gained about ten pounds!” 
 
    “You look good.” Owen blushed. “I mean,” Dex backtracked, embarrassed that he so freely revealed his attraction without the certainty of Owen returning his feelings. “You were too skinny in the hospital. Now you look healthy.” 
 
    Owen rubbed at his stomach. “I’ve gotten somewhat of a belly, though. No one finds love handles attractive.” 
 
    I find you attractive with or without love handles. 
 
    Dex removed the sunglasses hanging from his shirt collar and put them on to distract himself from saying more of his rampant thoughts aloud. “Well, there are all types of people in this world, and everyone is attracted to something.” What the fuck are you talking about, Dex? “I get to pick dinner if you get to choose what we watch. How about it?” 
 
    “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Owen chose Jane the Virgin, and Dex ordered Chinese food. Living in a studio apartment, Dex’s couch also served as his bed. He pulled out the couch, grabbed extra pillows and blankets from the linen closet, and settled in next to Owen. 
 
    Dex noticed Owen had made himself comfortable; his jacket, shirt, and pants were draped on a chair, leaving him in a white undershirt and, Dex assumed, his boxers. Owen is in his underwear, in my bed. He mentally fist pumped the air in jubilation at this turn of events.  He needed to sit down before the giddy lightheadedness caused by Owen’s near nakedness made him faint. 
 
    It was easy to imagine they were still together, that Owen never had a drug problem and they never broke up. It could be another ordinary day in the life of Dex and Owen. Owen laughed at something on the television, and Dex smiled. He’d missed Owen’s laugh. For too long it seemed there was no joy in Owen. 
 
    After three or four episodes, Dex found himself cuddling under the covers with Owen. Owen’s head was resting on Dex’s shoulder, and Dex’s hand was in his hair. Owen let out a yawn and rubbed his face into Dex’s chest. 
 
    “Oh, sorry!” Owen sat up with a start. “I guess I’m more tired than I thought.” A blush spread up his neck as two pink spots appeared on his cheeks. He was adorable. 
 
    “We should probably get some sleep. I have school in the morning.” 
 
    “You’re okay with me spending the night?” Owen looked uncertain, and that nearly broke Dex’s heart all over again. Would Owen ever be comfortable around him? 
 
    Dex reached over and stroked Owen’s cheek. “I’m more than okay with you spending the night.” He meant to be reassuring; however, judging by the lust in Owen’s eyes, he’d had a different effect. 
 
    Owen turned his head, placing a kiss to Dex’s hand. The feel of Owen’s lips on his skin ignited a fire in Dex’s body. The heat from Owen’s display of affection traveled a tingling path up his arm and directly to his cock. 
 
    With one swift movement, Owen straddled Dex’s waist and took his mouth in a scorching kiss. The press of Owen’s groin to his thickening cock and the slide of Owen’s tongue against his released an animalist groan from deep in Dex’s throat.  
 
    Owen hastily removed his shirt and scrambled at Dex’s. Dex got the hint and removed his shirt, too. Their chests connected as they dove into more kisses.  
 
    “I want you,” Owen moaned hoarsely into Dex’s mouth. 
 
    In between pants, Dex responded, “Are you sure? Because I want you, too. So, so badly. But I want you to be sure about this before we get too far.” 
 
    “We’re past the point of too far. And I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.” 
 
    They simultaneously shucked their briefs, tossing them exuberantly to the side of the bed. Dex’s landed on the bedside lamp, dimming the already dim lighting in the room. Dex handed Owen the lube that was conveniently poking out from under one of the cushions. 
 
    “Hey, a guy has needs!” For the longest time after he left Owen, Dex felt no desire to be with anyone else. He got by on memories of the way Owen’s body felt and his own hand. 
 
    Owen tossed his head back and laughed. Dex took that as permission to trail tender bites along his exposed neck. 
 
    “Let’s get to the main event, shall we?” 
 
    “We shall.”  
 
    Dex took the bottle from Owen’s hand and coated his fingers. Stroking Owen’s cock with his other hand, Dex slid his fingers down Owen’s crack and circled his hole. Pressing one finger gently into the center, Dex felt the breach, and warmth enveloped his finger. He slowly worked his finger in and out of Owen until he felt him relax. Dex added a second finger, scissoring them inside Owen to prepare him. Owen was enjoying that if his moans were any indication. 
 
    Dex removed his fingers and caressed the tight skin of Owen’s balls. “Are you ready for me?” 
 
    “Yes. Now, please,” Owen begged. Dex wanted to freeze the moment, wanted to always remember the desire in Owen’s voice and touch. The passion and tenderness in Owen’s eyes ignited a fire in Dex, one that would take a monsoon to extinguish. 
 
    Dex rolled a condom down over his cock and lubed up. Lining up with Owen’s entrance, Dex slowly pushed forward. At the first breach, Owen inhaled sharply and shut his eyes. Dex rubbed his thigh. “Is this okay?” 
 
    Owen opened his eyes and looked directly into Dex’s, and Dex almost choked from the raw emotion displayed in those vibrant gray eyes. “Yeah. It’s been a while.” 
 
    The question didn’t make it past Dex’s lips before Owen answered.  
 
    “You were my last. It’s always only been you.” Owen smoothed back the hair from Dex’s face and stroked his cheek. 
 
    "Not Ivan?" Dex asked on an inhale. 
 
    "Ivan?" Confusion clouded Owen's face.  
 
    Embarrassed by his unfounded jealousy, Dex lamely responded, "You talk about him often. It's clear you care about him." 
 
    The corner of Owen's eyes crinkled in humor. "He's a dear friend, and I admire him. Nothing more. And nothing like the way I feel about you." 
 
    A surge of affection for this beautiful man overtook Dex’s chest. “I’ll take care of you. I promise.” 
 
    It was a slow, torturous process, and Dex had to summon all the strength he had not to thrust his hips forward. He took his time, stroking Owen’s cock and caressing his balls when the penetration seemed to be too much for him. When Dex was finally fully seated, he paused to admire Owen’s flushed skin and swollen lips.  
 
    “You are gorgeous,” Dex breathed and leaned down to take Owen’s lips again. Their kisses were passionate and tender, as if they were pouring all of their feelings into them. Their tongues tangled languidly, Dex’s fingers threaded through Owen’s sandy hair.  
 
    Dex moved his hips tentatively, his body on alert for any signs of discomfort from Owen. Owen’s eyes were heavy lidded, and he moaned in pleasure when Dex thrust forward. Dex picked up his pace and began moving in and out of Owen’s tight warmth. Their moans were becoming increasingly louder and their bodies slick with sweat as they moved together.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Dex’s balls to tighten. Owen snaked a hand between their bodies to stroke his hardness. Owen cried out, and Dex felt the warmth of his release. Dex let his pleasure envelope him, pressing his face against Owen’s damp neck as his orgasm roared through him. 
 
    They remained intertwined, catching their breaths and coming down from their orgasms. Owen yawned again, spurring Dex to jump to the bathroom for a warm, wet washcloth. He cleaned Owen tenderly, and when he rubbed Owen’s stomach, Owen pushed his hands away. 
 
    “What’s wrong, baby?”  
 
    “I’m not fit anymore. See my pooch?” Owen poked his belly. It wasn’t flat or toned, and yeah, there was a little extra padding, but nothing that Owen should be ashamed of. 
 
    “It’s perfect. You’re perfect.” Dex kissed Owen’s belly, eliciting a yelp from Owen. 
 
    “Says the hot guy with a hint of a six pack.” 
 
    “You think I’m hot?” Dex winked at Owen and ducked, narrowly missing the pillow Owen tossed at him. 
 
    After their giggles died down, they got ready for bed. Dex pulled Owen to him, pressing his chest to Owen’s back. Owen turned his head, giving Dex a quick kiss on the lips.  
 
    The moment before Dex fell asleep, he could have sworn he heard Owen whisper, “I love you.” 
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    THE BEACH WAS A DIFFERENT PLACE through clear eyes. Where the sand once reminded him of days without a shower, trying futilely to shake out the grains from his clothing and shoes, now the beach seemed vibrant and clean and...comforting in a way Owen never could have imagined while in the depths of his addiction.  
 
    The air was fresher, the sunshine brighter, the water bluer, the sand whiter. How could that be? It was the same beach he’d spent hours at, ruminating over all the things he should have done differently and regretting all the decisions that led him there.  
 
    Today, he saw hope and a new beginning. A fresh start with Dex and the life he was working toward before he let his demons get the better of him. 
 
    It was the one-year anniversary of the day he checked himself into rehab. Dex wanted to take him here as a sort of celebration. Owen was confused about Dex’s desire to come to this particular place, but now he got it. This wasn’t the same place of misery; this was a place of joy.  
 
    "Do you know how proud I am of you?" Dex turned to face Owen as he spoke, his eyes bright and shiny.  
 
    Owen caressed Dex's cheek and lifted up onto his tiptoes to press a gentle kiss to his lips. "And I'm grateful for you." 
 
    Under the care of his new psychiatrist, Dr. Grant, Owen had weaned off Suboxone and was one hundred percent clean and sober. He still struggled every now and again when life got stressful, but he acknowledged that this was part of his life. A part he could manage with Dex’s love and support, alongside Narcotics Anonymous meetings, calls with his sponsor when things got rough, and appointments with his psychiatrist. 
 
    His other demon, Leroy, was sentenced to three consecutive fifteen-year sentences for various drug charges and for his attacks on Owen and Georgie. Gary took a plea deal and was serving a nine-year sentence. It was time to put all of that behind him. 
 
    He was well on his way to getting his life back. He had his friends and Dex and was proving himself at his new/not new job at the hotel. Patrick was still skeptical of Owen and rightfully so. He saw first-hand the heartbreak Owen put Dex through. But Owen was a patient man; he’d win over Patrick eventually. 
 
    "There's something I want to tell you." Dex took Owen's hand and linked their fingers. How could something as simple as hand holding ground Owen? "I'm moving." 
 
    "What?"  
 
    The shock of Dex's revelation hit him like a bucket of ice water to the face. Dex was leaving? His lifeline and part of his support system was leaving?  
 
    Dex played a critical role in Owen’s recovery. His moving away was unexpected and frightened Owen, but how could he be upset? Dex had no obligation to Owen, and if he wanted to start life over somewhere else, who was Owen to stop him?  
 
    "Okay," Owen said resolutely, deciding to be positive and not let his feelings ruin Dex’s moment. "That's...great." He would be happy for Dex and supportive, just as Dex had always been for him. "Did you get an offer for another teaching job? You're a fantastic teacher, and it's clear your students adore you. Any school should be honored to have you on their faculty." 
 
    Dex pulled him in and laughed into his hair. “No, baby.” Owen shivered at the endearment; he loved when Dex called him baby. “I’m moving to a larger apartment. My studio is becoming cramped.” 
 
    Owen leaned into the embrace with relief. Dex wasn’t leaving him after all. “Oh, okay. That makes sense.” The close quarters of Dex’s apartment meant lots of accidental and not-so-accidental body contact when they were there together. Not that Owen minded in the least; he enjoyed Dex in his personal space.  
 
    "I have something for you." Dex released Owen and dug into the canvas bag he’d brought from his car. "It's something to mark this special anniversary for you and to celebrate how far you've come." 
 
    Owen watched with keen eyes as Dex withdrew a small blue gift bag. He held it out to Owen, and Owen took it reluctantly. He peered inside and saw a white box, similar to what jewelry would come in. It couldn’t be…, right? "Dex?" His heart leaped into his throat, waiting for Dex’s explanation. 
 
    "You can say no; it's fine. First, give me a chance to get out the speech I practiced, and then you can accept or refuse."  
 
    "Okay," Owen said softly, a myriad of thoughts running through his mind. He and Dex were in a good place, slowly rebuilding their lost connection. The snail's pace suited them, he thought. But he'd give Dex the benefit of the doubt and not jump to conclusions. Surely Dex didn't think they were ready for another engagement.  
 
    Of course, he would one day like to discuss getting engaged and married, but he wanted to feel he deserved that place next to Dex. He was a work in progress, and his self-worth was something he was addressing with his therapist. 
 
    “Look inside the box, my love.” 
 
    Owen lifted the box from the bag, hands shaking in anticipation. Dex took the bag from him, and Owen opened the top of the box. 
 
    There was a slip of paper folded into a square the size of the box. He pulled out the slip of paper and underneath was a key on a keychain. 
 
    “Read the note first.” 
 
    Owen unfolded the note and read the printed words out loud: 
 
      
 
    “yours is the light by which my spirit's born: - you are my sun,  
 
    my moon, and all my stars.”  
 
    ― e. e. cummings 
 
      
 
    Dex brushed Owen’s hair from his face and leaned in for a tender kiss. “Owen, you are my sun, my moon, and my stars. We’ve been through hell and have come out stronger on the other side. We belong together, and I can’t imagine living without you.” 
 
    Owen’s heart swelled as Dex spoke his words of love and devotion. He removed the key from the box, the charms on the keychain jingling softly.  
 
     “It’s a key to my new apartment.” 
 
     “Does this mean you’re asking me to move in?” Owen looked into Dex’s shiny eyes, blinking back tears of his own. 
 
    “It can be whatever you want. It can be an invitation to invite yourself over anytime or a request to have you officially move in. There’s no pressure. I want you to do what you’re ready for, what your heart tells you.” 
 
    Owen fingered the charms. “Sun, moon, stars,” he murmured, touching each charm corresponding with his words. “It would be good to get out of Sammy’s condo. His obsession with skin care and workout routines is unbearable." 
 
    Dex chuckled. "Is that the only reason?" 
 
    "Absolutely not. But what if I fuck up again?" His ultimate fear. 
 
    "What if I fuck up?" Dex countered.  
 
    Owen shook his head at Dex's ridiculous question. "You could never fuck up." 
 
    "You can't guarantee that. Either one of us could mess up. No one is perfect. Certainly, no relationship is perfect. We learn as we go. I'm willing to take that chance with you." 
 
    "Again?" 
 
    "Again." Dex plucked the key from Owen's hands and slipped it in Owen's pocket. "I love you." 
 
    "Ditto." 
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    


 


  
 



 
 





    THANK YOU
  
 
    Thank you for reading Addiction! Keep an eye out for Attraction--Sammy’s quest to find love--coming soon. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Owen and Dex’s story, please take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews help other readers find stories they enjoy. 
 
      
 
    To stay up to date on new releases, follow me on Twitter or subscribe to my monthly newsletter, Roberta’s Ramblings. 
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