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High Balls

 

By Tara Lain

A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Though only twenty-six, single father Theodore Walters lives with his head in the clouds and his feet firmly planted in reality. At the center of his life is Andy, his seven-year-old son, with whom he shares no DNA, though nobody—including his religious-fanatic in-laws—knows that, and Theodore will do anything to keep them from finding out. Theodore works hard to get his PhD and the tenure and salary that might follow to make a better life for Andy—but the head of his department thinks his dissertation on Jane Austen and romance novels is frivolous.

Theodore’s carefully planned life goes off the rails when he walks into a popular Laguna Beach bar and meets the bartender, “Snake” Erasmo, a pierced and tattooed biker who sends Theodore’s imagination—and libido—soaring. Snake has even more secrets than Theodore and couldn’t be a less “appropriate” match, but he might be the only guy with the skills to show Theodore that happily ever after is for real.






To all the readers of romance who understand and appreciate the originality and cultural significance of the genre as well as its ability to warm the hearts, raise the spirits, and broaden the outlooks of its multitude of fans.






Chapter One

 

 

“DID YOU remember to bring your homework?” Theodore Walters glanced over his shoulder at his son.

“Da-ad.” The word, as usual, had two syllables. “Being at Grandma and Grandpa Anderson’s is lame enough. I’ll finish it on Sunday night.”

Theodore frowned in the rearview mirror at Andy as he turned right off Pacific Coast Highway toward the guard gate. “You know how your grandpa likes to help you with it.”

Andy peered at him through dark eyes so much like his mom’s—and nothing like Theodore’s brilliant blue. He grinned. “Just kidding. I’d never do that to you—or me.”

Was this kid only seven? Theodore smiled. “Derp.”

“Da-ad.” Two syllables again.

He gave Andy a wink as they pulled up to the inspector general. Theodore nodded. “Hi. I’m dropping off Hanson Anderson’s grandson.” Pretty sure they never gave the guard my name.

“Oh, yes, sir.” The guard bent down to look in at Andy and gave him a wave. “Have a great weekend.”

Andy flashed his best phony grin. “Thanks.”

They drove into the not-at-all-Laguna-like Laguna neighborhood by the sea. Laguna defined eclectic—small cottages and near-shacks next to multimillion-dollar homes. But in Ruby Ridge—not so much. The Andersons lived in the less fashionable part of the elegant community on the uphill side of the highway, farther from the ocean. Still, they paid a bundle for their view and short walk to the beach. “If Grandpa likes your homework results, he’ll let you go in the ocean, right?”

Andy sighed. “Sometimes. But I can’t go alone, so if he doesn’t feel like going out, I can only go in the pool.”

“Terrible how you suffer.”

“Yeah.” He snorted. “But you’ll come and get me early on Sunday, right?”

Theodore turned onto the Andersons’ street and slowed as they approached the big house. “You know I can’t come until after church.”

“Dad!”

“Andy!”

“Crap, I hate that church.”

“Watch your language. One visit a month won’t kill you.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

Theodore parked and turned to face Andy. “Your grandparents love you and are proud of you.”

Andy stared at the back of the passenger seat of the old Toyota. “I guess so. They just have all these things they want me to do.”

“Like what?”

“Like be good and be careful who I make friends with and stuff.”

Shit. Theodore looked up and saw Hanson Anderson waving from the front porch. Medium height, stocky, he was only in his early fifties. After all, if Esther had lived, she would just have been twenty-six now, a little older than Theodore. “We can talk more about this when you get home, okay? I think if you work at it, you might even have a good time. Grandma Anderson’s a lot better cook than I am, right?”

“True.” Andy laughed. “But she’s got to stop reading her romance novels long enough to cook something.”

Theodore barked an answering laugh. “Okay, grab your stuff.”

Theodore crawled out the driver’s side as Andy opened the rear passenger door, unfastened his belt, and pulled his backpack from the seat. Theodore grabbed Andy’s boogie board from the trunk and carried it around the car as Andy ran up the lawn toward Hanson. “Hi, Grandpa.”

Hanson Anderson leaned down and gave Andy a brief hug. Hanson had the dark hair and eyes of his grandson. Fortunately, Theodore’s blond hair and light eyes generally qualified as recessive, so the fact that Andy looked nothing like his father never came up. “Hey, Hanson.”

Hanson nodded. “Theodore.” He shook hands with that overly firm grip he maybe always used and maybe reserved for the gay guy. “Thanks for bringing Andrew. You’ll give us enough time for church on Sunday, right?”

Andy rolled his eyes behind Hanson’s back, but Theodore nodded gravely. “Of course.”

“You studying for your orals this weekend?”

“Yes.”

“It’ll be wonderful for you and Andrew when you get the PhD—a raise, tenure.”

Theodore smiled like he hadn’t heard those exact words fifty times before, and he only saw Hanson once a month at most. “Yes, sir. That’s why I’m working so hard at it.”

“Just don’t get sidetracked.”

“I try not to.” He forced a smile. When the fucking hell would he have time to get sidetracked? Of course, Hanson had very specific ideas about what “sidetracked” looked like.

“Sorry Grace isn’t here to greet you, but she has a new romance novel.” He sighed, then smiled. “Can’t get her away from her great literature.”

Theodore made a face that might say I know how that is.

“Well, thanks again.” Hanson shook Theodore’s hand and guided Andy toward the front door.

Theodore waved at Andy and walked slowly back to the car. Grace Anderson might have a new romance read, or her minister’s sermon might have focused on the evils of homosexuality that week. He released the breath he never seemed to be able to expel anywhere around the Andersons. In the almost eight years since that fateful day he’d spontaneously jumped in to help a friend—and radically altered every detail of his life—he’d become one damned practiced tightrope walker. Back then, the balancing act had been a fun challenge he and Esther shared.

Now his whole life depended on it.

He wound his way slowly toward the gate, careful not to speed. Why he’d agreed to late-afternoon counseling, he couldn’t quite remember, but he had two students to see.

He flipped on some Chopin and let it seep into his bloodstream like antistress pills. Such a weird feeling he got each month when Andy visited his grandparents. Kind of lost. Aimless. Sure, he had hella studying to do, but he did that every night, curled in his chair, sometimes with Andy sitting on his lap figuring out his homework. When he sat for his orals, he’d probably start quoting second-grade spelling instead of defending his dissertation on the modern romance novel as the inheritor of the tradition of Jane Austen. But that was how life was supposed to be. His life, anyway—all based on one decision made almost on the spur of the moment when he was eighteen years old. A decision made possible by an asshole named JP Rellico.

He stopped at the light at Pacific Coast Highway. The traffic going north wasn’t too bad yet, but the south lane toward Laguna already backed up to Ruby Ridge. The drivers had that Friday afternoon look of combined relief and weariness.

A rumbling roar sounded and Theodore jumped. Threading through traffic came a shiny Harley, moving with more assurance than such a big machine should muster. But the motorcycle definitely took second place to the rider. The guy stopped and put his foot down just yards from where Theodore waited, the booted foot attached to a long, long leg with thigh muscles that challenged the black denim covering them. Unlike a lot of Harley drivers, this man had no fat of any kind; his long-sleeved T-shirt hugged a narrow waist and broad shoulders. Theodore strained to see his face, but a dark-visored helmet hid it, although strands of shaggy dark hair escaped the bottom. Most of all, Theodore noticed the tattoos that crawled in beautiful winding patterns up the guy’s forearms where they showed below his pushed-up sleeves. Whoa. Just the energy of the rider screamed free. One of those tats had to say I don’t give a shit.

It was like Theodore could feel the vibration of the bike all the way across the street and deep in his balls. What would it be like to live so unrestrained? Go and do what you want and not worry about anyone else? His cock rose like sunrise on a summer day.

A beep behind him woke him up. Shit. Quit dreaming, idiot. He stepped on the accelerator and pulled out into the northbound lane just as the rider turned his head toward Theodore. Theodore’s foot faltered, he craned his neck to see the guy’s face—just a glimpse—and got the squeal of tires and another, more pissed-off beep for his trouble.

Hell! He stepped on it and sprang—to the extent the Toyota had any spring left—toward the college. The buzz of his phone made him jump again. He glanced at the screen and answered. “Hi, Mary.”

“Hiiii.” With Mary, every word chirped. Despite a PhD in astrophysics, her worldview managed to be unerringly optimistic. “How’s my favorite scholar?”

“Doing okay, thanks, dear.”

“You sound shaky. What’s wrong?”

“Just missed a traffic accident.” He neglected to say he almost caused it.

“Are you okay?”

“Fine.”

“Good. Am I correct that this is your weekend without Andy?”

“Yep, just dropped him off.”

“Oh, lovely.” She giggled. “Not that we don’t adore the little critter, but I have someone I want you to meet.”

Oh no. What would a Mary fix-up look like? “Uh, I’ve got a lot of studying.”

“Yes, and tomorrow you also have to eat. So you’ll be meeting me and Burt and our friend, Jimothy, for dinner at Laguna House at seven. Don’t try to weasel out. It’s not more than ten minutes from your apartment. You don’t even have to dress up.”

Did she say Jimothy? “Were you a member of the Borg in your last life?” They shared a love of old Star Trek episodes.

“Yes, resistance is futile. See you there at seven tomorrow. Expect good things. Bye.” She hung up.

Good things? What the fuck would he do with a good thing if he met one?

He glanced in the rearview mirror. That motorcycle rider sure looked like a good thing. Right. A thing designed to wreck his career and get his son taken from him. His pubescent fantasies—the ones he had in lieu of having had any real gay adolescence—were going to ruin his life.

He took the right-hand turn up the hill and, eleven minutes later, pulled into the Fairhaven College parking lot next to the English department.

He took a quick look in the rearview mirror to be sure his hair hadn’t turned into a fright wig in the sea air, ran a hand through it to fight it back, then gave up and hauled his papers out of the back seat and walked into the building. One female student waved. “Hey, Mr. Walters, you’re going the wrong way. It’s Friday, remember?”

He smiled and pointed toward his armload of test papers. She made a face as she stepped into the evening sun while he entered the more subdued lighting of the entry hall to the building. He could practically hear its old air-conditioning system straining against the late spring heat.

He bounded up the steps and down the hall toward his office—aka broom closet with a desk. Hell, no complaints. As a teaching assistant, he was lucky to get a space of his own. Of course, he’d completed his dissertation and now just had to get through his orals. Well, “just” wasn’t exactly the right descriptor. It scared him witless.

As he approached his door, Sean Rance came toward him in all his slick-haired glory—the other senior TA in the program. Theodore wanted to like Sean. Never quite got there. Sean carried a set of golf clubs over his shoulder. “Hey, Ted.”

Theodore slowly gritted his teeth. Only Sean called him Ted. Shit, even his mother called him Theo. Purposefully, he looked all around him.

Sean clamped a hand on his shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“I just didn’t see anyone else here.” He raised his eyebrow. “You know, like somebody named Ted.”

Sean laughed. “You’re funny.”

“So, headed out for a game?”

“Yeah, I think I can fit in nine holes before it gets too late.”

“Have a good one.”

“What are you up to?”

“I’ve got some student appointments.”

“Damn, man, you gotta learn how to relax. Have some fun. Find yourself a cute guy.” His eyes glittered with that sort of prurient fascination he seemed to have with Theodore’s homosexuality.

“You’re not the first to say it.” He stepped toward his door. “See ya.”

“Good evening, Mr. Rance. Mr. Walters.”

Theodore looked over his shoulder at the head of the department, Dr. Ashworth, walking down the steps from the third floor where the offices of the senior academic staff lined the halls.

Sean sprang to life. “Good evening, sir. Going home?”

“No, just going to get a bite before my faculty planning meeting.” He nodded at Theodore. “Heading back to the office, Mr. Walters?”

“Yes, sir. I have a few student appointments this evening. I had to pick up my son at school and take him to his grandparents.”

“Oh, I’m sorry you weren’t able to just go straight home.”

“I didn’t plan my time well.” Theodore shrugged.

“Efficiency, Mr. Walters. Makes everything possible.” Dr. Ashworth eyed Sean’s clubs. “Getting in a few holes, Mr. Rance?”

“Uh, well, I was, sir. But a student texted that he needs help, so I came back.”

What? Theodore stared at him. Wasn’t he just leaving when he walked up?

“Well, I’m impressed to see both our TAs so dedicated to your positions. Have a productive evening, gentlemen.” He glanced at Sean’s clubs. “Looks like an excellent set, Mr. Rance. You’ll have to tell me about them sometime. I’m an enthusiastic golfer, if not very skilled.” He gave Sean a slap on the shoulder. “See you in church.”

So they went to the same church? Maybe that made sense since Fairhaven was a religious college. Theodore shoved the key in his door and opened it. Why did he feel like someone had just shoved something into him—and not in a good way?

“Night, Ted.” Sean walked straight toward the stairs that led to the front door—and out of the building. Help a student, my ass.

Theodore flopped into his desk chair. Since there wasn’t a window, he stared at the wall. Damn. He wanted to teach because he loved inspiring minds and hearts to appreciate and delve into the magic and mystery of words. But academia didn’t live on brains; it thrived on politics at a level that made government pale in comparison. Only the strong survived, and when it came to political machinations, Theodore was a mere fence painter at the mercy of a department full of Tom Sawyers.

“Mr. Walters?”

He looked up. “Oh, hi, Petra. Come on in.” He had to smile. Petra Novak with her bright green eyes, freckled face, killer curves, and amazing brain was one of his brightest students, with a quirky turn of mind he really appreciated.

“You looked a millions miles away.” She sat in the not-very-comfortable chair in front of his desk.

“Yeah. I think I’ll be living inside my head until I’ve completed my orals.”

She made a dismissive gesture. “No way. You’ll ace them. You’re the smartest teacher in the department.”

“I appreciate your thought, and don’t say that too loud.” He laughed. “So how can I help you?”

She looked down at her lap. “You know I had to take that History of Medieval Literature with Professor Ashworth, which means I’m taking it from Mr. Rance.”

“Yes. Is it a problem?”

She glanced up, then back at her hands. “Kind of. I mean, I think I’m doing okay in the course, but I got a note from Mr. Rance that said I didn’t seem to be grasping the central issues of the material and that he wanted to talk to me about it.” She bit her lip. “He—uh.”

“What, Petra?”

“He makes me uncomfortable.”

Theodore frowned. “Has he been acting inappropriately?”

“No. I mean, not yet. But he, I don’t know, stares at me a lot, and he suggested we should go out for drinks to talk about it. I don’t think that’s such a great idea.”

“No, of course not. Have you spoken to Dr. Ashworth?”

She shook her head. “Rance is such a fair-haired boy around here. I’m scared to. I’m afraid they won’t believe me, or they’ll blame me for it.”

He nodded. “I understand. It’s just that he and I are essentially equals. I don’t have any authority to call him on his behavior myself, and if I go to someone, they could think I’m jealous of him and discount the story. In other words, it could make it worse, not better.”

“I thought of that.” She sighed. “Sorry. I should just keep this whole thing to myself.”

He sat back in his chair. “No. You did the right thing. But it’s possible he was just fishing to see your reaction, or, if we really give him benefit of the doubt, he might not have realized how creepy he sounded.” She gave him a look, and he shrugged. “Would you feel comfortable waiting to see what he does next? Then, if he persists, we can go to Dr. Ashworth together.”

She frowned a little but nodded. “That would be fine, Mr. Walters. I’d sure feel better if you were with me. Colleges aren’t notoriously kind to women’s sexual harassment problems.” She stood. “Of course, I think Dr. Ashworth is kind of a homophobe, so maybe I have it better than you.”

He looked up at her. Shit, news to me. “Why do you say that?”

She shook her head. “If you haven’t felt it, maybe it’s not true. I hope not. It’s just my mom met him at a church function once and said he was a real piece of work. All Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve, and crap like that.”

“Maybe he’s grown. I haven’t been aware of it.”

She grinned. “Of course, somebody practically has to push you off a cliff before you know you’re high, Mr. W. You do give people a lot of leeway.” She grinned. “And that’s why I came to you. Thank you for listening.” She left his office.

Well, damn. Suddenly that tenured position he dreamed about felt far, far away.






Chapter Two

 

 

IT TOOK another hour before he finished his second appointment and handled the problems of one drop-in who thought he should have gotten a higher grade on his pop quiz. After Theodore assured him that iambic pentameter wasn’t a medical term, the kid left with a frown, searching Wikipedia on his phone.

Man, tired. He hauled all the papers he still had to grade out to his Toyota, loaded them in the back seat, and joined the flow of cars back toward the beach—Friday gridlock in earnest.

He hit a wall of traffic in Laguna, and he found himself staring around, looking for the guy on the Harley. Ten minutes later, he’d barely moved a couple of inches past the light at Main Beach. Jesus, this could take all night. Maybe an accident at Legion Street.

Following a car ahead of him, he cut into the left-turn lane and managed to make it around the corner at the crowded intersection on a yellow light. Still jammed. He glanced ahead and saw the sign for the Bay Bar. He used to love the gay-friendly place when Esther was still alive. They’d go in and she’d pick out fantasy guys for him. Even though he seldom acted on her choices, it was fun dreaming.

A car pulled away from the curb like some intercession from the universe, and Theodore pulled in so fast his tires probably squealed. A parking spot on the street in Laguna on Friday night had to be honored. Okay, you didn’t look that gift horse in the mouth. Now what?

A car hovered behind him like the driver expected him to pull out. No way, buddy. He climbed out of the car and beeped the lock. What the hell? It was Friday night, there was no seven-year-old waiting, and he could use a drink.

Walking up to the Bay Bar brought a rush of bittersweet memories. Esther, hugely pregnant, waddling in beside him. He’d get scoped by a gay guy whose eyes would then fall to Esther’s belly, and his leer would crumble from his face like old wallpaper.

Tonight, almost two years since Esther told him she had cancer and died three months later, he pushed open the door by himself. Most of the tables were already taken, but several stools at the long bar still sat invitingly empty. Theodore slid onto one of them. A burly, gray-haired bartender ambled over. “What can I get you?”

“Beer would be fine.”

“Preference?”

“You have Bohemia?”

“Yep.”

“That’ll do.”

As the bartender bent down to the refrigerators, Theodore looked in the mirror and checked the other patrons. Not really cruising, but hell, it’d been a long time. He wouldn’t bring strange guys home when Andy was there. Sure, Andy knew his dad was gay, but that didn’t mean Theodore would risk exposing his son to some drug addict or worse if he chose the wrong date. Conversely, he didn’t want Andy to get attached to someone who’d end up leaving. Bottom line—Theodore spent a lot of time with his good right hand.

The bartender put a bottle of Bohemia and a glass on the bar in front of him. “Do you mind settling up? I’m off in five, and it’s easier on the next guy if he doesn’t have to keep track of my tabs.”

“Sure. No problem.” He tossed ten dollars on the bar like he had a lot more of them. The bartender made change, and Theodore handed it back to him. “Thanks.” Theodore turned on the barstool and surveyed the room. A number of couples occupied the tables—both male/female and male/male. One lesbian pair canoodled in a back corner. At the largest table in the place, five guys, all dressed like they’d come from work, tipped glasses to their lips, but one of them stared levelly at Theodore while he did it. The guy was attractive if you liked the real white-collar type with gym-toned arms and a middle that wasn’t quite winning against sit-ups. Do I like him? Should I smile?

Theodore looked in his glass. Maybe not. Don’t quite know what my type is, but that guy doesn’t seem to be it. He sipped his Bohemia and stared at the peanuts. The place was filling up fast. Probably just finish the beer and go home and study. Give somebody else the barstool.

“Would you like another one?”

Theodore glanced around. What a great voice—soft, kind of musical, deep, but not intimidating. He shivered.

“Uh, can I get you another beer?”

He turned and—holy crap.

The bartender—the new bartender—stood with head cocked, gazing at him with a little smile. That would be a smile that turned up the fullest, lushest, most kissable lips in recorded human history. Girly lips. But there all girliness stopped—despite the shiny dark hair that flicked at his neck and chin.

He stood over six feet tall, forearms muscled, shoulders wide, cheekbones so high they left hollows beneath. His eyes were cat green, visible even in the dim light, and that green matched some of the colors in the tattoos that decorated his arms, emblazoned the swath of chest visible in the open neck of his black T-shirt, and crawled up his neck to nearly meet his pierced ears. The bejeweled ears, in turn, matched his nose and upper lip. Jeeee-sus, it only made Theodore think of all the other places that must be pierced. Where do I sign up for a tour?

“So? Not drinking?”

“Oh, uh, sorry. Sure. I’ll take another.” Can’t give up the view.

The bartender nodded and bent down with his back to Theodore, allowing a sighting of slim hips in tight denim and several tattooed inches of skin bared by the gap between jeans and shirt.

Could this be him? Harley man?

Theodore’s whole body vibrated, which qualified as pure nuts. In Wikipedia, where it said stereotype macho, alpha male, how-can-you-be-so-obvious romance hero trope, this guy’s picture dominated the page. Still, he couldn’t stop looking.

Mr. Bartender set the bottle on the bar, twisted the cap with big, scarred hands, and placed a fresh glass and a napkin beside it. Then, with a slow lifting of eyes that clearly must come from a Lifetime movie, he gave Theodore a grin and went off to handle more dedicated drinkers.

Theodore swallowed hard.

Customers crowded around him now, leaning into the bar to get drinks from the two bartenders hustling them. Still, he felt alone. Yep, just him and his cock, which currently occupied so much space it should have been knocking over other patrons. He sipped his beer and tried to look casual as his gaze followed the bartender on his rush from one drink to another. Graceful for somebody so big, he poured and stirred like a symphony of sex. Every woman and half the men at the bar wiped saliva from their chins. Theodore’s drool could have ended the California drought.

Damn, got to go. This is stupid. I don’t have money for beer I don’t need. He glanced at the packed bar. The table of business guys had been replaced by a bunch of academic types. Might be people from the university. Don’t want them to think I’m a drunk.

He was fishing in his pocket for payment plus a tip big enough to apologize for staring like an idiot when a man shoved between him and the next barstool.

“Hey, buddy, let me buy you a drink.”

Theodore looked up at the guy who’d been staring at him earlier, now a few libations worse off. Apparently he’d stayed when his buddies left. “Oh, thanks, but I’m just going.”

“Nah, let me buy you another beer. Least I can do for somebody so pretty.” He laughed and exhaled alcohol-tinged breath all over Theodore’s face. “You better say yes, or I’ll tell the bartender you’re not old enough to drink.” He grabbed Theodore’s chin, hard. “Look at that gorgeous baby face.”

Theodore wrenched his chin from the dude’s sweaty grasp. “You’re sweet, but I don’t need any more tonight.” Theodore continued his search for money.

The guy grabbed his wrist hard. “If you don’t wanna drink, I can think of lots of other things to do with that pretty mouth. Let’s go put it to work, shall we?” Asshole yanked and Theodore yanked back, but the guy outweighed him by fifty pounds—the pure shit of being an eternal twink.

People stood all around, but how much of a scene did he want to make? This wasn’t a gay bar, just gay-friendly. Nobody hooked up in the men’s room or gave blowjobs in the alley. Well, most people didn’t. Plus the academics at the table were staring. Shit, hell.

The asshole leaned into Theodore’s ear as he dragged him off the stool. “Come on, baby, let’s go to my car. I got somethin’ for you.” He cupped his crotch. Yew!

Suddenly the guy flew back like he’d been grabbed by a meat hook. Theodore flew with him but managed to pull away before he ended up in a pile of barflies.

The bartender stood behind the asshole holding his arm—tight. He smiled, but it came nowhere near the grass-green eyes. “Hey, man, don’t mean to spoil your fun, but you’re messing with my boyfriend, so I think you might want to go find some other friends.”

The asshole’s eyes widened at the packaged alpha experience in front of him, jerked his arm away, and forced a smile. “Sorry, buddy. Didn’t know. He was alone.”

“Yes, well, as you can see, I’m working, so he’s waiting. But in future, I’d suggest you not assume that all men alone are interested in your company. Ask first. At least when you’re in the Bay Bar.”

A woman in a business suit yelled, “That goes for women too, asshole.”

A couple of people applauded.

The bartender slipped his arm around Theodore’s shoulders, surrounding him in the scent of alcohol, sweat, and some smell like tangerine that Theodore would gladly inhale as smelling salts. “Come on, honey. Let me walk you to your car.”

Jesus, what a scene. Still, he couldn’t help wishing he’d parked farther away.

Outside the door to the bar, cool air did little to clear Theodore’s head. The bartender walked a few feet down the street, still sheltering Theodore in his embrace, then stopped and looked down at him. “You okay?” That sexy voice sounded like vocal moonlight.

Theodore nodded. “Yes, thanks to you.”

“I’ve seen that guy in the bar a few times, and he’s generally bad news. Sorry he bothered you.”

Theodore glanced at his shoes, then grinned up at the big man. “Interesting way you chose to get him off me.”

He shrugged. “I’ve found that method is less likely to escalate into a full-on brawl.”

Theodore nodded. Kind of disappointing.

“Not that I didn’t get a belt out of suggesting you’re my boyfriend.” He laughed.

“Why? So people can look shocked?”

His face sobered a bit. “No. Because you’re gorgeous and I’m gay.”

“Seriously?”

“Hell yeah.”

“My, you certainly enhance the genre.” He returned the dimples. Big Guy crossed his arms, which brought the tattoos into focus—which in turn helped Theodore focus on the serious dumbness of standing on a street in Laguna with a guy who looked like he might rob his grandmother. This wouldn’t help his academic image. “So I guess I better get home.” He glanced up. “Do you by any chance ride a Harley?”

“Am I that much of a cliché?” He grinned, and Theodore’s heart threated suicide.

“No.” That was kind of a lie. “I saw you earlier on the north Coast Highway.”

The bartender cocked his head. “Old Toyota? Almost caused a crash by stopping in the middle of a turn?”

“That would be me. Uh, my car had a hiccup.” No, my cock had an attack.

“You should get that looked at. You must be some kind of English professor.”


Theodore’s eyebrows rose. “Am I that much of a cliché?”

“Just a guess. The way you talk, I guess. Genre? And those professor types in there who glanced at you like they might know you.”

Damn. “Yes, I’m guessing they’re from the college. I didn’t recognize them, but I’m just a lowly PhD candidate and English instructor—for now.” He stuck out his hand. “Thank you again for rescuing me. I’m Theodore, by the way.”

“Theodore? Not Theo or Ted or Teddy?” He shook slowly.

Theodore laughed, but it probably sounded a little hollow. “When you look like a twelve-year-old twink, you do everything possible to be taken seriously.”

“Hey, well, I’m not a guy to take anything too seriously, so—” He touched Theodore’s cheek with one finger. Even though his hands were rough, they smelled clean from all the washing. “I think I’ll call you Teddy.”

“As in Bear?”

“Maybe it will balance the twink image.” He released Theodore’s chin and laughed. “By the way, I’m Snake.”

Theodore’s mouth opened, closed, opened again. “Of course you are.”

Snake laughed all the way back into the Bay Bar.






Chapter Three

 

 

“DON’T YOU just love swordfish?” Jimothy clapped his hands together, and Theodore tried to smile. Yep. Jimothy.

“More than life.”

Mary gave him a glance, and her hubby, Burt, clearly tried hard not to spit his beer across the restaurant.

Theodore held up a finger. “Just quoting Pretty Woman.”

Jimothy clapped some more. “Oh yes, Julia. I simply love Julia.” He plunged back into his meal with extended-pinky gusto.

Okay, Theodore might be gay and look like a twelve-year-old porn star, but Jimothy redefined queen. Theodore chewed his salmon and tried not to cast vicious glances at Mary. Come on, man. People think you’re as much of a queen as Jimothy. Be nice. “So how did you get your unusual name? I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before.”

Jimothy smiled. “My two dads took me in when I was ten. My name had been Tom, but I was so grateful, I wanted to show them in some way. One is Jim and one is Tim or Timothy, so I made up Jimothy.” He smiled sweetly and kept eating.

Theodore swallowed. Take that, you self-righteous, superior prig. “What a nice thing to do. I’ll bet they loved it.”

Jimothy smiled and nodded. Mary flashed Theodore a glance dripping with I told you so.

Theodore sighed very quietly. “I’d love to hear more about your hair-dressing business.”

Jimothy beamed so big his lean face should have cracked, and he started to talk.

So an hour later, he’d heard the ins and outs of every fashionable cut and color with some skin care thrown in. Yes, the guy’s sweetness did get through to Theodore, even if he kind of wanted to tear his hair out if he heard one more styling tip.

Suddenly Jimothy looked up, bright-eyed. “Why don’t we go to the Bay Bar?”

Theodore almost gasped. I didn’t send him a psychic message, did I? He wasn’t just of two minds. More like three or four, but Mary almost leaped at the chance. “Oh yes. I love that place. Remember how we used to go there, Theodore?”

Theodore glanced at her. Just a teeny bit bored with BB cream, are we, dear heart? He nodded. “Yes. With Esther.”

Her face sobered. “Yes.”

Burt started gathering his stuff and tossed a tip on the table. He clearly wanted out too. Mary said, “Why don’t you take Jimothy, dear, and we’ll go in our car?”

No. Way. Out.

At least Jimothy changed his topic to how much he loved Laguna as they drove the few blocks to the bar. Theodore’s heart beat so hard he could barely hear him. Maybe he won’t be there. That made him sad too. Dumbass.

“Oh you’re so lucky to get to live here.” Jimothy made his hand-clapping motion again.

“Yeah, I know. But honestly, we give up a lot to stay in town. My son and I live in a tiny apartment over a garage. If we went inland, we could have more space.”

“Why don’t you?”

“I want Andy to grow up in an eclectic place with lots of influences. Most of Orange County is so damned conservative. Plus I want him to have the fresh air and access to the beach.”

“How do you happen to have a son? Did you come out late?”

“No, not exactly. I think I knew I was gay a few days after I was born.” He pointed to the lot down the street from the bar. “Here. I’ll see if there’s a spot.”

The parking lot guy gave him the last space for an exorbitant price, which Jimothy offered to share—and Theodore let him. They walked away from the lot toward the Bay. “Thanks. I appreciate you helping with the cost.”

“That was such a rip-off. I figure you must need your money for your son. My dads always made sure I had the best they could afford.”

“Do they live nearby?”

“Oh yes, I live with them. We live in Costa Mesa. Jim’s had some health problems so he’s retired, but Timothy still works in advertising. I do fairly well, so I can help with all the expenses.”

“That’s really great of you.”

Jimothy looked at him like he was speaking Swahili. “Oh no, it’s the least I can do.”

They got to the bar, and Theodore held the door while also holding his breath. Inside, patrons packed the long, narrow space. Mary stood and waved from a table in the back, and Jimothy started toward it. Theodore glanced at the big bar, currently hosting drinkers three deep. It was tough to be sure, but it looked like the bartenders included the big, heavy guy who’d first waited on Theodore the night before and a redheaded woman. Disappointed or relieved? Both.

He joined his three companions at the table, where Burt had already secured a pitcher of beer. Theodore ended up with his back to the bar—probably best. It would keep his eyes from wandering. The topic turned to astrophysics and, bless his sweet heart, Jimothy expressed fascination and boundless enthusiasm for that too. I could learn lessons in kindness from this guy.

Jimothy squealed and hung on Mary’s every word as she explained that it was her job to ascertain the nature of heavenly bodies, rather than their movement, which was more the science of astronomy. Funny how she was his close friend and he never exactly knew that.

When Mary took a breath, Theodore held up a finger. “Keep talking. I just need to find the men’s room.” It would give both his bladder and his patience a break.

Mary smiled and plunged right back in, having secured a faithful listener. Not too much audience for astrophysics.

Theodore sidled his way through the crowd, forcing himself not to look toward the bar. He’s not here. I saw that already. When he got in the men’s room, every urinal was in use and he stood next to the wall with two other anxious guys until he got a spot. Okay, better. He took a few seconds longer than needed to wash his hands, then accepted his fate and walked out the door. Leaning against the wall on the opposite side of the hall was Snake.

Theodore’s pulse rate tripled so fast it made him light-headed. Snake’s physical presence could stop traffic or launch a thousand ships, depending on the situation and the cliché. “H-hi. I didn’t see you behind the bar.”

“Is that guy your boyfriend?”

“Guy?”

A crease flashed between Snake’s dark arched brows, then vanished so fast Theodore might not have seen it. “You know, the man you’re sitting with. The one you walked in with.”

“No. A fix-up by the couple at the table. Not a very successful one.” Theodore wrinkled his nose. “Although he’s a lot nicer than I am.”

“Have you got a boyfriend stashed somewhere?”

Theodore’s turn to frown. “If I did, what exactly would I be doing having drinks with some blind date?”

Snake grinned. “Just checking.” He took hold of Theodore’s arm and started walking down the hall away from the crowded bar.

“Uh, excuse me? Where are we going?” He noticed he wasn’t trying really hard to stop.

“Thought you’d like to see the office.”

“Why?”

Snake opened a door on the left at the end of the hall, stepped in, and pulled Theodore behind him, then pressed the door closed again. Only a small task light gleamed over a neat desktop; the rest of the room was dark.

Snake turned him around so they were face-to-face. “I just figure someone as smart and gorgeous as you isn’t going to be wandering around loose for long.”

“Uh, love your vote of confidence, but evidence mounts to the contrary.”

“I don’t want to take the chance.”

“What? I—”

Snake closed those luscious lips over Theodore’s, and that closed the book on rational thought. How can a guy smell like whiskey and beer and tangerine all at once? And taste like a bite of heaven. One pyroclastic flow of passionate heat washed over Theodore, sending his cock into steel-pipe status and pushing the time-to-fuck button in his brain repeatedly. It had been too long and this was too right.

He wrapped his leg around Snake’s hard ass, trying to get their respective parts into contact. Not happening. Theodore stood five eleven and Snake had to be six three—four inches that wouldn’t matter lying down but didn’t work well standing up. That desktop looks likely. Theodore’s cell phone rang in his pocket. Could throw it against the wall.

Snake kissed long and deep and slow, so much sweeter than a hookup in the back room suggested. Whoa, is that a tongue stud? The smooth hardness against the warm wet of Snake’s mouth shot electric currents through Theodore. He wanted to yell and scream—but Snake wasn’t screaming. He didn’t seem to mind that Theodore was climbing him like a tree, but he wasn’t escalating the situation. After a particularly deep exploration, he leaned back and smiled.

Theodore couldn’t get his brain to function. “What? You’re stopping?”

“I kind of recall that I have this job and you have this date. I just wanted to—throw my hat in the ring, so to speak. Let you know that I wouldn’t mind doing this again soon, if you’re interested.” He held Theodore out at arm’s length.

Holy hell, what am I doing? He was standing in a little, dark room ready to fuck a guy covered in tattoos and body piercings with a hundred people a short hall away and his whole future hanging in the balance. On top of that, a man named Snake had more self-control than he did. “Sorry. That was totally stupid.”

Snake shook his head. “I hope not.”

“No. It was. Thanks for realizing it.” He stepped back forcefully, pulling his arms from Snake’s hands, and ran out the door and down the hall. He swallowed a huge lump that told him crying would be an excellent idea and threaded through the crowd that had grown larger and rowdier.

Across the room, Jimothy stood staring toward the bathroom, and Theodore raised his hand to wave. Jimothy looked so damned relieved it made him want to cry more. Theodore burst up to the table. “I’m so sorry. There was this huge line.”


Mary drew down her brows and stared from under them. “I thought that only happened in ladies’ rooms.”

“Me too. Jesus, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I even called your cell phone.”

“Oh, I must have it on mute.”

Burt said, “We better get home. Will you drive Jimothy, please, Theodore?”

I’m not entitled to even a small sigh. “Sure. I’d love to.”

Mary looked delighted—and surprised.

“Let me leave money for the beer.” Theodore fished in his pocket.

Jimothy touched his arm. “No need. I got it. Heck, you didn’t even get to drink it.”

“I really am sorry.”

“That’s perfectly fine.”

“Maybe we can stop for ice cream on our way to your place?”

Jimothy clapped. “I simply love rocky road.”






Chapter Four

 

 

SLAMMING DOWN his visor against the morning sunlight, Theodore gritted his teeth at every filled parking space in the jammed lot. Okay, this place had great brunch food, but the parking was crap—and it wasn’t even in Laguna. He navigated through the lot to a little side parking area in front of some shops and found one empty space hiding on the very end. He pulled in and leaped out of the car practically before he got the ignition off, then stomped across the tarmac to Apricots, the hidden-away Costa Mesa restaurant for those in the know. Unfortunately too many people knew.

Rod—artist, close friend, and force of nature—waved from the sidewalk in front where he stood with a crowd of about thirty or so people waiting for tables and leaned forward to give Theodore a hug when he got close. “Hi, darling. They just called us, so your timing is perfect.”

“Where’s Hunter?”

“He went to tell them we’re here. David’s with him.”

“The boys?”

“Off doing ridiculous volleyball things. They’ll be back soon.”

Rod turned and led the way into Apricots. His hair, currently pink and silver, gleamed in the morning light. His tiny frame was draped in a pink-and-black kimono over black skinny jeans. Rodney Mansfield, husband to Theodore’s academic friend, Hunter Fallon, was one of California’s most renowned artists. Theodore had been shocked when he first met Rod. The wildly flamboyant artist was the antithesis of the conservative, reserved, and wildly handsome Hunter, but Theodore appreciated him instantly for his bright mind and expansive heart. So did Hunter, who adored the little fireball.

Inside, Rod led the way to the back wall where Hunter and David Underwood, the art gallery owner, sat; apparently not noticing the adoring glances of admiring women. Those two at one table was an unfair amount of gorgeous.

Hunter waved. “Hey, Theodore. Glad you made it.”

“Parking. That lot wins the prize for crappy.” Theodore frowned as he sat next to David.

David waved a hand at him. “Uh-uh. Much too grumpy for a Sunday morning, dear.”

“I know. Sorry. I didn’t sleep much.”

Hunter leaned toward him. “Studying?”

“No. Worrying.”

The waitress came up, looking friendly and a little harried. They all ordered feta cheese and spinach omelets and fresh squeezed grapefruit juice. Rod batted his lashes. “And may we have some of those lovely homemade muffins too, dear?”


When she walked away, Hunter said, “Anything in particular you’re worried about?”

Theodore made a motorboat sounds with his lips. The guys knew a lot about him but not the most important secret. He’d better keep it that way. “I just learned my department chair might be a closet homophobe and my number-one competitor in the department goes to church with said department chair, on top of which this guy is a real backstabber.”

“Welcome to the wonderful world of academia. I told you to come over to California University.” Hunter sipped his coffee.

Theodore shook his head as the grapefruit juice arrived. Everyone grabbed for it since ambrosia would pale by comparison. “I can’t even think about changing my job until after my orals. It’s a great school academically, and having my PhD from there will be a plus. If I gave up my teaching assistant position, it would set me back, and honestly, my in-laws already think this is taking way too long.”

David licked his lips. “What business is it of theirs?”

If they only knew. “Sadly, I feel like I need to keep a good relationship with them since they really want to be involved in Andy’s life.”

“But they don’t support Andy. You do.”

“Not entirely true. They’ve already set up a very generous college fund for him.” He lifted his brows. “Which will be great if they don’t decide to dictate where he goes to school. I’m not having him go to some Bible-beating, homophobic, we’re-all-going-to-hell, stick-up-the-ass college—unless he wants to.”

That was cause for them all to sip grapefruit juice.

Rod rested his chin on his palm and fluttered his lashes. “And is that all that’s bothering our boy, hmmm?”

Theodore tried to keep a straight face. Failed.

“You look guilllll-ty.”

He snorted. “Okay, I met this guy.”

“Oh yummy! Tell me, tell me.”

“He’s just—inappropriate.”

Rod raised brows. “Excuse me? Who was just deriding sticks up the butt, darling?”

“Yeah, sorry.” He stared at the recently arrived muffins. “It’s the company I keep.”

“So tell Roddy Woddy all about him, and I’ll determine his level of propriety.”

Theodore shoved a piece of muffin in his mouth. “He’s six three or so, has longish dark hair and green eyes that practically glow, no body fat, and muscles everywhere.”

David fanned himself. “Dear heaven, if this is inappropriate, I must be mired in same.” David’s two volleyball-playing lovers both fit the total hunk description.

Theodore held up a hand. “He’s a bartender.”

The guys looked at each other and nodded. Apparently that didn’t rule him out.

“He rides a Harley.”

“Oooh, sexy.” Rod grinned.

“He’s covered in tattoos and has pierced ears, a stud in his nose, and a tongue stud.”

Hunter had stopped chiming in and had a slight crease between his eyebrows.

Theodore held up a finger and waited for total attention. “His name is Snake.”

Rod and David burst out laughing. Hunter frowned more.

Rod put a hand on Theodore’s arm. “You’re joking, right?”

“Nope.”

“Dear God.”

Hunter said, “You wouldn’t have mentioned him if you didn’t like this guy.”

“Yeah. I kind of do. But like I say, can you see me taking him to a department dinner? Sweet Jesus, it’s tough enough being gay at my college without introducing Dr. Ashworth to Snake. And, of course, there’s Andy to think about. Who knows what a guy like that is into? How could I take him home?”

“Is he interested back?”

“He says he is.”

David asked, “Where does he work?”

“I met him at the Bay Bar. I don’t know how long he’s been there. Until recently, I hadn’t been there for years.”

Rod shoved a morsel of muffin in his mouth. “Reconnaissance!”

Theodore’s head snapped up. “Uh, probably not good. This thing really has no future.”

“Is he dark and brooding like Heathcliff?”

“No, actually. He says he doesn’t take life seriously, but he seems very responsible at his work. A levelheaded guy.” He shrugged. “But who knows? He might be an ax murderer in his spare time.”

“Or a secret werewolf!” Rod glanced at Hunter. “Don’t they always have dark hair and green eyes? Yum!” Rod chewed his muffin and stared dreamily at the ceiling.

Theodore grinned. “Next time I see him, I’ll ask him.”

Hunter said, “I understand your hesitation in light of Andy and what I know about Fairhaven.” He kissed Rod’s nose. “They may be intolerant of werewolves.”

Theodore stared into his grapefruit juice. “Of course, Andy might love a werewolf of his own.” So might Andy’s dad.

Their omelets arrived, and Theodore shifted the conversation to Rod’s art and the latest doings at David’s gallery. He and Hunter also exchanged academic gossip as they chewed. Still, he had a tough time keeping his brain in the game. It kept wandering back to Snake’s kiss, which sparked his cock, which interfered with his digestion, which caused him to worry more, which—

“Earth to Theodore.” Rod snapped fingers in front of his eyes, and he blinked.

“Sorry.”

“Two questions.” There were those fingers again. “First, what time do you pick up Andy?”

“Uh, two o’clock. Those people stay in church forever.”

“Second question. What aren’t you telling us about Snake?”

Theodore pressed his lips together like maybe he could keep the words in. No luck. “When he told me he was interested—he kissed me.”

David and Rod both bounced in their seats. Rod beamed. “This is getting interesting.”

“Yeah, it was damned interesting. Way too.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “I haven’t had sex in so long, I about attacked him.”

“Oooh. What did he do?”

“He cooled it down.” The frown popped up on his face by itself.

David said, “Looks like you weren’t too happy about that.”

“Yeah, well, I’m an idiot.”

“What happened next?” Rod gazed at him so hard, he expected to show up in a future painting.

“He said he had to get back to work, and I had a date—”

Hunter murmured, “Very responsible.”

Rod shrieked, “What? You were on a date with someone else while you were humping this guy? Were you stretched out on the bar?”

Theodore glanced around and, sure enough, a few people were giggling. One older man looked shocked. “Shh. No, I was not on the bar. I was in a back office at the bar. Yes, I acted like an adolescent, and having a guy around who prompts that kind of response in me isn’t a good thing. I told him so and I left.”

“What happened to your date while you were humping the snake?” Hunter looked a little more disturbed by Theodore’s choices than Rod or David did, but he tended to see the more socially acceptable side of things. He’d kept his homosexuality very low-key while he was a firefighter for several years, and even now didn’t really advertise it—well, except for the company he kept.

“I took my blind date out for ice cream to apologize, but I wasn’t really gone that long.” Rod gave him a look, and he cracked a half smile. “Not because I didn’t want to be gone longer.”

Hunter said, “I gather this date wasn’t doing it for you if you were—”

Theodore held up a hand. “Attacking werewolves in the back room? Correct. The guy was Mary’s fix-up, and he’s a love but not at all my type. He kind of knew that.”

David motioned a finger between himself and Rod. “So, too much like us and not enough like Hunter?” He grinned.

Theodore looked into David’s staggeringly blue eyes. Is that true? “No, I don’t think so. I find you and Rod sexier, more attractive than I did Jimothy. Not sure why. But I liked him a lot—as a friend.”

“Jimothy?”

Theodore smiled. “Yeah. He was adopted and made up a name for himself to honor his two dads, Jim and Timothy. Does that give you the measure of the man?”

Rod fanned himself. “It gives me a lump in my throat.”

Hunter said seriously, “I know why he didn’t appeal to you.”

“Why?”

Hunter flashed that rare gift of a smile. “He wasn’t enough like Snake.”

Everyone laughed. Theodore tried, but his heart sank.

Rod patted his arm. “Listen, darling, this kind of response to a person has to be respected. Dear heaven, I tried to give Hunter away because I thought he could never love a pipsqueak queen like me.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “It gives me cold chills to think of a life without Hunter.” Hunter looked at Rod with such love it made Theodore’s heart ache. Yeah, he’d hated walking away from Snake, and he barely knew him. Imagine how hard it must have been for Rod.

David piped up. “I have an idea. How about we all grab a drink together before Theodore has to pick up Andy?”

Rod stared at his friend with laser focus. “What a brilliant idea.”

David smiled. “Let’s pay the check and get going.”

Hunter looked from one man to another. “We can have drinks right here. Or ask for a seat outside on the patio if that seems more festive to you two.”

David’s eyes widened. “Of course not. We have to go to Laguna.”

“Oh, right. That’ll put Theodore closer to Andy’s grandparents’ house.” Hunter slapped some money down on the check and waved away Theodore’s and David’s protests. Hunter might make a lowly academics’ salary, but renowned artist Rodney didn’t, and they pooled their money.

They all stood and wove their way to the outside. On the curb, Theodore asked, “How about the bar at Casa Tortilla? It’s pretty close to the Andersons’.”

Rod waved a hand. “Don’t be silly, darling. We’ll meet you at the Bay Bar.”

Laughing, Rod, David, and Hunter all jogged toward their car.

 

 

SNAKE ERASMO looked up at the two cute, giggling guys who kind of fell into the bar. Maybe they’d already had one too many? But talk about adorable. Well, actually, one of them was handsome as sin and the other cute as Tinker Bell. Snake poured a beer and slid it to the patron who’d spent the past twenty minutes checking his phone at the bar.

The two guys at the entrance bumped each other playfully and managed to get a couple of steps inside when the door opened again and—holy shit! The guy behind them made Adonis look like an also-ran—tall, chiseled, and amazing. This man stepped up to the small one with pink hair with a lot of familiarity. Talk about your odd couple.

The pink-haired one got an exasperated look and marched back to the entrance, opened it, and stepped aside, holding the door wide. Through the door walked—heaven. The Teddy Bear who for some completely weird reason made Snake’s heart pound like a heroine in a romance novel. Tall, but so slim and twinky he could easily have been eighteen, his fair hair and wide eyes just added to the picture. Not that Snake liked kids, but the combination of Teddy’s innocent looks and his super-serious demeanor just turned Snake on—as evidenced by the half boner now straining his jeans. His gaze shifted.

Shit, the handsome one that looks like a Greek statue must be his boyfriend. Teddy lied to me. Snake tried not to frown and lost. Don’t stare. He turned his back, pulse pounding and cock leaping, his hands curling into fists. Do something. He picked up a towel and wiped at the glasses he’d just washed, but a glance in the mirror showed the whole group ignoring the tables and booths and walking straight to the bar. Oh baby. Save me from a criminal offense.






Chapter Five

 

 

“BARTENDER?”

Snake looked in the mirror again. That was Pink Hair talking. Teddy stood beside the Greek statue and looked—scared? Anxious? Probably embarrassed. Why did he come here? To prance this beautiful man in front of me? He sighed. As if I’m all that.

He turned, tried to smile, and failed. “Yeah. What can I get you?”

“Champagne cocktail for me, darling.” Pink Hair smiled and gazed into Snake’s eyes. Did they know who he was?

Greek Statue asked for the same. Big, hunky, and handsome wanted a beer and—that left Teddy. Snake nodded to him without meeting his eyes. “What can I get you?”

“Beer, please. Uh, Snake, these are my friends.”

Startled at being addressed by name, he finally looked at Teddy. “I gathered that.”

“Uh, that’s Rodney, uh, Rod, and his husband, Hunter. Rod’s a famous painter and Hunter’s a college teacher like me.”

Snake still couldn’t get his smile muscles to move, but he stuck a hand across the bar and shook with both men, although the one called Rod only offered fingertips. Snake’s eyes fled back to Teddy.

Teddy glanced at the beauty next to him and said, “This is David. He owns the Underwood Galley on Forest. He’s Rod’s bestie. His husbands are away playing volleyball, so we’re keeping him company.”

Snake just stared. Too many words he didn’t quite grasp. Did he really say husbands? Like, plural? But bottom line—Snake’s face broke out in a smile. “Hi, David, really pleased to meet you.” He shook the handsome man’s slim hand as his brain repeated the mantra, Not his boyfriend. Not his boyfriend. Not his boyfriend.


Rod said in his dancing, musical voice, “You thought David was Theodore’s boyfriend, didn’t you?”

Snake felt the crease pop between his eyebrows and smoothed it with intention. “Looked like it.”

Teddy really frowned. “So you assumed I lied to you?”

“Thought crossed my mind.” He glanced up at the scowling Teddy Bear and almost laughed. “Sorry.”

Rod said, “Theodore, be reasonable. You two barely know each other. Snake might think you would lie to him.”

Snake shook his head. “No, actually, I don’t. Teddy here’s not the lying type. But….” He shrugged.

Rod grinned. “But you’re the jealous type.”

“Not usually. Let me get your drinks.” He turned away, but saw the Greek god David look at Teddy with wide eyes and mouth the word Wow.

He swallowed his chuckle as he added the bitters to the champagne and then pulled the beer from the cooler.

Rod had this funny wheedling voice. “So you call Theodore ‘Teddy’?”

Snake turned back with two of the drinks and flashed a smile. “Teddy Bear, actually.”

Teddy sat back on his stool. “Snake!”

“I mean, who could call that pretty thing something so stodgy and serious as Theodore?” He cast a sideways glance at Teddy.

David looked at Teddy too. “Uh, you better call him Theodore—because that bear can bite.” He laughed.

“Nah.” Snake slid the other beer and champagne to David and Teddy. “We need to get this boy to stop fighting what he is and work it.”

Rod shrieked. “Snake, I adore you! No one with an endless vocabulary could have ever so perfectly expressed the life plan for Theodore Walters.”

Snake looked at Teddy. “Walters. I didn’t know. Pleased to meet you, Teddy Bear Walters.”

A wild giggle exploded through Teddy’s compressed lips. “You’re all crazy!” He shook his head. “What’s your last name?”

“Erasmo.”

“Snake Erasmo. Your mother did not name you Snake.”

“Nope.”

David said, “Who did?”

“Some friends. Something to do with the walk.”

Teddy rested a cheek on his fist. So damned cute Snake wanted to eat him. “What’s your real name?”

“If I told you, I might have to kill you.”

“It’s the only way to keep me from killing you for calling me Teddy Bear. I mean, aren’t all Teddy Bears portly and hairy?”

“Well, my teddy bears always made me feel good, and warm, like I had love curled up next to my belly.”

Rod sighed. “Oh my.”

Teddy blinked hard. “Okay, but you still have to tell me your real name, or—else!”

Oh man, I could drown in those wide eyes. “Well, in that case, my name is Streams. Crystal Streams, to be exact. My hippie mama was into Native culture at the time I was born. Shit, it’s a good thing. The following year she might have named me Frankincense or—Marjoram.”

All four men laughed, but Teddy cocked his head with a quizzical expression. Hmm.

Snake held up a hand and walked over to the two guys who’d just sat down at the bar, took their orders, filled them, and then slowly sidled back to Teddy and company. Have to give these guys time to size me up, because I think my future depends on it.

Handsome Hunter said, “Why’d you choose Snake as a name?”

“Better than Streams.”

Teddy looked down at his hands. “I think I’ll call you Crystal.”

“Not unless you want me to tattoo ‘Teddy Bear’ on your chest.” He laughed.

Rod leaned forward. “So we’re here to check you out.”

Teddy jumped up. “Rod!”

“Theodore!” He looked back at Snake. “But you knew that.”

“Yep.” He flashed the pearlies. “How’m I doin’?”

Rod leaned his head on his arm and fluttered his lashes. “Fine by me.”

Hunter didn’t give up that easily. “Our concern is that Theodore has a young son, and he has to put him first.”

Interesting. “I love kids and I’m good with them.”

“It’s not that easy.”

David reached out a finger and pointed toward Snake’s body art. “It’s about influences.”

Snake nodded. “Sure, I get it. But we’re not exactly planning a wedding here, gentlemen. I’d like to take Teddy on a date before we set the date.”

“Just one more issue.” Hunter could be formidable opposition if he wanted to be. Obviously the other men respected his opinion.

Snake nodded. “I’m listening.”

“Teddy—I mean Theodore—works at a really conservative college. He’s out but not blatant.”

“Hmmm. I’m guessing I fall into the blatant department.”

“Not as gay, certainly. But you sure don’t look conservative.”

Snake flicked his tongue stud. “Ya think?” He looked at Teddy. “What’s a guy like you doing hanging out with a bunch of Orange County assholes?”

Teddy drained the last of his beer. “It’s where I got a scholarship and a TA position that paid more than others. I need to support my son. Plus it’s a really good program. But it’s a religious college, so I maintain a low profile.”

This boy comes with a boatload of baggage. Am I up for this? “So when can we go on a date?” He looked at the other men. “Assuming I didn’t get too low a score on the test.”

Rod sighed elaborately. “Hundred percent from me.”

Teddy’s Adam’s apple bounced. “Uh, well, I can get a babysitter most nights with a little notice. I can’t be out too late because I use high school kids for sitters.”

Snake leaned on the bar to get close to Teddy. “How about tomorrow night? Too soon?” He grinned.

“I could try, but—”

“Tuesday, then. I’ll pick you up at—”

Teddy’s wide eyes widened.

“I’ll text you where to meet me.”

He nodded.

Straightening up, he turned to the other guys. “What kind of food does Teddy like?”

David said, “He likes a lot of Italian dishes.”

“Well, isn’t that fortunate—since I happen to be an Italian dish myself?”

“I’ll say.” David giggled.

“So.” He met Teddy’s eyes. Deer in the middle of PCH on a Friday night. “You’re going to line up a babysitter for Tuesday night at six thirty. We’re starting early so you can get home early. I’m making a reservation. When I do, I’ll text you where to meet me. Nice and neat. No commitment, no revealing of your address or letting the scary tattooed guy meet your son. We’ll eat, we’ll talk, we’ll maybe go to a movie if there’s time, then we’ll get married.”


Teddy, Rod, and David gasped. Hunter frowned.

Snake winked. “Just kidding about that last part.”

Everyone laughed—except Teddy.

“Do we have a date?”

“Uh, I guess so.”

Snake just waited.

“Yes. Okay.” He glanced at his cheap watch. “Time to pick up Andy.” He slid off the stool and walked rapidly to the entrance and out.

Rod made a face. “Don’t mind Theodore. He’s freaked.”

“Am I going to get stood up?”

Hunter shook his head. “No. Reliable as the sunrise.”

And just as beautiful.

Hunter stepped off the stool, which for him was up, helped Rod, and extended a hand to Snake. “Good to meet you. Maybe we’ll see more of you.”

Snake shook Hunter’s hand, as big as his own but not as callused. “I sure hope so. Have a great evening.” A party of five walked in and grabbed the empty places at the bar. Serious drinking time had begun. Snake waved and started pouring.

 

 

THEODORE STALKED back and forth on the sidewalk next to Hunter’s car. Yes, he had to leave, but—Hunter, Rod, and David all walked up looking happy and cheerful as can be. “What the fuck are you thinking, maneuvering me into a date with Snake? Are you crazy?”

Rod, not one to take much crap ever, planted two hands on his narrow hips. “Don’t give me that, Sleeping Beauty. All you had to say was ‘No, I don’t think it’s a good idea.’ Or not show up here at all. But you wanted us to be your scapegoats so you could look back and say”—he raised his voice to falsetto—“‘Oh, oh, Rod and David and Hunter made me do it.’”

“All that proves is I’m crazy too.”

David stepped closer to Theodore and put a hand on his shoulder. “All it proves is that you’re justifiably attracted to a delicious, funny, intelligent guy.”

Rod took a big step until his nose practically poked Theodore’s chest. “For once!”

Theodore stared at his feet. “You really like him?”

“Of course, silly. We’ve got brains.”

David laughed. “And cocks.”

Hunter spoke softly. “You like him too, Theodore. Go with it. He’s been warned.” He chuckled.


“Thanks, guys.”

Rod hugged him hard, then David and Hunter too.

Rod said, “Go get our favorite munchkin and give him a kiss from Uncle Rod.”

“Will do.” With a wave he walked back to his car and started the drive north. Not much traffic in that direction at this hour. By three, the people leaving the beach and the construction guys who worked on the upscale homes seemingly all the time started their migration out of Laguna and the out-of-town traffic got fierce. But now? Easy peasy.

He turned on Chopin and tried not to think. I said yes. That’s that. Now for trying to convince his cock that Italian food was all he wanted.

It took eight minutes to get to the Andersons’, three of those spent at the inquisition at the gate. It made him two minutes later than he’d told Andy. His lanky seven-year-old scrunched in a sitting position on the brick steps in front of the door. He was playing on one of his multiple devices, his grandfather standing behind him looking somewhere between miffed and lost.

Theodore waved as he got out of the car. “Sorry I’m a little late. The line at the guard gate was long.” He trudged to the brick walkway since the Andersons didn’t like people to tread on their expensively tended grass.

Andy leaped to his feet and ran toward Theodore. “Dad.” Theodore caught him as he hurled himself at Theodore’s legs and picked him up in a swooping circle. Andy laughed.

“Let’s get your stuff.”

Andy whispered, “I’m so glad you’re here.”

That sounds ominous. Theodore walked toward the house, still carrying Andy. “Thanks so much for having him, Hanson.”

“Our pleasure. In fact, we really wish we could spend more time with Andy.”

Andy stiffened in his arms. Theodore smiled. Maybe it looked genuine. “I know, it would be great, but weekends are the only time Andy gets to play with his friends and go to the beach with them. Kids need each other. He’s so busy doing homework during the week, he doesn’t have much time for visiting or hanging out.” Change the subject. He looked at Andy. “Did you get your homework done?”

Theodore looked in the eyes of his seven-year-old son and saw total recognition of the game they were playing. “Yes, sir. Grandpa helped me and I got through it in record time, didn’t I, Grandpa?”

“Well, yes he did, yes. We have a very smart young man here.” He patted Andy’s dangling leg. “But I do worry about the company he keeps.”


Theodore’s turn to stiffen. Andy glanced at him. Theodore said, “Okay, get down and grab your stuff. We’re headed home.” He set Andy on the step. Andy grabbed his backpack and gamer and ran toward the car at top speed.

Hanson stared after him. “He certainly loves playing video games.”

“All kids do, Hanson. He was thrilled when you bought it for him.” Might as well remind him who started it.

Hanson frowned. “It was the only thing he asked for.”

“Thanks again for having him. I know he had a great time. We’ll see you next month.” Theodore turned and tried not to mimic Andy by running.

When they’d driven off the Andersons’ street and out through the guard gate to PCH, Andy threw himself back against the seat hard. “Damn, Dad! I can’t stand it!”

“Watch your language, and what can’t you stand?”

“Those people are going to drive me to drink.”

Theodore tried desperately not to laugh. Clearly he had to stop watching old movies with Andy. “In what way?”

Andy collapsed forward. “There’s some pretty nice kids down at the beach, but they won’t let me play with them. They only want me to play with the ‘right’ kids.” He imbued the word “right” with heavy irony.

Theodore tensed and tried not to show it. “And who are the right kids?”

“The ones who are, like, the grandkids of their friends, and they’re mean and stuck-up and their parents are so—homophobic.”

“What?” His head snapped to Andy, and he had to force himself to look back at the crowded highway.

“That’s the word, right? Homophobic?”

“That is a word. It means those who don’t like gay people and are prejudiced against them.”

“Yep. Sure the right word. These people sit around the pool talking about all the crap they learn in church.”

“Language.” But he could barely breathe.

Andy was on a roll. “It’s all”—he raised his voice—“‘Those innatural provers are taking over the whole world. It’s not right. We have to sit beside them and hire them and work with them and pretend they’re just like us.’ Who’d wanna be like those people anyway?” He kind of snuffled.

“What do your grandparents say?”

“Nothing.” He spit out the word like it tasted bad and crossed his arms over his chest. “But Grandma sits there and goes like this.” He nodded his head like a bobblehead doll.

Theodore let his breath out very slowly and silently. “Did that happen this time?”

“Yeah. Yesterday they had a bunch of these stupids over for a pool party, and they brought their stupid kids, and I had to pretend to like them, and then they started in on provers.”

“Perverts?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“Do you know what that means?”

“Yeah.” His voice cracked. “It means you.”

“What did you do, Andy?” Theodore glanced over as they pulled up to a light.

Tears started to flow down his face. “I told them I didn’t feel well and went to my room.”

Theodore leaned over and hugged him. “That was very good thinking. I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’ll have a talk with Grandpa and make sure this doesn’t happen again.”

“I don’t have to go back, do I, Dad?”

A beep from a car behind made him release Andy and press the accelerator. “I’m afraid you do, dear, but not until after I’ve talked to Grandpa.” Shit, not an event he anticipated.


That made Andy cry harder. “I-I don’t wanna.”

“They love you, Andy. They just have different beliefs than we do. You know what we do about other people’s beliefs, right?”

“Re-respect them.” He took a breath. “But, Dad, they don’t respect miiiiine.” He sobbed.

“Well, they’re grown-ups, and sometimes adults think they’re smarter than children.” He caressed his son’s dark hair. “In this case, they’re wrong. I’ll speak to Grandpa. But first we have to stop at Wahoo’s and get fish tacos and follow it up with a half-gallon of Golden Spoon peanut butter frozen yogurt.” He looked over as he inched down the road. “Think that might make both of us feel better?”

Andy nodded, but he didn’t smile. He just wiped his nose.






Chapter Six

 

 

ALMOST 6:00 p.m. Damn! Theodore screeched the car into the driveway and ran up the garage stairs to the apartment. The past two days had been insane! Professor Thurston, for whom he was TA, had gone out of town to present a paper at a conference, leaving Theodore with essentially all his work. The professor might be a brilliant teacher, but he forgot stuff—stuff like telling Theodore he was leaving until a frantic call Sunday evening dropped the bomb.

Late, late, late.

He slammed into the apartment and raced to his bedroom. Well, racing might be overstating the case since the living room was pretty small, but the principle applied.

Andy looked up from his homework spread all over the coffee table. Jillian, the sixteen-year-old babysitter, waved and went back to her laptop.

A second later in his bedroom, as Theodore stood in his boxer briefs staring at his minimal wardrobe, Andy stuck his head in the door. “Hiya, Dad.”

“Hi.”

“Whatcha doing?”

“Trying to figure out what to wear.”

He wandered in and plopped on the unmade bed. “You got a date?”

“Uh, kind of. I mean, yes.”

“So what kind of guy is he?”

“What do you mean?” Was his son checking his date’s résumé?

“You know, is he, like, really conservative—I don’t mean, like, Republican, I mean, does he wear ties and stuff? Or is he, like, ace?”

“Ace?”

“Uh, like, rad, cool?”

“Definitely cool.”

“Okay.” He flipped on his stomach and pointed toward the closet. “Black jeans.”

Theodore pulled his one good pair from the hanger and slid them on.

“Excellent. Now white shirt.”

“Really? Isn’t that kind of conservative?”

“No, you gotta trust me.”

“Okay.” He shrugged on the shirt. “Do I tuck it in?”

“Of course. Black belt.”

He did as instructed. Had to admit those jeans did show off his ass and the shirt made him look more mature and a bit—well, cool.

“Okay, now take the vest you wear to work.”

“You mean, like, a suit vest?”

“Yeah.”

“Which one? I have two.”

“Let me look.” He hopped to a cross-legged position as Theodore held up his navy blue vest and his tan vest.

“That one.” He pointed toward the tan.

“You sure?” Andy nodded. Hell, humor the kid. I can take it off later. He slid on the vest and—son of a bitch if it didn’t look bitchin’. “Hey, good job, this looks—” He grinned. “—ace.”

“Told ya.”

Theodore sat on the edge of the bed next to his fashion consultant. “I won’t be real late, but go to bed on time for Jillian so you can get up and be smart tomorrow. How’s your homework?” Personally he thought they gave second graders too much, but he didn’t want to have Andy falling behind.

“I’ve got a lot done.”

“Ask Jillian to check it over when you’re finished, okay? If you need me, call me.”

“Sure. Have a good time with the ace.” He flashed his little teeth with the big gap in the middle.

“I will, derp.” He kissed Andy’s nose.

“Dad, nobody says that. Especially not grown-ups.”

“How could someone so hopelessly uncool have such an awesome son?”

“Good question.”

Theodore’s mouth froze open. Andy fell back on the bed, laughing hysterically. After a moment, Theodore joined in.

Five minutes later, he ran to the car and checked the address of the restaurant Snake had chosen in Dana Point. The directions were exact, and after fifteen minutes of no thinking because he didn’t have time, he pulled in to the big shopping center at Crown Valley. He drove around a couple of minutes staring at signs and then parked and headed toward Maria’s, which was tucked in the corner of a bunch of shops between a UPS store and a dentist.

He ducked inside, where he was greeted by great smells and Snake standing next to a curved banquette against the windows. Theodore stopped. Holy shit. Snake wore slim black pants and a striped dress shirt, open at the neck. He still sported boots, but not motorcycle boots. His messy, sexy mane of hair had been partly pulled back so the sides didn’t fall in his face and his amazing cheekbones stood out, while a stud had replaced the bar in his nose and only three of his ear holes were filled. Of course, the rolled-up shirtsleeves still showed off the color riot on both arms and the open neck featured the black, winding vines.

Snake walked slowly up to Theodore, demonstrating exactly why he’d gotten the nickname with his loose-hipped, gliding, boneless walk. He smiled.

Theodore swallowed hard. “Who are you and what have you done with Snake?”

“Crystal Streams, at your service.”

“But why?”

“Why what?”

“Why’d you change?”

He touched Theodore’s totally undisciplined hair. “I have a date with you, and you’re conflicted about my, shall we say, personal style? I just wanted to show a little diversity.”

Theodore frowned. “But I don’t want you to change for me.”

“No? If your boss walks in here tonight, won’t you feel more comfortable with me looking like this? Or should I have kept on my skulls T-shirt?” He gave a small smile.

Theodore’s frown deepened.

Snake tucked the wandering finger under his chin and raised it so their eyes met. “It’s a small thing, Teddy Bear. Let me do it for you. You look quite lovely, by the way.”

“Andy. He assured me the outfit is cool. No, wait. Ace. It’s ace.”

Snake laughed his low, sexy chuckle. “The kid sounds cool. I hope I get to meet him—someday. Let’s sit down.” He pointed to the banquette. “Here or out on the enclosed patio? I warn you, there’s no view but the food is sonnet-worthy.”

“Here’s fine.” Theodore glanced at Snake’s face as he pushed out the table a little to make Theodore’s seating easier. Did he really say sonnet-worthy? Who’d think of that—except maybe me?

The minute their butts hit the seats, the busboy rushed over with a basket of fragrant bread, plus oil and vinegar, and their water glasses. The waiter followed him to take their drink orders.

Snake speared him with those sexy green eyes. “Can you drink on a school night?”

“I can probably manage one glass of wine with few repercussions.”

“Red or white?”

“Whichever you prefer.”

Snake glanced up at the waiter. “I remember the sauvignon blanc being good. Let’s try that.”

The waiter walked toward the bar, and Snake leaned back. “Tell me about your son.”

Okay, they were on to the getting to know you portion of the evening, a segment that always made Theodore a little anxious. Don’t be dumb. I want to know more about this man—I gotta share. “As I told you, I think, he’s seven—going on twenty-five. Part of that’s pure sophistication and part is sadly from the slings and arrows of growing up with a gay dad.”

“Does he get bullied?”

Theodore frowned. “I don’t think so. He seems popular with the other kids and well-liked. But Sunday he described some people he’d heard talking as ‘homophobic.’ Pretty damned big word for a seven-year-old—and one I wish he could have waited to learn.”

“Shit, I’ll bet. How do you happen to have him? Not to imply you’d have it any different.” He gave that half grin.

The least favorite part of the getting to know you. “The usual way.” He forced a grin to support the snarky comment.

Snake grinned back. Good. “I just meant, did you not know you were gay until late? I know it happens.”

“No. I knew early. He was just a wild experiment with my best friend.” At least the best friend part was true. “She got pregnant and I got Andy when she died.”

“Holy crap! I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“So you must have loved her a lot.”

Theodore smiled. “I did—in a wonderful best friend way.”

“She knew?”

“Oh yes. But we had great times together, and, I guess, if she’d lived, I’d still be married to her now. Maybe forever.”

“Wow. That’s quite a story—and you’re quite a guy, Mr. Walters.”

Theodore shook his head vehemently. “If you’d known Esther, you’d know how easy it was. And I got Andy. No price too great.”

Silence.

Theodore looked up to find Snake gazing at him with a sweet little smile. “What?”

The waiter swooped down with wine, and the moment evaporated.

Theodore took a sip. “Good. So tell me about you. Where were you born?”

“My, we’re starting at the beginning.” He chuckled, and shots of adrenaline hit Theodore’s heart and balls all at once. Snake sipped his wine. “Born in Texas.”

“Oh. Why’d you leave?”

“I had no reason to stay. Had no real family and hated Texas.”

“I don’t mean to sound, uh, well, stereotypical, but you strike me as a man’s man, Texas kind of guy.”

He slowly turned his wineglass. “Not meaning to be stereotypical, but Texans, as a general rule, don’t like tats and piercings and do like guns. They do like church and don’t like fags. We had nothing in common.”

“So you’re not a gun guy?”

“Oh hell no.”

“Sounds like personal experience.”

“Yep. My daddy had a gun rack the size of Dallas and loved killing things on four legs or two.” He glanced up, and a muscle in his jaw jumped. “The latter might be birds—or might not.”

Theodore swallowed. “To quote you, ‘Holy crap.’”

The waiter smiled his way to the table for their orders and, on Snake’s recommendation, Theodore asked for the sole piccata preceded by a caprese salad. They decided to split the salad.

When Georgio, the waiter, left the table, Theodore said, “How did you end up with a gun-toting father and a mother who’d name you Crystal Streams? Did they ever meet?”

Snake smiled, but it was tight. “Only briefly. She was and is a free spirit, pretty as a unicorn, smart as a firefly. She flew into my father’s life, got pregnant, had me, was at least bright enough to understand he was headed on a mean street to hell, and took off.”

“Taking you with her?”

“Also briefly. My father found us at her latest commune and threatened permanent damage if she didn’t return ‘his son.’” Snake said the last with a drawl of great significance. “He saw this as a chance to make his mark on the future by creating mini-him.” He took a large swallow of wine. “Of course, he wasn’t gay and his mirror image cracked.”

“What did you do?”

“Left home at fourteen. Never considered going back to my mother, since she’d shown little interest in me after my father took me away. Made my way to California, where I heard they had ‘big water and too many homos,’ to quote my father. Sounded like heaven to me. Has been ever since.” His green eyes shimmered. “Recently got even better.”

Theodore slowly released a long breath. “Sounds like I’m not the only one with a story to tell.”

Their food arrived, smelling so good Theodore practically drooled. As the waiter set it in front of them with the salad in the middle to share, Snake said, “Hey, seen any good movies lately?”

Theodore smiled at the strategic change of subject and picked up his fork. “I’ve seen Cars five times, Kung Fu Panda a dozen times, and Guardians of the Galaxy fifteen times, and that’s all in the last month, I swear.”

“Should I see them?” Snake took a bite.

“Probably not. I never have time for movies that Andy doesn’t want to see.”

“So tell me about your dissertation.”

He felt his eyes get wide. “Oh, you don’t want to hear about that.”

“Why?” He grinned.

Leave it to Snake to say the least obvious thing. “How do you feel about romance novels?”

Snake looked up sharply. “You better give me some context.”

“Well, I gathered information from literally thousands of modern romance writers in an effort to demonstrate the direct link between Jane Austen’s novel tradition and the current billion-dollar market.”

“No shit?” He grinned. “Historical or contemporary?”

Interesting question. “Actually, it’s not a question of subgenre but more about the writing style, the use of social realism contrasted with romance tropes, and the early reference to what would become deep point of view in modern literature.”

“Fascinating.”

Theodore snorted.

Snake raised an eyebrow. “Do you read romance novels?”

Theodore glanced at Snake’s face. He didn’t look judgmental. “The dissertation is more about establishing a literary link. Romance novels are maligned by intelligentsia, while at the same time being the number-one selling book genre in the world by double. I decided that many people, women mostly, couldn’t be as dumb as academia would have us believe, so I set out to investigate the truth. What I found were these deep literary roots in the genre.”

“That’s doubly fascinating and not what I asked.” A dimple popped in his cheek.

Theodore blew a motorboat noise between his lips. “Okay. If we keep this far off the record, I’d never read a romance novel when I decided to do the research, but now I’m a total addict. Good thing they invented ebooks, or Andy and I would have to live on a pile of paperbacks.” He looked up at the crinkles beside Snake’s eyes. “Have you ever read one, Mr. Smiley Face? They’re frequently way more than adequate, occasionally brilliant, and most often extremely satisfying.”

“Yeah, actually. I read a few gay romance novels when I was checking out—shall we say, the genre?” He laughed.

Waiter Georgio appeared at the table with two small menus in his hands. “Can I tempt you with dessert?”

The front door of the restaurant opened. An older woman and man walked in—followed by Sean Rance. What the ever-loving, living fuck were the chances of that? Theodore shifted on his seat.

“Teddy? Do you want a lemon tart or something?”

“What? Oh, uh—” He glanced toward the door again, where Rance made slow progress with the older couple directly toward Theodore. “No, thanks. No dessert.” He pulled out his phone and checked it. Maybe if I don’t look up, he’ll miss me.

“Teddy, is something wrong?”

He glanced up at Snake, who looked at him with a slight frown.


“No, I—”

“Ted, hey, man, what are the chances I’d see you here? I thought I was the only one in the know on this great place. Like I’ve been telling my folks, best Italian in Orange County.”

Theodore kind of winced and dragged his eyes from Snake’s. “Hi, Sean. Yes, what a coincidence.” He forced himself not to look at Snake. “Are these your parents, then?” He slid from the booth and extended his hand to the man. “Hello, I’m Theodore Walters. Sean and I work together.”

Though he shook the man’s hand, the woman said, “Oh, how nice to meet another colleague of our Sean. What do you do at the college?”

“I’m a TA like Sean, just completing my orals.”

Her face cooled like someone opened a window on the arctic. “Oh yes, Sean’s mentioned you.”

Rance stared pointedly at Snake. “Are you going to introduce us, Ted?”

Snake rose to his considerable height and extended a hand. “I’m Streams, a friend of Theodore’s.” He said Theodore with just enough emphasis to make Rance’s smile falter a little.

The parents stared openly at Snake’s tattooed arms.

“Are you an academic, Streams?” Rance looked just a touch narrow-eyed.

The mother took Rance’s arm. “Sean, dear, they’re waiting for us.”

“Oh, sorry.” He stared at Snake with a hard-to-define fascination. “Maybe I’ll see you again? Bye, Te—Theodore. Catch you at work.”

They walked toward the door to the patio.

Theodore released his breath long and slowly.

Snake muttered, “I’ll bet you could catch him at work since he’s likely contagious. You have to work with that asshole?”

Theodore flopped back on the banquette. “Kind of. He’s the other TA in my department, which makes him a competitor of sorts. At least for approval and recognition.” He ran a hand over his face. “I’m so sorry.”

Snake frowned as he sat. “For what?”

“For being a flaming coward.” He looked in Snake’s eyes. Yep, he knows exactly what I mean. “It’s just I have to get past my orals, get my PhD, and then everything will fall into place. I can get a good position on a tenured track and know I can support my son.”

“I’m sorry you have to put up with dudes like that.”

If he only knew. “Can we go? I need to go.”

“You bet.” He raised a finger for the check.






Chapter Seven

 

 

OUT OF here. Before Snake even finished negotiating payment, Theodore tossed what he guessed was his part of the check on the table and hurried to the entrance. Out in the rapidly cooling evening, he leaned against the wall. I knew this would happen. It had to. Someone from work was certain to see us. Shit, what if it had been one of the Andersons? Dumb. Dumb.

Snake stepped out, took one look at Theodore, and frowned. “What’s wrong? Did I do something, or is it that guy?”

“Come on.” Theodore looked both ways and hurried across the parking lot toward his old Toyota, where he turned to Snake. “I don’t have the right to take these kinds of chances.”

“I don’t understand. What chances? You work with an asshole. So what?”

Theodore felt his head shaking like some old cow. “No. No. He’s popular with the head of the department. They go to the same church. If the department chair decides my dissertation is inadequate, he can queer the whole thing for me and for Andy. And my in-laws. If I can’t get a good job, they could try to take Andy away.”

Snake put a hand on Theodore’s am. “Come on, man. That won’t happen. Courts only take kids away from their dads for serious addiction issues and shit.”

Theodore felt his face turn cold. Don’t tell him. Don’t. “But they can make life very difficult.” He pulled his keys from his pocket. “I’m so sorry. I like you a lot, and I enjoyed dinner, but I can’t do this. It’s too big a risk.” He pulled open the door and started to slide in.

Snake knelt beside the car and leaned his head against Theodore’s thigh.

Well, shit. All by itself, Theodore’s hand caressed the shiny dark hair.

“I really like you too.” He turned his head so he looked up at Theodore with huge, green, puppy dog eyes. “Can’t we work something out?”

Theodore had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. “What would you suggest?”

“I’ve got an apartment with a kitchen and furniture and everything. There’s a big-screen and I get cable.” He grinned and Theodore had to smile back. “Couldn’t we have dates there—where no one can ever see us? I even know how to cook, my man, and if you don’t like my culinary efforts, I can get Wahoo’s. What do you think?”

“Why would you want to? You don’t even know me. I’ve essentially said I can’t be seen with you, and you still want to spend time with me? Trust me, I’m not worth it.” He smiled a little sadly.

Snake slipped a hand over Theodore’s. “Would you like to spend time with me? Be honest. Better for me to know now.”

Theodore gazed at that handsome, rugged face with the too-pretty eyes and lips. Do I want to? “Hell yeah.”

“That’s all I need to hear. Let’s go watch a movie—at my place.” He pointed. “Follow the Harley.”

Theodore watched Snake walk away—uh, maybe slither or slink might define it. Now that he’d said yes, every conceivable misgiving popped into his brain. Do I really want to have a secret relationship with Snake? If all the niceties are gone, isn’t that going to lead to sex in about thirty minutes? He snorted. And this is a problem, why?

He started the car as the motorcycle pulled in front of him. I like Snake better than any man I’ve met in a long time. I’m not sure why he likes me so much, but forget about equine dentistry and go with it. His foot pressed the accelerator as the rumble of the Harley vibrated through the car. He might have misgivings, but his nether regions didn’t.

They drove north from Dana Point back through South Laguna, and only a short distance into town, Snake turned right up the hill. Theodore glanced around as he followed. If Laguna was eclectic, South Laguna doubled it. Huge mansions snuggled in true California tiny-lot fashion next to near-shacks that had been on the same spot since the 1920s and stayed largely unimproved.

Snake turned on a short dead-end street that seemed to have mostly modest houses except for one or two that had been significantly remodeled. He pulled up in front of one of the latter. The place was modern, really attractive, and appeared to be several units—a large apartment on the top, which probably had a killer view, a smaller one also up a set of brick stairs, and then two units that entered from the ground level.

Snake waved an arm to show Theodore should park at the curb. Snake pulled into a driveway that led behind the house.

So how the fuck did a bartender afford a nice place like that? Tips must be awfully good.

Snake came back around the house and motioned toward the smaller of the two upper units. “My place. Come on.”

Curiouser and curiouser. Theodore followed Snake up the curved stairs to a small deck, where he opened the door to his place. After reaching in to turn on the light, Snake stepped aside for Theodore.

“Okay, wow.” Theodore walked into a large open room with one wall of glass that looked out toward the vast blue of the Pacific. A modern chandelier hung over a dining table that must be Danish, and an island separated the dining space from the kitchen. What he could see over the granite-and-wood bar suggested a lot of gleaming appliances. In the large living space, a curved sectional facing a big television reflected true guy decorating, but it still looked great. “Man, you must be a good bartender.”

Snake chuckled as he dropped his keys in a bowl on the entry table. “I’m a good investor.”

“Can I see the rest?”

Snake’s eyes shifted toward the arch that seemed to lead to a hall, and he nodded. “Uh, sure. Come on.”

Theodore followed him down a short hall. First came a bathroom with a big tub and nice shower, then a big bedroom with a massive king-sized bed and doors that probably led to closets. “This is really nice.”

“Thanks.”

They walked a little farther to a half-closed door. Snake said, “This is my office.” He pushed open the door, and Theodore caught sight of a large, kind of messy desk and tons of books on shelves.

“Is that where you handle your investments?”

“Yeah.” He walked past another open door that seemed to lead to a guest room with a comfortable-looking bed and a nice chair and dresser. “Come on, let’s pick a movie so you get to see it all before you have to go.”

Interesting. Snake hadn’t even tried to maneuver him into the bedroom. Theodore half appreciated that—and half didn’t.

Snake got them iced coffees and some oatmeal raisin cookies from his kitchen while Theodore cozied into the big couch and surfed the available movies. “What do you like?”

Snake set the goodies on the coffee table and looked up at the movie menu. “You pick.”

Damn, better look for action movies. He scanned through the list.

“Wait. Have you ever seen that?” Snake pointed and smiled big.

“Which one?” He couldn’t mean—

“Miss Congeniality. That’s funny as hell.”

Theodore closed his mouth a moment. “Uh, it’s a favorite of mine. I’ve seen it, like, seven times.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“Want to see it again?”

“Sure. If you do.” And wonder of wonders, he pushed Play on a movie only one step less likely to be a favorite of a Harley-riding, tattooed Snake than maybe The Notebook.

For the next two hours, Theodore sat on the couch with Snake beside him, Snake’s arm draped over the back cushions but never slipping down onto Theodore’s shoulders. They both laughed at the same scenes, sang “Mustang Sally” together as Sandra Bullock emerged from her makeover, and at the end, when Sandy received her Miss Congeniality award and expressed her love for world peace, and Theodore had to blink hard to keep from crying, he glanced up to find Snake’s eyes suspiciously shiny. Altogether one of the most fun and surprising evenings of—ever.

As the credits played, Snake leaned back and stretched, showing off several inches of flat hard belly beneath his partly unbuttoned shirt. “Want more cookies, or do you need to get home to Andy?”

Jesus, he even remembers my son’s name.

“I better go. There’s a very slight chance Andy may be asleep, but my babysitter has a curfew on a school night.”


“Want me to lead you home on the bike to be sure you get there safe?” He grinned, but something in his eyes said he’d do it—gladly.

“I can probably find my way.” Theodore smiled. He rose slowly. Funny how he felt reluctant. No kiss, even?

Snake stood beside him. “This was really fun. Interested in doing it again?”

“Yes.” Whoa. Eager, are we? “Uh, I mean I enjoyed it too.”

Snake put a gentle hand on Theodore’s back and guided him toward the door. Theodore’s feet felt leaden. Come on, nitwit. I was the one who was worried about being this close to a bed. Now I’m freaking out because we didn’t use it?

At the door, Snake turned Theodore toward him. “I’ll take whatever works for you to give me, okay?”

Just as Theodore drew a breath to ask again why in hell Snake would want to do that for him, Snake leaned forward and closed his lips with a kiss—warm with just that soft touch of tongue sliding back and forth across Theodore’s slightly open mouth. The kiss might have been gentle and controlled. Theodore’s cock? Not so much. The thing leaped up, stretched, and said howdy, and only the tight denim of the jeans Andy had picked kept it in check. Snake held Theodore’s shoulders tightly. Good thing, or he might have thrown himself at Snake like a fastball. Oh wait, I already did that.

Snake drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Whew.” He opened the door. “Okay, sexy, when can I see you again?”

“Uh, what day is it?” At least the front of Snake’s pants looked pretty crowded too.

“Tuesday.”

“Uh, Friday? I can maybe stay later since my sitter won’t have school the next day.”

“Perfect. Come over for dinner, and we’ll pick another movie or we can play games or whatever you want.”

Anything? He slowly breathed in. “Sounds great. What time?”

“Six thirty too early?”

“Probably not. I’ll text if I need to come later.”

Snake leaned in and kissed his cheek. “See ya.”

“Yeah.” In some kind of weirdly frustrated daze, Theodore walked down the steps, got in his car, and started driving north. Doesn’t he like me? He had an erection—why didn’t he do something?

He stopped at one of the many lights on PCH, replaying the events of the evening to see what he’d done wrong. When he got to the question “Interested in doing it again?” he cracked a smile. The urgency of his reply sizzled through his nervous system all over again. Yes, I said yes, I will yes, as Molly Bloom in Ulysses said.

He started to chuckle. He let me see that I could spend an evening with him at his apartment and not have it be about sex. So much so that I’m ready to jump his bones. That devil.

Can’t wait ’til Friday. He laughed all the way to his apartment.

 

 

THE NEXT day, he wasn’t laughing. Professor Thurston hadn’t returned and in fact texted to say he might extend a day or two in New York to see some shows. Shit, he’s certainly making my life Les Miserables.

Theodore walked into the tiered classroom and faced his hundred or so students, who mostly greeted him with smiles. Professor Thurston wasn’t known for his gripping classroom style, so the freshmen and sophomores who made up the beginning English Lit class always seemed relieved to see Theodore. “Morning.”

“Morning, Theodore.”

“Hi, Mr. Walters.”

He plopped his butt on the edge of his desk. “What did you think of Pride and Prejudice?”

One of the boys, Joey Flynn, said, “Aren’t you gonna tell us what to think of it?” He grinned.

“Nope.”

One of the best students, Rebecca, who he always thought of as Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, said, “I thought it was just wonderful. Mr. Darcy. Oh my.”

A couple of boys made faces.

Theodore pointed at one of the grimacers. “Okay, BB, what’s with the face? What did you think of Mr. Darcy?”

The big blond jock shook his head. “He never even got a kiss in, man. How’d he know he even liked her, much less wanted to marry her?”

Audrey, a brunette who wore her underarm hair like a badge, snarled. “He actually chose her for her spirit and her brain, dumbass, but you’d never know about that.”

Suddenly the whole room was full of raised hands and excited comments. Theodore swallowed his triumphant smile and just played referee. After several minutes of emphatic opinions and some damned good ideas, Theodore asked, “How many of you realize that Jane Austen’s stories are often considered the first examples of the novel form as we know it today?”

A few hands rose, but mostly people looked blank.

“So what do you think about that?” He glanced up to see that Dr. Ashworth had slipped into the side door of the room and sat in a chair at the end of one of the rows. Theodore nodded and tried to ignore him.

Rebecca said, “I can see that. It really reminds me of stories I’ve read.”

“In what way?”

“Well, I guess you could say structure. You know, the hero and heroine are kind of attracted but don’t like each other and then see each other’s good qualities, but they still have lots of obstacles to overcome before they get together.”

A girl named Milly umped in. “Yeah. You’re right. It’s like, you know, romances.”

BB said, “Ew.”

Theodore said, “Why ‘ew,’ BB?”

“Romance novels are gross. I thought this was great literature?”

“Do you think it’s great literature?”

He shrugged.

“Seriously.” Theodore looked out over the class. “Do you think it’s great literature?”

A guy in back they called Rowdy said, “Well, if it did all that shit, I mean stuff, first, then it probably is.”

“Any other things that might make it great?”

One of the quieter girls, who always turned in smart papers, spoke up. “It seemed to give a very good account of what it would be like to live in that time. Especially for women. I mean, Jesus.” She visibly shuddered.

“Elaborate, Martha.”

She frowned. “Women had no rights, no property, nothing to do unless they could get someone to marry them, and they could only do that if they had money or property of their family’s to bring to the marriage. I mean, we may read these stories as romantic, but I think they’re pretty desperate.”

A hush fell over the entire classroom. Audrey murmured, “And it only takes a couple of Supreme Court votes to put us right back there.”

Theodore nodded. “You guys have touched on a significant factor in these Austen novels, what we’ll call social realism. So she romanticized the situations of her heroines by marrying them mostly to men they loved, and you can argue that’s not realistic, but the environment of the stories is very real. Rebecca compared Pride and Prejudice to a romance novel. Do you think they share anything in common?” He pointed at the whiteboard. “I’ve written the name of five romance novels on the board. I want each of you to choose one and read it before our next class.”

A wave of grumbles pulsed across the room.

“Don’t worry, they’re fast reading. Allow yourself to suspend judgment and read them as literature, just as you did Pride and Prejudice. No, you don’t have to like them.” He grinned. “I don’t require you to like anything, just read it with an open mind.” He looked. “Questions?”

BB frowned. “Why do we have to read crap books? I can do that on my own time.” A bunch of the guys guffawed.

“Have you ever read a romance novel?”

“No. Hell no.”

“Why do you assume it’s crap?”

“Shit, man, it’s chick-flick stuff.”

“Ever see a chick flick you liked?” BB started to respond, and Theodore held up a hand. “Last night I watched Miss Congeniality with Sandra Bullock. Ever seen it?”

BB shrugged.

“How many have seen Sandra Bullock walk out of the building after her makeover in the skin tight dress with the long hair—”


“And that ass. Yeah, man.” BB sniggered, and a bunch of the jocks joined in.

“You laughed when she ate lunch and got food all over her face, right? And when she ripped the crown off the winner?”

The guys chuckled and nodded.

“Total chick flick, right down to the world peace. Also one of the funniest movies around. We denigrate chick flicks and chick lit because on some level we want to believe that women aren’t as strong or powerful or capable or smart as we are. We know that’s bull, but it’s been ingrained in us guys for thousands of years. You want women to appreciate you? Learn to see what they value as valuable. Read the books and we’ll talk. Have a good afternoon.”

For a minute nobody moved. Then one of the girls started clapping and all of them joined in. The guys glanced around, and some of them clapped too.

Theodore took a sweeping bow, then grinned. “Get out of here.”

The class began to file out, and Theodore walked over to Dr. Ashworth. “Hi. How can I help you, sir?”

“Interesting teaching style.” He didn’t smile.

“I find people learn best when they teach themselves.”

“Umm. I expect Dr. Thurston’s syllabus may have flown out the window, however.”

A muscled jumped in Theodore’s jaw. “I teach more of Dr. Thurston’s classes than he does, sir, especially the freshman and sophomore level. I think the professor trusts me or he wouldn’t allow me to do so.”

“I think the professor has tenure and is lazy, but I’ll take it up with him. At the same time, I must ask you not to foist your social agenda on your classes. Women’s place in society is not a foregone conclusion, as you suggested. Many women are happy to serve as helpmates and accede to their spouse’s wishes. Families that send their children to school here don’t do so to have them turned into, well, liberals. In addition, wasting their time on something like romance novels when they should be reading the required literature is frivolous. Until Professor Thurston comes back and I can speak with him, I suggest you stick with the curriculum.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Theodore slumped into the nearest chair. Okay, he already knew that Ashworth was an asshole. Stet. But if the department chair thought asking the class to read a romance novel was a frivolous waste of time, what the hell did he think of Theodore’s dissertation?

Very. Very. Very bad.






Chapter Eight

 

 

FOR TWO miserable, conflicted days, Theodore tried to teach by the professor’s syllabus. His students stared at him like he’d grown a different head, and he hated every minute of it.

When the last class finally ended, he gathered his crap and fled, practically running toward his office. He dropped his stuff—no papers to grade this weekend, not happening—and hurried into the hall, turning to lock the door. When he spun to leave, he ran straight into Rance, both of them bouncing back like a couple of bowling pins.

Rance slapped a hand against the wall to keep from toppling. “Whoa, fella. You’re in one helluva hurry. Must be that big hunka burning love that’s waiting for you.”

Lovely. Just what he needed. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“Oh come on, Ted. That guy I saw you with looked like the cover of a damned romance novel—a gay romance novel, that is.” He laughed loudly.

Interesting he even knew there were such things.

“I’ll bet you couldn’t wait to get him in the sack. He’s got to be a stud—except for the whole gay thing, of course.”

Theodore crossed his arms. “Well, that’s where you’re wrong, Sean. He’s just a friend.” Think fast. “He’s helping me prepare for my orals.” Jesus, where did that stupid idea come from?

Sean laughed again. “I’ll bet he’s great at oral.”

Theodore felt his cheeks heat. The words tumbled out. “By the way, Sean, there’s at least one female student who’s getting the wrong idea when you suggest they meet you for drinks to discuss class problems. I’m sure you don’t mean it the way it sounds, but they’re getting upset and might go to the Dean of Students. I think I staved it off, but just be careful not to appear like you’re harassing them.”

Sean paled, then frowned. “I’ve got no idea what you mean.”

“I don’t mean anything. Just what I’ve heard. I wanted to let you know since we’re colleagues.” He smiled but his stomach clenched. Where the hell did this whole political maneuver come from? It’s not who I am. “I need to get home to my son. Have a good weekend.” He pushed past Sean.

“Yeah, I’ll have a great weekend—playing golf with Ashworth. And we can’t forget church on Sunday, right?” This time his laugh morphed from prurient to nasty.

Well, shit. Theodore hurried toward the door. Sean did it all on purpose? The golf. The church. It’s all to impress Ashworth, but it’s part of the game. They won’t let me teach, but becoming a master of politics is required. What a crock!

He rushed out into the afternoon sun and jogged to his car. A couple of students looked at him and then started whispering between themselves. Damn. He was letting down his students, which hurt worse than letting down himself.

After a half hour of craptastic traffic on the Laguna Canyon Road, he pulled up in front of his apartment. For a second he just breathed. I’ve got a date. I’ve got a date. Just the thought of Snake’s beautiful lips and undemanding humor jump-started his heart again.

He bounded up the steps and threw open the door. Andy looked up from the omnipresent homework. Theodore ruffled his dark hair. “Good boy. Get it done now and you’ll have lots of time to play.” He looked around. “Where’s Jillian?”

“Don’t know.”

“What the he—heck? Have you been by yourself?”

“Only a couple minutes before you came. Mrs. Burlingen saw me get off the bus and gave me a snack.”

“That was nice. Wonder why Jillian’s late? She’s always so responsible.” He shrugged and walked into the bedroom.

“You going out?” Andy called from the living room.

“Yes, a friend is making dinner for me.”

“Hey, that’s cool. You need to meet more guys who can cook.”

Theodore laughed, and a few pounds of crap slid off his shoulders.

“Who’s staying with me?” Andy scurried into the bedroom and leaped onto the bed.

“Jillian’s who I lined up.” Theodore stared into his closet. “I’m surprised she’s not here already.”

Like the answer of the oracle, his cell phone rang. He looked down with trepidation. “Jillian, are you okay?”

“Oh, Mr. Walters, I’m so sorry.” She sounded weak and awful. “I got something, maybe food poisoning, and they took me to the hospital. Mom didn’t know I promised to come to your place so she didn’t know to call.”

The sound of barfing echoed through the phone, and he held it away from his ear.

“So sorry.”

“No problem, Jillian. Just get better.”

“Th-thanks.” More barfing before the line went dead.

“Well, damn.”

“She sounded bad even from here.” Andy rolled on the bed backward and then forward like some armadillo and ended sitting on his butt.

Theodore sat on the bed next to him and started calling backups. Fifteen minutes later, he threw in the towel. Shitfire and damnation.

Andy rolled onto his side. “I’m really sorry.”

“Me too.” He sighed as he dialed the phone.


Snake’s voice danced with humor. “Hey, Teddy Bear, aren’t you supposed to be someplace now? Like here?”

“My sitter got food poisoning, and I tried to get a sub, but Friday night is too popular for the babysitting profession. I really am sorry. I was looking forward to it.”

“Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“Has Andy?”

“Uh, no. I’m just about to feed him.”

“This is totally up to you, and I won’t be offended if you say no, but bring him along. Food and a movie. Pretty harmless.”

Could he? Introduce his son to—Snake? He looked at Andy. The kid had a pretty crappy week too. “Okay.” He almost bit the words back, but his rebellious spirit wanted to go see Snake. Laugh and eat and forget the total crap of the week. “Yeah. Okay.”

“I’m cooking. See you in a few.”

He hung up and stared at the phone. “Want to go have dinner with my friend?”

Andy scooted so his face lay just beneath the phone. “You serious? He invited me?”

“Yep.”

Andy leaped up in one of those anime moves of his. “Dad, this is one cool dude, and I am majorly hungry.”

Theodore smiled—then laughed. “Yep, I’m majorly hungry too.”

 

 

SNAKE STIRRED the sauce and turned the heat lower, then added grated cheese to the salad—kids like cheese—and crossed to the fridge to check his supply of milk and soft drinks. Take a deep breath, man. How scary can one seven-year-old be?

As he hurried down the hall, he stopped to check the condition of the office. Nothing incriminating. Good. Then he moved on to the bedroom. Sadly his nice clean sheets wouldn’t get admired tonight, but this was more important. Teddy didn’t introduce just anybody to Andy.

He pulled his T-shirt over his head and replaced it with a clean one, then walked to the bathroom, brushed his teeth, and checked his hair. It would get in the way of cooking and serving, so he pulled it back in a short tail.

He stopped and stared in the mirror. The person looking back was his own creation—the ultimate fantasy. You’re making a lot of compromises, man. You barely know this guy. Hell, you haven’t even had sex. What’s up? He snorted. Easy. There’s a chance he might know me.

The doorbell rang, his heart leaped, and with a quick grin at his reflection, he hurried to let in the maybe man of his dreams.

He paused at the front door to arrange his expression—friendly but cool. This was a kid, after all. He pulled it open. Teddy flashed all kinds of teeth. The kid next to him stared up at Snake with wide eyes and a slightly open mouth. Okay, Teddy didn’t tell him about the tats. “Hey, you guys, come on in.” He stepped back and let Teddy guide Andy into the entry that was divided from the living room by the furniture arrangement.

“Sure does smell good in here. Doesn’t it, Andy?”

The boy nodded but kept glancing at Snake’s arms.

Snake knelt beside Andy. “Want to see?”

Andy gave him a look like he was weighing to be sure Snake wasn’t pissed, then grinned and nodded. “Yeah. These are so rad.” He examined each pattern, animal, and flower individually, tracing some with his fingers. “How long have you had them?”

“All different times. I got some when I was a teenager and have been adding ever since.”

Andy bent his head over one pattern. “Man, this is like Alice in Wonderland stuff.”

“Yep. Good eye.” Snake glanced up at Teddy, who smiled softly. Interesting. Andy couldn’t look less like his father. Teddy’s curly blond hair, blue eyes, angelic features, and slim body contrasted with Andy, who was dark-haired, not a curl in sight, brown-eyed, and sturdier framed.

Teddy chuckled. “Uh, Andy, this is my friend Snake.”

Andy speared him with his dark, level eyes. “Yeah, what about that name?”

Snake stood. “Come sit down.” They all walked into the living room, and Teddy and Andy sat on the sectional. “I’ve got beer, wine, soda, iced tea, milk. Can I get you a beer, Andy?”

Andy howled. “Sure, I’ll take two.”

“How about some organic natural lime soda instead?”

Andy crossed his arms and made a big show. “Oooo-kay.”


“Teddy?”

“Beer, please.”

“You call my dad Teddy?”

“Yep.” Snake walked into the open kitchen. “He’s threatened me, but I still do it.”

“I don’t know. I’d be careful. He’s pretty hung up on his—” He lowered his voice and frowned. “—professional image.”

“Andy!” Teddy hollered but laughed just as hard as Snake.

“It’s tough for him since he looks like he’s twelve.” Andy rocked back on the couch and chortled. “He still gets carded.”

“Andy, I’m not going to have any secrets left.” Teddy looked at Snake and smiled.

Snake took a deep breath to keep his cock from rising. He poured the soda and beer for Teddy and himself, left one beer on the island, and carried the others to the coffee table. “My name was given to me by some friends.”

Andy took his soda. “Thank you.” He sipped. “Hey, this is good.” Then his face got serious. “You sure they liked you? I mean, snakes aren’t really popular.”

Snake snorted. This kid was a force of nature. “Uh, yeah, I think they liked me. I kind of like snakes. How about you?”

“Yes, I think I do. Haven’t seen too many.”

“Maybe we’ll go to the snake house at the San Diego Zoo sometime.” Snake glanced at Teddy and saw the slightest flicker of a frown.


“Oh man, that’d be rad. I love animals.”

Snake held out his arms. “Me too.”

“So what’s your real name?”

“Streams.”

“That’s unusual.”

Teddy put a hand on his son’s leg. “Andy, enough with the third degree.”

“Ooo-kay. What’s for dinner?”

Teddy raised his hands. “I give up.” They all laughed.

Snake walked back to the kitchen. “How does spaghetti with meatballs sound?”

“Rad.”

“Glad to hear it.”

Teddy asked, “What can we do to help?” He and Andy piled into the kitchen, and Snake showed them where the dishes were kept.

Fifteen minutes later, they all sat around the table chowing down on spaghetti.

“Snake, where are you—”

Teddy held up a hand. “Stop. Your turn to answer questions. So how was school today?”

Andy shrugged. “Okay. I mean, that kid Dixon still can’t keep his hands to himself, but I tried to turn the other cheek. That’s what Grandpa said I should do.”

Teddy’s lips tightened, but he didn’t say anything.

Snake glanced at Andy, who busily sucked strings of pasta into his mouth with accompanying sound effects. “Some other kid giving you a hard time?”

Andy shrugged. “Yeah. He’s pretty much a bully to everybody in class, but I guess his mother told him not to play with me since my dad’s gay. That made him even worse.”

Teddy looked like someone hit him with a stick. Hell, how crappy would it be to have someone treat your kid bad because of you? Shit! “So how do you feel about this kid?”

Andy chewed thoughtfully. “He makes me mad because he’s, like, dissing my dad, right? But I figure he’s got these really bad parents, so it’s hard to hate him. He’s got a few friends who are like him—mean and nasty. But I’ve got more. Friends, I mean.” He smiled. “Yesterday, he came up and punched me on the arm and called me fag and my friend Gemma, who’s bigger than either of us, went over and slapped him. Asked him how it felt? Man, he was really surprised. The teacher pretended she didn’t see. It was cool.” He laughed.

“Sounds like you’ve got this under control.”

“Yeah, well, my dad knows I’ll tell him if it’s not.”

How did this fifty-year-old philosopher end up in a seven-year-old’s body? Snake looked at Teddy over Andy’s head and mouthed, “Wow.”

The topic switched to soccer, which Andy loved, and baseball, which he didn’t. Snake took some plates to the kitchen and started dishing up cookie dough ice cream. He looked back at the table, where Teddy and Andy laughed over the total boredom of baseball. Like somebody captured a moment from his dreams and crystalized it into reality. A family who ate together, laughed, shared their days, teased, solved problems. An entity as rare as a unicorn in Snake’s life. He blinked hard against the heat pressing behind his eyes. Just dish dessert, man.

As he walked into the dining area, Andy looked up. “Hey, Snake, thank you for dinner. It was really good. Oh wow! Is that cookie dough?”

“Sure is. Want to take dessert to the couch and start a movie?”

“Yay! Yeah, what have you got?”

“What do you like? How many times have you seen Shrek?”

“Really? I love Shrek.”

“Okay. Shrek it is.”

Teddy said, “First let’s help clear the rest of the table.”

Andy glanced at his ice cream longingly but hopped up and had everything off the table except the wooden finish in a matter of seconds, and then he grabbed his dish and hurried to the couch.

Teddy whispered, “You’re pretty amazing.”

Snake gave him a gentle kiss. “I aims to please.” He didn’t say he would have happily given up a year of life just for the joy of the evening.

After an hour and a half of his sides hurting from laughing and raucous arguments over the relative superiority of Donkey and Puss as heroes, the movie ended with Andy sound asleep, head on his father’s lap and feet tucked against Snake.

Teddy met Snake’s eyes and spoke softly. “He’s so tired. They give these poor kids so much homework in the second grade I expect him to be writing a dissertation over the summer. Plus I think the bullying’s taking a bigger toll than he wants to admit. I need to talk to his teacher.”

“That’s probably wise, but he’s an amazing kid. If he can work it out without adult intervention, it’ll be good for his self-confidence.”

“Good advice. I’ll just ask her to be vigilant.” He smiled softly. Butterflies in stomach time. “Thanks so much for having us.”

“Anytime. Seriously, I love cooking and, well, I love your kid, so if you want to include him in our clandestine dates, feel free.”

Teddy’s turn to blink against his shiny eyes. “Thank you. Not many guys would offer that.”

“I’m not many guys.”

He cocked his head. “No, you’re not, are you?”

Snake leaned over and latched his lips onto Teddy’s. So damned soft. He’d never kissed a girl seriously, but their lips couldn’t be any silkier. Teddy did have a tiny prickle of pale blond beard right around his lips that gave Snake shivers.

Teddy moaned. Not the first time Snake had heard that sound. The guy needed sex, and Snake more than wanted to give it to him. Not tonight, sports fans. Unless—

He whispered, “Any chance you’d want an escort home?”

Teddy’s eyes widened.

“No pressure.”

“The place is tiny.” He glanced at Andy. “But Andy’s a sound sleeper.”

“Okay.” He waited. Don’t expect anything.

“You’d have to hide the bike. My neighbors are, well, not exactly nosy but observant.”

“Not a problem.”

“You’d have to bring—” He waved a nervous hand.

Kind of cool that he didn’t have them. “Can do.”

Teddy’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Yes. Shit, yes.”

The smile spread across Snake’s face like melted cookie dough ice cream.






Chapter Nine

 

 

I’M GOING to pass out.

Theodore stood next to Andy’s bed and breathed. This is stupid. Foolhardy. Oh shit, my cock won’t go down. He looked at his sleeping son, breathing deeply with his hand curled under his cheek. How would Andy feel if he knew his dad was having sex with Snake? Well, he might not understand sex, exactly, but he’d know they were sneaking around. He had to consider that. Kids wake up. Kids always know more than we think.

He pressed a hand against his pulsing erection. His butt tingled. So long. So damned long.

He heard a soft sound from down the hall. He’d left the front door ajar. Quiet, then Snake stuck his head in the room, grinned, and raised an eyebrow.

Theodore pointed down the hall, and Snake disappeared. At least his room and Andy’s didn’t share a wall. Quietly, he slipped out of the room and closed the door. Andy had never been afraid to sleep with his door closed. Not a nightlight kind of kid. Whew. Glad of that tonight.

With a big inhale, he walked down the hall and opened his bedroom door. Snake looked up from where he reclined on the edge of Theodore’s bed—still fully clothed. He grinned. “I thought I ought to give you one more chance to change your mind.”

“Have you changed yours?” Stop giving me choices!

“Shit, no. Never will. But I have less to lose.”

No one could have put the problem more succinctly. But dear God, sitting on that bed leaning back on his forearm, Snake set new land speed records in sexy. His jeans hugged his powerful thighs, framing a lovely bulge in between. The muscles in his biceps flexed and released as he sat up. Wanting to see all that potential unveiled drove Theodore like a whip. He shook his head. “N-no. Didn’t change.”

Snake leaned forward, reached out, grabbed Theodore’s hand, and yanked him forward. Falling, Theodore wound up in Snake’s arms and flew through the air until he landed on his back on the mattress with about two hundred pounds of Snake pressing him down. Oh yeah.

Snake grinned and kissed his nose. “We’ll be really quiet.” Dive! He covered Theodore’s lips and pressed his hot, silky tongue deep into his mouth. Oh man, end of considerations and excuses. Theodore wrapped his arms around Snake’s neck and gave over to the rush of the kiss that sparked so much adrenaline, his vision turned white, then red.

Snake shifted his body a few inches and pay dirt, his long, hard cock bulge snuggled right beside Theodore’s. He started to move, a thrusting pulse against Theodore’s armed and loaded dick, every pump sending shocks of almost painful pleasure into Theodore’s balls and up his spine until his head—definitely—exploding.

Don’t want to come this way. “Stop. Clothes off!”

Snake raised his head and looked into Theodore’s eyes but didn’t stop thrusting. “But-it-feels-so-good.”

“Want to see you. All of you.”

He chuckled. “You smooth talker.” In one move, he rolled off Theodore and sat up.

Shit, mistake! He wanted to grab Snake back, but then he turned his head.

Snake pulled the T-shirt off, and it must have ripped out the band that held back his hair because the silky dark mane fell around his face.

Theodore actually gasped. Like someone pulled him into an art gallery blindfolded and then tugged off the cloth. Almost every inch of Snake’s chest glowed with color and pattern. Vines, flowers, and animals swirled and twisted across his torso—and what a torso. Somewhere under the art show, Snake’s hard, delineated musculature widened his shoulders and chest, cobbled his abs, and narrowed his waist.

“Sweet Jesus, you’re gorgeous.” The words came out breathy and reverent, and Snake seemed to accept them as such. He didn’t smile. Slowly he unfastened his belt, unhooked the waistband of his jeans, lay back on the bed, and revealed, inch by glorious inch, his hips, cock, thighs, and calves, until the denim lay in a heap on the floor.

Theodore moved closer, gazing at Snake’s amazing art. The tattoos on his belly, hips, and groin were not as dense as those on his arms, more lyrical and mystical, twining in black swirls as a frame for his truly awe-inspiring cock. No tattoos decorated that appendage—thank God, the idea made Theodore cringe—but a silver ring sparkled through the underside of his penis head. Wow. “I-I’ve heard of this but never seen it.”

“It’s called a Prince Albert or PA. Looks impressive but it’s actually pretty low-key as genital piercings go.” His cock actually jumped as Theodore stared at it. Snake chuckled. “He’s enjoying the scrutiny.”

“Doesn’t it hurt?”

“Now? Not at all. Feels good, actually. Hurt a tiny bit when I got it, but it’s thin tissue. Not much worse than ear piercing.”

Theodore swallowed. His ass knew just how to feel about this decoration. How quick could it get inside? He pulled off his own shirt, only the cool air reminding him he looked like a skinny girl next to Snake.

But Snake exhaled softly. “Oh wow, look at you. Even more beautiful than I imagined.” He grabbed Theodore’s khaki pants and pulled them off, then his boxer briefs. “You’re like an angel, all white and silky.” He ran a hand across Theodore’s flat stomach, then leaned down and ran a tongue over his lightly defined abs. “I love this. I could make a feast off this belly, drink champagne from your navel.”

Theodore snorted, but his body glowed with the admiration. Not something he got a lot of. And the man did have a special way with words.

Snake leaned forward and whispered, “I never asked. Do you top or bottom?”

“Uh, you—I mean, would you bottom for me?”

“Sweetheart, I’d hang by my heels and let you fist me if you want to.”

“Oh.” His breath flowed out like water. “Bottom. I like to bottom.”

“Ooooh.” Snake fingered the piercing on his cock. “You think this might feel good inside your butt?”

Theodore managed to nod but couldn’t drag his eyes from the PA and the huge head of the cock it pierced.

“You worried?”

“No.”

“Oh?”

“It’s been a while for me.” His lips felt dry.

“Want to work up to the cock? Maybe another day?”

He shook his head vehemently.

“Oh?”

Theodore couldn’t look away. Saliva collected in his mouth.

Snake started to chuckle again. “Is my sweet baby a size queen?”

A giggle escaped Theodore’s lips.

“You’ve come to the right place.” Snake grabbed Theodore and flipped him on his back. He scrambled to the edge of the bed, huge cock bouncing, and pulled condom packets and a small bottle of lube from his jeans pocket. Then he knelt by Theodore’s ass, pushed back his legs, and within a second pressed dollops of cool, sticky fluid into Theodore’s butt. “Oh man, you feel so good in there. Can’t wait.”

“Me either. Hurry, dear God, hurry.”

Snake worked his way up to three fingers as Theodore’s hips bounced and he moaned.

“Yes. Now, please.”

“Don’t want to hurt—”

“Now!”

“Okay!” He laughed and threw the lube bottle on the mattress, crinkled a condom packet, and finally, oh yes, finally pressed himself against Theodore. Snake murmured, “Let me see your eyes.”

Theodore opened wide and gasped, “These are the eyes of the man who’s going to murder you if you don’t fuck me this second.”

Snake panted like an animal. His nostrils flared, he gritted his teeth, and he pushed his body weight down onto Theodore’s hips. The big head stretched the hole. Theodore’s opening burned like fire. Then pop, inside and expanding Theodore’s channel as it forged deep into his body. “Oh man.” The words flowed out of Theodore long and slow.

“Too much?”

“Not even close.”

“Oh baby, you’re made for me.” He began to thrust in earnest, and Theodore surrendered all control of body and brain, soaring onto an ether of pleasure so intense he might never have fucked before.

They thrust together, perfectly timed, the PA dragging over Theodore’s prostate sending shocks of heat up his spine, frying his brain.

Balls bubbled with fire. Theodore’s cock dragged against Snake’s muscled abs and sparked on his belly button ring. Closer and closer. He desperately wanted to come and equally desperately wanted not to.

Snake hammered him, gasping for air, then leaned down. “I’m about to come like a volcano. You ready?”

“Since the first moment I saw you!”

Snake’s eyes widened, the muscles in his jaw tightened, and he thrust deep, staring into Theodore’s face.

Never seen anything that sexy! Or that perfect. Theodore exploded in a blinding flash of cum, his head flew back, and pyrotechnics sparked in his brain as his hips convulsed with each wave of his orgasm. “Oh, oh—”

Snake froze over Theodore’s hips; he planted their lips together to catch the shrieks of pleasure and rode the tremors of both their orgasms down to the bed. They wound up in a heap of shuddering ecstasy.

Sweet Jesus, if Snake hadn’t remembered to shut them both up, would Andy be in here now? He wanted to care. He really did, but his arms tightened around Snake. When the universe gave you a gift horse of this astronomical proportion, no way would Theodore Walters look it in the mouth.

He must have drifted off for a while.

When his brain registered breath on his face, he fluttered his eyes open.

Snake lay inches from him, gazing at him. “Hi.”


Theodore grinned. “Hi. Did you sleep?”

“No. Didn’t want to run the risk.”

“Have I been asleep long?”

“Only a few minutes.”

“How can you be so responsible, when I’m obviously not?” He stretched his mouth in a self-disgusted expression.

“You deserve to let go a little every now and then. Let me do the worrying for a minute.”

He shook his head a little. “Thank you. This was wonderful.”

“It was, wasn’t it? Is Andy an early riser?”

“Yeah. Like most kids, he can’t wait to meet the day.”

“You know, there are a few great beaches near my house. If you and Andy happened to be there and I happened to show up—”

Did he dare? “That sounds like fun. I wouldn’t be able to stay long. I have to work on my dissertation defense.”

“Who’s on your committee?”

Interesting. Ask most people on the street how a PhD candidacy worked and they wouldn’t have a clue. “Uh, the professor who I’m TA for, Dr. Thurston, is my committee chair. He’s a good guy, but the department head, Dr. Ashworth, is also on it. He has to be, but I’m gradually learning he’s not my biggest fan. Sadly I haven’t got a political bone in my body, and academia—”

“Makes the UN look apolitical.”

“Yep.” He sighed. “There are two more people on the committee, and there’s a chance that either of them could be swayed if Ashworth turns against me. Of course, I have no idea who my reader is. I guess I’m kind of discouraged about the whole thing.”

“Is there some way I can help?”

Theodore smiled softly. “That’s so nice of you, but I don’t know how.”

“What if I asked you questions? I could read your dissertation and then pretend I’m this crappy Ashworth person.”

“You’d want to read it?” His mouth hung open.

“Sure.” He grinned. “What? You think I can’t understand it?”

Okay, that was exactly where his brain had been going. If Andy had said something that elitist, Theodore would have reprimanded him. So he said what was also true. “I can’t believe you’d want to bore yourself with a treatise on romance novels, but I’d welcome your help.”

“Can’t imagine it’s boring if you wrote it, but if it is, I’ll tell you so.”

Son of a bitch, this could be exactly what he needed. “I’ll bring a copy when we run into you on the beach in about—” He glanced at the clock that said 2:00 a.m. “—seven hours.”

Snake seemed to smile from his eyes to his relaxed cock. “Sounds perfect.”

 

 

“WHERE ARE we going?”

Theodore glanced over at Andy as he turned off the PCH into the crowded little neighborhood near the ocean. “I thought we’d try a new beach, but I’m not sure we’ll find a place to park. It’s early, so we might have a chance.”

“Is this a good beach?”

“Yes. Victoria Beach. You’ll like it, if we can get there.” He had no idea how much.

As they drove down the narrow side street with houses on both sides, a car pulled away from the curb. “There we go. A gift from the gods.” He pulled in with a smile.

He turned off the engine, and they gathered their towels and snack bag from the back. Andy glanced up. “Dad, do you think there are gods or just one God?”

All righty then. “It’s just an expression, Andy. That’s all.”

“Yeah, but do you believe in God?”

Oh shit, this is a test, and I’ve got no idea how to pass it. “How do you feel about it?”

“Well, Grandma and Grandpa are always telling me just what God believes.”

“Oh, interesting.”

He shrugged. “But if God’s like they say, if he sees everything and knows everything, then how can people know what he thinks? I mean, I don’t know anybody, even the president, who knows everything, do you? I know, they always say read the Bible, but I don’t get that. Some of those stories are pretty great, but I hear there’s a lot of stuff like slavery and people having more than one wife, and I don’t see how that can be true. If it isn’t, then how come they believe the other stuff? I don’t know, Dad. It’s pretty confusing.”

Sweet Jesus, this is my kid. He wrapped an arm around Andy. “Yes, I agree. We’ll keep discussing it, okay?”

“’kay.”

“But right now, waves and food.”

“Cool!”

They carried their bundles down the long stone stairs to the beach. The tide was halfway out, so they had lots of sand to choose from since only four or five people dotted the beach at that relatively early hour. They laid out their towels and flopped down to pull out their egg-and-turkey bacon breakfast sandwiches.

About halfway through the sandwich, feet appeared—big tattooed feet at that—in Theodore’s field of vision. He controlled his smile and looked up. “Snake?”

Andy sprang up. “Snake! Hi. How come you’re here?”

“I live right up the hill, remember?”

“Oh, I didn’t realize.”

Theodore patted the towel. “Come join us.”

Snake plopped down.

“We have two more sandwiches and will be happy to share.”

“Yes, Uncle Snake. You can have half of mine.” Andy tore his muffin and egg in two and proudly presented half to Snake.

Uncle Snake? Sharing his turkey bacon sandwich? Is hell freezing over?

They all munched down their food, then ran into the ocean, where Snake tossed Andy into the surf off his shoulders about twenty times until Theodore finally intervened to save Snake from permanent hunchback.

Before they parted, Theodore slipped a copy of his dissertation to Snake in a towel, and then he and Andy trudged up the stairs to their car.

When he’d pulled out of the gift parking space and pointed toward home, Andy glanced at him. “Dad.”

“Yes.”

“I really like Snake.”

Wasn’t that the very thing he’d wanted to avoid? Getting Andy attached to a boyfriend who could be gone in a month? “He’s a good guy.”

“Yeah. I think you like him too.”

Theodore glanced over at Andy in time to catch the little grin. “Oh really?”

“Yep. You sure smile and laugh more when he’s around.”

What the hell could he say to that? Quietly he maneuvered the rest of the route home to study and ignored his nervous stomach wondering what Snake thought of his dissertation.






Chapter Ten

 

 

THEODORE PORED over a pile of test papers on his desk in the tiny office and tried not to think about Snake. Yeah, good luck with that when his whole brain yearned to know what Snake thought of his dissertation and his whole ass yearned to have Snake’s big cock back in it.

Focus! He pulled a paper at random from the stack. Surprise me. Other departments could grade tests electronically, but since he was teaching literature and English, he refused to do true/false or multiple-choice exams. His students had to at least pretend to be literate. It sure took a lot of time, however.

He read down the answers scribbled on the test in a handwriting that by itself should have disqualified the student from college, much less a study of literature. Theodore’s mouth opened and kept getting wider. This student observed that Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice was probably a lesbian and Mr. Darcy was in for a lot of disappointment. Theodore dropped his head to the desk. For some people, true/false would be fine.

“Now, now, Theodore, don’t let them get to you.”

His head popped up, and a wave of relief accompanied his smile at the sight of the small, white-haired man. “Hey, Professor Thurston, so glad you’re back.”

“Sorry to leave you high and dry. I must confess I had a wonderful time.”

“I’m glad.” No way he could deny the high and dry part.

“So bring me up to date.” Something about his expression suggested he already knew at least some of the craptastic events, but Theodore ignored it and recounted the status on each class.

“Good. Leave it to you to keep things under control.” He sat back. “But I hear there was some kind of to-do with Dr. Ashworth over a variation from the syllabus in English Lit.”

Theodore let out a long stream of air and didn’t care if Dr. T. heard it. “He sure didn’t waste any time telling you.”

“No, he did not.”

“I simply asked the class to read one contemporary romance novel and compare its style and focus to Austen. Dr. Ashworth took exception. I’ve got to say that doesn’t portend well for my defense of my dissertation.”

Dr. T. frowned. “Unfortunately, that’s true. I realize now that I should have been more perceptive. I was—am—enthused about the originality of your topic, and I took his mild questioning as simply academic inquiry, not deep ethical opposition.”

Theodore’s chest actually ached, and he blinked hard. All that work. All those expectations.

“Don’t despair—yet. I hope to influence the other members of the committee.”

“You don’t think they’ll just panic and follow Ashworth like lemmings?” Of course in that case, it would be Theodore who went over the cliff.

“I can’t claim they’re wildly brave souls, and neither Mr. Karl nor Dr. Willamette are tenured as yet, but I’m hoping your defense will be so powerful, they won’t sway in their positive opinion. I also expect to get a strong result from your reader.”

“I sure hope so.” The reader, always an outside expert in the field, stayed anonymous until after the defense.

“One thing you can do, aside from being your usual brilliant and hardworking self, is volunteer to assist at Dr. Ashworth’s pet project, the alumni literature festival. It’s next week.”


“Uh, okay. I’ll need to find a sitter, but I can do that.”

“Excellent.” He stood. “Don’t worry too much. I’ll leave you to the madness of undergraduate tests.”

“Thanks.” He said it with appropriate irony, and Dr. T. laughed. As the professor left, Theodore noted he’d said not to worry too much. Different from not worrying at all.

After another hour of test grading, he finally raised his head, stood, and went to get a glass of water before his ass fused to the chair. And such a happy ass it is. He’d been so busy since Friday, he’d barely dreamed over the sheer amazing fantasy of sex with Snake. Yes, Theodore loved to bottom, and second only to big intellects, he loved big dicks. Oddly, Snake seemed to have both. Books and covers, man. Snake was not what his persona suggested—a brawny, tattooed alpha male who only wanted to get Theodore in the sack. Quite the contrary. Snake had been a model of restraint. The guy seemed more interested in a real relationship than anybody he’d met in recent memory. Of course, that didn’t include a lot of competition.

Theodore refilled his cup a second time at the water dispenser and started back to the office. The phone rang in his pocket, and his heart slammed against his ribs. Snake? Juggling the water cup, he grabbed the cell and looked at the screen. Shit. Hanson.

He plastered a smile on his face, hoping it would translate to his voice. “Hi, Hanson.”

“Theodore. We’re wondering if we can have Andy this weekend. Our church is having a big picnic on Saturday, and we’d love it if he could come Friday night for the picnic, which starts early Saturday, and then stay Saturday night and we’ll all go to church on Sunday.”

He’d be murdered in his bed by his seven-year-old on Sunday night. “Wow. Sounds like fun. I don’t think Saturday night will work since he has plans, but I could bring him Friday and he could enjoy the picnic. Then I’ll pick him up late Saturday afternoon.” Man, Andy would hate this. Plus, Theodore still needed to talk to Hanson about the pool party discussions, but hell, a picnic could be fun, and Andy wouldn’t be stuck with just a couple of nasty kids.

“Plans? A seven-year-old has plans?”

“Oh yes, life is all about playdates and sleepovers.”

“Very well.”

“Uh, Hanson, I need to speak to you about some kids who are bullying Andy and some other issues.”

“Oh? Well, of course, we can’t have that. We’ll talk soon. Meanwhile, we’ll plan for his arrival Friday evening.” He hung up. How is it that no one is entirely happy with me today? He dragged himself back to the test papers.

An hour of disappointments and happy surprises later, Theodore’s phone buzzed again and he shuddered. Come on, Hanson, just leave it alone. He grabbed the phone and answered, “Theodore Walters.”

“Well, hello, Theodore Walters, this is Crystal Streams Erasmo.”

He laughed and let his cheek caress the phone. “Hi.”

Snake gave that deep sexy chuckle that made Theodore’s pants too tight and his chest too warm. “So I’m almost done with the dissertation. When would you like to practice?”

He hated to take advantage of Andy’s misery but—“Uh, Friday?”

“Sure? Where?”

“Your place?”

“Sounds perfect. You and Andy?”

“Uh, no. Poor Andy doesn’t know it yet, but he has to spend Friday night with his grandparents and all day Saturday at a picnic given by their church.”

“Have you considered he may come live with me?”

Theodore frowned but still laughed. “Yeah, I won’t give him the car keys.”

“I’ve got a better idea. How about you and Andy come to my house tomorrow or Wednesday, and I’ll feed you. He can play video games or watch movies while you and I practice. Then maybe he won’t be so upset about Friday. You know, the night I’m going to fuck your brains out for about twelve hours.”

Theodore gasped. “Oh hell yes.”

“Good. Which night?”

“Uh, Wednesday.”

“Come early. That’ll give us lots of time.”

“When?”

“Doesn’t matter. Just show up.”

“Okay.”

Quiet.

“Snake?”

“Umm-hmm?”

“I can’t wait.”

There was the chuckle again. “Me too, baby, me too. See you Wednesday.”

The phone clicked off, and Theodore stared at it. Did I really say that? Yeah, I did. He smiled. That’s because it’s true.

 

 

“NO, DAD, no, no, no, no.”

Theodore tried to put his arm around Andy, but he pulled away and buried his head in his pillow. “I’m so sorry, Andy. They’re your grandparents. I can’t keep them from seeing you. Please believe me. It could be really bad for us if I tried.”

Andy’s head came up revealing a furious frown. “It can’t be as bad as hanging around with those crap church people.”

“Language, Andy.”

“I don’t care! It’s true. They’re crap, crap, crap!”

Theodore put a hand on Andy’s back. “Listen to me. It’s a picnic. They wanted you to go to church, and I said you were busy, so if they ask, say you have a sleepover on Saturday night, okay?”

“Dad, please don’t make me go.”

“Oh God, Andy, I wouldn’t if I didn’t have to. But guess what? Tomorrow night we’re going over to Snake’s for dinner, and then you can play video games and watch movies while Snake and I work on my dissertation, okay?”

He sat up slowly and gave his father a look. “Snake?”

“Yes. He wanted you to have something fun to look forward to.”

Andy chewed his lip. “I wish you’d marry Snake and we could all move far away from here and I never had to see those people again.”

Theodore’s mouth hung open. If Andy’d hit him, he couldn’t be more stunned. I’ll think about it later. “So get your homework done quickly so you can have fun tomorrow.”

 

 

“THIS IS a really good movie. How come we never saw it, Dad?” Andy sat on Snake’s couch and ate ice cream as he watched Home Alone, laughing wildly between bites.

Theodore watched his son rolling at the antics of the kid as he foiled the would-be robbers. “Well, it’s kind of old.” He glanced at Snake, who raised an eyebrow. “Plus I didn’t want to give you any more wild ideas than you already have.”

Andy laughed at that too.

Snake said, “Okay, sport, your dad and I are gonna work for a while, okay?”

“’kay.” His gaze never left the screen.

Theodore watched Snake set up a study hall for them on his table that they’d just cleared from dinner. “Uh, Snake?”

“Yeah?” He looked up with just the green eyes but kept setting out his notes. That fact made Theodore’s palms sweat.

“Aren’t we cutting into your work hours? I mean, shouldn’t you be at the bar now, or soon anyway?”

“Oh, uh, no.” He looked down at the manuscript he pulled from a backpack. “I’ve got flexible time there. I can work different hours on different days.”

Theodore nodded. “Just so we’re not getting you in trouble at work.”

“No problem.” He patted the other chair. “Sit. Want some more coffee?”

“No. It’ll keep me awake.”

“Herbal tea?” He smiled.

“Your mama’s recipe?” Theodore cocked a half smile, and Snake laughed. Theodore shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m fine.” Too nervous.

Theodore sat, and Snake flipped over the top page on a lined note pad. “Mr. Walters, how would you characterize the conclusions of your dissertation?”

Wow. “Well—”

“Don’t say ‘well.’ It sounds unsure.”

Double wow. He nodded. “In our culture, academia tends to draw a sharp line between what is considered”—he made quote marks with his fingers—“great literature and that which is believed to be pulp—mere pop culture with no claim to literary significance. Jane Austen falls into the former category, while the most widely read genre of fiction today, romance, is relegated to the pulp bin. And yet even a cursory examination of Austen’s work shows strong precursors and associations with the romance genre. It was this dichotomy that led to my research, collecting data directly from five hundred romance writers and over one thousand romance readers to determine similarities and differences in the works of romance and those of Jane Austen. I also interviewed and studied the writings of fifty scholars on the subject of Austen and collected their joint impressions of modern romances. That research has led to the conclusion that romance fiction is disregarded as having literary worth largely because of its association with women and the supposition that true literature cannot end happily. I hope that this paper may impact the place of romance fiction in the annals of academia and enhance perception of it as worthy of serious review and consideration as literary fiction.” His pulse pounded in his ears.

Snake gazed at him with a glazed-eyed expression.

“Was I boring?”

Snake shook his head. “No, not at all. Good.” He glanced at his notes. “Mr. Walters, what possible impact can such a paper have on the field of literature?”

Shit, he asked good questions. “Among the literally thousands of romance writers in the world today, how many might be incipient Jane Austens—or even fully realized geniuses? Our field could be more vital and relevant with the discovery of literary accomplishment and innovation hiding in genre fiction.”

The questions and answers went on until Snake finally held up a hand and set down his notes. “You sound good to me.”

“Where did you get those questions?” He gazed at Snake in amazement. “I should be so lucky as to have anyone on the committee be that perceptive.”

“Just used common sense.”

“Hell, could you bottle it and let me give it to my students?”

Snake smiled.

“Sadly, at least one of the members of the committee really won’t give a damn about my rationale. He thinks romance fiction is stupid and frivolous, and he’s not likely to change his position.”

“What about the others?”

“Don’t know. The dissenter is head of the department. Only my committee chair is sure to be on my side.”

Snake glanced at Andy, who was still laughing his butt off at the movie. “What will you do if you have to go back to the drawing board?”

“Oh shit.” The words slid out on a column of air, but very quietly. “I don’t know, Snake. Honestly. My in-laws are actually breathing down my neck. They want me to get the doctorate and a tenure-track position right away.”

“Yeah, well, people in hell want ice water too. A PhD isn’t a fast-food job. You might even have to change schools if this chairman dude is too much against you. What do your in-laws have to say about it?”

Theodore blinked fast. “They want it for Andy. They think he needs a better life.”

“Andy has a great life. He’s got a dad who loves him. Not every kid can say that.” The crease popped out between his brows. “They should butt out.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Why?”

Theodore stared into Snake’s deep-sea eyes. I could tell him.

“Hey, Dad, can I have more ice cream?”

Snap. Gone. “No way, José. Your movie’s over, so you need to put your bowl in the sink and thank Snake for being such a great host.”

“Awww. We could stay here.”

“Andy.”

“O-kay.” He dragged himself off the couch with a great show of malaise and put his dish on the counter. Then he crossed to Snake. “Thank you, Uncle Snake.” He stood for a second staring at his shoes, then seemed to reach some surfeit of emotion and threw his arms around Snake’s neck.

Snake looked astonished and totally ecstatic as he wrapped his big tattooed arms around Andy’s slim body. “Hey, man, I’ve got an idea.” Andy stepped back, looking a little embarrassed. Snake managed to appear like it was the most normal thing on earth for Andy to hug him. “How about I give you my phone number? Then you can call or text me anytime.”

“Seriously?” Andy looked wide-eyed.

Theodore wanted to say Yeah, seriously?

“Sure. Why not?”

“I-I could bother you or something.” He glanced at Theodore.

“No bother. If I don’t answer right away, it just means I’m working, okay? And I’ll call you or text back. We can talk about games or movies or anything you want.”

“Man, that’d be rad. I mean, I don’t have my own phone yet, but I can use Dad’s sometimes.”

“Good.” Snake walked over to the kitchen island and grabbed a small pad of paper. He wrote a number on it and handed it to Andy. “This is for you. I’m already in your dad’s phone, but this is in case you’re on a different phone.” He glanced at Theodore. “This is okay, right, Dad?”

“Uh, sure, as long as he doesn’t take advantage.”

“He won’t. Call anytime.”

He maneuvered Andy closer to the door. Before he could get him out onto the porch, Andy looked up with eyes full of misery. “Do I have to go Friday, Dad?”

“Yes. It was our agreement, right?” He frowned.

Snake had crossed over to wish them goodbye. “Oh, is this the grandparent visit?”

Andy glanced at Theodore and seemed to realize the better part of valor. “I have to spend the night with my grandparents and go to a picnic all day Saturday.”

“Hey, I got you out of Sunday.” Theodore gave Andy a squeeze on the skinny shoulder.

“Yeah. Thanks.” But he stared at his shoes.

Snake said, “A picnic sounds fun.”

“A church picnic.” Andy spit the words out like poison.

Snake glanced at Theodore but seemed to get this wasn’t his fight. Smart man.

Andy sat with his arms crossed all the way home and never smiled the whole time he got ready for bed. Shit and double shit. Finally he seemed to sleep, and Theodore sat down at his laptop. He’d barely checked his mail all evening, which was a relief.

Now for the return to real life.

Oh man. Is there such a thing as triple shit?

An email from Dr. Thurston suggested Theodore could up his currency with the “department,” secret code for Ashworth, by joining the planning committee on Friday night. Friday. Dear God, the next Tuesday would be torturous enough. Now he had to give up Friday too. Dream day.

So much for his date. So much for a night of sex. He dropped his head to the desk. This is for the best. This relationship made no sense. Andy was already way too attached to Snake. The exact thing Theodore had always feared. Somehow this least likely of all guys had wormed his way into Theodore’s life. Yeah, well, more than my life.

He sat back. Stop thinking with your damned dick. There was an idea in Eastern philosophy that when you declared you wanted something great, the universe tested you by dangling your biggest temptations in front of you. Man, that fit. He said he wanted his PhD, a good teaching position, and a comfortable home and life for Andy. What did he get? A packaged embodiment of every romance alpha hero any gay man could dream of. Snake. The ultimate temptation. The guy who could derail every intention Theodore ever had. Get out now before it’s too late. Oh man, it’s already too late.

He reached for the phone and dialed.

“Hey, Teddy Bear. Sorry I overstepped with Andy.”

Jesus, the guy even got high marks in perception and sensitivity. He breathed out and Snake heard it.

“That bad?”

“It’s not that. I just found out I have to work Friday night.”

“Well, damn.”

“Yeah. But I guess it will rack up points for me with the department. My committee chair asked me to do it.”

“Command performance, then.”

Weird how he understood that.

“Can we get together on Saturday while Andy’s at the hated picnic?”

“No. I already made about six student advisory appointments. Plus there’s a stack of papers to grade I didn’t get to yet this week.”

“Guess that does that.”

Why do I want to cry? “Yeah.”

“So call me when you have some time. Maybe you and Andy and I can go out to a movie on Sunday?”

His brain screamed Yes! “Maybe.”

Silence. “Okay, baby. Call me and let me know how you feel.”

“Okay.”

“Bye.” The line went dead.

His heart lurched. Never in his ordered life—or at least not since Esther died—had he felt the world swinging so out of control. He’d just reached quadruple shit, and it was up to his neck.






Chapter Eleven

 

 

SNAKE SAT at his desk, Saturday morning sun shining in the side window, and hammered on the keyboard. His fingers faltered and he stared into space.

Damn! His deadlines crept up like a line of assassins, and he couldn’t get his brain unfried. No call last night. No date. No—nothing.

Come on. Work. His fingers started their rat-a-tat again, then stalled. Teddy sure sounded discouraging on that last call. He’s rethinking—me. The thought made his stomach turn. I don’t want to care so much. It’s his decision. He dropped his head onto the edge of the desk. I do care—so much.

His cell buzzed and traveled a few inches across his slick desktop. Teddy! He grabbed it. No. He didn’t recognize the number.

“Hello?”

“Uncle Snake?” Andy’s voice was breathy, soft and upset.

“Andy, what’s wrong?”

“I gotta leave here.”

“The picnic?”

“Yeah. It’s-it’s awful.”

“Did you call your dad?”

“I tried to text him but he didn’t answer. He’s working.”

“Where are you? Do you know?” Damn. Damn.

“Top of the World Park.”

“Are your grandparents there?”

“Y-yes.”

“Do they know you’re calling me?”

“No. But I gotta leave, Snake. I gotta.” He started to cry.

“It’s okay. Don’t cry. I’m coming.” How in hell could he do this? “I’m going to bring a car, okay? Tell your grandparents that your dad’s friend is coming to get you.” He glanced at his clock on the desk. Only a little after noon. “Tell them your dad needs you home and he sent me to get you, okay? It’ll only take me about fifteen minutes to get there.”

“Hurry, please.”

“I will. Don’t worry. Look calm so they don’t get upset. Can you do that?”

“Yes. I’ll try.”

“Okay, Andy. I’m coming right now.”

“Th-thank you.”

He hated to hang up. The kid sounded frantic and actually scared. He texted Theodore. Andy called. Couldn’t reach you. Very upset. I’m going to get him. Will try to avoid shitstorm. He’s saying you need him at home. Think fast.

He ran to the back garage where he kept his little-used car, maneuvered out of the narrow space, backed to the road, and stomped the accelerator. What the fuck kind of grandparents did this kid have?

He made it to the park in ten minutes. As he pulled up, he saw tons of people with their hands in the air walking around—staggering might be a better description—and bumping into each other. What the fuck? He opened the car door, and the sound of voices raised surrounded him.

“Praise the Lord.”

“Thank you, Jesus.”

And a whole bunch of weird words he didn’t get at all.

He looked at the crowd. All of a sudden, Andy burst out of a cluster of people and ran toward him. An older man separated himself from the group and followed behind with a terrifying scowl. Thank God I wore long sleeves.

Andy hit him like a missile, wrapping his arms around Snake’s hips. He reached down and picked the kid up, getting an equally tight hold on his neck. Andy whispered, “Go. Can we just go?”

“No. It’s okay.” He tightened his hold on Andy and plastered a pleasant smile on his face as the man approached.

“You, there. Who are you and why are you here?”

“I’m a friend of Andy and his dad. Te—uh, Theodore asked me to come get Andy because he’s stuck at work and Andy needs to be home.”

“For the sleepover,” Andy blurted out.

“It’s hardly time for a sleepover. Andy can stay at the picnic for a few more hours, and I’ll bring him home. Besides, I don’t know you and can hardly be expected to release my grandson into your care.”

Snake held the mild expression with difficulty. “Sir, I appreciate that, but obviously Andy knows me well. My name is Streams. I’m kind of an honorary uncle to Andy. He has this commitment, and it starts soon, so I will be taking him home to get ready for his friend’s arrival.” Snake stared pointedly at the still moaning, writhing crowd. “Besides, it appears that all the kids’ activities must be over, so he’ll have more fun with his friends.” He turned on his heel and walked to the car. If that dude has a gun, I may be dead.

Andy buckled himself into the seat and never once looked out the window toward his grandfather. Snake pulled away from the curb, and it wasn’t until two blocks later that Andy finally seemed to take a deep breath. “Thank you.”

“How about some pizza?”

“Oh yes, please. They wouldn’t give us any food until after the praying.”

“So that’s what they call that? Praying?”

“Yeah. They yell and scream and do tongue stuff.”

“Tongue? You mean like speak in tongues?”

“Yeah. Sounds like crazy people, Uncle Snake. And they tell us kids we have to let the spirit in and stop being bad and terrible and doing stuff that will send us to hell.”

“Shit. Excuse me. Forget I said that, okay?”

Andy didn’t even laugh. “And the nasty kids flail around and pretend they’re all holy and stuff and punch me and hit me with their fists like they couldn’t help it. It’s crap, Uncle Snake. Crap.”

“Yes. It is.”

His cell rang and he tapped the screen in the car. “Teddy?”

“Jesus, Snake, where’s Andy?”

“I’m here, Dad.”

“I’m so sorry. I was in a meeting and had to put the phone on mute, and I didn’t hear the vibration. Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

Snake said, “He’s fine. We’re going to stop for pizza. Want to join us?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I have to contact some students first, but I’ll be there. Tell me where?”

Snake gave him the address of his favorite pizza place in downtown Laguna, and a half hour later, when Teddy ran in the front door, Snake waved from the back. Andy hadn’t stopped eating since they got there.

Andy looked up, the combination of chewing and smiling making a colorful display. “Hi, Dad.”

Teddy wrapped his arms around Andy and hugged him despite getting some cheese grease on his shirt. He sat in the empty chair.

Snake nodded toward the large pizza in the middle of the table. “Have some.”

“Oh, okay.” He kept glancing at Andy, but the kid never stopped eating.

Snake tried to keep his voice even. “Apparently nobody fed Andy at the so-called picnic because they had to pray first. They were doing that when I arrived.”

Teddy frowned. “But didn’t the picnic start at, like, ten thirty or something?”

Andy nodded, even shoving some salad in his mouth, which clearly amazed Teddy.

“So they prayed for two hours?”

“Yep.” Andy nodded at the same time.

Snake raised an eyebrow. “They were just getting started from what I saw. The speaking in tongues had just begun.”


“You’re joking.”

“Nope.”

“And apparently some of the kids use this display as a chance to abuse other children.”

Andy shook his head. “No, just me since they call my dad a fag.” He took another big bite.

Snake gasped and covered it with a cough.

Teddy looked stricken. “I’m speaking to Hanson tonight.”

“Hanson’s the grandfather?”

“Yes. I should have done it before now. Andy told me they were bullying him. I just—” He took a breath. “I thought a picnic would be safe. Be fun.”

“The grandfather was pretty unpleased about me showing up. I tried not to be offensive.”

“I can’t thank you enough for doing this.” He didn’t quite meet Snake’s eyes. “I think I should talk to him in person.”

“I expect he’s still at the prayer picnic.”

“Yes. I’ll call him first.”

People on the way to funerals looked more excited.

 

 

OH SHIT. Oh shit. Oh shit. Theodore watched the Andersons’ car pull up their driveway and then into the garage. This was a day he’d hoped would never come.

He climbed out of the Toyota and walked around toward the house. Hanson stood in the opening to the garage. Theodore ignored him and proceeded to the front door, where he rang the bell. Not having this discussion on the driveway like every other fucking conversation.

Grace Anderson opened the door and frowned. “Hello.”

He pushed past her as he said, “I’d like to speak with you and Hanson.” He walked directly into their living room and sat on the edge of the couch.

Hanson and Grace both came in, moving tentatively.

Theodore stood. “I’m sorry to barge in, but I have to speak with you both.”


Hanson nodded. “All right.” He sat in his favorite chair, and Grace parked herself off to the side in a chair with a footstool. A romance novel lay on the stool.

Theodore sat. “I have always been agreeable about Andy spending time with you. I feel it’s important that he love and value his grandparents. I haven’t even raised objection to his going to church with you despite the fact that it isn’t our church. But when I hear that a so-called picnic is actually some kind of revival meeting, and that my son is being bullied by children taking part in this event I never agreed to—” He gritted his teeth to keep from screaming. “—I’m calling a halt. If you want to see Andy, then he can come to the beach or some other enjoyable activity, but no more church and no more of your friends or your friends’ children. He was upset and deeply troubled.”

“That’s nonsense,” Hanson blustered. “Those are good Christian children, and they love Andy.”

“No, they don’t. They berate him, they insult me, and they hit and torment him. He’s also deeply offended by the opinions your friends expressed in his hearing. You may find it acceptable for a seven-year-old to hear people discussing that homosexuals are perverted and going to hell, but I don’t.” He stood. “I’m very sorry. I literally couldn’t force Andy to come back here. If you want to spend time with him, I suggest you find a new means of communication.”

Grace’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of father are you to allow your son to be in the company of some long-haired, tattooed creature who is probably as perverted as you? I won’t have my daughter’s child exposed to this kind of debauchery. I’m sure I can find a court to agree with me.”

Hanson held out a hand. “Now, now, dear.” He looked at Theodore. “We know you’re his father and want the best for him, but you’re seriously misguided as to what is appropriate in raising a child. Had Esther lived, she would have agreed with us.”

Some little thread in Theodore’s self-control frayed. “That’s ridiculous. Esther and I agreed completely about how to raise Andy.”

“But Esther didn’t know about your lifestyle choices now did she?” Hanson sneered.

Theodore swallowed to keep in the words, but they pushed past his compressed lips. “Of course she did.”

Grace’s mouth fell open, and he stared at her, then his gaze fell to the book in front of her. What? He cocked his head, remembered where he was, turned and marched out the door.

All the way home, he gripped the wheel. I had to do it. I had to. But Grace Anderson’s voice shivered up his spine. I’m sure I could get a court to agree with me.

He walked into his apartment to find Andy sound asleep on the couch with his head cradled in Snake’s lap. Snake put a finger to his lips and whispered, “The whole thing wiped him out.” He gently slid out from under Andy’s head, stood, and pulled a throw over him. Andy curled into a ball and kept sleeping.

Snake walked over to Theodore and slid an arm around his neck. “How’d it go?”

“Awful, but it had to be done.”

He led him over to the table, held a chair for him, then went to the kitchen and came back with two beers. “Tell me.” He sat in the other chair.

Theodore hunched his shoulders. “I’m terrified, Snake. I’m so afraid they’re going to try to take him away from me.”

Snake frowned. “They could try, man, but they wouldn’t succeed.”

“They thought Esther didn’t know I was gay.”

“Wishful thinking on their part.”

“I unapprised them of that idea—which was probably really, really stupid.” He took a sip, then wrinkled his nose against the fizz. “Grace even talked about finding a court to agree with their opinion.” He looked into Snake’s eyes. “That opinion being that I’m an unholy pervert.”

“You’re his father. They’ve got no claim.”

Theodore’s gaze sneaked over to Andy on the couch, breathing deeply and whimpering occasionally. “Oh man, Snake.”

“I know, baby. You’ve got to do anything to protect that kid. He’s the best.”

“He seriously likes you.”

“Vice versa.”

“Could I impose on you to stay with him again on Tuesday night? I have to do another thing for the department. I don’t want to leave him with the high school girl I usually call. I think he’s too scared and upset. He feels safe with you.” Well, shit, how selfish could he be? “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. You have to work sometimes, despite the demands of the Walters family.” He tried to smile and took a sip of beer that tasted bitter all of a sudden.

“Hey, I’m happy to do it. I feel safe with him too.” He grinned and Theodore’s whole stomach flipped. How does one guy get so sexy and so kind? Snake glanced toward Andy. “I’ll stay with him, but you guys have to go to the movies with me tomorrow.”

“Snake?”

Both Snake and Theodore turned toward the small voice coming from the couch. Snake bounded up and crossed to sit next to Andy. “Hey, buddy, want to switch your sleeping accommodations for your nice soft bed?”

Andy nodded, his eyes closing, but he held his arms out to Snake, who picked him up and carried him toward the bedroom.

Theodore’s brain exploded. Andy is as comfortable with Snake as he is with me. What the hell have I done? After all these years of being so careful. But if I didn’t have Snake right now, I’m not sure I could survive. He followed them into the bedroom.

Snake calmly and efficiently undressed the nearly asleep Andy and pulled on his pajamas like he did it every day. He laid him down and pulled the covers over him—then he gave him a kiss on the cheek, and Theodore wanted to cry. “Sleep well, buddy.”

“S-Snake?”

“Yeah.” He put a big hand on Andy’s shoulder.

“Don’t leave, okay? Stay here with Dad. Then I can see you in the morning.”

Snake looked like someone just gave him a million dollars. “Go to sleep now, okay? You’re safe and sound.” Andy’s breathing already sounded deep and peaceful.

Snake glanced up at Theodore with a soft, misty smile, then stood and walked out of the room. Theodore gave Andy a kiss, turned off the light, and gently closed the door.

In the living room, Snake stood near the front door but not exactly at it. “He’s had quite a day.”

Theodore nodded. “We all have. I can’t thank you enough for rescuing him. That whole scene must have been really weird.”

“You have no idea. We’re talking full-on crazy.”

“Poor kid.” He stared at the floor. “He’s not going to want to see his grandparents anymore, and I’m not sure how I’m going to handle that. I tried to tell them that they had to find better ways to interact with Andy and that taking him to their church or making him socialize with their friends and their friends’ obnoxious kids weren’t included in their options. But I don’t know how I’ll control that.” He shook himself like a wet dog.

“I’m happy to talk more about it whenever you want.”

Well, damn, if that wasn’t the most perfect thing the guy could have said. Not forcing his opinions or assuming he had a say. “Thanks. Thanks so much.”

“He’ll get to have some fun tomorrow. What movie shall we see?”

Theodore looked up into that ridiculously handsome face. A relationship with Snake qualified as unwise based on every rule he’d created for himself the past few years since Esther died. I’m so sick of being wise. “Tomorrow?” He felt the slow grin warm his face. “Shouldn’t we talk about—tonight?”






Chapter Twelve

 

 

OH FUCK. Oh fuck. Oh fuck! Snake hammered his cock into Teddy’s beautiful ass doggy-style and screamed in his head because they couldn’t scream out loud. Three consecutive hours they’d had sex—very quietly. They’d started face-to-face so Snake could see if he was hurting Teddy, but the guy was so freaking into it, Snake gave up holding back and now just thrust liked a very happy machine. Not many guys could take all of Snake’s length and girth without cringing. Teddy, despite his slim frame, seemed born for him. Hell, he seems born for a lot more than that—but I don’t think he gets it. Yet. I hope yet and not never. Think about that later.

Snake leaned forward and whispered “Oh fuck” in Teddy’s ear. “Oh fuck, oh fuck.”

Teddy swung his head up and down like a horse. “Yes, yes—oh—” Snake slapped a hand over Teddy’s wide-open mouth and muffled his shout. “Mmmft, mffft.”

Snake hissed, “You’re so freaking sexy, I feel like I could come every hour of the day just thinking about your pretty eyes and your sexy mouth and your amazing ass and your turn-on of a brain.” He hammered in time to his words, then froze as his head flew into pieces and his cock lit up like the western power grid. “Oh baby.” He followed him down until they lay in a pile of sticky ecstasy on the still vibrating bed.

Oh man, I want to do this every night. Every freaking night for freaking ever. He listened to his heart thud. I wouldn’t be here now if Andy hadn’t called me. I might never have seen Teddy again. This is only a reprieve.

He rolled off Teddy’s back, gathered the condom, slid his feet to the floor, and padded into the bathroom for warm washcloths. After tossing the condom, he returned to the bed and wiped drying sweat from Teddy’s lean body, back and front, then did a little drag over the splotches on the sheet and went back to the bathroom. A quick pee later, he crawled in beside Teddy, pulled up the covers, and spooned him so he didn’t lay on the wet spots. Did Andy’s invitation to stay include an expectation that Snake would sleep with Teddy? I guess we’ll find out. I guess we’re finding out a lot of things. He closed his eyes on a half-contented smile.

 

 

WHAT? WHAT’S happening? What’s wrong? Theodore sat up in one move with the total vigilance he’d perfected ever since Esther got sick. He looked around. Bright sun peeked around the edges of the blinds; the sound of music and laughter came from the living room beyond his closed door, plus—oh yeah, the smell of coffee and—bacon?

The bed he lay in looked like a disaster zone, sheets pulled from the bottom, covers in disarray, one pillow lying in a squashed heap on the floor, and the spots on the bottom sheet clearly visible where the comforter had been thrown back. The previous night returned in a blinding flash of—lust! His cock soared into woody goody mode, and he could have jerked off right there——except for the cold water of wondering how much of this scene of mass destruction Andy had seen this morning.

Another round of laughter from the other room didn’t portend childhood trauma. Guess I better get out there. He hopped up, noticing his cock still hadn’t quite given up its upright position, took a quick shower, dressed, took a deep breath, and—opened the door.

Kung Fu Panda number who knew which played on the TV. Andy marched to the table with a plate of bacon, eyeing it hungrily, as Snake seemed to be banging plates and pans.

Theodore walked closer and Andy looked up. “Hey, sleepyhead, you finally got up. Snake said the smell of bacon could wake the dead.”

“How long have you guys been awake?”

“Oh, hours and hours.”

Snake grinned and shook his head. “More like an hour.”

Oh God, he wanted so badly to ask who woke up first, but how? He looked at Snake with slightly raised brows.

“I desperately needed coffee, and when I got up Andy heard me, and we’ve been hanging out ever since.” He smiled—probably at the look of relief on Theodore’s face. “So, you ready to eat?”

“Man, does that bacon smell good.”

“We’ve got eggs to go with it.”

“And OJ. Snake squeezed it.” Andy grabbed two glasses and carefully carried them to protect every drop.

“You did? How?”

“You had oranges. I have hands. Come sit.”

He started toward the table, and his cell phone rang in the bedroom. Oh shit, could be the Andersons. “I better check.” He ran for the phone and answered on the third ring.

“Hello?”

“Theodore?”

“Oh, hi, Dr. T. Sorry, I didn’t look at the screen.”

“I’m sorry to bother you on a Sunday, but I have news I needed to communicate right away.”

Theodore’s stomach did a dip. “Yes?”

“Your oral defense has been set for this Friday.”

“Holy shit! Sorry.”

“No apologies. Quite appropriate. Dr. Ashworth set the date. I protested that as head of the committee, that was my purview, but he insisted based on vacation schedules and such. He says you’ve had an adequate amount of time to prepare. I hope he’s right.”

“I hope so too.” He laughed, but even to his ears it sounded strained. “I guess you must have found a reader.”

“Yes. Yes, I did. It’s all taken care of.”

I wish. “Okay, I hope I do you proud.”

“I’m sure you will. While I’m sad to have to ask you to spend any of your valuable preparation time on other activities, I hope you can still participate in Dr. Ashworth’s event on Tuesday.”

“I’m planning on it.”

“Excellent. We want all the best attitudes in place going in.”

Shit yes. “I agree.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.” He hung up. Shell-shock.

Snake walked up beside him. “Everything okay?”

He shook his head.

“What happened?”

“They set my oral defense for Friday.”

“Wow. Short notice.” He sucked in air. “But you know what? You’re ready, man. You got this. I’ll work with you every minute you want.”

“Th-thank you.”

“But first we’re having breakfast and going to the movies.”

“I don’t know—”

“I do.” Whoosh! Snake picked him up and carried him to the tiny dining area.

Andy took one look and started to laugh. “That’s better than a magic carpet.”

Snake growled, “I’m like Master Snake in Kung Fu Panda. I’m a flying snake!”

Andy laughed harder, and Theodore gave up the giant ball of stone in his stomach and laughed with them.

Maybe he’d thought he couldn’t eat a bite, but Theodore chowed down the scrambled eggs and bacon like it was his last meal. “You’re an amazing cook. Did you have to learn for the bar?”


“Uh, no. I already knew before I started there.”

“You work in a bar, Uncle Snake?”

Snake glanced at Theodore. “Yes, that’s one of my jobs.”

“What are the other jobs?” Andy leaned on his fist and stared at Snake.

Snake copied the movement. “Answering questions for inquisitive seven-year-olds.”

Andy laughed, but funny how Snake didn’t answer the question.

Snake stood and grabbed some plates. “I’ll clean up while you guys get ready for the movies.”

Two and a half fun hours later, they walked out of the showing of Pete’s Dragon into the lobby of the big theater in Irvine. Andy bounced like a rubber ball. “That was so fun. I think you’re not a Snake anymore. I’m gonna call you Dragon.”

Snake made a monster face and chased Andy a few feet while people around laughed.

“Hey, Theodore.”


He looked up to see Rodney, Hunter, and Jerry walking toward them.

“Hi, guys.” He glanced at Snake. Well, if he didn’t want to go public with this relationship, he should have stayed home.

Rod gave him a sideways glance and a knowing smile. When Snake walked over carrying Andy on his back, Rod’s and Hunter’s eyes widened.

Andy yelled, “Hi. Hi. Meet my new dragon!”

Snake lowered his voice even further. “How do you do? I am Andy’s dragon.”

Andy squealed.

Theodore smiled a little sheepishly. So much for keeping his dates away from his son. “Uh, Snake, this is Jerry Wallender, friend and firefighter. You know Rod and Hunter.”

“Hello, Jerry.” He didn’t lose the deep voice but glanced over his shoulder. “Andy, I think these people are surprised to see a dragon. What do you think?”

Rod said, “How would the dragon and his boy and his father like to go with us for Mexican food?”

“What do you think, Andy? Dragons like Mexican food a lot. How about you?”

“Yum!”

Rod grinned. “Let’s go, then.”

They walked out of the theater, Andy still on Snake’s back, and strolled across the open plaza to the popular upscale Mexican restaurant where Hunter had intelligently made a reservation. Rod asked them to set up space for three more people at the table.

While they waited, Theodore asked Jerry, “Where’s Mick?”

“He has a training session he’s leading on firefighter assist and search. He’ll be here soon.”

“How’d you get out of that?”

“I did the last one.”

The hostess led them to the table, and Snake unloaded Andy into a seat, where he promptly grabbed the fork and started it flying like Pete’s dragon. Just as they sat and picked up their menus, Mick Cassidy, Jerry’s guy, walked into the restaurant. If Hunter, Snake, and Jerry hadn’t grabbed enough attention, Mick put the final cherry on top. Well over six feet of muscle, a head of pale blond hair he’d let get longer since he’d met Jerry, and a slightly shy and uncertain demeanor, Mick was a man who’d changed his life for love.

Jerry, not even slightly shy, bounded up and gave Mick a hug, which made several women at nearby tables part their lips on a sigh. Mick held the chair Jerry had exited, which was full-on cute with those two big firefighter guys, and then Mick sat in the empty seat beside Jerry. Jerry said, “Hey, babe, that’s Snake, Theodore and Andy’s friend.”

Mick stuck one of his big hands across the table, and Snake shook it.

Andy cocked his head. “Hey, Mick.”

“Hi, Andy.” Mick flashed that sweet, diffident smile full of genuine warmth for Andy. Mick was a mathematical genius and a great firefighter but not the most socially accomplished person. Unlike most people who got weird around kids, Mick always looked more comfortable with Andy than anyone else. His awkwardness was a perfect foil for Jerry’s ease. They seemed so happy together.

The waiter arrived and they ordered—mostly the fabulous shrimp enchiladas—but with an all-cheese variation for Andy. When the server left, Mick said, “Hey, Andy, I didn’t know you were coming.”

“Me either. We came out of the movie—we saw Pete’s Dragon. You gotta see it, it’s so cool—and we saw Rod and Hunter and Jerry, and they said let’s go eat and here we are.”

“Cool. So dragon, huh?”

“Yeah. Snake’s my dragon.” He attacked Snake with both hands and tickled him. Snake attacked back. “Mick, save me!”

Theodore held up his hand. “All right, children. Control yourselves.”

Snake put a finger to his lips. “Rematch later outside.”

Andy nodded. “Yeah. Mick too.”

Mick smiled shyly.

A server brought drinks, and Rod sipped his margarita. “Snake, dear, we want to know how you managed to pry our Theodore away from the books long enough to see a whole movie?”

Snake flashed a look at Theodore. “Teddy and Andy both needed a break. After this, we’re hitting the books.”

Rod’s eyes widened at the “we,” but he just smiled.

Theodore said, “Mick’s had a lot of experience with religious, uh, practices, Snake.”

Snake looked up and met Theodore’s eyes. “Interesting.” He gave Andy an elbow jab. “Hey, buddy, shall we go outside while we’re waiting for food?”

“Cool. Mick, wanna come?”

Theodore leaped in. “Mick’s been working all day, Andy, so he’s probably tired.”

“Oh, okay. See you in a few.” He pushed back his chair and bounded toward the entrance. Snake grinned and followed him.

As soon as they were out of hearing range, Rod leaned forward to stare at Theodore. “What’s up?”

“My in-laws invited Andy to a church picnic. He ended up calling Snake to get him—I was still at work with my damned phone on mute. Anyway, Andy was super upset. According to Snake, when he got there these people were speaking in tongues, and the obnoxious kids staggered around and used it as an excuse to hit Andy. I had it out with my in-laws and told them he couldn’t go to their church anymore or see their friends. We haven’t spoken since.”

Jerry looked at Mick, who frowned. “They only want him for the church, I bet.”

Theodore’s head snapped. “What do you mean?”

“People get a lot of points in that kind of group for sucking in kids. Assuring their bullshit is passed on to the next generation. They really think they’re doing God’s work.”

“They can do God’s work on somebody else’s kid.”

Hunter spoke in his soft, assured voice. “This is their daughter’s son, correct?”

“Yes. If Esther was alive, I doubt she would have let Andy go to their church at all. She hated it.”

Mick nodded his head again and again. “That makes them more desperate, you know? They figure they lost her, and Andy’s their last chance for redemption. If he goes along, it validates them, shows them how right they are.”

“Is there anything Theodore can do, Mick?” Jerry clutched Mick’s arm tightly.

“It’s too bad you ever let him get near the church. Now they see him slipping away, they may blame you and get desperate.”

“Shit.”

The waiter brought the first two plates.

Rod glanced out the windows. Snake walked toward the front door with Andy on his shoulders, as usual.

Rod said, “Theodore, you need to know that Hunter and I went into the Bay Bar this week and didn’t see Snake.”

“I know. Andy and I have really been cutting into his work time.”

Rod’s eyes flicked toward the door and he lowered his voice. “When we asked about him, we got the definite impression that Snake isn’t just a bartender. He’s an owner. Maybe not the only one, but it sure seemed like he was a principal in the company of some kind. Didn’t it, darling?” He looked toward Hunter, who nodded.

“Did you know that?”

“Uh, no.” Am I surprised? “He lives in a really nice place. It makes sense.”

“Wonder why he never said?”

“Maybe he didn’t want to brag?” Jesus, even he didn’t believe that excuse.

Snake sauntered up to the table and plopped Andy into his seat, then sat beside him. He raised an eyebrow at Theodore, but when everyone dove into their food, he also began to eat.

Theodore glanced up and met Snake’s piercing eyes. You’ve got secrets, buddy. But then, so do I.






Chapter Thirteen

 

 

THEODORE LEANED over his almost neat desktop and marked the A-minus on Petra’s paper. Such a good student. She hadn’t come back to him about Sean’s advances, which made Theodore both happy and antsy, like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe my political advice to Sean did some good. He sure as shit didn’t want to confront Sean Rance right now. Theodore might have the fair hair, but Sean was definitely Ashworth’s boy.

He glanced at the clock on his desk. Better get ready for the Tuesday meeting. Jesus, night after night on the committee. Ashworth already had too many people on it to get shit done, but everyone wanted to lick the department chairman’s boots—including him.

He gathered a notebook and some printouts of materials he’d found on the previous year’s alumni literature festival and stuffed it all into his tote. His pocket buzzed. Oh, maybe Snake. He grabbed for his phone and glanced. No. Mary. “Hey, kiddo.”

“Hi, darling.” She sounded—funny. “Are you at home?”

“No, I had to work late on a committee thing for Ashworth.”

“Oh, is your babysitter well again?”

“Yeah, I think so, but I, uh, have a different sitter tonight.”

“Hmm, why do you sound funny about that?”

“I don’t—exactly. He’s staying with a guy I know who’s been, uh, helping me study for my orals.”

“Well, this sounds like a whole interesting tale I need to hear.”

“It sort of is.” He laughed. “But no time now.”

“Yeah, I’m short too, but I have to tell you something important.” Silence.

“Okay, yes? What?”

“Burt saw JP Rellico in Target.”

“Oh shit.” He didn’t even hear the words. They just flowed out like poison.

“Burt says he looked pretty awful. Kind of scuzzy.”

“Seven years with no word, no sight of him.”

“Yeah, but his family is still in Newport somewhere, I think.”

“Oh hell. I don’t even know what to do.”

“There’s nothing you can do until he makes a move. Maybe he’ll disappear again.”

He looked down at his hands. They shook.

Mary said, “Don’t worry, Theodore. He’s no threat.”

“Thanks for telling me. I’ve got to go.”

“Please don’t worry too much.”

“I won’t. Bye.” He hung up. Of course, Mary knew a lie when she heard one.

Like some zombie, he grabbed his bag and walked toward the meeting room. Crumbling. Flakes of my life falling all around me.

At the large conference room, he stepped through the door to find almost every chair already full. Dr. Thurston raised a hand to him and moved his own bag off the seat beside him. Still, Dr. T. half frowned, and so did Ashworth, who sat at the head of the table. Apparently coming on time was late.

Ashworth said pointedly, “Shall we get down to work? Sean, will you please bring us up to date on your fine work on the speakers?”

Theodore stared at the agenda and prayed for focus.

 

 

SNAKE BALANCED his laptop on his knees and the phone between ear and shoulder. “Yes, Michelle, go ahead and bring in Luther for the second shift. He’s reliable and pretty good at most of the drinks.”

“You out tonight?”

He glanced at Andy, bent over homework on the coffee table. “Yes, I’m tied up. Holler if you need me. I’ll have my cell handy.”

“Okay, boss.” She giggled since she knew he didn’t like that title.

He snorted, and Andy looked up and gave him a grin. “Talk to you later.” Snake hung up and went back to his commentary on the manuscript.

“Whatcha working on, Snake?” Andy plopped backward on his butt from where he’d been kneeling beside the coffee table.

“Oh.” Hmm, how to explain? “Have you ever seen how some people write what’s called a review, like of a movie?”

Andy frowned. “Maybe.”

“Well, people sometimes say this movie is good because it’s funny and the actors are excellent and it had a good story. Stuff like that.”

“Oh, sure. My dad talks about that. I’ll say I want to see a movie, and he’ll say, ‘It got bad revoos so we shouldn’t see it.’”

“Right. Same idea.”

“What movie are you writing about?”

“Oh, uh, no movie. It’s like that, but it’s more of a book.”

“Like Nancy Drew or The Great Mouse Detective?”

“More like that.”

“Is it good?”

“Yeah. It is.”

“Good.”

“How’s your homework?”

“Almost done.” He rolled up onto his knees and turned back to the paper in front of him.

“Good. Me too. Then we can watch a movie or play games.”

“Cool.” He hunched over the task.

Snake’s phone rang again. Teddy. “Hi.”

“Hi. We’re taking a short break. I thought I’d check in.” He sounded super stressed.

“We’re A-OK.” Andy looked up expectantly and Snake smiled. “Want to talk to him?”

“Sure.”

Snake handed over the phone and watched Andy’s face light up. “Hey, Dad.” He listened. “Yeah, we’re doing great. Snake made me chicken noodle soup and really good cheese sandwiches with like tomato and stuff and on toast.” More listening. “Yeah. I’m doing it now. Snake’s working on his revoos, and after we’re done we’ll watch a movie. When are you coming home?” He nodded. “Oh, okay. We’re good.” He handed the phone back.

Snake said, “How’s the meeting?”

“It’s okay.” He lowered his voice. “A lot of talking and not much deciding.”

Snake made a rude noise. “That’s the problem when everyone wants credit and no one wants to do the work.”

“You sound like the voice of experience.” The statement was said lightly, but his tone had a questioning edge.

“The same everywhere.”

“I’m not sure what time I’ll be home.” Man, was he watching an execution? That’s how tight his voice came out.

“Don’t wear yourself out—but also don’t worry. We’re fine.”

“I can’t thank you enough.”

Snake chuckled. “Oh yes, you can.”

Teddy didn’t even giggle. “I’ll call when I’m on my way home.”

“Great. Hang in there.” He clicked off. Shit. Teddy had a complicated life. Those grandparents were a fucking piece of work, and the college didn’t sound much better, but hell, he seemed to have one scenario in mind for his life, and he couldn’t think past it. If I can’t get his brain outside the box, I’m toast—without cheese and tomato.

“I’m almost done.” Andy almost rested his forehead on his hand as he focused on completing his task.

“Me too. I’ll race you.” He plunged into his conclusions and heard Andy laughing softly as he added numbers.

He had just finished his spell-check and hit Send on the email when Andy yelled, “Done!”

Snake fell back against the couch cushions. “You beat me! Hmm. What should be your reward?”

Andy cradled his chin between his thumb and crooked forefinger, looking very Sherlockesque. “What about an extra scoop of ice cream?”

“Extra scoop? What makes you think there’s any ice cream to be had?” He suppressed his grin.

“Well, I saw you bring in a paper bag and put it in the freezer. I figure it’s not cookies.”

“Okay, you got me.” He held up his hands. “In fact, I brought two choices—cookie dough and rocky road. Want some of each?”

Andy pumped the air. “Yeah!”

Snake folded up his laptop and stood. As he crossed to the tiny kitchen, there was a knock on the door. He glanced at Andy, who looked surprised and, based on the wide eyes, worried. Snake smiled to reassure the kid. “Are you expecting anyone?”

Andy just shook his head and his eyes got wider.

Snake strode to the front door, which, sadly, didn’t have a peephole. No warning. He opened the door. Shit, very bad news. “Hello.” The tank top and shorts he wore felt like a goddamned G-string.

Hanson Anderson’s stern expression morphed into a scowl, and his gaze prowled over Snake’s tattooed arms and legs. “What are you doing here?”

Snake cocked his head. “Staying with Andy while Theodore attends a meeting at the college.”

“Theodore feels you’re an appropriate companion for his son?”

“Yes, sir, he does. What can I do for you?”

For a second, Anderson looked confused; then he thrust forward his right hand, which held a small blue windbreaker. “Andrew left this at the park.”

Snake reached for it. “Thank you. I’ll see he gets it.”

Anderson pulled it back. “Is he here?”

“Yes, but he may have gone to sleep.”

Anderson just stared at him. Shit. Nothing to do. “Come in and I’ll see.” Feeling like Benedict Arnold, he stepped aside and let the grandfather walk past. Snake turned. At least Andy hadn’t made a liar of him. The kid had vanished. Snake gestured toward the sofa, and Anderson frowned but walked to it and sat. Snake took a step toward the bedrooms. “I’ll check on Andy.”

Andy’s door was closed tight. Poor kid. Snake tapped lightly then opened the door. Andy lay in bed, covers pulled up to his face, with all the lights off. “Hey, buddy, you sleeping?” He knelt beside the bed and raised his voice just a little. “I’m sorry I bothered you. Go back to sleep.” Fighting a grin, he stood and returned the way he’d come.

Anderson stood beside the coffee table, holding Andy’s homework in his hand.

Snake said, “I’m sorry. He’s asleep.”

Anderson glanced at his watch. It was seven thirty. Just barely a reasonable time to think a kid might go to bed.

Snake didn’t bother to explain.

“I see no reason why Theodore can’t leave Andy with his grandmother and me if he has to work.”

“Maybe because I can come here, sir. That way Andy can go to sleep in his own bed. But you’ll have to ask Theodore.”

“What exactly is your relationship to Theodore?”

“We’re friends, and I help him with his preparations for his orals.”

“That seems very unlikely.”

Snake walked toward the door, opened it, and held it open. “Be that as it may, sir, it’s the truth. I’ll give Theodore Andy’s jacket. Thank you for bringing it.”

Anderson took a couple of reluctant steps toward Snake, glanced toward the bedrooms, and stopped. “I suppose, based on Theodore’s lifestyle inclinations, I should assume that you’re my son-in-law’s boyfriend.”

“You can assume anything you want. I told you what our relationship is.”

“I can’t believe Theodore would conduct his perverted acts inside the very home of his son. Dear God!”

Deny that and I’m a liar. “Sir, I think you should go since I’m obviously not prepared to answer any questions for you.”

Anderson shook his head. “This is worse than I even imagined!” He stormed out the door, and, very carefully, Snake closed it behind him. He blew out the long, angry breath he’d been sucking in. Maybe Andy really had gone to sleep?

He tiptoed toward the closed door—and it opened. Andy stood, still in his shorts and T-shirt from earlier, rubbing his eyes and hanging his head. “He sounded mad.”

Snake grabbed him and picked him up. “He’s mad at me, not you. I think it’s time for ice cream, don’t you?”

He nodded, but the unbridled enthusiasm had definitely dulled.

Snake set Andy on the chair at the dining table and grabbed a couple of bowls, the ice cream containers, and a big spoon. As he dished, he stayed quiet. Might as well encourage questions if they were coming.

“Snake?” Sure enough.

“Yep.”

“My dad said if we told Grandpa that I couldn’t see him and Grandma anymore, it could get us in a lot of trouble.”

“Ummm?” He kept scooping. What the hell could he say to that?

Andy looked up plaintively. “What kind of trouble does he mean, do you think?”

“I don’t know exactly, Andy. Maybe he just means your grandparents would be really upset since they love you so much.”


“I don’t think that’s what he meant. He looked kind of scared.”

“It’s hard for your dad, wanting what’s best for you without making anyone else upset.”

A crease the size of a small moon crater appeared between Andy’s dark brows. “What’s best is that I don’t have to see any of Grandpa and Grandma’s dumb friends anymore.”

Man, he couldn’t agree more. He kept scooping.

“How come people who go to church and talk about God all the time are so mean, Snake?”

Snake brought the two bowls to the table with spoons and napkins and put one in front of Andy. He slid into the chair beside the kid. “Not all people who go to church are mean. Some are the nicest people you’ll ever meet. You just ran into a bad batch.” He grinned and swallowed some ice cream. “Which kind do you like best?”

Andy stared at his bowl, then up at Snake. “Oh, you mean the ice cream.” He dug a spoon into rocky road and slid it into his mouth with great ceremony. “Hmm. This is very excellent.” He held his spoon in the air and stuck his nose up. Then he repeated the process for the cookie dough. “Ahhhhh. Also excellent, but then there’s more chocolate in the rocky road, so I give it a better revoo.” He laughed, and Snake joined in because it was damned good to hear it.

As they licked their bowls, the door opened and Teddy walked in, looking tired and beautiful. Wish I didn’t have to tell him.

“Daddy!” Andy bounded up like he hadn’t seen Teddy in a year and ran to give him a hug. “We’ve got rocky road and cookie dough and I’m doing revoos with Snake and Grandpa came and I pretended to be asleep and which kind do you want?”

Teddy clearly stopped dead somewhere around the word Grandpa. His face went white.

Snake gave him a tiny shake of the head. “Andy, let your dad get comfortable, and then we’ll get him some ice cream.”

“Okay. I gave rocky road the best revoo.”

Teddy laughed, but it sounded forced. “Well then, obviously that must be the best kind to have.”

“But you can have both.”

“Deal.” He hugged Andy and looked up at Snake, his eyes flooded with questions—and fear.






Chapter Fourteen

 

 

AFTER TEDDY had his ice cream and Andy wangled more by opening his mouth and cheeping like a baby bird, the three of them sat on the couch in a sort of heap and looked over Andy’s homework. Then Teddy put the boy to bed.

Finally, Teddy walked back into the living room looking frazzled and worried. “Andy says Hanson was mad.”

Snake pointed at the couch. “Sit.” Teddy complied and Snake sat beside him, grabbed one of his bare feet, and started to rub.

Teddy let his head fall back. “Oh man, I’ll give you millennia to stop that.”

“Tough meeting?”

“Not really. Well, kind of. Knowing that I’m only doing it to butter up Ashworth is stressful. Of course, Rance is on the committee too. You know, the asshole you met at the restaurant?”

“Naturally. Political animal.”

“Yeah. So tell me about Hanson.” A muscle in his jaw jumped.

“He brought Andy’s windbreaker that he left at the park. I’m sure it was an excuse to talk to you, but you can imagine how he felt about seeing me here.”

Teddy glanced at Snake’s arms. “Oh shit.”

“Yep. He was pretty confrontational. He wanted to know what our relationship is.”

“Oh no, God.”

“I told him we were friends and I helped you with prep for your orals. One guess how much he believed that.” Teddy moaned. Snake patted his arm. “He said he assumed we were lovers. He actually called me your boyfriend as if he were saying I was your accomplice serial killer. Finally I asked him to leave.”

Teddy crumpled forward and held his head in his hands. “Oh shit and double shit.”

Snake gently caressed Teddy’s back, but ants in ice boots crawled up his spine. “Look, sweetheart, don’t worry about it now. Focus on your orals, and when that’s over you can deal with the grandparent issue.”

Suddenly Teddy’s head came up. “You have to go.”

What? “Oh, okay. I guess he could be outside watching. Is that what you’re thinking?”

Teddy stood like a scalded cat. “I’m thinking that I’m a selfish, idiotic asshole who’s put my son’s entire future in jeopardy so I could get laid.”

Snake tried to control his frown. “Come on, Teddy, that’s not true. No matter whether you got sex or not, those assholes still would have taken your son to a holy-roller meeting and exposed him to a lot of homophobic idiots, and you’d still have to protect him from them.”

Teddy visibly shook. “But at least I’d have a moral leg to stand on. I wouldn’t be defending myself for exposing my son to my boyfriends.”

“Uh, unless you’ve been a lot busier than I’m aware of, I think we’re talking boyfriend. Singular. Me.”

He paced the room. “I can only imagine what they think. Degenerate, perverse. I can’t even afford a lawyer if they come after Andy.”

Snake stood and stepped forward. “Come on, Teddy. Be realistic.”

Teddy whirled. “Realistic? What the hell do you know about it, Mr. I Don’t Take Anything Too Seriously?”

Snake wiped a hand across his face. Just breathe. “I deserve that. I know I said it. But c’mon, have I done anything to make you think I’m not serious or reliable or that I don’t care?”

He shook his head. “No. No, of course not. I owe you so much. It’s all my fault. I never should have done this.”

Snake hissed out a breath. “By this, do you mean us? You never should have done us?”

Teddy took a step back, but tears shone in his eyes. “Yes. I do mean that. I’m sorry, but I knew better. All this time since Esther died I’ve been so careful, and then one tattooed, pierced bartender later and I’ve thrown over everything I worked for. I’ve got to talk to Hanson. Tell him he’s right. Anything to keep them from coming after me.”

Snake threw an arm in the air. This is ridiculous! “Teddy, damn it. Courts love families, and they’ll always give a kid to his parents. The mom may get first preference, but after that it’s always the dad. Not grandparents. The dad.”

He stopped like a statue and gritted out through his teeth, “You don’t understand, and you never will.”

A punch to his gut couldn’t have robbed him of more breath. Snake blinked hard.

Teddy sighed long and hopelessly. “Please leave.”

He did.

 

 

THEODORE PRESSED a hand against his chest in the dark bedroom. Can’t breathe. No air. What have I done? What have I done?

He sat up in the bed and sucked in terror. In three days, his professional life might come to a standstill. The Andersons already hated him, and that would seal the deal. I could lose my son.

On its own, his body crumpled forward and a stomach load of bile burned up his throat. “I might lose Andy, and I’ve already lost Snake.” It’s stupid to care. I barely know him.

Tears slid hot and wet down his face. In a repertoire of amazing lies, that was the biggest one of all.

 

 

“YOU’RE HERE early today.” Michelle walked out of the back hall of the bar, probably leaving the office.

Snake wiped the already polished surface of the wood. “Yeah, I’ve been neglecting my bar duties.” He tried to smile. “Thought I’d open today.”

She leaned on the opposite side and gazed at him. He’d hired her only a few months before, but she’d become a good friend. “I was hoping you might have a new boyfriend.” She grinned.

“I was sort of seeing someone there for a while.” Shit, it hurt to say that.

“Whoa. It looks like it didn’t take long to get your heart broken.”

Shit. Suck wind! Heat flashed behind his eyes.

Her warm hand landed on his arm. “Sorry, Snake. I didn’t mean to be snarky.”

“No, it’s okay. I guess I didn’t realize how, uh, upset I am.”

“Was he a player?”

“No. The opposite. Lots of family responsibilities, and I just don’t fit the criteria, you know?”


She frowned ferociously. “Bullshit. I don’t know anyone more hardworking or responsible. What the hell does he want?”

He shook his head. “He’s a widower with a son and just not ready for a new relationship.”

“Oh hell, that’s tough. Maybe he’s kind of broken up too. When you’ve got kids, it really messes with your rational mind. You feel so protective, you want to fight off the smallest shadow.”


“Yeah. I guess you ought to know.” She had three kids at home. He stared at his big, scarred hands. Each scar stood as a badge of honor for all the times he’d had to fight to be who the fuck he was. So why have I quit fighting? He looked up at Michelle. “Thanks. Thanks a lot. Is Luther coming in early or late?”

“I told him early, but I can call him off.”

“No. That’s fine.” He hauled his phone from his pocket and walked out from behind the bar. “I just remembered stuff I have to do. See you later.”

He walked out to his bike and stood beside it. He held the phone to his mouth. “Find Underwood Gallery in Laguna Beach.”

A number came up, and he hit Send.

“Underwood Gallery, this is JJ.” The voice was high and lilting.

“Is David there?”

“He’s with customers.”

“Tell him Snake is coming to see him. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

“Snake? Oh dear.”

Snake snorted and started walking the two blocks to Forest Avenue, Laguna’s main shopping street. He found the gallery, took a deep breath, and walked inside. Huge, beautiful paintings of huge, beautiful nude men graced several of the walls. The signature boldly proclaimed Roman.

David came rushing out from the back, where two women were standing at a counter being waited on by a tall, wildly handsome guy. Of course that made two wildly handsome guys in the gallery, because David could launch a thousand surfboards.

Snake waved. “Hi. Remember me?”

David waved his hands. “Of course, Snake. I must, however, introduce you to JJ, my interior decorator. He’s certain that I’m about to be assassinated by someone called Snake.”

“Sorry I scared him. I have kind of an important topic I wanted to tell you and Rod and Hunter about.”

“I’m sure it must have something to do with our Theodore.” A crease appeared between his perfect brows. “Is he okay?” He looked around. “Do you want to go in the storage room to talk?”

“No. I need to get back. I just wanted you to know that he’s really upset. He’s had some run-ins with his in-laws, and he’s certain that they’re going to try to take Andy away from him. I’m not sure where this idea comes from, but I think he needs some support in a big way.”

“We’ve all noticed his obsessive fear that someone’s going to take Andy. We don’t know why either.”

“Damn, I hoped you would.”

“Nope.” David stared at a little clown doll on the display stand. “But I have an idea who might know something.”

“It would be good to know.”

David looked at Snake and crossed his arms. “Of course, we’ll give him all the love and support we can. But may I ask why you’re not doing it yourself? I mean, I know you two just got together, but—”

Snake held up a hand. “He doesn’t want me around. I guess I’m just too confronting to all the people who matter in his life. His father-in-law’s really unhappy that I’ve been babysitting Andy.”

David’s eyes widened. “Holy shit. He let you stay with Andy, like, by yourself?”

“Uh, yeah. Andy and I get along great.”

“So I heard.” He ran his fingers along his chin. “If I happen to find out anything about why Theodore’s so paranoid on the topic of his parental rights, shall I let you know? Or are you withdrawing from the field of battle?”


Snake managed a half smile. “Haven’t you heard? Snakes are patient.” He pulled a card from his pocket. “Tell me anything you find out.” As he walked out the door of the gallery, he heard David say, “Hey, Mary. It’s David Underwood.”

 

 

FRIDAY MORNING dawned to full May gray verging on June gloom all over Laguna. Perfect. No sleep. No sun. No hope.

Theodore set the plate of scrambled eggs in front of Andy, who stared at them like they could explode. “I want pancakes and bacon.”

“We don’t have any, and I haven’t got time anyway. Eat your eggs, Andy. You need to get to the bus.”

“Who’s gonna be here when I get home?” He dragged his fork across the table like a tractor.

“I’ve arranged for Jillian. I might be late. I have to meet with some people. Eat!”

He frowned vehemently. “Don’t want Jillian. Why can’t Snake come?”

“Snake works too, Andy. Plus there’s no need for us to be spending so much time with Snake. He’s a nice person, but he has his own life.” He grabbed his plate and carried it to the sink quickly so Andy couldn’t see how little he’d eaten.

Silence.

Theodore walked back to the table and found Andy staring at his plate with tears dripping onto the congealed eggs. Oh shit! He wrapped his arms around his son. “Hey, sweetheart, what’s the matter?”

“Y-you’re not going to let Snake c-come and s-see me anymore.” His silent tears turned to sobs.

“Oh Andy, I just made a bad mistake. I never wanted you to get so attached to Snake. He’s a friend, but we can’t take up all of his time. We need to make other friends.”

Andy leaped up from the chair, slamming Theodore in the chin with his head and knocking over his milk, which splashed across the table and ran onto the floor. “No! Snake is my friend. He loves me, and you saying he doesn’t want to come here is a big fat lie!” He raced to his bedroom and slammed the door as Theodore watched white liquid drip onto the brown loafers of a big fat liar.

Two miserable hours later, Theodore dragged himself down the hall toward the conference room where the committee was already waiting. Oh God, I wish I could have practiced some more with Snake. He stopped and stared at the floor. I wish I could have kissed some more with Snake and laughed some more with Snake and fucked some more with Snake.

He’d had a lucky life. It might not seem that way to an outsider—married at eighteen because a girl got pregnant, working his ass off to go to school and keep food on the table for his family, losing his wife to cancer. But he’d had so much laughter and love and joy. He sighed. Guess luck has to run out sometime.

He sucked in a breath. But not without a fucking fight.

After running a hand through his curls, he strode the rest of the way to the fateful door and opened it. Inside, a single straight-backed chair sat in front of a long table behind which his committee gathered. Dr. T. sat at the left end and Ashworth to the right, with the two other faculty members in between. Dr. T. smiled, but no one else did. “Sit down, please, Theodore.”

He did, setting his tote on the floor. He couldn’t open it. No notes, no references.

Dr. Ashworth said, “Shall we begin?”

Dr. Thurston held up a hand and glanced at Ashworth as if to say My meeting, thank you. “Mr. Walters, please explain the methodology of your research.”

And so it began. The words flowed across his tongue—the thousands of questionnaires and over a hundred personal interviews showing the education, expertise, and experience of romance writers, their use and extension of techniques pioneered by Austen and other major literary figures. He discussed tropes and their application in so-called “fine” literature as well as genre fiction. Quoting verbatim from scholars he’d interviewed, he showed how many academics dismissed romance fiction purely because of its association with female readers.

Dr. Willamette said, “How large is the romance market, Mr. Walters?” She actually seemed interested.

“It’s a moving target and difficult to pin down due to the vastness and fluidity of the ebook market, but well over a billion dollars, for sure. It’s the largest book market in the world by double over the next genre.”

“Oh my. Wouldn’t it be nice to bring those people more actively into the field of literature? More teachers and more students?” She smiled.

“My point exactly.”

Ashworth sputtered, “You want to bring these illiterate, uncultured old maids and housewives into the literary tent? You must be joking.”

Dr. Willamette’s face fell, and Theodore worked to ungrit his teeth.

Dr. T. tried to keep the tone upbeat, but every time Mr. Karl or Dr. Willamette asked a good question or seemed to show interest in his research, Ashworth would find a way to belittle their opinions. They practically shrank in their seats. The chances they’d stand up to the chairman? Zilch.

Theodore kept fighting, but he felt like a salmon on a dammed-up stream.

Dr. T. said, “Why did you undertake this research, Mr. Walters? What do you feel it contributes to the future of literature?”

Theodore gazed at the carpet for a minute. “When my wife was dying, I would read to her. Classics and current literary fiction felt so cold and helpless in the face of death. Only love prevailed. So I bought a romance novel, just for diversion. I was amazed at the true literary value the book possessed. I tried another and another. Yes, I found bad ones, but then that can be said of any type of literature. Gradually I came to realize that what I’d been taught about romance fiction was bull. Here were truly gifted writers, more of them than in any other type of fiction, toiling away with not only no recognition, but also actual denigration, and still producing exceptional work. I decided to find out why.”

He looked up at each member of the panel, even the sneering Ashworth. “I think if I can encourage or inspire even one of these excellent authors to persevere and have some of their work recognized, my research will have succeeded.”

Dr. T. said, “Thank you, Theodore. I wish to add that the dissertation reader agrees with Mr. Walters. She states that the paper has done more to legitimize one of the most popular forms of world fiction than anything she’s seen. She highly recommends the paper for publication.” He looked down the panel. “If there are no more questions, Mr. Walters can go and we can determine the time for our deliberation.”

Ashworth said, “I have one more. Walters, do you really expect us to take this dissertation seriously?”

Theodore stood. “Yes, sir, I do.” He looked down the table. “Thank you all for your consideration.” He turned and walked from the room with a straight spine.






Chapter Fifteen

 

 

OUTSIDE THE door, Theodore sagged a little. Shit, what a mess. At least I couldn’t have done better, so no regrets. All I regret is having Ashworth as a department chair.

“Hey, Ted.”

Oh great. He really needed Rance right now. “Hi, Sean.”

Sean stepped out from the side hall and looked in both directions like he didn’t want to be caught associating with the enemy, then stepped toward Theodore. “How’d it go?”

“Okay. Why? Are you going in next?”

“Oh, uh, no. I told Dr. A. I’m not quite ready, so he postponed my orals for two weeks.”

Well shit, of course he did. Sean had started his dissertation nearly a year before Theodore. “Great. Good luck.” He started to walk, and Sean touched his arm.

“Any advice?”

“Keep doing what you’re doing, Sean. It’s obviously working.”

Sean frowned for a second, then plastered on his phony smile. “I will, buddy. Thanks.”

Theodore started down the stairs toward his office.

“Theodore!”

Dr. T. waved as he walked toward Theodore. “Excellent job, excellent. I’m very proud of you.”

He tried to smile. “Thanks, Dr. T. Glad I did you proud. For all the good it did me.”

“Don’t be too discouraged, son. He’s not the only one on the committee.”

“I doubt the others will have the guts to go against him, no matter how much they liked the dissertation.”

“We’ll see. Dr. Willamette was mightily impressed, and so was the reader.”

“Who was the reader? Can you tell me now? She said some nice things.”

Dr. T. lowered his voice. “I happened to know that one of our accredited readers is also a romance writer, which seemed completely appropriate to me.” He chuckled. “I tracked her down, and she was delighted to read it.”

“So she’s a PhD in literature?”

Dr. T. winked. “And that’s the only part of her credentials my colleagues are aware of.”

“I’m not surprised. You’d be amazed at all the education among romance authors.”

“She was really impressed. Of course, it totally supports her life’s work, which I counted on.”

“Thanks so much for all your support, Dr. T. Unfortunately, if I have to go back to square one on the dissertation, I’ll probably have to leave the university and get a job.”

“Don’t go there yet. We still have a chance.”

“Thanks.” He turned to go back down the stairs. Wait. “I forgot to ask. What’s my reader’s name?”

Dr. T. glanced over his shoulder, then back at Theodore. “Crystal Streams. Have you heard of her?”

Theodore’s foot slipped and he slid down a step. Whoa. He grabbed the railing.

“Theodore, are you okay?”

“Uh, yes. I think so. Have you met her? Crystal Streams?”

“No. But I’ve communicated with her by email. She’s very charming and, of course, smart.”

What in the bloody living hell?

 

 

INCHING HIS way down the Coast Highway, Theodore itched to call someone. Who? Hunter—to pour his heart out about the miserable unfairness of his fucking committee? No. He wanted to call Snake to ask him why in the hell he had the same name as a romance writer. Had he appropriated the name? Maybe he saw it on a bookstand at the grocery store and when Theodore asked, he blurted it out—along with the story of how he got it. But why? Nothing about Snake added up. Did he own the Bay Bar? If so, why did he pretend otherwise? Did he lie about his name? But why? And what fucking alpha male would choose that stupid name? Maybe he thought it was cute and I’d be captivated. Well, one more point for you, Mr. Erasmo.

As he crept toward the light at Main Beach, he grabbed his phone and googled the name. Sure enough, the name Crystal Streams came up all over Amazon, Barnes & Noble, iBooks, the NYT, and USA Today bestseller lists. A honk behind him made him look up long enough to crawl another ten feet and then stop when the traffic jam hit the light. He scrolled through the data and found a bio.

Best-selling author Crystal Streams lives out her passion for true love and happy ever after with her soul mate husband, her son, and cat in southern California.

It went on about her many awards, which suggested she’d been writing for more than five years. Her PhD went unmentioned. Why the fuck did Snake choose her name? It couldn’t be a coincidence, but what could he gain by lying? Obviously he didn’t trust Theodore or Theodore’s friends with his real name or story. And I trusted him with my son.

His hand fell away from the phone. No calling Snake. That would be suggesting that Snake’s lying to him mattered. That he wanted to continue some kind of relationship. That chest that had felt so warm and glowing for weeks, even while he was afraid, filled with ice.

Not being able to tell anyone everything about himself always made him seem kind of isolated, but not until this moment did he feel totally alone.

Finally he got through the light and passed the busy beach on his way home. The cell buzzed and he glanced. Oh yeah, the shitty cherry on the top of the shitty day.

“Hello, Hanson.”

“Theodore. Grace and I would like to take Andy tomorrow.”

Theodore’s face hurt from the intensity of the frown. “I think we need to discuss some ground rules before you see him again.”

“All we want is to take him to lunch and to the movies or to a park.”

“Under no circumstances is he to go to church or be associated with any of your friends or your friends’ children. I’m sorry, Hanson. I know it’s your life, and I want you to be a part of Andy’s”—that was kind of true—“but he despises those children, and I can assure you, if he’s forced to see them again, he’ll never come back.”

“He’s a child.”

“I won’t demand that my son do something he hates.”


“Of course. Of course. We just want to spend time with him.”

“I respect that.” He wanted so badly to say no. “I’ll bring him over in the morning.”

“Uh, no. I’ll stop by to get him, and we’ll go straight on to breakfast.”

“All right.” He took a deep breath. “I also want to mention that your rudeness to my friend who was kind enough to babysit Andy was uncalled for.”

Stony silence. “I was surprised to find him there.”

“I understand that you want the best for Andy”—yeah, as long as it fit his fucking pictures of best—“but Andy is fond of my friend, and I trust him. That’s really all you have to know.”

“Of course. We’ll pick up Andy at nine thirty.” He hung up.

Oh crap. Andy’s gonna hate this. He sighed and crept farther up the hill. I told Hanson I trusted Snake. Sad since Snake doesn’t appear to trust me. Yeah, sad but true.

Trust? Suddenly, he pulled into the left-turn lane and powered over to Glenneyere, then raced as fast as the lesser traffic would let him back into downtown Laguna. Five minutes later, he pulled into the parking lot at Verizon.

 

 

THEODORE KNELT next to Andy, who stood with his arms crossed and a fierce crease between his eyebrows. Theodore held out the simple phone he’d bought and had connected the day before. No, he couldn’t afford it. No, he didn’t care. He wasn’t leaving Andy at the mercy of those people. “All you have to do is call me if you’re not having fun, okay? You know how to do that. I’ve programmed my number right here. You just push—”

“Da-ad.” Two syllables. “I know how to use a phone.” He took it and ostentatiously pulled the scrap of now very wrinkled paper Snake had given him from his pocket. He carefully programmed that number into his phone beside Theodore’s. “I could call Snake.”

Theodore inhaled slowly. “Andy, if you’re upset with where you are, you call anyone you want.”

That got a tiny smile. “Thanks, Dad.”

“But I want you to give your grandparents a chance, okay? Who knows? You might have fun.”

“Okay.” He stuck the phone in his pants pocket.

“Be careful. It falls out easily.”

“I know.” Grumpy again.

The doorbell rang, and Theodore answered it with as pleasant a face as he could muster.

Hanson looked past Theodore at Andy and pulled on a big and wildly phony smile. “There’s my brilliant grandson. Ready for some breakfast? Maybe a waffle or some pancakes?”

Andy nodded but didn’t return the smile.

Theodore tried to fill the enthusiasm gap. “Add some bacon to that and you’ll have the magic combination.”

“Bacon it is. Come on, your grandmother is waiting in the car.”

Andy looked up at Hanson with slightly narrowed eyes. “Funny how she never comes to the door.”

Hanson’s big smile faded as Andy walked past him. He glanced at Theodore, almost like he needed reassurance. Man, had he come to the wrong place.

Hanson turned and walked down the steps as Theodore closed the door with a slight slam.

 

 

SNAKE LEFT the bike on the edge of the parking lot and walked across Ocean Avenue to Copper, the most popular restaurant for breakfast in Laguna. At this hour on a Saturday, Laguna residents gathered with bags from the farmer’s market down the street, drank tons of coffee, read the papers, and caught up on gossip. A few tourists made it in, but mostly it was a locals’ place, and they guarded it jealously.

Rod waved from a table in the corner on the outdoor patio where he sat with several other men. Snake recognized Hunter and David, but the third man, handsome and dark-haired, was a stranger. These guys seemed to have an endless cast of gorgeous friends.

As Snake walked up, Hunter motioned to the empty chair in the corner between Rod and David. “Good to see you, man. This is our friend, Adam James. Adam’s a lawyer.”

Adam half stood and extended his hand. “That sounds a lot more useful than it is. I specialize in real estate development, but I still know the law and can find help if and when we need it.”

These guys hadn’t wasted any time. Good. “I’m really glad to meet you.” Snake shook Adam’s firm hand, then sat. A large cup of steaming coffee and a glass of grapefruit juice sat in front of his place.

Rod said, “We ordered for you, dear, to keep you out of that line.” He pointed to the people stretching from the order desk all the way to the sidewalk. “Hope you like scrambled eggs with feta and chives.”

“Sounds divine. Thank you.”

Never shy to take the lead, Rod leaned forward and said, “So we all think our Teddy Bear is in trouble.”

Snake nodded. “He’s got multiple stresses going on right now. For one thing, he had to defend his dissertation Friday. I don’t know how it went, but he says the chairman of his department is really against his topic, and he’s scared that he’s going to get sent back to the drawing board on the research.”

David looked at Hunter. “That happens a lot, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s pretty common.”

Snake shook his head. “I’ve seen his dissertation. It’s good. Damned good. I can imagine someone asking for changes—they always do that. But scrapping it and starting over? No way.” He glanced up to see Hunter’s gaze on him. “Anyway, the thing he’s most worried about is that Andy’s grandparents are going to be upset if he doesn’t get his PhD and some fancy tenured position right away.”

Rod munched on a scone. “He’s always terrified about what those people think.”

“Yeah, well, he’s had some serious confrontations with them lately. They’ve been subjecting Andy to a lot of bullying from their friends’ kids, and Teddy’s furious. The grandfather found me babysitting Andy and about split a gut. He really seems to hate that Teddy’s gay. Teddy’s terrified that the in-laws are going to try to take Andy away. I just can’t imagine why he thinks they could do it. He’s a great father—and he’s a father.”

Adam nodded over his coffee. “Unless a court can prove serious behavioral issues—and homosexuality doesn’t qualify in that category anymore, thank God—it’s unlikely a kid gets taken from his parents.”

Hunter’s call device from the serving counter lit up, and he stood. “I’ll get the food. Keep talking.”

Snake blew out a long breath. “So why the hell is he so scared?” He looked at David. “Did you find out anything from his friend?”

David shook his head. “I think she’s knows more than she’s telling, but she just said he’s really sensitive to the in-laws’ point of view.”

Hunter started carrying plates back to the table, and Rod hopped up to help him. A couple of minutes later, they were all dishing scrambled eggs into their mouths, and Hunter said, “I’ve made some inquiries at my university about Theodore transferring his candidacy there.”

Snake sipped coffee. “Is it possible?”

“Apparently yes. I’m waiting for more word from the head of the department.”

“It’s not as straightforward as completing what he started at Fairhaven, but it’s an option.” Snake downed some eggs.

Rod said, “David, why do you think that Mary knows more than she told you?”

He flipped a scarf around his neck. “A general wariness. You know how bubbly and optimistic she is. She sounded kind of cagey and, I don’t know, weird.”

Snake took a mouthful of juice, looked up, and had to slap his hand over his mouth to keep from spitting it.

Hunter frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Snake slid a little ways down in his chair. “Over in the line. That’s the grandfather and, shit, he’s got Andy. What the hell is Teddy thinking?” Rod started to turn, and Snake put a hand on his arm. “Don’t. It’s probably better if they don’t notice us. At least for a minute.”

An older woman waved at the grandfather from a table on the opposite side of the large patio. Hunter, who could also see them without turning like Snake could, said, “That must be the grandmother.”

Snake nodded.

Rod, Hunter, David, and Snake sat tensely, pretending to talk for a few minutes, until the grandfather and Andy came back to the table carrying cups and place settings. Andy sat, and his grandfather went back in and returned with more glasses. Andy stared at his cup, which probably contained cocoa based on the whipped cream pile on top. The kid didn’t look happy, but he didn’t seem really upset.

Snake took a breath. “Andy appears okay.”

The grandfather walked in again and returned with a plate of waffles. That actually got a smile from Andy, and Snake relaxed.

Staying low in his chair, he finished his eggs, glancing up at Andy every few minutes. A guy walked in the entrance to the patio closest to Snake’s table and stopped, looking around for someone. Snake glanced at him. Kind of familiar-looking, but what a scuzzball. Unshaven, his clothes kind of unkempt. Sure, locals didn’t dress up for a trip to Copper, but he just seemed seedy. Snake said to Hunter, “Do you know that guy?”

Hunter looked quickly and shook his head.

The guy seemed to recognize someone and started walking toward the other side of the patio. The grandfather looked up and waved, flashing a huge smile. Snake tensed from his feet to his hair follicles.

The slimeball walked over to their table, his back toward Snake. Obviously, the grandfather introduced Andy to the man. The kid looked up and nodded but didn’t quite smile. The grandmother was all gushy and gooey, it appeared, clapping her hands together and fluttering her lashes. With a sweep of her hand, she seemed to invite the guy to sit. He took the seat that put his back to Snake, but Snake could see Andy, who looked pretty fixated on the remains of his waffles.

The grandfather and grandmother were very animated, talking away and smiling at each other. A lot of the dialogue got directed at Andy. Andy’s shoulders kind of hunched, his fork making circles in what must be his syrup.

The slimeball leaned over and put a hand on Andy’s back. Snake clenched his fists.

Hunter’s voice finally cut through the rushing in his ears. “What do you think is going on?”

Snake hissed, “I think those assholes are trying to sell Andy some other load of crap, and he’s not buying.”

“Yeah. Who is that guy?”


David turned overtly in his chair for a look then quickly whirled back. “No idea.”

The grandmother leaned over to Andy with a big smarmy smile. She spoke.

Andy’s head snapped up. His mouth opened. He jumped up from his chair. The slimeball turned fully toward Andy, and Snake could see them both, almost face-to-face. Dark hair to dark hair, strong nose to strong nose, sturdy build to study build.


His heart slammed against his ribs and his belly tightened. “Holy fucking shit!”

Rod’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“I know why Teddy’s so scared of the in-laws.” His words slid out on too much air, and he fought light-headedness.

“Why?”

He pointed. “Because he’s not Andy’s father. That guy is.”






Chapter Sixteen

 

 

SNAKE WATCHED Andy back away from Slimeball, but he could only move so far. The guy reached out toward him, and the kid dodged under the man’s arm and ran toward the back of the patio, clutching for something in his pocket. He finally managed to pull a phone from his pants, but the grandfather and the slimeball came after him.

Snake scraped back his chair on the flagstone, leaped up, and raced to Andy, making it one step before the slimeball did. He shoved himself between the man and Andy. “Touch him and you’re going to hurt, asshole.”

“Snake!” Andy grabbed his legs.

He reached back and picked up Andy, never taking his eyes from the attackers.

Slimeball looked plenty scared and fell back a step, but the grandfather had no such compunction. “What are you doing here, you pervert? Do you actually stalk my grandson? I’m calling the police immediately.” He reached for his phone.

A softly modulated voice from behind Snake said, “Excellent. We’ll ask the police to determine who exactly is abusing this child.”

“Who the hell are you?” The grandfather sneered.

Adam extended a card. “I’m Theodore and Andy’s lawyer.”

The grandfather pointed at slimeball. “This man is that child’s father.”

Adam turned up his lips, but his eyes stayed icy. “Not in any court of law I’m aware of.” He half turned and looked back. “That’s where we’ll see you next.”

Oh yeah, good exit line. They all fell in behind Adam as they walked back to their table, tossed down a tip, and left the restaurant.

Their mutual cool lasted all the way across the street to the parking lot. Snake let out a long breath.

“S-snake?”

Snake sat on the bench beside the lot and put Andy on his lap. The four guys hung back but stayed close enough to suggest support.

“Yeah, Andy?”

“What did that man mean that he’s my father?”

Snake wiped hair out of Andy’s eyes. “Who’s your father, Andy?”

“Daddy is.”

“Of course.”

“But why did Grandpa and Grandma say he is?”

“I think we should go home to your daddy, and we’ll ask him to explain. Sound good?”

Andy nodded.

“I have my motorcycle, and I can’t take you on that, so would you be okay riding with Rod and Hunter?”

“C-can’t I go with you?”

Snake glanced up at Rod, who wiped a tear from his cheek. “How about we both ride with Rodney and Hunter?” Andy nodded against his chest. Snake looked up. “Do you have more than one car?”

Adam said, “Yes, I brought my own.” He looked around at the others. “Shall I follow or is this better done alone?”

Rod looked at Hunter, then at Snake. “What if we drop you and Andy off and go hang with Adam at the Bay for a while? Call us when Theodore wants to talk—if he does.”

“Good.” Snake gathered Andy close and carried him to Hunter’s car. He slid into the back holding Andy with Rod and Hunter in the front. David waved. “I’ll ride with Adam.”

Andy went instantly to sleep in Snake’s arms and was breathing deeply when they got to Teddy’s apartment. Hunter crawled out and took Andy from Snake, then handed him back and returned to the driver’s seat. Rod said softly through the passenger window, “Give me your phone.”

Snake balanced Andy against the car and handed over the phone. Rod keyed in his number.

“Call me when you want to meet.”

“We could all go to my place down near Victoria Beach. I’ve got some space, and there’s room for Andy too.”

“Good. Let’s see how it goes.”

Snake walked up the steps to Teddy’s garage apartment as Hunter’s car pulled away. He hammered softly with his foot against the door. It opened fast, Teddy’s eyes widened, he saw his son, and his lips parted.

Snake pushed past him and walked into Andy’s bedroom. Gently, he deposited the sleeping boy on the bed, pulled a cowboy-patterned throw blanket over him, and backed out of the room, closing the door only partway.

Teddy stood there vibrating like a tuning fork. “What’s happened? Tell me.”

Snake motioned toward the living room. When they got there, he said, “Your in-laws took Andy to Copper this morning for breakfast to introduce him to his biological father. He freaked, and I was there too, so I grabbed him and brought him home.”

Teddy slowly collapsed to his knees and then sat hard on the worn carpet. “Oh God.” Tears started running down his face.

Snake knelt in front of him. “Teddy, freak later. At any moment, your son is going to come out here and ask you who that man is and why he claims to be his father. Start thinking.”

“I never thought he’d come back. I thought—”

“Obviously, you didn’t totally believe that because you’ve been scared witless about someone taking Andy from you since the day your wife died.”

Teddy nodded.

“I was at breakfast with Rod, Hunter, David, and Adam. You know Adam?”

“Adam James? Yes.”

“So he gave his card to your father-in-law and said he’s your lawyer. He’s a very cool dude.”

“I know. But why, I mean, what were you all doing…?” He clasped his hand over his face.

“We were talking about you and why you were so afraid of your in-laws. Ironic, huh?”

“Dad?”

Snake whispered, “Showtime.” He stood.

Teddy looked up and rose.

Andy rubbed his eyes and his nose. “How come you guys are on the floor?”

Teddy smiled and picked up Andy. “I was just surprised and unhappy when Snake told me what your grandparents did.”

“Yeah.” He snuffled and snuggled into his dad’s shoulder.

Teddy sat on the couch and settled Andy on his lap. Snake started to sit in the chair across from them, but Andy looked up. “Snake? Will you sit by me?”

“Sure, buddy.” He glanced at Teddy, who looked up quickly and then away. Snake sat beside Teddy, who held Andy in his arms. Snake took Andy’s feet.

Teddy started to rock him. “So you know about babies coming from mommies, right?”

“Sure.”

“Moms might have different possible dads around before their baby is born, but after the baby is born, the mom might choose a dad.” He looked at Snake, pleading in his eyes.

Snake picked up the thread. “It could be that the dad the mom chooses isn’t the same dad that actually caused the baby in the first place. But that doesn’t matter.”

“Right.” Teddy kissed Andy’s hair. “Your mom chose me, and we got married right away, and I was there the whole time you were in her tummy, and I saw you get born and loved you when you were barely an idea.”

Snake blinked hard. “That guy who came to talk to you might have caused the baby, but then he was gone, and he never married your mom or helped her or saw you born or raised you—or loved you. So guess who your dad is?”

Andy tightened his grip on Teddy. “Daddy is my dad.”

“Ding, ding, ding, ding. Give the prize to Andy Walters!”

Andy was quiet for a minute. “But that guy caused me?”

Teddy’s chest rose and fell. “He might have, sweetheart.”

Andy sat back and stared at Teddy with his brows scrunched over his nose. “You didn’t cause me ’cause you don’t like girls, right?”

Snake bit the inside of his cheek.

Teddy smiled. “Kind of. I actually loved your mom a lot. She was my best friend. And when she told me she was going to have a baby, I said maybe I could be the dad. She loved that idea, and we had such a good time raising you.”

“Wish I remembered her better.”

Snake had to look away or Andy might see the tears pushing out of his eyes.

“She loved you so much. Just like I do.” Teddy hugged him tight.

“What are we gonna do about that derp Grandpa and Grandma brought to breakfast?”

“Good question. We’re going to figure that all out.” He held Andy away from him. “Do you remember my friend Adam?”

“Um-hm. He’s the diver.”

“Right. Plus he’s a lawyer, and he’s going to tell us what we need to do, okay?”

Andy looked up at Snake and grinned. “Snake saved me again.”

“Yes. He’s good at that.” The odd reply had a coolish edge. Are we still back there?

Snake said, “So Adam, Rod, Hunter, and David are at the Bay. I told them you might want to bring Andy to my place to talk or they could come here.”

“Here’s better.” Teddy didn’t meet his eyes.

Snake swallowed hard and pointedly didn’t glance at the nonexistent space in the tiny apartment. Is he still worried about the in-laws? Hell, he should be, but not because of me.

Teddy set Andy on the couch, stood, his lips pressed together, and pulled his phone from his pocket. He hit a button and listened. “Yes, hi, Rod. Could you guys come here? Right, to my place.” He listened some more. “Thanks. See you soon.” He stuck the phone back.

“Can I watch a movie, Dad?”

Teddy looked around as if he just realized that the place rivaled postage stamps for square footage and had one TV that was in the middle of the living room. “It might be better if you go in your room and play video games.”

Andy’s furious frown was accompanied by a trembling lower lip. “Don’t want to.”

Snake said, “We could still switch to my place. I have a few TVs.”

“Do what you want.” Teddy walked into the kitchen and started making noise.

Well, hell and crapola. Snake leaned over to the seriously pouting Andy. “What do you say, buddy? You and me and a movie?”

Teddy’s face appeared around the wall in the tiny kitchen, but Andy nodded. No smiles, but a lot of affirmative head shakes.

Snake stood. “Okay, buddy. Let’s go.”

Andy cast a venomous glance at Teddy and raised his arms to Snake, who swung him up. “We have to wait for the other guys to get here so I can borrow one of their cars, but let’s go outside and play a game, okay?”

“’kay.”

Snake glanced at Teddy, who looked stricken. How petty was he if that made him a little happy?

 

 

THEODORE WALKED toward the front door and stopped in the middle of the space. Andy loves Snake so much. I’ve blown it totally. My son will never forgive me. My son. Maybe I was never meant to be a father—a geeky gay guy who barely had a boyfriend before I married a woman.

He wandered toward the couch, flopped on it, and wiped his hands over his face.

Outside, car doors slammed; then a car engine started again. Footsteps stomped up the steps. A hard knock on the door preceded the door flying open and Rod flying in. “Theodore, why is Snake leaving? I understand that maybe you don’t want Andy in the middle of this conversation, but I can take Andy out. You don’t need me. You need Snake.”

Hunter walked in and put his hands on Rod’s shoulders. “He doesn’t want to stay, dear. I told him we’d be glad to take Andy out for a while, but he refused. They’re gone.”

Theodore’s heart flipped. Gone.

David and Adam followed Hunter into the living room, closed the door, and spread out, occupying the limited spaces available.

Theodore walked back to the kitchen, but he couldn’t get himself to smile. “Want something to drink?”

Rod leaped from the couch and hurried into the kitchen. “Will you quit stalling? Get in there and solve your fucking problems. I’ll get drinks.”

He almost refused. He didn’t want to solve his problems. He wanted to collapse into a heap on the floor and cry. Inhaling slowly, he forced himself to walk to the coffee table and sit on the floor.

Adam leaned forward. “Theodore, the law’s on your side. You’re his stepfather. His biological father never lived with Andy’s mother, never saw the child, never provided any support or interest. DNA doesn’t matter in this case. Do I wish you’d adopted him? Yes. But bottom line, it won’t matter to the court.”

Theodore shook his head. “Everyone thought he was mine, so how could I adopt him? I couldn’t do that to Esther. Her parents thought she married the father of her son. We never dreamed JP Rellico would ever show up again, much less try to rope in my in-laws. But he did. My in-laws are relentless—and rich.” The words poured out faster and faster. “They’ll play the gay card, say I’m keeping him from church because the church condemns my lifestyle, and that I let—” He wiped at his face. “—tattooed perverts take care of him.” He let his head drop into his hands.

Rod stalked into the room carrying a tray with the bottles and glasses rattling like crazy. “Did I just hear you say ‘tattooed pervert’? Are those your words, Theodore Walters?”

Hunter jumped up and grabbed the tray, probably to keep Rod from dumping it on Theodore’s head.

Theodore frowned. “No, of course not.”

Without the burden in his hands, Rod planted them on his hips. “Will you please tell me what the hell problem you have with Snake Erasmo when it’s obvious to all the rest of us that he’s the best fucking thing to happen to you since the day Andy was born?”

Theodore gritted his teeth. “I let him get so close to Andy, it’s going to be hell to get them apart.”

David looked at him with his beautiful wide eyes. “Why do you have to separate them? Snake seems to love Andy.”

“Andy’s not the one who counts in this situation.”

Rod raised a brow. “Oh really? To hear you tell it for the last two years, he’s the only one who matters. And are you trying to tell me that you don’t care about Snake, Mr. Humped Him in the Back Room Because I Couldn’t Resist Him?”

“He lied to me.”

“About what?”

“His name. A lot of things.”

“Crystal Streams? Who the fuck cares about his name?”

“It’s complicated.”

Adam’s soft voice intruded. “Why don’t we discuss how we want to proceed?”

 

 

SNAKE HELD the popcorn bag while Andy dove in, grabbing a handful. On the big-screen in front of them, ads and promo pieces for various TV shows flashed, while people filed in with kids in tow.

Andy chewed thoughtfully and looked up at Snake. “My dad was being kind of a derp, wasn’t he?”

“He’s got a lot on his mind.”

“Yeah. You know, he always tries to make stuff turn out good for everybody.”

“Yes, that’s true.” Perceptive little bugger.

“Except for him.”

Snake looked down at the dark, shaggy head bent over the popcorn. “Yeah, I see what you mean.”

“Sometimes you just gotta make him do the happy stuff.”

“Is that what you do?”

Andy nodded then looked up. “Yep. I tell him, ‘Dad, I really want to go see Rod and Hunter.’ That makes him go see his friends.”

Snake smiled at the earnest face.

“So we gotta do that now.”

“Oh? How?” Snake chewed a little popcorn.

The little face got even more serious. “You need to show him that we have to be together.”

“Uh, you mean you and your dad.”

“No, Snake. I mean me and my dad and you.”

What the hell to say? “But I can’t make him want to be with me, Andy.”

“He already does. But he thinks—” He waved his arms and snorted. “You know all the junk he thinks.” He did his low voice again. “Perfessional image. Gotta see your grandparents because they love you sooooo much. Like fudge!” He shoved popcorn in and spoke with his mouth full. “You and me. We’ve got to show him.”

Snake stared at Andy. He reached in his pocket, pulled out his phone, and started to text under the light of the words on the screen saying No talking or texting.






Chapter Seventeen

 

 

“SIR, I need to take a day off next week.” Theodore stood halfway in the door of Dr. Thurston’s office. He’d been working his butt off for two weeks so he could ask for this day.

Dr. T. looked up from his laptop. “Of course, just let me know when, so I can plan to cover all the classes.”

“It’s Wednesday.”

Dr. T. sat back with his hands folded over his rounded belly. “I hope you’re doing something fun with your time off, but it being on Wednesday suggests otherwise.”

“Uh, yes. I have a, uh, court hearing.”

“Oh my.” He frowned. “No fun at all.”

“No.” He glanced at the floor.

“I don’t mean to pry, Theodore, but is everything all right? If there’s something I can do—”

Dr. T.’s concern was partly his rambunctious curiosity, for sure, but also he really cared. Theodore walked forward and sank into the guest chair in front of the messy desk. “It’s a child custody issue.”

“What?” He looked shocked and upset.

“Yes. Child Services has been interviewing me and my son and all my friends, I gather, and Wednesday’s the hearing. It’s kind of a long story involving my in-laws. My lawyer feels we have the upper hand, but I’d appreciate knowing what my chances are of getting my dissertation approved. Having a better employment situation certainly wouldn’t hurt.”

For a second, Dr. T. looked stricken, then inhaled and pasted on a smile. “We haven’t had our final meeting of the committee yet.”

“But it’s not looking good, right?”

“I don’t want to give you false hope, but I also don’t want you to give up hope.”

“I understand.” Yeah, that he had no chance in hell. “Thanks, Dr. T.” He stood and walked toward the door.

“I have an appointment to talk with senior administration about this issue. I can’t believe that this college would willingly overlook such a promising scholar.”

“Thanks, sir. But I can.” He glanced back. “By the way, one of my students—your students—has a complaint about Sean Rance. It may be taken care of, but if not, I’ll send her to you to discuss it before I go.”

“Go?”

“Yes. I told you I’d have to leave the college to get a better paying job. I need to support my son—especially now. He’s waited long enough to have a decent life.”

“But you’re a brilliant teacher.”

“Tell that to Ashworth. If I can’t teach students my way, I’m letting them down as well as myself. I’ll let you know when I’ll be leaving. Thanks again, Professor.”

 

 

THEODORE WRUNG his hands and stared at his polished shoes. How the hell did I get here? A couple of weeks ago, I had a stable if not altogether happy life. Now? Chaos and shambles—and it all started with one tattooed Snake. Maybe the Bible was onto something. He smiled grimly.

People walked by on the boring, featureless floor of the hall outside the hearing room. The judge was in there—with the Andersons. Theodore wasn’t in there because Adam wasn’t. Where the hell is he? He scuffed his shoe against a rough spot on the linoleum and tried not to jump to his feet and run.

I want to throw up.

Adam kept telling him not to worry. They had their ace in the hole. Right. An invisible ace.

He glanced at his watch. Eleven fifteen. Sweet Jesus.

The sound of running feet made him look up. “Where the hell—?”

Adam waved a hand. “Sorry. Took longer than I thought.”

“What?”

“Tell you inside. Let’s get in there.”

Adam pushed open the heavy old door and held it so Theodore could walk in first.

“Thanks.” Whoa. Thanks for nothing. Hanson and Grace sat on the far side of a large conference table, glaring at him with a weaselly-looking man beside them. Lawyer? Two seats down sat a court stenographer or recorder or whatever they were called. At the head of the table, the judge gave Adam and Theodore a level look.

Adam said, “I’m so sorry, sir. My tardiness was actually pertinent to this meeting.”

They sat across from the Andersons, and Theodore gave them a nod but couldn’t muster a smile. Smile? Fuck. He’d gladly throw himself across the table and strangle both of them.

The judge looked down at a stack of papers. “I’ve read both of your petitions and reports. The facts are straightforward. Mr. Walters was married to Andrew’s mother, was present at Andrew’s birth, has lived with and supported the child since that birth, including after the death of the mother. That is in essence the definition of a father.” He looked up at the Andersons. “I assume you’ll agree with all of that?”

The Andersons’ weasel started to speak, but Grace cut him off.

“He never told us he wasn’t Andy’s father—biologically. We didn’t know until JP came to us. Imagine how horrified we were?”

The judge raised an eyebrow. “You were and are aware that Mr. Walters is gay?”

Hanson gave Theodore a narrow-eyed glance. “Yes, we know it—now. But we don’t think our daughter knew it at the time of the marriage.”

The judge looked at Theodore, but Adam answered. “Mrs. Walters was quite aware of Theodore’s sexual orientation from the time they were very young. They were best friends but never romantic. He knew, however, that her family would greatly disapprove if she told them she was pregnant out of wedlock. He offered to marry her and conceal the truth of Andrew’s biological parentage. They represented it to the Andersons as a ‘one-time thing’ and never tried to suggest that Theodore wasn’t gay.”

Grace said, “But Theodore never gave JP a chance to step up and be a father. He probably didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

The judge glanced at Theodore. “Is that true, Mr. Walters?”

Theodore shook his head. “No, sir. Esther, my wife, had been dating JP in school. In fact, the Andersons knew that. He seduced her, got her pregnant, and when she told him, he refused to acknowledge any responsibility. He said she should have been more careful.”

“That’s a lie!” Grace’s voice had risen to the shriek stage, and her lawyer tried to shake his head at her. She glowered at him.

Theodore sighed and didn’t try to hide it. “No, Grace, it’s not, and you know it. Esther was fond of JP. You know she would have married him if he’d stepped forward.”

She started to yell something else, but Hanson put a hand on her arm. “Sir, JP Rellico came to us and said he never got to do the right thing, and he now wants contact with Andrew. He believes that Andrew would have a more wholesome and uplifting home with us while JP gets to know him and Andy comes to love his real father.”

Theodore slapped a hand to his mouth as his whole body turned to ice.

Grace gave him a nasty smile.

Adam patted Theodore’s hand and returned the smile with equal nastiness. “Actually, that’s no longer the case. I spoke with Mr. Rellico, who admitted he was short on funds currently and therefore felt the Andersons could provide him with money in return for his spending time with Andrew, who he referred to as ‘the kid’ and ‘the brat’ in my presence. Mr. Rellico has a drug and alcohol problem and is unemployed—a fact I’m sure could not have escaped the Andersons’ notice. After a short meeting, which made me late for this appointment, he signed this release of all rights and claims to Andrew.” Adam slid forward a signed document.

I might pass out. Theodore breathed deeply to clear the dizziness.

“That’s not true! What did you say to him?”

The judge looked up. “It really doesn’t matter, Mrs. Anderson. The paper is completely legal. I believe we have nothing further to discuss.”

“But we’re Andrew’s grandparents. We have rights.”

“No, actually, you don’t in this case. Only if Andrew was in danger in his home environment.”

She leaped to her feet, almost knocking over the chair in which she sat, and pointed toward Theodore. “He’s a dreadful person and a terrible influence on Andy. He’s a pervert and exposes his child to other perverts like him. He doesn’t take his child to church and he’s poor and drags Andy through a bare subsistence living, he’s—”

The judge held up a hand, and she shut up. “Mrs. Anderson, we do our homework. We’ve interviewed people connected to Mr. Walters and we’ve interviewed the child under the supervision of Child Services. Andrew adores his father. He’s happy and well-adjusted. Mr. Walters’s associates say he’s the most dedicated parent they’ve ever met. While he’s not well off, he works hard to support his son and has excellent prospects. This court doesn’t recognize homosexuality as a perversion. Therefore we have nothing further to discuss. I would recommend that you adopt Andrew, Mr. Walters. This case is closed.”

The judge stood but Theodore couldn’t. The Andersons’ lawyer practically pulled Grace out of the room, and Hanson shot him a look of such dislike it should have blistered his skin. Sticks and stones. They didn’t get Andy. He looked up at Adam. “I get to keep my son.”

Adam smiled and helped Theodore to his feet. “I told you. The court values real fathers. That’s you. Come on.”

With Adam’s hand still on his arm, he walked unsteadily out into the hall. No sight of the Andersons. “I wonder what they’ll do next?”

“They don’t have any real options. We’ll get started on adoption proceedings right away.”

Theodore nodded and started walking beside Adam. Suddenly, he stopped. “How did you get that asshole to sign that paper? It couldn’t have been out of his bigheartedness.”

“Nope.” He glanced around and lowered his voice. “I bribed him.”

“What?”

“I offered him ten thousand dollars to sign the paper. He jumped at it.”

“Sweet Jesus, how—I mean, I don’t have that kind of money.”

“You have friends who do.”

“Rod and Hunter?”

“I’m sure they would have, but no. Snake gave me the money.”

Theodore felt the tears. No fighting them. Why would Snake trust me with his money when he doesn’t trust me with the truth? He wiped at his face. “But—I have to find some way to pay him back.” He sniffed. “I’m leaving the college and will be looking for a job. I’m a good researcher, so if you hear of anything, tell me.”

Adam frowned. “You can’t quit when you’re so close to your degree.”


He swiped the last of the wet from his cheeks. “I can always finish it later. It’s about time I entered the real world.”

 

 

THEODORE RUSHED out of his bedroom adjusting his dress shirt and thrust his head into Andy’s room. “Time to—” Empty. No Andy in the bed. What the hell? For a second he panicked. Then he heard the TV and the faint sound of a spoon clinking against a bowl. He covered the few steps to the living and dining area in one bound. There sat a fully dressed Andy staring at the TV and ladling cereal into his mouth. Yes, there was a puddle of milk on the edge of the table, but otherwise the scene looked serene. “Uh, good morning.”

“Morning, Dad.” He smiled but didn’t take his eyes away from the cartoons.

“Have you been up long?”

“Just a few minutes.”

“I overslept. Sorry.” He walked to the kitchen and started coffee.

“That’s okay. You were tired.”

“Yeah. I guess so.” He glanced at Andy but didn’t see upset or anxiety.

Theodore kept his voice as calm as he could. “So, everything went well at the court yesterday. We don’t have to worry about that guy anymore.”

Andy finally looked toward Theodore. “I figured that would happen.”

“Oh? How come?”

“The judge guy asked me if I liked living with you, and I told him you were my dad and I didn’t care who caused me, I know my dad when I see him.”

Theodore swallowed hard. “What did he say?”

“He laughed and said he did too.”

“Yes. Well, that derp signed a paper saying he doesn’t have any claims on you at all.”

“Good.” He looked back at the TV.

Theodore stuck a cup under the dripping coffeemaker to catch the liquid as it emerged. “Of course, if you ever want to get to know him, all you have to do is tell me, okay?” He peeked sideways to see the reaction.

Andy shrugged. “Okay. I don’t think I would, but I guess teenagers do weird stuff, so maybe sometime when I’m older.” He grinned at the cartoons.

Theodore poured himself some cereal and came to the table. He sat next to Andy and drowned the healthy oats in lots of milk and honey. “So, Andy, what about your grandparents?”

Andy frowned and looked at him. “They’ve done a lot of bad stuff to me, Dad.”

“Yes, they have.” He shoveled in a spoonful of munchiness and chewed quietly. “I’m very sorry I let that happen.”

Andy said, “I guess you were scared about this court thing. That’s what you meant about bad things happening?”

He nodded and stared in his bowl. “Yes. I know I should have talked to somebody like Adam before, but I was afraid people would find out about that guy.”

“Sure. I get it. You’re my dad and you love me.”

“Yes, I am, and oh yes, I do.” He reached over and smoothed his son’s dark hair. “I guess I was scared that the guy would show up and he’d be able to offer you more than I could.”

Andy cocked his head. “Like what?”

“Like a nice house and lots of video games and a good education.”

“Oh Daddy, you’re so silly.” Andy got up from his chair and gave Theodore a hug. “I gotta get to the bus.” A smile spread across his face. “I hope you have a really nice day.”

Theodore barked a laugh. “Thank you, Andy. I hope you have a really nice day too. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Yep. Bye.” He waved, dark eyes sparkling, grabbed his laden backpack, and left the apartment.

What an amazing conversation. He’d expected Andy to be more upset, more frightened by the uncertainty, but he acted like he’d been completely assured of things turning out his way. And Andy hadn’t asked about Snake even once. Good. Maybe he’s getting over him. The resilience of kids.

Theodore cleaned up the milk spill and put the dishes in the sink, grabbed his own tote, and walked to the Toyota. Andy’s getting over Snake. Wish I could. His deep breath inhaled pain.

A half hour later, he stopped in his tiny office before his first class. A quick perusal of email showed two responses to job applications he’d sent. One was a polite expression of interest but without any immediate position available. The other offered an interview. He got both a heart leap and sinking stomach at the response. The job was as a salesman for an educational supplies company. They offered a base salary plus commissions and benefits—the magic word. Still, sales wasn’t his dream job. Oh well, he hadn’t been offered the position yet, and he had to get over his ivory tower existence anyway. He typed a polite acceptance of the interview.







Chapter Eighteen

 

 

A SOFT knock made Theodore look up. Petra stood in his doorway.

“Hi.”

She stepped inside and closed the door partway after her. “I just wanted to thank you for taking care of the problem with Mr. Rance. Wow, he barely meets my eyes, but he still gives me good grades, so I guess he’s not too mad. Plus I spoke to Dr. Thurston, explained I was the student who complained about Mr. Rance, and he told me I could come to him any time with any problems. Thank you so much, Mr. Walters. I so appreciate it.”

Theodore smiled back. “Glad I could help.”

Her smile faded. “I heard a rumor that you’re leaving the college.”

“Uh, yes. It looks like I’m going to have to do a lot of work before my dissertation is published, and I’m sort of out of time. I have a son to support. We’ve been scraping by for years, and I need to get serious about making money.”

“That’s sure bad news for all your students.”

Theodore gave a tight smile. “That’s kind of you to say, but the department isn’t too fond of my teaching style, so it’s better for the students to get used to someone else.”

“I’ve been thinking about transferring too.”

“Really? That would be a loss to the school.”

She blushed. “Thank you, sir. But I’m considering Cal U. I don’t have the conservative bent of Fairhaven. I came here because my grandmother offered to pay my way for two years, but I think I’ll be happier somewhere else for my last two years.”

“I have a friend who teaches English at Cal U. His name is Fallon. Hunter Fallon.”

“I’ll be sure to look for his classes.”

“I’ll miss having you in my class, Petra. You’re an inspiring student.”

“Back at you, Mr. W.”

“Are you going to stay in the English department?”

“Oh yes. I want to be a writer.”

“Really? What do you want to write?”

She looked toward the door then grinned. “Romance novels. Dr. Ashworth would freak.” She laughed as she left the office.

Man, I’m going to miss teaching. I’m going to miss a lot of things.

He sighed, grabbed his notes, and walked to class. He didn’t stick to the syllabus since he was leaving anyway, and he got his students into a verbal brawl about whether women could write decent heroes and men could capture heroines. As the opinions flew, his phone buzzed and he glanced at it. A text from Dr. T.

Come to my office after class. Want you to meet your reader.

Wow. Crystal Streams. Even the name made him a little sad. Still, it would be an honor to meet her.

After his class adjourned, he left his notes in his office, glanced in the small mirror he tacked behind the door for grooming emergencies, and walked up the stairs to Dr. T.’s office, his knees only shaking a little.

Outside the door, he gripped his buttocks and tightened his spine. Compared to the oral defense, this was a chance to meet someone who seemed to respect him and his work. He tapped on the door.

“Come in, Theodore.”

He opened and smiled at Dr. T., who sat at his desk—alone.

“Oh, did she have to leave?”

“No, no. Crystal will be right back. Come in and make yourself comfortable. Leave the door open.”

He sat in one of the guest chairs. “I never told you, but I looked her up. Wow. She’s really a popular writer.”


“One of the biggest in the genre.”

“Amazing. Even my stick-up-the-butt mother-in-law reads her. I saw a Crystal Streams novel at her house.”

“That’s a very disturbing piece of news.” The voice came from behind Theodore, but he’d know it anywhere.

Theodore turned. “Snake. Hi.”

“Hi.” He smiled, his green eyes intent and shining. He looked resplendent and amazing in a tailored gray suit and white shirt with his hair pulled back and minimum studs and jewelry.

Theodore looked back at Dr. T. “How—I mean how do you know each other?”

Dr. T nodded with a wicked smirk. “Theodore, may I introduce Crystal Streams.”

“Uh, I know that’s the name Snake uses.” He tried to soften his frown. “But—”

Both men gazed at him expectantly.

Theodore glanced back and forth. “Wait. What? You’re not—?”

Snake walked the few steps into the room and sat next to Theodore. “I am. I’m Crystal Streams, the romance novelist.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Sometimes I don’t either.” He laughed. “I make my living as a romance novelist, although I do sneak in a few men’s adventure stories under a different pen name. I also own the Bay Bar, as Rod told you, I think. And I occasionally write an opinion on a doctoral dissertation, as I did for you.”

“You have a—”

“PhD in literature, yes.”

“I don’t get this—this whole deception.” He gripped his hands so he wouldn’t whimper and sound like an idiot. “Didn’t you trust me with the truth?”

Snake glanced at Dr. T. like maybe he’d already told this story. “I’d trust you with my life, Teddy. But I started writing back when I was in high school as a way to escape my father’s crappy world. I doubt I have to tell you that boys don’t confess to writing romance novels in Texas.”

Dr. T. said, “Or most anywhere else. A fact Theodore’s dissertation might positively impact.”

Snake nodded. “It was actually the revenue from my first books that paid the way for me to move to California and later got me through college. By the time I got established as an author, I already had the tats and the badass persona, partly developed to protect me from my father and his friends.” He shrugged. “Snake, the romance hero, was born, and Crystal Streams became what people expected—a housewife.”

Theodore frowned. “That’s what your bio says.”

“When I met you, you’d already shown interest in my Snake image, remember? The motorcycle incident? When your friends asked my real name, I decided to tell the truth. I thought you or someone might recognize it. But guys just don’t think tattooed Harley riders could write romance. Then, when Dr. Thurston got in touch with me about reading your dissertation, I kept quiet because I already had a positive opinion of your research and thesis and I didn’t want to disqualify myself by telling the committee that I was in love with you.”

Theodore’s eyes snapped up. “In love—?”

“Of course.”

Dr. T. rocked back in his chair. “This is better than any romance novel!”

Theodore lowered his brows at Dr. T. “Did you know all along that Crystal Streams was a man?”

He held up his hands and chuckled. “Not at all. Just found out this morning when Crystal came to meet me.”

Theodore couldn’t quit frowning. He snapped back to Snake. “You could have told me.”

“I didn’t want you to think my good opinion was just because of—”—he flipped a finger back and forth between them—“us. I wanted to tell you about Crystal in my own way. I thought there might be a chance you wouldn’t like me as a romance novelist rather than a badass romance hero.”

“That’s stupid.”

“As stupid as you thinking the courts would take away Andy just because some asshole contributed a sperm to the mix?”

Theodore’s heart pounded so loud he barely heard his own reply. “I guess we’re both stupid.”

Dr. T. beamed at them like he was writing this story. “So, Crystal, what are your plans?”

Snake looked at Theodore and pulled a folded paper from his pocket. “I’ve had a plan prepared for me.”

Theodore peered at it and saw large letters in crayon.


Snake spread the plan out formally on the edge of Thurston’s desk. He held up one finger. “First, I’m to tell Daddy that I love him.” He looked up at Theodore. “Teddy, I love you.” He turned back to the paper while tears pressed at Theodore’s eyes. “Second, I’m to tell you that I also love Andy, and that Andy loves me back, so it’s the best thing for us to be together.”

Theodore sucked in a snuffly breath.

“Next, we’re all going to move to my place so I’ll be there when Andy gets home from school. That’s his concern. It will also reduce your expenses so you can continue working on your dissertation. That’s mine.” He glanced up and their eyes met. “I really believe that your research is important to the future of literature.”

Dr. T. clapped. “Bravo!”

Snake leaned back. “Sadly, Dr. Thurston, I don’t think Teddy should remain at Fairhaven. The department at Cal U has already expressed interest in his transferring to their doctoral program. They’ve reviewed his dissertation and believe it can be fast-tracked for publication. In addition, after its scholarly publication, I’m speaking with my publishers about converting it to a more popular release. I think readers will be fascinated in learning more about the merit of their preferred genre.”

Theodore clapped a hand over his mouth.

Dr. Thurston shook his head, his eyes sad. “I’m afraid that’s going to be best. I can only do so much to support Theodore here. I certainly hate to lose him.”

Snake turned in his chair to face Theodore. “Mr. Walters, if you agree with this plan as outlined by my associate, Andrew Walters, will you please sign the document to make it legal?”

Theodore blinked back moisture. “Mr. Erasmo, have you been coerced in any way in the creation of this document by our mutual associate?”

His full, girlie lips turned up. “No, dear. Andy and I worked out the terms together.”

“You’re sure?”

“Well, truth is—”

Oh damn, I knew it.

“I wanted to insist that you marry me, but my associate felt that might scare you off. He suggested we keep the articles of the contract simple.” His lips curved, then teeth appeared, then the crinkles popped out beside his eyes.

“Oh, Snake!” Theodore leaped from the chair and threw his arms around Snake’s neck, which proved to be fully awkward until Snake stood and wrapped Theodore in his arms.

After a huge hug and a brief kiss in deference to Dr. T., Snake pulled back and said, “Mr. Walters, you haven’t signed the contract.” He leaned over to the desk, picked up a pen, and held it out to Theodore. “Want to?”

Theodore grasped the pen, then looked up into Snake’s bright eyes. He grinned. “I do.”

 

 

“SNAKE, HOW do you spell ‘extremely excellent’?” Andy leaned over the coffee table in Snake’s apartment. Teddy, Andy, and Snake’s apartment.

Snake leaned forward and looked down at Andy’s printing. “Here. I’ll write it and you can copy it.” He took a separate piece of paper and carefully printed the letters.

Teddy walked out of the hall from the bedrooms. “What are you guy’s doing?”

Andy grinned. “Writing my revoo of Pete’s Dragon.”

“Review.”

Andy nodded. “That’s what I said. Revoo.” Then he giggled.

Teddy sat next to Snake. “Are you writing movie reviews in second grade now?”

“No, but I told my teacher I wanted to do it, and she said I’d get extra credit and, if it’s good enough, I can say it to the class.”

Snake grinned. “Defending his orals.”

Teddy took a breath. “Don’t remind me.”

Snake wrapped an arm around him. “You’ll be great. We can study some more later.”

“Okay.”

“At least this time you have an enthusiastic committee.”

Teddy leaned his head against Snake’s shoulder. “But I’m sure I won’t have an equally eloquent reader.”

Snake pulled his laptop from beside him on the couch and opened the window he’d been reading. “The Snake’s out of the bag now, baby.”

Teddy’s eyes widened. “It ran? Wow, let me see. How did it come out?”

“Great, I think.” He slid the computer onto Teddy’s lap. Together they stared at the story on the front page of USA Today. The feature headline proclaimed Best-selling Romance Author Comes Out as Gay Man.

The story continued inside, with photos of himself, Teddy, and Andy together, and an in-depth story on both Crystal Streams’s career and Teddy’s dissertation on the literary value of romance.

Teddy pressed a hand to his chest. “Whew. Takes my breath away. Do you think it will impact sales?”

“My agent expects I’ll lose some readers and gain others. It’s certainly a differentiator, so they’re hoping it will increase my audience. Maybe drag in some men as well as new women fans.”

“Amazing.”

“Dad, how do you spell—?”

“Un-uh, son. Time for bed. Since this is extra credit, you don’t have to finish it tonight. We’re having breakfast with Rod and Hunter and Jerry and Mick and Adam and Sky tomorrow, remember?”

“Yeah. I can show them my revoo, uh, review.”

“Correct.”

Andy stretched elaborately. “And now I get to sleep in my new bedroom—in my new home”

“Yep.” He looked at Snake. “How did you happen to choose this place? It’s lovely, but—”

“Low-key?”

Teddy nodded.

“That’s what I wanted. I figured the less ostentatious my life, the less likely I was to be found out.” He grinned. “But I do own the building, so if we want to move to the big apartment when my tenants move out, we can.”

Teddy shook his head. “First I have to figure out what rabbit hole we fell into.”

Andy looked at Teddy. “Alice didn’t fall, Dad. She was chasing the rabbit, remember?”

Snake wiggled his nose, and they laughed.

“Let’s see. Who gets to carry me?” Andy grinned. “Eeeny, meeny, miney—”

Snake snatched him up and swung him. “Mo!” He hauled a squirming Andy into the second bedroom with Teddy hot on their heels. In the newly redecorated room, he tossed Andy onto his Guardians of the Galaxy bedspread and pulled his Star Wars pajamas from the dresser.

Teddy got Andy into his PJs and through his bathroom obligations while Snake turned down the bed and pulled out a book. With Andy tucked in, he and Teddy sat on the floor beside the bed and took turns reading from Hello, Moon!

Finally Andy’s soft, slow breathing murmured from the bed.

Snake kissed Teddy on his cheek and whispered, “I-I don’t know how to say thank you.”

Teddy turned his head and pressed their lips together. “Why would you thank me?”

“All these years, I’ve written about fairy-tale romance and happy endings. I really never thought there was one for me.”

“Of course there was. You know romance heroes always get the HEA.”

Snake pressed his tongue gently between Teddy’s lips and tasted his sweetness.

Teddy nuzzled his neck. “Come with me and I’ll show you my happy ending.” He bounded up and tiptoed out of the room.

Snake tucked the covers higher around Andy’s neck, then turned off the low light and closed the door. After a quick tour of the living room, locking up, he pushed open the half-closed door to the master bedroom.

Oh my God.

Teddy crouched poised on hands and knees on the bed, stark naked, his gorgeous slim ass pointed at the door. He cocked a finger at his waggling butt. “Here’s a happy ending.”

“You got that right!” He leaped at the bed, tossed off his too many clothes, then pulled Teddy down to the bed beside him. “We never got to study for your orals.”

“I’m only interested in one kind of oral right now, sir.”

“Ah yes, Mr. Walters, do you believe romance novels should contain graphic sex scenes?”

“The more graphic the better.”

“Good. Let’s see if you can give this scene a good climax.” He slid down Teddy’s slender body, took his more-than-ample cock into his mouth, and began to suck in a lifetime of happiness. Moments later, Teddy wriggled around to return the rave reviews.






Chapter Nineteen

 

 

THEODORE FELT his face flushing as he and Snake, with Andy on Snake’s shoulders as usual, walked toward the group who occupied one whole corner of Copper. They’d pushed tables together to make room for all of them—Rod and Hunter, David, Gareth, and Edge, Jerry and Mick, plus Adam and Sky—quite a collection of gorgeous, happy men. As they walked up, Rod leaped to his feet and ran to Theodore, hands waving. “There are our boys.” He pulled Theodore into a huge hug, even though he had to reach up to do it, then dragged him to one of the open seats reserved at the head of their makeshift banquet table.

Snake set Andy down, and he ran around hugging all the guys, while Theodore introduced Snake to Gareth and Edge, David’s “guys,” who played professional volleyball, and Sky, the formidable environmentalist married to Adam.

When they finally sat, David pushed mimosas in front of Theodore and Snake and a glass of OJ to Andy. Everyone lifted their glasses, and David said, “To your new home and new life as a family.”

They all sipped.

Hunter grinned. “To Theodore’s new job at California University and to the speedy completion of his dissertation!”

They all drank again.

Hunter laughed. “I hear the head of the department at Fairhaven was pretty upset to lose Theodore when he discovered that he was about to marry one of the world’s most famous romance writers—who also happened to be a guy.”

“Yeah, the rat.” Theodore wrinkled his nose. “He suddenly got a heap of respect for romance when he found out Crystal Streams is a man.”

Rod fluttered his lashes. “And what a man.” He lifted his glass again. “To romance.”

They drained their mimosas, and Gareth started pouring more from the pitchers of orange juice and bottles of champagne on the table.

Andy tugged at Snake’s shirtsleeve. “Now?”

Snake shook his head, and Andy made a face but bent over his arduous writing.

Theodore said, “I know you all plotted to make this happen, and I can’t begin to say thank you. Adam, I know our case was way outside your comfort zone, and the amount of work you must have done to win so handily is unimaginable. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

Tall, lean Sky with his halo of curls wrapped a long arm around Adam. “He’s amazing. There’s nothing he can’t do.”

Everyone grabbed their now full glasses and toasted, “To Adam!”

Andy looked up from the paper he was writing on with fierce concentration. “Will you teach me to dive, Adam?”

Adam looked toward his husband. “Well, Sky’s the expert. Let’s ask him.”

Sky Mickeljohn was a force of nature, and Andy looked at him a little shyly. “Could you, Uncle Sky?” He flashed his dimples, and Sky laughed.

“When you pull out the big guns, how can I refuse? How about we plan our first lesson maybe next weekend?”


“Yayyy.” He looked at Snake with big eyes, and Snake shook his head. Andy bent over his paper.

“What are you doing, Andy?” Mick craned his neck to see what Andy was sweating over.

“Writing my review of Pete’s Dragon.”

Edge, the huge, platinum blond Aussie, said, “Looks like you’ve got another writer in the family, guys.”

Hunter, Gareth, and Edge all got up to grab the food from the serving counter, and everyone plunged in as it arrived.

Theodore leaned against Snake. “I didn’t realize I was so hungry.”

“Good company makes for good appetite.” He kissed his nose.

Andy nudged Snake. “Look. They got me waffles and bacon.”

They had just about finished eating when Snake tensed next to Theodore and made him look up. “Uh, Teddy.”

Theodore followed Snake’s line of sight to see Hanson Anderson standing a few feet away.

Andy looked up, gasped, and crawled onto Snake’s lap. The whole table went quiet.

Hanson frowned but then tried to follow up with a smile. “Sorry to intrude. I, uh, just wanted to say hello.” He pointed toward the sidewalk. “I was doing some shopping at the farmer’s market and, uh, saw you all, uh, celebrating.”

Theodore nodded.

Snake said, “We haven’t exactly met. I’m Streams Erasmo, Theodore and Andy’s—”

“Dragon!” Andy tightened his arms around Snake’s neck. “Snake’s my dragon. He takes care of me. He never lets anyone hurt me.”

Hanson cringed a little, and his eyes got shiny. “That’s certainly true, Andy. I’ve noticed how he does take very good care of you.”

“Extremely excellent.”

Hanson nodded.

“I’m writing a review of Pete’s Dragon, Grandpa.”


“You are? Well, I’d like to see that.” He looked around the table. “But I don’t want to intrude on your party. Uh, maybe we could get together for pizza soon. You, your dad, your, uh, dragon, and me.”

Andy never let go of Snake’s neck. “Doesn’t Grandma like pizza?”

“Well, not as much as me.” His lips turned up quickly. “But she does love romance novels—written by Crystal Streams.”

Theodore smiled tightly and nodded. “Why don’t you call me, Hanson, and we’ll see about setting up that pizza date?”

“Yes, I will. Thank you. Bye, Andy.”

“Bye.”

Hanson Anderson walked off the patio and Theodore stared at Snake. “I’m dreaming.”

Snake looked at Andy. “Shall we do it now?”

“Yes! Yes!” He started digging in Snake’s jeans’ pocket, which required some serious gymnastics since he was still occupying Snake’s lap. Finally he pulled up a box. A jeweler’s box.

Theodore looked between them. “What?”

Andy shook his head and put a finger to his lips. “Dad, shh.” He handed the box to Snake. “Dad, Snake says he really likes being my dragon, but he wants to be your dragon too. So, uh, will you marry us?”

Theodore’s heart turned to mush, his renowned intellect dissolved, and tears dripped from his eyes.

Snake opened the box to reveal a beautiful band with emeralds and sapphires set into it. He smiled. “For your eyes and my eyes. Will you marry us, Teddy Bear? I’d like to spend my life proving to you that dreams come true.”

Rod wiped water from his cheeks and raised a glass. “To happy ever afters!”
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Chapter One

 

 

“OH MY God. Rodney, did you hear about the robbery? I saw them. I talked to them!” JJ LaRousse fluttered his hands, but he couldn’t help it. At six foot four and one ninety-eight, fluttery hands might be an incongruity, but sometimes his emotions won. Sometimes? Well, maybe all the time.

“Take an end before I drop it.” Rod’s short arms could barely grasp the edges of the giant painting, and it tipped precariously as he approached the booth. Rodney Mansfield’s small stature didn’t match his enormous personality.

“Sorry.” JJ grabbed the painting with one hand and lifted the burden. He glanced at the semi-impressionistic portrait of a drool-producing nude man lying on the grass in the sun, his big, relaxed cock illuminated by a ray of sunshine. Why can’t I find a guy like that? Well, maybe not lying on the grass nude, but a special guy. Still, having a partner meant taking care of someone, and that was so not his forte.

JJ set the canvas on the floor of the booth at the back beside the boxes of little clownish dolls they were hoping to sell for holiday gifts at the Winter Fantasy Art and Craft Show.

Rod leaned against the sales counter and pulled off the bright aqua scarf he’d wrapped around his neck three times. It might be December, but it was still a good sixty-five degrees outside. California winter. “Yeah, I heard people talking about the robbery when I came in. What happened, darling?”

JJ flopped down on a wooden crate that held more items from the gallery for the booth. “These two guys dressed like Santa Claus and an elf apparently came in early this morning when people were just starting to set up. Everybody thought they were part of the Santa’s village display, so nobody suspected anything until Suzanne and Ollie saw them hanging around some of their jewelry boxes. Before Suzanne even realized what they’d done, the guys had stolen expensive stuff from them and a bunch of other booths too. When they went to look for them, the two men were gone.” He took a deep breath. “But I saw them!” His hands started to flutter, and he curled them into fists. “They came right by here. I talked to them!” He fanned his face. Fluttering again.

Rod reached out and grasped JJ’s hands. He smiled. Rod was so great at calming him down. Yes, he was a drama queen, but Rodney knew how to handle him. “What did you say to them?”

“Something about where they’d left their reindeer and weren’t they traveling a little early. God, how dumb could I be?”

Rod stared at him intently. “Not your fault. Did they answer?”

“Yes.”

“And what did they say?”

“The big guy, Santa, said their sleigh was double-parked and you know how tough the meter maids are in Laguna. Oh hell, I laughed. Damn.”

“You’re going to have to tell all this to the police.”


JJ sighed. “I know. A cop in a uniform came over and said that a detective will be here soon to question me.” He pulled his hand from Rod’s grasp and started fanning again. He just couldn’t help it. “Oh God, I could die.”

Rod pointed to the back wall. “So let’s get the painting hung, and you can set up the rest of the booth. That’ll take your mind off it.”

“Okay.” Rod always knew what to do. JJ stood up and grabbed a hammer and hook he’d brought for the purpose. With Rod’s guidance, the gorgeous painting by Roman, the nom de plume of Rodney Mansfield, soon dominated the back wall of the booth. They probably wouldn’t sell it here. Most people attending the exhibition were looking for Christmas gifts, and a $15,000 painting wasn’t exactly a stocking stuffer, but it would attract people to the gallery later.

Rod stepped back. “Looks great.” He pointed at JJ’s head. “By the way, I like the new do.”

JJ patted a hand against his longish hair. He’d dyed it pink that morning from its usual brown. “I had a great role model.” It was true. Rod was JJ’s best example for how to be himself.

Rod laughed and flipped his red-and-green bangs. “I’m doing a holiday motif.”

Voices sounded from two booths down. “Ma’am, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if you wouldn’t mind.” JJ shivered. Was he scared of the police or reacting to that low, gravelly voice? He walked to the edge of the booth and peeked around the corner. Sweet dreams of baby gay boys—that was a hunk. JJ pulled back and started fanning.

Rod glanced up from his inspection of a piece of sculpture. “What?”

JJ hissed. “Look. Oh my God, look at what’s coming to question me.” The fanning hand moved so fast it was probably invisible.

Rod stepped out into the walkway in front of the booth. The man knew no fear. Of course, he was a black belt in karate, but still. Rod glanced toward the neighboring display, then walked casually back into the booth. He lowered his voice. “I’ve seen that guy before. A Laguna cop. But I think he’s some transplant from New York City or something.”

“Holy shit, don’t tell me that.” JJ was going to faint.

Rod shook his head. “Come on, he’s just going to ask you some questions.”

“I know. Okay, yes.” Deep breath.

Rod lowered his voice to a whisper. “Besides, I think he might be gay.” Rod grinned like a canary that ate the cat.

“Oh God, be still my heart.”

Rod laughed. “Clearly, darling, you’re also a member of Alpha Males Anonymous.”

JJ sighed. “But you and David both got your alphas. In fact, David got two!” His boss, the gallery owner, David Underwood, had partnered with the two hunkiest Australian volleyball players God ever created.

“Yes, darling, and so will you.” He grinned. “Well, maybe not two. We’re not all that lucky.”

JJ shook his head. “I don’t know what I want. I mean, look at me. Everyone thinks I’m an alpha male. You’d expect me to be carrying a football instead of picking out sofa fabric. The only guys who like me are twinks looking for someone to take care of them.” But he knew he couldn’t take care of anybody. He’d sure proven that in his life. He tossed a piece of straw off the counter. “Besides, I don’t know if I like the tough, alpha types. They scare me. Oh hell, I don’t know anything. I really want a partner, but I play around. I can’t help myself.”

“You’re only twenty-three. Give yourself a break.” Rod winked. “Besides, you’re not looking for a type. You’re looking for a person.”

JJ smiled. Rod always made him feel better. “Thanks. You really are as smart as they come.”

“So are you, darling. Sometimes you just let your emotions overrule your head.” Rod leaned in and said softly, “I saw that cop at a bar one time with a guy who could have just been a buddy. I mean, the other man was as straight-looking as they come. Football-player type, you know? But it was a gay bar in Santa Ana, so you figure it out.”

“Wow.”

Rod looped his scarf once around his neck. “I have to go back to the studio. I’ve got a model coming in at noon, and then I’m having a late lunch with my honey. He doesn’t have many classes today.”

JJ frowned. “Damn. I was hoping you could stay while I answered the cop’s questions.” He took a deep breath. “But say hi to Hunter for me.”

“You’ll do fine. Kiss-kiss, darling.” Rod smooched the air, gave JJ a hug around his upper chest, and walked out of the booth with that cocky stride of his. It would be great to be more like Rodney—brave and feisty, daring the world to criticize him. Yes, and having the most beautiful ex-firefighter turned teacher in all of southern California as a lover. Why couldn’t he find that kind of love? Oh well.

JJ peeked around the corner again. The cop was right next door, and the quick glance took JJ’s breath away. Why? The guy was nice enough looking, but not some drop-dead gorgeous movie star. Medium height with short dark hair, a lean build, and slightly pockmarked face. There was something that radiated off him, though. Power or certainty… something.

JJ stared up at the morning sun. So Rod had seen this cop in a gay bar with a straight-looking guy. JJ fanned himself. He looked at the hand and clenched it into a fist. Hell, he was straight-looking as long as you didn’t spend five minutes with him. But that cop was about to get up close and personal. Could he do it? People always expected him to be tough and masculine. Maybe he could fake it. Did he want to? He’d spent so long accepting who he was. Still… maybe just once.

The kid who took tickets at the front gate ambled by.

JJ waved. “Ralphie.”

The big kid turned. “Hi, JJ.”

JJ wagged a finger toward him, and Ralphie came into the booth. JJ whispered, “Could I borrow your baseball cap?”

“And cover up that great do? Hell, man, why do that?”

JJ shrugged. “The police. You know.” He pointed at his head.

“Oh yeah. The gay thing. Sure, no problem.” Ralphie handed it over, and JJ popped the USC cap over his pink streaks. “How’s it look?”

“You’re positively collegiate, buddy.”

Yeah, US College of Decorators! “Thanks. I’ll bring it back before I go.”

“A-OK.” The kid left at the same sauntering pace.

JJ grabbed his jacket and slipped it on, then took a deep breath. Why was he doing this? Well, he could say he didn’t want the cop to think he was a stupid ninny whose eyewitness account couldn’t be trusted. Yeah. That was it. His story and he was sticking to it.

He bent over and started pulling more of the small dolls out of the box. Something moved in the tissue. Oh God, a spider! He threw the paper across the booth, jumped back, and fanned himself while the eight-legged foe crawled into the sawdust-covered pathway. “Good. Go. Go!” He flicked his hands. JJ hated to wish for the spider to get stepped on, but those were the facts.

Try again. Deep breath. Calm. Channel Steve McQueen. Well, maybe not that far.

He looked at the beautiful Christmas village he’d set up on a large side display table, complete with skaters on the mirror pond and tiny decorated trees. Carefully he placed the art objects into the scene. These dolls would bring in the money during Winter Fantasy because people could afford to give them as gifts. An original piece of art at a reasonable price. It was a great find for shoppers. He nestled a lovely red-and-green doll into a forest of tiny pines.

“That’s really pretty.”

“Oh.” JJ almost dropped the doll. He grabbed it firmly, placed it, breathed, and turned toward the husky voice. Showtime.

The cop raised the corners of his mouth slightly. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

Could he try out his own deep voice? JJ cleared his throat and dropped his tone from the usual stratosphere. “Not a problem. I wasn’t paying attention.” Blue. The guy’s eyes were a deep blue. Up close, his face had a classic structure that looked like it had been wrecked a bit. A high-bridged nose with a slight crook, as if somebody broke it once or twice, creamy skin marred by a few orange-peel-like marks, a light scar from the upper part of his neck that curved over his jaw. Scary. Ummmm… and sexy.

The policeman took out a small notebook—just like in the movies. “I’d like to ask you a few questions about what you saw today.”

JJ took hold of the edges of the counter so he could keep his hands still. “Okay.” He tried again, an octave lower. “Sure. Shoot.”

The guy flipped a page of the notebook. JJ stared at him and the question burst out. “Uh, what’s your name?”

The guy looked embarrassed. “I’m so sorry. I should have identified myself. I just… uh, I’m Detective Star.” He flashed his badge.

“What Star?”

“Excuse me?”

“What’s your first name?”

“Oh. Ryan.”

JJ smiled. “Nice name. I’m JJ LaRousse.”

The detective looked a little confused, but he wrote it down. “One S or two?”

“Two. And the JJ stands for Jamison.”

“So Mr. LaRousse—”

“JJ.”

“JJ. Can you tell me where you were this morning at nine forty-five?”

JJ’s eyes widened. “Do you think I did the robberies?” He held the counter really tight.

“Mr.—uh, JJ, I was told that you saw the thieves, and I’m just trying to determine the chain of events.”

JJ breathed out. Relax! “Yes, uh, I was right here in this booth.”

“Can you describe what you saw?”

“I saw Santa Claus and his elf walking past really fast.” He looked into the blue eyes. “I guess I should say I saw two men dressed as those characters.”

“Can you describe them?”

“The Santa guy was kind of tall. As tall as you, but not as tall as me.”

Star wrote. “So, about six feet tall?”

“Probably, yes. The other guy was little. That’s one reason why I didn’t think anything strange. The elf was really small—like he fit the costume. I figured they were just rehearsing for the Winter Fantasy Santa’s Village.”

“How small.”

JJ held out his hand at the middle of his chest.

“About five foot four?”

“Yeah, or maybe smaller.”

“But it was definitely a man?”

JJ cocked his head. “Good question.”

Again, that gaze speared him. “Close your eyes and picture the two of them and see if you remember anything that would indicate if the person might have been female.”

JJ closed his eyes. Wow. The detective smelled good. Like citrus with some honey in it. A soft smell, not overpowering at all. Maybe he could just snuggle his head against Ryan’s neck and inhale deeply. “Ummm.”

“Excuse me?”

“Uh, sorry. The elf had big feet, and I think he had tennies under the elf shoe covering. I’d guess a man.” His eyes flew open. “Yes, Adam’s apple. The guy had one.”

Detective Star smiled. Oh God of sweet homosexual love. Like flashing white perfection in that otherwise imperfect face. JJ’s cock leaped up in greeting. Hello, Starshine.

The cop beamed at him. “Good job, JJ. Now what else can you remember?”

Oh my, how he loved pleasing the nice detective. “Santa was wearing a phony beard, but he had black stubble on his cheek above it. He had on sunglasses. Cheap ones. Prada knockoffs you might get on the street in Santa Ana.” Okay, maybe too much information. “Uh, he was wearing some padding, but I think he probably had some fat of his own. The elf was skinny. And”—he closed his eyes and pulled up the picture again—“he had weird eyes.”

“How weird?”

“Kind of pale and a little scary-looking.”

“Could they have been contacts?”

“Doubt it.” He closed his eyes again. Oh, he loved that scent. He opened them. “I couldn’t see the elf’s hair because he wore a full wig, but I’ll bet it was red.”

Star frowned. “Why do you think that?”

“He had those freckles that some redheads have. Might be.”

“Is there anything else?”

JJ nodded. Could he think of twenty more things to keep the good detective here? “The bigger man spoke to me, and he had an accent of some kind.”

“What kind?”

JJ screwed up his nose. “Hmm. It was a little like Southern, but… I know, I think it was like Boston or New England or something. Sort of flat-sounding.”

“Was the voice deep?”

JJ breathed out slowly. “Not as deep as yours.”

Star’s blue eyes flashed up at him.

“Uh, I mean you have a low voice. The Santa’s voice was higher and nasally.”

“Do you think you would recognize it again?”

“Possibly.”

Star asked him a few more questions about what the robbers had said and where they seemed to be going. He flipped the notebook closed. “You’ve been extremely helpful. Thank you for your time.”

JJ tried to keep his voice low. “Anytime.”

Star looked back at him for a moment. “I may have a few more questions. Is there somewhere I can reach you?”

Oh, be still my heart. JJ recited his cell number, and Star wrote it in his notebook—on a separate page. Oh my.

“So, you a Trojan?”

“What?” JJ swallowed.

Star pointed at his head. “USC.”

“Oh, uh, no. Just a, uh, fan.”

That blazing smile again. “You like football.” It wasn’t a question, thank God.

“I’ve been known to watch a game.” JJ held his breath.

The appraising blue eyes stared into his. “Thanks again for your great help.”

“My pleasure.” Or at least his cock’s pleasure.

Detective Ryan Star walked away toward a group of uniformed officers gathered at the booth across from JJ’s. The cop’s jeans clung to lean, muscled thighs and the tweed sports jacket had an obligatory feel, like maybe it wasn’t something he wore in his free time. It wasn’t something he should wear at all. That man needed a dresser. JJ sighed. Fat effing chance it would be him.

JJ went back to the display, trying hard to look manly while positioning dolls on a snow scene. He glanced up and caught his breath. Star was staring at him. JJ wanted to fan himself so bad. Man up.

He stared down at the doll in his hands. Why the hell was he trying to impress this guy? The detective was scary and his job was violent, two things that JJ hated. But there was that second while he was questioning JJ when Star had looked embarrassed that he’d forgotten to show his credentials. Was that a hint of the vulnerable man underneath? Naw, he probably just felt uncomfortable around a creampuff like JJ.

What had he been thinking?

He’d been known to watch a football game? Not in this life.
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A double dose of alpha male might be better than one.

Despite just getting out of an abusive relationship with an asshole alpha, David Underwood’s wandering glance lands on two hot members of the Australian volleyball team on Laguna Beach and gets him harassed again. Still, when the delicious Gareth Marshall proves his interest by coming out to his team, David succumbs to his attraction. But Gareth’s volleyball partner, Edge, who’s equally hot, makes the lovers’ lives miserable.

For Gareth, a lifetime of hiding his orientation—and his attraction—from his best friend, Edge, as well as everyone else around him, adds up to hurt and frustration. David’s the first man to ever compete with Edge for Gareth’s passion. But Edge has secrets of his own, and David’s ex-lover will never be happy without David under his fist. With everything stacked against him, can a gay Laguna man find happiness with an alpha male–or two?
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Renowned artist Rodney Mansfield stands five foot six, has pink hair, six earrings, a black belt in karate—and a desperate yearning for firefighter Hunter Fallon. But Rod, the Runtback of Notre Dame, knows he’ll never land the beautiful “straight gay” guy, so Rod musters his altruism and helps his more masculine friend Jerry attract Hunter. As if a broken heart wasn’t enough, Rod saves Hunter from a firehouse homophobe—humiliating Hunter in front of his dad!

Hunter lives a dream life—his father’s dream. While he’d like to teach literature in college, read poetry in the sun, and find a strong guy to top him, he fights fires for his dad. Hunter hates flamboyant guys like Rodney. So why can’t he resist him? Maybe it’s time to admit this is one flame he has no desire to put out.
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A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Adam James is so far in the closet he could find Narnia. As an attorney for the homophobic WMA Development, he can’t come out without risking the million-dollar paycheck waiting for him once they push their big land development deal through the city council—money that will finally allow Adam to live according to his own terms. Then, on an early morning scuba dive, Adam meets a tall, lean rebreather diver named Sky who makes him want to hug a tree.

Sky Sea Mickeljohn stands for the environment, world peace, and being openly gay. He won’t compromise his principles for anyone—even the damned lying developer lawyer he can’t help lusting after. True, the WMA land development deal could put thousands of people at risk, but Sky still wants to risk his heart. In the fight between freedom and integrity, is there a place for love?
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Sequel to Fire Balls

A Balls to the Wall Romance

 

Can two men with skewed self-images see their true reflections in each other’s eyes?

Jerry Wallender—firefighter, surfer, and occasional nude model—knows he’s no rocket scientist. So why does he keep choosing intellectual guys who make him feel dumber? He worked his buns off to overcome his reading disability and pass the firefighter’s test, and he loves everything about the job. Well, except for Mick Cassidy, the big, blond, hunky homophobe who harasses Jerry for being gay. But Jerry is smart enough to realize it’s not hate driving Mick, but the pain of a very unhappy upbringing.

Mick Cassidy, Firefighter Assist and Search Team, fights fires, but he can’t fight his attraction to the kindest, most generous—and sexiest—guy he’s ever met. Does that make him gay? If it does, he just might get himself killed by his gay-hating preacher father—and take Jerry down with him.
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Luca McGrath may be returning to Napa Valley, California, as a promising chef with dreams of starting his own restaurant and winery, but his heart still lives with the bad-boy son of a billionaire, James Armstrong. Luca spent his childhood playing games with the golden boy of California society, so blinded by James he barely noticed the dark, quiet lure of his conservative older brother, Dylan Armstrong.

But now Luca’s home, and his own powers of attraction are enough to make James question his dedicated heterosexuality and his promised marriage to a wealthy and powerful businesswoman. The obvious attraction between Luca and James spurs Dylan into action—but he’s fighting a huge secret. While Luca dreamed of James, Dylan dreamed of Luca. When Luca gets caught in the struggle between the brothers and gets accused of culinary espionage he’s ready to chuck the fairy tale—unable to even imagine Dylan’s power to make his dreams come true.
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