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Chapter One
 

 

Sam Dunham tried to keep from laughing at the scolding look their distinguished lawyer gave him and his husband, Cody McPherson. Arthur Mulberry, their adoption attorney, leaned forward on his gleaming glass-and-stainless steel desk and adjusted his glasses.
“You two do know you really don’t have to do all this extra stuff, right? I mean while I appreciate the goodwill Boy-Scout intentions behind the gesture, I really think you guys need to be careful and think about what could happen if things go wrong.”
Sam and Cody exchanged an amused glance. Arthur tended to get a bit dramatic but they were both used to it. Hell, in the past year they’d been going through the process of trying to adopt, and they spent more time on the phone with the lawyer than they did with their parents. But all of that was about to change because they’d finally been matched with a young pregnant woman, Nancy, due to give birth any time in the next few weeks. Five months ago, Nancy had picked them as the adoptive parents for her baby, and they’d been living in a state of joyful anticipation ever since.
Cody rubbed his chin, no doubt trying to hide a smile. “Look, Arthur, it’s not like we’ve given her our bank account numbers. We’ve simply paid for an apartment in a decent neighborhood for the next two years so she can finish up her schooling. She didn’t ask for the help, and it’s not like we can’t afford it.”
That was true. In the four years since they’d been married, the exotic stone business they owned had grown exponentially, to the point where they now had over twenty full-time employees and enough money in the bank to do pretty much anything they wanted. Like afford Arthur’s three-hundred-fifty-dollar-an-hour attorney fee.
“You guys don’t understand.” Arthur smoothed the lapels of his suit and sighed. “Look, I’ve been doing adoptions for financially secure families more than twenty-six years now and I’ve seen more than my fair share of birth mothers get bit by the greedy bug. I don’t want you guys getting screwed over.”
Sam held his husband’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “We understand. But Nancy is a good kid and she deserves a second chance.”
“Besides, even if we outright bought her the apartment and her groceries for the next ten years, we would still have enough left in the bank to spend the rest of our lives relaxing around the pool with oil-covered pool boys feeding us grapes and champagne.”
“Hey now!” Sam shot him a mock glare. “You know I don’t like champagne.”
“Fine, they’ll serve you beer.”
“That’s better.”
Arthur cleared his throat. “Once again, as your attorney, I must advise you against giving Ms. Yost an apartment.”
“Too late. She moved in yesterday.”
“Without her mother,” his husband added. “In fact, she’s been banned from the building.”
All three men winced at the mention of Mrs. Yost, and Arthur leaned back in his leather chair, the springs creaking softly beneath his weight. “I still don’t like it, but I can’t imagine leaving anyone under Mrs. Yost’s tender care. Will that elderly bigot be in the delivery room?”
Cody muttered some very unflattering things under his breath while Sam shrugged. “We don’t know. We’re leaving that up to Nancy.”
“We’ll be at the hospital, but not in the birthing room…unless she wants us there.” Sam swallowed hard as his stomach clenched. “Which I don’t think is going to happen.”
“After you passed out during the Lamaze video about giving birth, I don’t think anyone wants you anywhere near the delivery room.”
They all laughed and Arthur studied them. “Well, gentlemen, all of your paperwork is in order and by this time next month, you two should be parents to a bouncing baby boy.”
Pure pleasure shot through Sam, making his whole chest tight. He and Cody exchanged identical, joy-filled smiles. “I can’t wait.”
 

***
 

Later that evening, Cody sat out on the back deck, putting the final layer of sealant over the massive toy chest he’d built for their son. The rear of their six-bedroom Mission-style home faced the Lake Mead National Park outside of Las Vegas, providing a lovely background for the purple-and-gold sunset burning in the sky. A gentle breeze stirred the palm trees, adding a hushed rustle that blended in with gentle burbling of a massive marble fountain next to their barbeque pit.
Made of white marble with streaks of blue and gray running through it, the fountain’s main statue was of a lovely woman raising her arms to the sky as if she were dancing in the rain instead of the spray of the fountain. Some of the less-enlightened neighbors had been known to ask why they didn’t have a statue of a young man instead of a woman for their fountain.
He sighed as he dipped his brush into the varnish. He’d been with Sam for over five years now, and he’d come to realize a few things about how the world viewed gay men. For some, if he wasn’t flouncing around with exaggerated feminine movements, he was pretending to be straight. For others, if he happened to pick rainbow sherbet at the ice cream store, he picked it because he was gay, not because he happened to be in the mood for rainbow sherbet.
Idiots.
Their half-acre backyard sloped down the side of the hill and at the bottom, an eternity pool glowed pale blue as the evening lights came on. They’d recently enclosed the pool with a decorative but functional black wrought-iron fence. Just one of the many changes they’d made to their home in order to get it up to “baby proof” standard. He couldn’t help but laugh at how much their house had changed in the past year. Every cabinet, toilet, and drawer now had some kind of lock on it. He always chuckled at the befuddled expression on his friends’ faces when they first tried to open anything in their house. Sam may have gone a little bit overboard, but neither of them wanted anyone to have any legitimate excuses for denying them the right to adopt.
The glass patio door squeaked slightly as it slid open and Sam wandered out, clad only in a pair of worn cargo shorts. Cody’s body stirred at the sight of his husband’s bare chest and broad shoulders, kept fit by the heavy hauling and lifting they did at work. Even though they had employees to do the grunt work for them, both men preferred to be very hands-on with their business, helping out wherever needed. With his dark hair still damp from the shower, his husband strolled across the massive travertine stones of their patio, sipping on his beer. He leaned against one of the stone support columns he’d carved flowering vines into. Built from the ground up, every inch of this home had their stamp on it, and Cody looked forward to raising their family here.
He stood and ground a fist into his lower back, ignoring Sam’s chuckle as his knees popped. At forty-five, he didn’t mentally feel old, but years of labor as a construction worker had taken their toll on his body. He sometimes wondered how he would keep up with an active little boy, but his mother assured him that with enormous amounts of coffee, anything was possible.
“I’m almost done. What do you think?”
The scent of the coconut shampoo Sam used filled Cody’s nose as he strolled past. His husband squatted next to the oak box and inspected the hand-painted lettering on the side that said Gary’s Treasure Chest.
“Looks really good. I love how Melissa made the words in a pirate motif.”
“She really is talented.” He grinned. “Must run in the family.”
Sam looked over his shoulder and rolled his eyes. “You’re only saying that because she’s your niece.” He stood and examined the chest from another angle. “I went through the baby’s clothes and made sure everything was still fresh.”
He shook his head. “I thought the nesting instinct was something women went through.”
“Hey now!” Sam glared at him. “Just because I like being prepared doesn’t mean I’m nesting.”
Unable to resist how adorable Sam looked when he was angry, Cody crossed the smooth stone tiles to his husband. “I happen to think it’s cute.” Sam moved to step away, and Cody hugged him. “Besides, I want our baby to have the best of everything, and you fall in that category.”
The other man let out a deep sigh and rested his head on Cody’s shoulder. “I was standing in the middle of his room, looking around at everything we have for him. There were presents from our friends, our families, and even the lady who cuts our hair. This kid is going to be surrounded by more love than he knows what to do with.”
“Just as long as we don’t spoil him.”
Sam gave him an innocent look. “You can’t spoil a baby.”
“Yeah, but that baby will turn into a teenager someday.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“I can see who is going to be the disciplinarian in this house.”
Sam nipped his shoulder. “Hush. After all the parenting classes we’ve been to, I think we both know I’ll be the one who says ‘no.’” His tone turned teasing and Cody’s body warmed beneath his husband’s caressing touch. “I can count on one hand how many times you’ve said no to me.” His hands drifted down Cody’s back to play with the base of his spine, sending him a rush of cock-hardening pleasure.
Pulling his lover closer, Cody kissed the side of his neck, tasting the hint of soap from his shower. “That’s because I want to give you everything you ever wanted.” He hesitated, still stumbling over expressing his emotions even after all their time together. “You’ve made me the happiest man in the world, so I want to return the favor.”
Sam leaned back and looked at him, the depth of emotion in his gaze making Cody’s throat tighten. “I love you.”
Afraid his voice would crack if he tried to speak, he brushed his lips across Sam’s in a light, lingering kiss. His husband must have shaved in the shower because the slight stubble on Cody’s face didn’t scrape across Sam’s lips. Instead, his lover was all smooth skin and warmth, solid muscle beneath velvety skin.
Hunger roared through him as their kiss deepened, a clashing of tongues and teeth, a sudden desperation for each other. He marveled that after all their years with each other, their passion was still as strong and true as it had been on the first night they spent together. His erection throbbed against Sam’s hip, and he groaned as they pressed closer.
God, he loved this man. Loved the strong muscles of his back, the deep column of his spine, and the wonderfully rounded butt cheeks peeking out from the top of his low-riding shorts. Their lips met, and his breath deepened. His senses expanded, somehow. When they were together like this, energy seemed to suffuse him, filling him with a buzzing tingle that only increased with each kiss, each touch.
“Inside,” he murmured against the other man’s lips. Though they had enough privacy to do whatever they wanted out here, having sex on the hard stone would kill his knees…or Sam’s knees, depending on the position.
Sam drew back, his nipples drawn up into tiny, hard points. “How about a swim?”
“But—”
With an evil grin, his husband withdrew a small tube of waterproof lube from his pocket. “I may have come out here with nefarious intentions.”
He tsk’d and shook his head. “Insatiable.”
“Only for you.” Sam unbuttoned his shorts, and they slid lower, revealing the sharp curve where the tendons narrowed toward his groin. He turned on his heel and made his way down the path to the pool, a decidedly seductive sway in his walk. The way his muscles bunched and released with each step was a work of art, and when he paused to remove his shorts altogether, Cody’s mouth went dry.
Sam stretched and Cody’s cock leaped in response. The sky had deepened to the purple blue of twilight and the small lights along the path from the house to the pool illuminated Sam’s lower body while leaving his face in the shadows. Cody tried to hold on to this moment to burn it into his memory. He wanted to remember this, not only the sight of his lover’s body, but the emotions filling him. In a few weeks, they would no longer be alone in this house; a new life would be added to their family. A life they’d both prayed for with all their hearts.
A montage of images of the future ran through his head. Sharing the baby’s first birthday, Christmas, summer picnics, camping, tucking their baby into bed at night. A fierce longing swept through him and he wondered if it was the male version of his biological clock ticking. But this didn’t feel like a clock. It felt like a war cry, a primal need to share their love with a child, so deep it shook Cody’s soul.
Sam turned around fully and crooked his finger at him. “That is an awfully serious look for someone about to have his dick sucked. Come on, handsome. Let’s stop thinking about everything but each other for a little while.”
It didn’t take much effort to strip off his own shirt and shorts in a matter of seconds. Sam laughed and picked up his clothes almost running the last few steps to the pool. With a loud whoop, he tossed his shorts next to the edge of the water and leaped into the deep end. Constructed of river rock and boulders, the enormous pool, with its waterfall and slide, blended into the background of the mountains, making it seem almost like a natural extension of the land around them. Their own personal oasis in the middle of the desert.
Cody paused for a moment to watch Sam’s wavering form as he swam beneath the water. When he surfaced in the shallow end and slicked his hair back, Cody thought his dick might explode. Forget Venus rising from the waves: if Botticelli could see Sam right now, he would no doubt paint him. But instead of Venus it would be Neptune, the dark master of the sea, rising.
Grinning at his own foolishness, Cody dove into the water after Sam, enjoying the silken caress as the cool depths enveloped him. He always enjoyed being underwater. The weightlessness, the muted silence. He was in his own world as he swam closer to his beloved. The lack of oxygen began to burn in his lungs but he pushed on, knowing the first breath would be that much sweeter because of his self-denial.
The water broke around him with a splash as he lunged to the surface. He drew the warm air deep into his body, expelling it with a gusty breath that had Sam laughing.
“You sound like a whale.”
“If you make any harpoon jokes, I’m going to drown you.”
The devilish gleam in his lover’s eye warned Cody, and before his husband could open his mouth, Cody dove at him and plunged them both underwater. They played around for a bit, splashing and dunking each other until the roughhousing turned to something more carnal in nature. Muscled bodies, slick and firm, slid against each other as they kissed.
He growled low in his throat as the dark-haired man nibbled along the column of his neck, licking away at the water beaded on his skin. Without breaking his hold on his lover, Cody drew them closer to the stairs of the pool, toward the smooth, stone benches on either side. Here the water reached below his belly button and the tip of his cock broke the surface, hints of the cool night air adding to the sensations overwhelming him.
He maneuvered his dark-haired lover onto the steps and bent him over so his ass was in the air. Sam shuddered and spread his legs wider, giving Cody an unobstructed view of his low-hanging testicles and puckered hole. The muscles of Sam’s ass tightened and released as Cody nibbled on the back of one thigh, then the other, slowly working his way higher. He rubbed his chin against one curved ass cheek, enjoying the texture of his lover’s skin.
Sam shifted and sighed when Cody gently cupped his dangling testicles and rolled them in his hand. “Stroke your dick,” he said in a rough voice, and Sam complied, his body tightening and releasing with each jerk.
The reflections of light from beneath the water painted interesting patterns and shadows on his lover’s body, and Cody traced one of the moving lines with the tip of his finger, following the path to the crease where Sam’s thigh met his ass. Cody knelt onto the stairs and began to lick his way across one muscled curve, then the other, pausing to place nips here and there. He teased his lover, flitting around the bud of his anus, halting briefly to stroke his husband’s balls.
All the blood in Cody’s body seemed to rush to his erection, leaving him aching and slightly light-headed. He fought back the urge to thrust himself into Sam and continued to tease him, now licking the rim of his entrance before gently probing with the tip of his tongue. Sam’s gasp of pleasure felt almost as good to Cody as fucking his lover so he stiffened his tongue and thrust it farther. Sam must have worn an anal plug while he was showering, because his body easily opened for Cody.
His jaw started to hurt from all the oral attention he was giving his lover, but the ache in his prick was worse. With one last lick, he pulled away from Sam and fisted his own cock, rubbing the hard flesh. Sam’s shorts were near the steps so he waded over to them and fished the lube out of the inner pocket. When he turned around, his heart slammed into his chest at the sight of the other man, his eyes closed, his back arched as he jerked himself hard and fast. While he loved watching his husband come, he wanted him to do it while Cody fucked him.
With that in mind, he squirted a liberal amount of lube onto three of his fingers and roughly shoved them up Sam’s ass. His lover yelped and shivered.
“I don’t know if I should hit you for that, or kiss you.” His words became strangled as Cody began to pump his fingers in and out. “I would have waited for you.”
“Uh-huh.”
Sam swore under his breath, but his tone turned pleading when Cody removed his fingers and squirted more lube into Sam’s back passage. He urged Sam off the steps and pushed him up against the side of the pool. Because of their height difference, he was able to get perfect leverage from this position for a good, ass-pounding fuck. That was what he was in the mood for. No gentle sex, no tenderness. All of that would come later, after he shot his seed into Sam.
The waterproof lube did its job and he slid easily into his lover, one throbbing inch at a time. Sam clamped down on him and the friction sent a bolt of heat from his spine to his testicles and up to his dick. He braced one arm on the wall and used his other arm to capture his husband’s hand and guide it to his cock. Together they jerked Sam off, their strokes in time to the deep thrusts that rocked his husband on his feet.
Sam pushed back with each shove, working Cody’s prick deep inside of him. His breathing sped up and the grasp and release of his ass reminded him of a hot, sucking mouth. His pounding lost its rhythm and Sam shuddered against him with a low cry, the warmth of his ejaculation flowing over their joined hands beneath the cool water.
Releasing Sam’s dick, Cody held on to his lover’s hips and slammed into him with abandon. It felt so unbelievably good. A dozen punishing strokes later, he came inside of Sam, each spurt wrenching from deep in his body in an almost painful manner. When the last jet of cum filled his lover, Cody pulled out and stumbled over to the steps. He grabbed Sam’s hand and gathered him down into his lap, cushioning his husband’s head on his shoulder as they both panted.
Long minutes passed and he continued to hold his partner in his arms, looking into the night sky above.
“Soon we won’t be able to do this anymore.”
“Have sex?”
“No, have impulsive sex.”
“Oh, we can still do that. We’ll have to make a hidden room in the house where we can run off to for a quickie.”
His partner laughed and kissed Sam’s cheek. “Well, until the baby starts sleeping through the night, I don’t think that’ll be an issue.”
“True. It’ll be more like our secret nap room instead of our secret sex room.”
They floated in silence for a little while longer, and he tried to imagine what their lives would be like in a few short weeks. His niece would be moving into the guesthouse on the other side of the property and their housekeeper and cook, Juanita, was beside herself with excitement at the prospect of a new baby. A mother of four grown boys, she viewed Sam and Cody’s baby as a surrogate grandson and couldn’t wait to spoil him. Already she had a collection of cookbooks for making homemade baby food. She didn’t allow Sam and Cody to eat processed foods, and she sure as heck wasn’t going to let the baby eat that “poison,” as she called it.
Sam shifted and pulled Cody’s arms tighter around his chest. “Did you take the Navigator down to the fire station to have the baby seat inspected?”
“Yes, dear.”
The sharp jab of the other man’s elbow to his ribs made Cody wince. His lover turned in his arms and gave him a warning look. “Just because I care about our child’s safety—”
“I know. You tend to get a little…obsessive with it. I think it’s cute.” Real worry drew Sam’s face tight and Cody held his hand beneath the water. “It’s going to be okay. It really is.”
“There are so many things that can go wrong. I already love the little guy with all of my heart, and he hasn’t even been born yet. I worry all the time about all the bad things that can happen to babies, all the horrible things that happen every day. I’d lose my mind if something ever happened to our son.” He swallowed loudly and shook his head. “How the fuck did our parents manage to raise us without going insane?”
“Oh, well that was different. Back in the seventies, they didn’t have the Internet, so they lived in ignorant bliss about how badly they were screwing up our lives and how much danger they put us in.”
Sam smiled, but his eyes still held a dark shadow. “When I think back to how many times I had a brush with death as a kid…and then I imagine something happening to our son. Fuck. I need a therapist.”
“It’ll be better once we get home. My sister Meg said she barely got any sleep when she brought Don home. Every five minutes she’d be up, making sure he was still breathing.”
“Well, we don’t have to worry about that. I got one of those crib sensors that will sound an alarm if the baby doesn’t move or breathe for a certain amount of time.”
“What a lovely thought.”
His husband groaned and started to walk out of the pool. “I know. It’s crazy. You should see the safety aisle at the baby store. I spent three hours there with a very helpful sales associate who scared the shit out of me with tales of what could happen if I didn’t buy the toilet lock.” He gave a mock shiver that sent the water running down his flanks in a distracting manner. “I mean, I realize a lot of that stuff is just crap they sell to anxious parents, but man, the little guy is going to be so helpless. He’s going to rely on us a hundred percent, for everything.”
“We have help; we have an extended family full of babies, and we have each other. We’ve gone to every class, bought every gadget, and read every baby book and blog out there. Most important of all, he is going to grow up in a loving house with two dads that adore him.” He climbed out of the pool and grabbed a beach towel from the pile their housekeeper always left out there.
Sam grabbed a towel as well and wrapped it around his waist. With his gaze on the ground, he traced a tile with the tip of his toe. “I want this so much. I want to be a dad with every beat of my heart.” He looked up at Cody with suspiciously bright eyes before staring at the ground again. “I want us to be parents. To grow old together in a house filled with love. I want to prove to everyone who laughed at us, who turned us down as soon as they found out we were gay, that our desire for a family is as real as any het couple’s. That we deserve a chance to be the kind of parents every kid dreams of.”
“Come here.” He sighed as his partner wrapped his arms around him in a tight hug. “You are going to be a wonderful father, and I know deep in my heart everything will work out. Have a little faith. I mean, what are the chances we would have found each other in this crazy world?”
“Pretty slim.”
“Right. So if the same force that brought us together brings a baby into our life, how can we see it as anything other than a gift to be cherished?”
“And protected…guarded even…wonder if they sell child-sized hamster balls.”
“Okay, I changed my mind. You do need a therapist.”
“Jerk.” Sam slugged his arm and smiled. “Ready for bed…Dad?”
“I’m ready if you are, Pops.”
Laughing, the two men made their way back to the softly glowing lights of their home. Cody couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Only a little while longer and their family would be complete. He couldn’t wait.



Chapter Two
 

 

The maternity ward waiting room at the hospital, with its mellow, sage-green walls and comfortable overstuffed couches and chairs, was nicer than any other waiting room Sam had ever been in. But no amount of soothing pictures or soft lighting could calm him down right now. Two hours ago, they’d received the phone call from the woman from the adoption agency. Nancy had given birth. They’d been surprised because previously, Nancy had said she would call them as soon as she got to the hospital, and now with every passing minute, his nerves wound tighter.
Cody paced the small space, which was empty, thankfully, except for them. Then again, the days of men standing around in the waiting room while their wives had their babies were long gone. Plus, it was just after 3:00 a.m.
“When are they going to let us back there?” he asked for the tenth time in less than five minutes.
Trying to keep his patience and hide his own growing unease, Sam softened his voice. “Whenever Nancy is ready. I’m sure she wants to get cleaned up before she sees us and we agreed to give her some time alone with Gary to say good-bye.”
“And they have to do their initial exam on him and all that good stuff.” He ran his hand through his hair. “What if something happened during the delivery? What if the baby is hurt? What if Nancy is hurt? What if her evil bitch mother snatched the baby like some wicked witch out of a fairy tale and ran off with him?”
“Troll.”
“What?”
“She reminds me more of a troll than a witch.” He slumped onto the couch next to him and Sam threw an arm over his shoulders. “I know patience isn’t your strong suit, but everything will be okay. It really will. Instead of thinking negative thoughts, think positive and be positive.”
Cody gave him a narrow-eyed look, but a tiny amount of the tension left his jaw. “Is that some of that Zen bullshit you learned in your yoga class?”
Actually, it was, but he wasn’t going to tell his smart-ass husband that. “No, I read it on the back of a box of tea. Besides, you like the flexibility yoga gives me.”
“Sounded more like fortune-cookie advice to me.” He stood again and resumed pacing. “Shouldn’t someone have come to talk with us by now? You think the nurse at the front desk told them we were here?”
Sam held up his wrist, showing his visitor band. “They know we’re here, and they’ll come get us when they’re ready.”
He stole a glance at their brand-new stroller with the baby car seat all ready to go by the front door. Two blankets knitted by their mothers were ready to protect their son from the slight evening chill and the diaper bag was stocked with enough supplies for a week. At home, Juanita was airing out the baby’s room. He’d suggested she go back to bed instead of cleaning a perfectly clean room but the death glare she’d given him had him shutting his mouth so quick he’d almost amputated the tip of his tongue.
A gentle knock came from the doorway leading out to the rest of the maternity ward. “Mr. McPherson? Mr. Denham?”
Sam leaped from the couch as if his ass were loaded with springs, and he quickly moved to stand next to Cody. Nancy’s caseworker from the adoption agency, Mrs. Fritzpin, stood in the doorway looking weary. She gave them one pained glance, then her face shut down to a polite mask. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”
Cody grabbed his hand hard enough to crush his bones but Sam barely noticed as a stinging sweat broke out all over his body. “Nancy? The baby? Are they all right?”
“Yes, both of them are fine.” She swallowed hard and met his gaze. “I’m truly sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but Nancy wants to keep her baby.”
Sam’s knees turned to water and he would have fallen if not for his husband jerking him back up. “What?” He felt numb, like his body was encased in ice and his brain still sleeping. Maybe this was a dream. A terrible, terrible dream.
“She wants to tell you herself, but I thought it would be best to let you know before you see her. I’m so, so sorry.”
Cody closed his eyes and blew out a harsh breath. “Can we see her now?”
“Yes.” She turned, hesitated, and looked back at them. “You can leave your stroller here. Please try to not judge her too harshly. Her mother is already doing enough of that.”
Being tugged along by Cody, Sam followed behind Mrs. Fritzpin in a daze. They passed a nursing station where one of the older women looked down at their joined hands with a frown, her lips narrowing then curling in disgust. She caught him watching and quickly turned her back, but he could still feel her displeasure radiating from behind the desk. Her negative opinion, something he was usually able to shrug off, stuck to him like a dirty cloak.
Time seemed to slow as they were led down a series of long hallways through the maternity ward. Because of the late hour there weren’t any visitors, only staff and patients. Through some of the open doors, he saw mothers and fathers with their newborns. Happily little heterosexual families that never had to worry about home studies, parenting classes, or losing sleep over the thought of never being good enough in a birth mother’s eyes. Bitterness engulfed him, mingling with the pain until he wanted to throw up.
Little black dots started to edge in on his vision and his body went tingly and unfeeling. “Cody….”
They stopped and Cody propped him up against a wall. “You okay? Take a deep breath.”
He tried to do as his husband asked but his lungs refused to expand. Panicked, he looked up at Cody, who cupped his face.
“Easy, love, I’m right here. Just look at me and breathe with me. Ready? In with the good, out with the bad.”
His husband’s soothing voice coached him along as he took a deep breath, and another. The black dots receded but his body still buzzed with a nasty feeling that radiated from his chest. Too many emotions bombarded his mind, and he didn’t know what to do to make it stop. If a piece of stone were crushing his chest, he would have known what to do to get it off, but this stone was invisible and only Cody’s love had managed to move it. But it still hovered there, waiting to descend and trap him in misery.
A nurse with lovely blond curls who seemed big enough to have been a professional wrestler came up to them. Her eyebrows drew down as she got a good look at Sam. “Sir, are you feeling all right?”
He nodded and used his shirtsleeve to wipe the sweat from his face. “Yeah. I got a little light-headed there for a moment.”
She glanced at the social worker and back over at Cody. “I’m Mrs. Sven, the charge nurse for this floor. Do you need to lie down? Or can I get you something to eat or drink?”
He tried to rally himself; afraid if she didn’t believe him, she’d pick him up like a little kid and make him take a nap. “No, really I’m okay.”
Cody wrapped his arm around Sam’s waist and gave the nurse his patented dazzling smile. “I’ve got him. I promise I won’t let him face-plant on the floor.”
Mrs. Sven smiled and checked her watch. “Excellent. I—”
A woman’s scream filled the hallway. “How dare you kick me out of my own daughter’s delivery room! I’m her mother! She needs me! I demand to see my grandchild!”
Mrs. Fritzpin, Cody, and Sam all groaned at once while the other woman gaped.
“Mrs. Yost,” Cody muttered under his breath. “This night keeps getting better and better.”
Four doors down from them, Mrs. Yost jabbed her finger at a young male nurse, her bright red hair frizzing out in a toxic halo around her heavily powdered face. “You better get out of my way before I sue you, this hospital, and everyone in it for denying me the right to see my grandson. I’ll have you all fired.”
Cody’s voice, though at a lower decibel than Mrs. Yost’s, boomed down the hallway. “Don’t worry. Unless the lawyer takes casino tokens, she isn’t suing anyone.”
Mrs. Fritzpin coughed and Sam smirked as Mrs. Yost turned to stare at them. “You.” She pointed at them with a purple-painted fingernail. “It’s all your fault she’s keeping that little half-breed and won’t let me see him! You conniving, deceitful, sinning faggots!”
Sam pushed himself away from the wall, all his anger boiling up inside of him and exploding. “Listen here, you evil bitch—”
Mrs. Sven, standing next to him, raised her hand. “Please, you’re in a maternity ward.” She shot Mrs. Yost a deadly glare and muttered beneath her breath. “Half-breed, indeed.”
He wanted to point his finger at Mrs. Yost and say it was all her fault but he managed not to lower himself to her level. “Fine.”
“Those butt-fairies want to steal my grandbaby!” Mrs. Yost wailed.
“Enough of this happy horseshit,” Mrs. Sven said in a low growl. She pulled her phone from her side and punched in a few numbers while the male nurse at the end of the hall tried to calm Mrs. Yost down from her self-induced frenzy and move her out of the ward.
“Security, we have a situation outside room 358. A visitor is refusing to leave and she is creating a disturbance.”
Without a backward glance, Mrs. Sven marched down the hall. Sam almost felt sorry for Mrs. Yost when she caught sight of the large woman moving toward her. He got a glimpse of her drawn-on eyebrows flying up to her hairline before the large blonde nurse took hold of her elbow and leaned down to whisper into her ear.
Mrs. Yost let out a pitiful wail that turned into a squeak as the big nurse grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her through of a pair of double doors at the end of the hall.
Cody let out a gusty breath and rubbed his hands on his jeans. “Am I in the twilight zone?”
Unable to speak past the lump in his throat, Sam shook his head. The male nurse that had been standing in front of Nancy’s room approached them with an apologetic look.
“Sorry about that. She was being so nice in the delivery room, up to the point where Nancy asked her to leave.” He shook his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you Mr. Dunham and Mr. McPherson?”
“That’s us,” Sam said in a tight voice.
Mrs. Fritzpin patted the male nurse on the shoulder. “I’ll take it from here. Why don’t you go take a breather in the lounge?”
The male nurse said his good-byes before leaving them standing in the hall next to Nancy’s room.
Mrs. Fritzpin examined both of them and said in a low voice, “If you don’t wish to see her, that is all right. You are by no means obligated to talk to her.”
Cody looked at him and Sam nodded. “I need to know why.”
“All right, then. I would ask you to please keep in mind she just gave birth and aside from being exhausted, is also going through some hormonal issues.” She gave them a sad smile. “I know I don’t have to worry about you two causing a scene.” She glanced up and down the hall. “Between you and me, if I find anyone who suits you for a match, your name will be the first one I give them. You will make excellent parents someday.”
Cody brushed past the caseworker and Sam followed. His heartbeat pounded so loud in his ears he barely heard Nancy’s hesitant, “Hello.”
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dimly lit room, and he absently noted the birthing suite was much nicer than any other hospital room he’d ever been in. Nancy lay propped up in the bed with her long, blond hair pulled atop her head in a messy bun. Her normally bright blue eyes were bloodshot and her skin was as pale as milk. Whatever had happened in here hadn’t been easy on the young girl. He automatically looked around for the baby, but he was nowhere to be found. The anger still boiled in his veins but he couldn’t take it out on her. It just wasn’t in his nature.
His husband remained close to the doorway. “Why?”
That one word held worlds of pain in it, and Nancy flinched as if he’d struck her.
“Cody, I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me.” Tears began to roll down her face, and Cody moved into the room and grabbed a couple tissues before handing them to her with a muttered oath.
Sam slumped back into one of the chairs near the bed and pressed his palms against his forehead in an effort to stave off the headache that threatened. “Nancy, we don’t hate you. Right now we’re hurt, we’re angry, we’re confused, but we don’t hate you. We want to know why. Was it something we did?”
“No!” The vehemence in her tone surprised him and he glanced up. “If I was going to give my baby to anyone in the world, it would be you guys.” Her lower lip trembled, and she reached for an envelope over on the side of her bed. “Please, take this. It should be enough for three months rent. That’s all I need.”
Utterly confused, Sam pushed the envelope back to her. “What are you talking about?”
She began to cry but managed to speak between the tears. “I couldn’t stand the thought of raising my child in my mom’s house, but it was the only choice I had. She took the insurance money that was supposed to be mine from my dad’s death and spent it on gambling. She said to consider it rent payment to her.” Her breath hitched and anger mixed with her tears. “I had enough saved in an account that she couldn’t touch to pay for my first year of school, but not enough to pay for school and rent. I thought I had no choice. Then you guys rented the apartment for me and it was like the sun shone down on me after decades of rain.”
His partner sighed. “The thought of any baby living with your mother is terrible.”
“I’m so sorry. I know you want a baby so badly and you will be great parents, but I can’t give him up. He looked up into my eyes, and I knew that I would die without him. Please try to understand. I’ll be out of the apartment in three months, but I just need that time to get myself together. I got a job at the nursery at my college so when Gary is three months old I can bring him to work with me. Please, I swear I’ll be the best mother he could ever ask for. Please don’t hate me.” Her last words came out in a strangled sob, and she blew her nose into the tissues.
His swallowed hard and although Sam could see how much it pained him, he gathered Nancy into a hug. “We don’t hate you.”
Sam stood and motioned to Cody. “Nancy, I need to talk to my husband. We’ll be right back.” He closed the door on the way out and leaned against the wall separating Nancy’s room from the room next door. A quick glance inside the other room showed a dark-haired pregnant woman sleeping on her side while another woman dozed in the reclining chair next to her bed.
Cody hugged him close and Sam had to fight back the tears threatening to come out. Once this was over he’d cry, but right now he needed to be strong for himself, his husband, and the little baby he’d once thought would be theirs.
“This fucking sucks,” Cody said in a choked-up voice.
“What are we going to do?” He took a deep breath and gently pushed his husband back so he could see his face. “We can’t change the past. We can only change the future.”
Cody rubbed his face. “Is that one of your mom’s words of wisdom?”
“Yeah.” He tried to smile but his face felt frozen. “I don’t want to fight her for the baby. She’s young, she’s naïve, but she has a good heart and I couldn’t live with myself if we took Gary away from her.”
The relief in Cody’s face lightened his heart a tiny amount. “Neither could I. Not only does she deserve the chance to be a mother, but I don’t want to spend the rest of our lives in a legal battle for a baby we may or may not be able to keep. I guess…I guess he just wasn’t meant to be ours. Part of me wants to fight for him, but I know we’d never win in court, and even if we did win, how could we explain to our child that we took him away from his mother against her will? That is all kinds of fucked up.”
Sam pretended not to notice his husband wiping away a tear. “So what do we do now?”
“I don’t know. I mean, shit, I can totally understand her reasons for wanting to put him up for adoption. The baby is half African American, so Mrs. Yost would never accept the baby, and even if she did, her version of love would put most people into an insane asylum.”
“And I can understand why now Nancy wants to keep him.” He thumped his head back against the wall. “We kinda fucked ourselves over on this one. We should have listened to our lawyer.”
“Yeah, well I’m sure we’ll hear from Arthur about this.”
“I’ll call him tomorrow and explain.”
Sam reached out blindly and buried his face in Cody’s shoulder. “I wanted this baby so bad. I mean I already love him and I’ve never even seen the little guy.” He swallowed hard. “And I probably never will.”
Cody hugged him close and Sam stroked his back. While his emotions were closer to the surface, his husband tended to bottle them up and handle them in private. He was grateful for that right now, because it allowed him to lose it a little while Cody held his shit together, but he wasn’t looking forward to the moment when Cody would allow himself to grieve. He hated seeing his lover in pain and not being able to do anything to fix it.
“What are we going to do about Nancy?”
Sam spoke against the side of his husband’s neck, his voice barely a whisper. “Let her stay. Hell, she can stay for the full two years. I say we send her a bunch of baby stuff, too. Even if we are never a part of that kid’s life, I want him to have a good start.” His breath hitched and he fought not to cry. “This fucking sucks, and I feel like I’m dying inside but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if we took Nancy’s baby away.”
Cody hugged him so tight he grunted in protest. “Arthur will throw a shit-fit, but I agree. Let’s go tell Nancy and then get the fuck out of here.”



Chapter Three
 

 

Sam leaned against the closed door to the game room and placed his forehead against the cool wood. In the other room, it looked like his husband was going to spend his fourth night in a row getting blind, stinking drunk. For the past two weeks, his partner had kept himself together, had been Sam’s rock when they had to break the news to everyone that the baby wouldn’t be coming home with them. Sam didn’t know what exactly had shattered the barrier holding back Cody’s grief, but something had pushed his husband over the edge.
Too bad Sam didn’t know how to fix it.
He opened the door to what Cody liked to call their man-cave and almost tripped on an empty beer bottle. More empty bottles littered the pool table and a few crushed beer cans sat on the massive driftwood-and-glass coffee table in the center of the room. His stomach clenched and a tiny thread of anger wormed its way into his heart. This was just fucking great.
Looked like tonight would make it the fourth night in a row.
The beer bottle tinkled across the slightly rough granite slab floors as he kicked it out of his way. Off-key humming led him deeper into the room and he found the blond man leaning against the bar and contemplating an unopened bottle of Southern Comfort.
“Hey, man, it’s time for dinner.”
He didn’t break his staring contest with the bottle. “Not hungry.” His words had a slight slur to them and Sam knew from experience that meant the other man was very drunk.
“Well, you can’t keep drinking your dinner.” He went to his husband’s side and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Come on upstairs.”
Cody shrugged him off and pushed away from the bar on unsteady legs. “I said I wasn’t fucking hungry.”
“You have to eat.”
“I didn’t know I fucking married my mother. Shit, get off my ass. You’re worst than my first wife with your nagging. Didn’t think I’d still have to deal with that when I married a dude.” He stumbled past Sam and grabbed one of the open beer bottles sitting on the end of counter top.
That comment stung Sam but he tried to keep his voice level. “My being a guy doesn’t mean I have to watch you destroy yourself. If anyone is acting like a bitch here, it’s you.”
He snorted and leaned against the pinball machine. “So fucking dramatic. Listen, I’m a big boy. I can hold my alcohol, so back off.”
“I know you can. I’m just worried about you. Every time I try to talk to you about the bab—”
Cody lunged at him and slammed the beer bottle on the bar. “I don’t want to fucking talk about it!”
“I know you don’t want to talk about it, but pretending that it didn’t happen won’t make it go away.”
“What the fuck do you want me to say? That I think if we weren’t gay we would have already had a baby?” He gave a bitter chuckle. “Wait, I’m bisexual, not gay.”
“Why don’t you say what you’re really thinking?”
He gave him a bleary glare. “That you need to get the fuck out of here and leave me alone?”
“No, that you regret marrying me. That if we hadn’t met, you could have had a baby with one of the girls you used to date before we got together.”
Cody flushed and gripped his hands into fists. “Don’t try to put words in my mouth. I never said any of that shit.”
“But you thought it, didn’t you?” Anger and hurt cut through him, leaving behind bleeding wounds on his heart. “You thought how much easier this would be if you had a wife instead of a husband.”
“Of course I thought about that. I mean, fuck! All I’d have to do with a chick is have sex with her to have a baby.” He turned away and nursed the bottle of beer. “But I don’t want a chick, I want you, and if the price for having you in my life is never having a kid…well, fuck. I’m trying to make peace with that.”
“I see.”
“Naw, you don’t fuck’n see.” Cody threw the beer bottle against the stone fireplace, where it shattered. “Get the fuck out of here. I want to get drunk, and your nagging is killing my buzz.”
Stunned by the uncharacteristic display of aggression, Sam took a step back. “Cody, don’t do this.”
He fumbled along the bar until his fist closed around the unopened bottle of Southern Comfort. “Unless you’re going to help me drink this, get the fuck out.” Again he gave that harsh laugh that raised the hair on the back of Sam’s neck. “Don’t you get it? It’s kill’n me to see you so sad all of the time and not be able to fix it. So just give me some fucking space to breathe, okay?”
He wanted to go over and shake some sense into the other man, to keep yelling at him until he got through his husband’s thick skull, but as drunk as Cody was he doubted that he’d remember any of it tomorrow morning. He let loose the leash holding back his anger and yelled at Cody. “You want space? Fine. I don’t want to hang around and watch you hide in a bottle. Fuck you.”
He didn’t hear all of his husband’s muttered reply as he crossed the room but he ignored it. The door felt heavier than usual as he jerked it open. A glance over his shoulder showed Cody taking a deep drink out of the bottle of liquor and he almost went back, but decided against it. As he slammed the door behind him, he viciously hoped that the other man had one hell of a hangover tomorrow.
 

***
 

Sam stood in a warm pool of morning sunlight and stared at the closed door to the gaming room. According to Juanita, Cody was probably still inside. Sam’s chest ached at the memory of all the harsh things they’d said to each other the night before. With any luck, his husband had been too drunk to remember their yelling match. Taking a deep breath, he gave the door a solid knock and entered the enormous game room, scanning the floor for Cody. He wasn’t beneath the pool table, or behind the couch. The bar at the far side of the room held an empty Southern Comfort bottle and Sam winced. If his partner had drunk the entire bottle, Sam might well be taking his husband to the hospital to have his stomach pumped. Fuck, like he didn’t have enough shit to deal with without adding Cody trying to kill himself with alcohol.
His ire eased as he made his way across the cavernous room filled with enough games to stock two arcades. As he got closer to the bar, the scent of the liquor filled the air and he found a big puddle of it on the floor. With the tip of his shoe, he toed a few empty beer bottles out of the way and found Cody behind the bar, passed out on the floor.
Weariness turned his bones to lead and he sat on the floor next to the other man. His husband muttered in his sleep and flung an arm out, grabbing Sam’s leg and rolling over to cuddle it like a teddy bear. Thank God he’d called both of them in sick today. Cody had insisted on going right back to work as if nothing had happened. He wasn’t fooling anyone and their elderly secretary had threatened to hit Sam in the back with a baseball bat if he brought a hungover and pissy Cody to work again.
Lord knew he was tired, down to the bottom of his soul. Everyone walked on eggshells around them, and he was tired of the pity, tired of the reminder they had lost their son. Oh, he knew to some people that would sound like dramatic bullshit, but in his heart it felt true. He had loved that boy with everything he had.
The blond man stirred and propped himself up on his elbow, groaning and rubbing his eyes. “What time is it?”
“Nine a.m. You missed dinner…and breakfast.”
He flushed and sat up, wiping his mouth. “You should’a come and got me.”
“I tried. You were too drunk.” He paused, debating on telling Cody all the hurtful things he’d said, then decided against it. They had enough to deal with at the moment without throwing a drunken argument into the mix. “I wasn’t going to insult Juanita by having you puke up her carefully prepared enchiladas all over the kitchen floor.”
“Fuck…I missed enchilada night?”
“Yep.”
Cody burped loudly and rubbed his stomach. “You know, when I was a kid, drinking made me feel better. Now it makes me feel like shit.”
“Makes you smell like shit, too.”
“So I’m not getting lucky?” Sam glared at him and Cody winced. “Okay, okay. I was just kidding. Let me get a shower, and we’ll head in to work.”
“No work today. I called off for both of us.” His husband’s jaw tightened but before he could say anything, Sam continued, “Look, both you and I know you’ve been drinking too much and not sleeping enough to safely handle cutting stone. And you sure as shit aren’t the most pleasant person to be around when you’re hungover.”
Shame filled his husband’s face. “Some example I’m setting for the young guys.”
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. So you’ve had a shitty couple of weeks. No one goes through their life without having some shitty weeks of their own. But that doesn’t mean you can do this forever. Obviously, the drinking isn’t helping to ease the pain.”
Cody’s shoulders tightened and he looked away. “Man, my mouth tastes like a cat took a dump in it. I’m gonna go brush my teeth and shower.”
“No. First we need to talk.”
Cody pushed himself up and made a sour face at the empty bottles of liquor. “Can’t it wait till later?”
“No.”
Sam stood and pushed past him to the dark leather couches circling the empty river stone fireplace. He took a seat and grimaced when the other man sat on the opposite end of the couch. “I’m not going to yell at you.”
The edges of his partner’s lips turned up in an almost smile. “I wish you would. Getting lectured is way worse.”
“I’m not here to lecture you, either. I need to know someday you’re going to be all right.”
“What?”
“I need you to tell me what I can do to help you through this. You’re not alone, Cody, I’m dealing with the loss of our baby as well.”
His husband let out a jagged laugh. “God, you make it sound like the baby died.”
“No, he didn’t die, but we lost him all the same.” Cody’s fists clenched and Sam pushed harder, trying to break through the wall he’d built around himself. “It’s okay to be angry.”
“Don’t try that psychobabble bullshit with me. Who are you? Fucking Doctor Phil?”
“No, I’m your husband and I love you more than anything in the world.”
The other man didn’t say anything, just stared sullenly at the empty fireplace.
“Look, it hurts me to see you like this and not be able to make you feel better.”
Cody whipped his head around to look at him. “And you think it isn’t fucking killing me to see you so sad? I can’t fix this, Sam. I can’t do anything to make it better. I did my best, we did everything right, and we still lost Gary. I’ve failed you, and it’s tearing me up inside.”
He stared at his lover. “Cody, you haven’t failed me.”
“There must have been something I could have done to change Nancy’s mind. Something I could have said.” He let out a defeated sigh. “I can’t stop going in his room.”
“I don’t understand.”
“The nursery. I can’t stop going in there. I sit in the rocking chair we bought and look at all the toys and clothes he’ll never wear. I”—he shot Sam a warning glance—“I open his closet and take a deep breath of the smell of the baby laundry soap and it hurts so bad.”
Sam quickly made his way over to his lover and wrapped his arms around him. “I’m surprised I didn’t see you in there.”
Cody hugged him back and laid his head on Sam’s chest. “You go in there, too?”
“Yep. I hope you don’t take away my man card for this, but yesterday I sat in the middle of the floor and held the first toy we bought for Gary…if that’s even still his name.”
“The teddy bear from that place where you can make your own stuffed animal?”
“Yeah. I held it and thought about all of the wonderful things we talked about that day. All of our dreams for our son, all the milestones we were going to help him through. It’s funny, seven years ago if you’d told me the highlight of my future would be seeing my kid graduate from high school I would have said you were nuts. Now…well, let’s just say that I’ve learned something about taking life for granted. We may not have a baby, but we still have each other and that’s a hell of a lot more than most people have.”
The morning sun moved high enough beyond the distant hills to bathe their portion of the game room in bright light. Little flecks of mica in the stone fireplace gleamed like shards of glass and Cody buried his face against Sam’s chest. “We haven’t talked about what we want to do next.”
Sam tried to keep his body loose and relaxed. He knew what he wanted, but at the same time it wouldn’t be worth the cost of his marriage. He couldn’t throw everything they had away on a maybe. “What do you want to do?”
“I don’t know. Part of me wants to try again. I mean, adoptions fall through all the time. Everyone warned us this could happen. But man, I never thought it would happen to us. I was so sure Gary was meant to be our son.” He sat back and looked at Sam with bloodshot eyes. “I don’t know if I can go through this again.”
“I don’t know if I can do this again, either. It consumed our lives for the past year. It seemed like every other day we were getting something ready for some kind of test or inspection. And all that paperwork….”
“Not to mention the home visits where they point out every possible flaw with your house. By the time our last one was done, I felt like we were living in a ghetto death trap.”
They sat in silence, watching the slow creep of sunlight stretch out across the room. Sam glanced at the mess Cody had made by the bar and sighed. “And we aren’t the only ones that got hurt by this. Poor Juanita was in tears for days and our parents…man, I don’t know if I could do that to them again.”
“So are you saying you don’t want to try again?”
Sam closed his eyes and tried to listen to his heart. “No, no I’m not. It may sound stupid, but I can’t help but believe that somewhere out there is a baby meant for us.”
“I know what you mean. I try to imagine our future together and I always see us with a kid of our own. It may take a lot longer than we thought.”
“Well, just think about how long it took us to find each other. How much heartache and bullshit we went through before we finally met. I’d go through it all over again if it meant being with you at the end.”
“Anything worth having is worth working for?”
“Something like that.” His heart grew lighter as the last of the tension slowly left his partner. “I love you.”
A real smile broke out over Cody’s face. “I love you, too.” Cody stood and rubbed his lower back. “Let me go wash up and we’ll head out to grab some lunch.” He glanced behind him at the trashed bar area. “And maybe some flowers for Juanita.”
They both left the game room and Sam wandered into the kitchen, hoping Juanita had made some of those cranberry-almond muffins he loved. Sure enough, a baking tray full of muffins sat to cool on a wire rack next to the refrigerator. He snatched one up, slightly burning his finger in the process. Boxes of holiday-themed dishes sat on the island in the center of the kitchen and he was faintly astonished at how close they were to Christmas.
Thoughts of all the presents they’d bought the baby tried to intrude but he blocked them out. They’d have to do something with them. Maybe they could donate them to some local charity. Yeah, their tree might be a little bare this year, but those toys could make some little kid, and his parents, very happy.
After grabbing one of the small white plates etched with candy canes, he stood before one of the massive glass windows facing the backyard. His heart and his head felt lighter, cleaned out. Cody had really worried him and he was glad they’d finally talked about what was going on.
Off in the distance, wispy clouds slowly drifted over the mountains, and he made a mental note to hit the cabin during Christmas break with Cody. They could spend some time working on the never-ending list of projects on their parcel of land. Lose themselves in nature for a few days. The early morning sun glittered off the fountain spray near the back patio and farther down, the shimmering blue water of the pool. Memories of the passion he’d shared with his husband in that desert oasis sent a pleasant tightening through his groin.
The pressure increased, reminding him that he hadn’t done anything more intimate with Cody than a hug and a kiss since that disastrous night two weeks ago. He shook his head and put the half-eaten muffin aside. No wonder they were both so tense. They’d always had a very active and fulfilling sex life, but more than that, shared a deep, spiritual connection while making love. He missed that bonding between them and he bet Cody did, too.
With a smile on his lips and a spring in his step, he left the kitchen and headed for the master bathroom.



Chapter Four
 

 

The hot water of the multihead shower beat down on Cody, stinging his skin like a thousand tiny needles. He braced his hands on the green-and-gray marble walls, letting the steam scented with the mint of his shampoo open up his lungs. His back muscles slowly relaxed, and the ache in his gut eased to a bearable level. Before getting into the shower, he’d thrown up the remains of last night’s pity party and brushed his teeth, swearing to himself the whole time he wouldn’t be turning to the bottle for false comfort again.
Though he’d been dreading it, the talk with Sam had really helped. Even though he knew it was irrational, he couldn’t help but feel he was to blame for what happened. It was his job to take care of Sam, to make sure he had everything he needed and wanted. He’d secretly believed Sam blamed him for losing the baby. He sure as hell blamed himself for it. After all, he was the one who suggested that they set Nancy up with an apartment.
Truth be told, he really wished they had their baby in the house with them for Christmas.
His thoughts started to spiral down that dark path again and he forced himself to stop. Instead of dwelling on what went wrong, he would think positive thoughts about the future. His mother was a hippie back in the day and even though he liked to joke with his dad about her new-age philosophies, he had to agree with her that what you put out into the universe was usually what you got back. So he’d put positive thoughts out there and prayed for the strength to hold on as long as needed. To be patient and have trust in God’s plan. Yeah, some people said God hated him because he was gay, but deep in his soul he knew that he and God got along just fine.
Sam was living proof of that. How else could he explain the blessing of his husband? They had come together at the perfect time in their lives when both were ready to settle down. What were the chances of them even meeting? Astronomical, when he thought about the odds. Far too great for it to be a mere coincidence. Lightning had struck not only his body, but his soul at the first sight of Sam getting out of his truck with his tight, worn jeans cupping his muscled ass.
Sam with his dark hair and smooth, coppery skin.
He turned around so the spray hit the front of his body. He rotated the dial on the wall to make the stream of water became more of a gentle rain than a pounding storm. Images of Sam on his hands and knees, sucking Cody’s cock, flitted through his head. Pleasurable sensations spun through his blood and settled in his dick, which continued to harden.
It had been a while since he and Sam had done anything together. Tonight, he would change that, but first he needed to relieve some pressure. If he went to his husband like this, he’d be lucky to not blow his load as soon as they got between the sheets. The memory of Sam’s long, lean muscles stretched out over the pale comforter of their bed ran through his mind and his dick jumped in response.
After squirting a handful of mint body wash into his palm, he began to run his slick hand up and down his cock. In his imagination, his hand became Sam’s and he relished the feel of calloused skin caressing him. He used his free hand to gently squeeze his balls, and groaned. Scenes played out in his mind. He thought of his lover coming again and again, how the soft gasp he made right before he reached his peak always drove Cody crazy.
The warm shower tiles supported his back as his legs weakened. His orgasm built at a rapid pace, each stroke pulling him closer to the edge. Light shone on his closed eyelids and he blinked in surprise as the dim spotlight came on in the shower stall, illuminating him in its golden warmth. His arousal shot through the roof as he spotted Sam standing in the doorway, his jeans opened and bunched around his hips, revealing his erection. As Cody watched, Sam squeezed a drop of precum out and slicked the head of his dick with it, his soft lips parting in a silent gasp.
“Come for me,” Sam said in a strangled voice.
Cody’s breath shuddered out of his body and his hungry gaze locked on his husband’s thick erection. Sam’s stroke was slow and steady, in marked contrast to his own hurried jerks. Part of him wanted to preen before his lover, but the savage side of his nature wanted to fucking come. The low burn started in the base of his spine and spread outward, thin fingers of pleasurable fire that centered on his groin. He locked his gaze on Sam’s full, kissable lips and imagined them parted to take his load.
His orgasm crashed down on him and he yelled as each spurt blasted out of his body, mingling with the gentle rain from the showerheads. The release felt so good, so cleansing. Sam claimed it was a guy thing but he’d always found blowing a good load cleared his mind. He gave his cock a few last strokes, enjoying the heightened sensitivity of his prick, and returned his attention to Sam.
 

 

Through the glass doors of the shower stall, Cody watched Sam jerk himself off. His gorgeous, dark-haired lover fisted his prick with both hands, one rubbing the tip while he stroked up and down with the other. Cody’s mouth watered, and he opened the door to the shower and grabbed a towel.
The dark-haired man watched him with enough hunger in his gaze to send a small rush of blood to Cody’s softening cock. With a muttered oath, Cody tossed the towel onto the floor before Sam and went to his knees, suckling on Sam’s nicely rounded balls where they hung over the edge the jeans pulled down his hips. The first taste of his husband’s musk had Cody groaning aloud and Sam echoed that cry.
“Open your mouth,” Sam said in a choked voice.
Cody sat back on his heels and did as he was asked, his lips inches from Sam’s erection.
“Oh fuck, oh God, here it comes.”
The first jet hit Cody’s upper lip and he lunged forward, fastening his mouth over the tip of Sam’s cock while his lover stroked the base of his shaft. He sucked eagerly, greedy for every drop of cum his husband had to offer him. He loved doing this for Sam, loved stringing out his orgasm, loved how he brought Sam such pleasure.
Sam pulled himself from his lover’s mouth and rubbed the tip of his erection over Cody’s lips, his dark eyes glazed and unfocused. With a smile, the other man placed one last kiss on the velvety head of his husband’s softening cock and stood. He helped Sam undress and led his lover into the shower, the still-warm water cocooning them. For a while they stood beneath the spray, occasionally exchanging gentle kisses.
Sam finally stepped back and shut the shower off. “Let’s go to bed.” His husband grinned at him and Sam shook his head with a suppressed grin. “No, I mean for sleeping. I don’t know about you, but I could really use a nap.”
Fatigue seemed come from nowhere and Cody stifled a yawn. “Well…I might be able to catch a few Z’s.”
Sam left the shower and tossed him a towel. “You’ll be asleep before your head hits the pillow.”



Chapter Five
 

 

Sam set the blueprints of the new spa addition to the Southern Highlands Golf Club down on his desk and groaned. While the architect was brilliant and the design was gorgeous, it was going to be a huge pain in the ass. Thankfully Cody excelled at these types of projects, so all Sam had to do was make sure his husband had the materials he needed in order to fulfill the client’s dreams.
On the other side of his desk sat the rolled-up plans to the new kitchen that one of their friends, David Kirsch, had ordered for his wife as an anniversary present. They’d been working on it for the past couple months and it was almost complete. Christmas was just three weeks away and he wanted to get the kitchen done in time for the holidays so he and Cody could take off for their cabin. The fact that once the project was completed, Mrs. Kirsch could make the absolute best Christmas cookies certainly helped motivate him.
Clouds obscured the sun outside of their work studio and it seemed like a much-welcomed rain was on the way. He needed to call the workroom and tell them to open the doors to the loading bay to let the fresh air in. While their ventilation system was state of the art, rock dust was a byproduct of cutting. No matter how much they tried, they could never get rid of it all the way. Which was probably why Juanita made him and Sam change their clothes in the mudroom before she’d let them in the house.
From the open doorway leading out to his reception area, where his secretary ruled the roost, came the sound of Christmas carols being sung from the radio. Unfortunately, he couldn’t put himself in the right frame of mind for what had always been a joyous holiday. This year he and Cody would be going to all the family parties without their son and they would get those pitying looks he hated. Even worse, one of his brothers was expecting a baby and Sam knew he and his wife were afraid of talking about it with him. He understood why they thought it might hurt his feelings, but he hated being the guy everyone was afraid to talk around, as if he didn’t know what those sudden silences and false bright smiles meant when he entered a room. He almost wished he’d never told his family about trying to adopt, but then again it was such a big part of his life that he couldn’t imagine not being able to talk about it with his family.
In an effort to lift his husband’s spirits, he’d booked a vacation to Hawaii for the week after Christmas. It would do them both good to get out of the house, and while they were gone, Juanita and a couple of her grown sons were going to pack up the nursery. Every time he walked past that room his heart hurt and he hoped that if the visible reminder of their lack of a child was gone, the empty feeling in his heart would go away as well.
Unfortunately, he didn’t think it was going to be that easy.
The phone rang just as he was getting ready to tackle the inventory list for the spa project. When he saw Arthur’s name on the caller ID, he almost let it go to his secretary, but decided to pick it up instead.
“Morning, Arthur. What’s up?”
“Good morning, Sam. I have…well, I have a rather interesting situation on my hands.”
Sam fiddled with the pen on his desk. “Do tell.”
“First, let me ask you this. After all that happened with Mrs. Yost, are you and Cody still looking to adopt?”
“We are…but probably not for a while. Neither of us can go through all the bullshit of meeting another birth mother right now.” His chest tightened, and he glanced out his office door to where Cody’s office sat on the other side of the reception area. He didn’t want to go into all the gory details with Arthur, but he needed to know where they stood. “It was pretty rough on both of us.”
“I understand.” There was silence on the other end before Arthur took a deep breath. “What if I told you a birth mother had already picked you and she’s due pretty much any day now?”
The world did a slow spin and Sam almost dropped the phone. “What?”
“Is Cody available? I’d like him to hear this as well.”
“Yeah…yeah. Gimme a sec to go get him.”
He put Arthur on hold and his hand shook so badly he almost dropped the phone. Adrenaline surged through him, making his strides across the reception area and past their secretary quick and clumsy. When he opened the door to his partner’s office, his husband took one look at him and leaped from his chair behind the desk.
“Sam? Are you okay?”
“I need you to come with me. Arthur is on the phone.”
Cody’s face closed down into a tight mask. “What does he want? To yell at us some more for giving the apartment to Nancy?”
“No. I—you need to come hear this.”
Cody followed him across the reception area and their secretary called after them, “Is everything okay?”
Sam paused to let the blond man go in first and glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, everything is fine. Hold all of our calls for a bit, please, and make sure we aren’t disturbed.”
“Of course, Mr. Denham.”
He shut his door and took a seat next to the blond man in front of his desk. After pulling his chair closer, he turned his phone around and hit the Speaker button.
“Arthur, are you there?”
“Yes, I’m still here. Is Cody with you?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Excellent. I’m sorry to have called you in the middle of the work day with no warning, but I have a situation where time is of the essence.”
Cody gave Sam a puzzled look. “What is going on?”
Sam shrugged and Arthur continued, “Two weeks ago, I got a very interesting phone call from a private adoption agency asking about you.”
“Did someone pick our book?” Sam and Cody had made a photo album of their lives for potential birth mothers to look through.
“No.”
Both Sam and Cody slumped back into their seats at the same moment and shared a rueful look. “Well, then what is going on? Enough with the lawyer-speak. Just spit it out.”
“Yes, well it seems on the night Nancy gave birth, there was another birth mother on the floor with her. She heard you two talking outside of her room after Nancy had broken the news to you about keeping the baby.”
Sam struggled to remember that horrible night and had a vague recollection of the door to the room next to Nancy’s being open. “I thought she was asleep.”
“No, she wasn’t and she heard most of your conversation. Enough to convince her that you are the ones she wants to adopt her baby.” He took a deep breath. “But she wants to meet with you.”
Cody sat forward and gripped the arms of the chair. “Where and when?” He glanced over at Sam and winced. “I mean we’ll probably need to discuss this first.”
Sam tried to keep his excitement under control but his voice came out fast. “I’m good. How about you?”
“Yep, good to go here.”
“So when is the soonest we can meet her?”
“Is later this afternoon too early for you?”
Sam shook his head and his partner answered, “Nope, that’s perfect. Where are we meeting?”
“At my office at five p.m. Now before you agree to anything, you need to know she wants an open adoption.”
Sam mentally went through all of the adoption terminology while Cody asked, “What does that mean?”
“It means she wants to maintain contact with the child. In her case, she wants to be able to send Christmas and birthday cards while receiving letters and pictures from you as the baby grows up.”
Sam rubbed his lips. “That’s not exactly what we were thinking of for our adoption.”
“I know, which was why I was hesitant to bring this to your attention, but the birth mother is pretty adamant you’re the right ones for her baby girl.”
“Girl?” Cody stared at him and a twinkle gleamed in his eyes. “A baby girl?”
Sam managed to hide his laugh behind a cough. “I’m not making any promises, but we’ll at least meet with her and see what she has to say.”
“Sounds good. Just so you know, I’ve run a background check on the birth mother. That’s why it took so long for me to contact you. She is a very accomplished young lady despite her hard upbringing.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll let her tell you her story, and you can go from there.”
“A girl…” Cody said in a soft voice as he gripped Sam’s hand.
Not bothering to hide his laugh, Sam nodded. “Yes, Cody. We get it. The baby is a girl. We’ll see you at five, Arthur.”
“See you then, gentlemen.”
Sam ended the call and turned to his husband. “You know this is a long shot, right?”
Cody gave him a dreamy smile. “Yep.”
“You know this probably won’t work out.”
“Yep.”
Sam closed his eyes and prayed for patience. “Don’t get too attached to this idea yet. Look at how badly our perfect adoption ended.”
“I know.” He shook his head and some of the joy went out of his eyes. “Really, I know. I mean I’m not sure how I feel about an open adoption. Or if we’ll even hit it off with the birth mom. I mean she could be a flake, for all we know. After all, she picked us off a conversation overheard in a hallway.” He shook his head and pulled his hand away from Sam. “But I’ve gotta have hope. You know what I mean? I’ve gotta have faith it will all work out in the end.”
Sam thought that was an extremely naïve and idealistic view, but he didn’t have the heart to tell his husband his own faith had suffered because of the failed adoption. He couldn’t help but wince mentally at the thought of having to support Cody through another adoption that fell through, much less deal with his own grief. “Well, let’s not get too excited. Just try to keep it in perspective.”
Cody nodded but that goofy smile hovered around his lips again. “A little girl.”
Sam rolled his eyes. “Yes, the baby in question is a girl. But there is a very slim chance this will work out. Very, very slim.”
With a deep sigh, Cody stood and moved behind him. He draped his arms around Sam’s neck and nibbled on his ear, sending a shiver down Sam’s spine. “But what if it does work out?”
“It probably won’t.”
“But what if it does?” He added a small lick along the column of Sam’s neck.
“We have to be practical.”
“A baby girl….” He bit the tender flesh of Sam’s earlobe. “Our baby girl.”
“Cody….” His denials trailed off to a gasp when his husband reached down and gripped his hardening cock through the soft cloth of his khaki pants. It took him a second to bat his lover’s hand away, but by then the damage was already done and he had a raging erection tenting out his pants.
His lover laughed and stepped back, looking happier than he had been in weeks. “Fine. The birth mother will turn out to be a meth addict who is searching for two gay sugar daddies to support her and she isn’t even really pregnant—it’s a pillow under her shirt. Does that make you happy?”
“Asshole,” Sam muttered as he adjusted his now fully awake dick that didn’t yet realize it wasn’t going to get any attention. Cody shut the door after himself and Sam sighed. He glanced at the blueprints on his desk and tried to get his mind back into work mode. Unfortunately, as he pored over the worksheet, all he could think about was tiny pink baby clothes, and despite his best efforts, he began to hope.



Chapter Six
 

 

Sam took in a deep breath of air as Cody brushed some imaginary lint from the shoulder of his black suit. They had both left work early, each too keyed up to get anything done. After a quick shower and change, they found themselves in Arthur’s plush office conference room. The long, ebony wood table had been polished until it gleamed. At both ends of the table sat a modern silver tray with glasses and a pitcher of water.
Sam wished that pitcher held brandy instead because he could surely use a drink.
His husband stood and paced, then sat and fiddled with his tie, then stood and returned to pacing, all in less than a minute. If he didn’t sit down and chill out soon, Sam was going to duct tape him to his chair.
“Would you please sit down? I don’t want the first thing she sees to be you prowling like a caged beast.”
Cody blinked at him then smiled. “Caged beast, huh?”
“Just park your ass in that chair.”
He did and immediately began tapping his foot. Sam closed his eyes and counted to ten, twice, before a brief knock sounded at the door. Arthur came into the room followed by a very tall, very pretty, and very pregnant Latina girl. Behind her came a well-put-together woman in her fifties, who had to be the caseworker from the adoption agency.
Arthur smiled as Cody and Sam stood. “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet Maria Epseranza and Ms. Cummings from the adoption agency.”
Maria brushed past Arthur and approached them with a broad smile. “It is so nice to finally meet you face-to-face.” She gave them each a hug, and Sam stared at her in bafflement.
His partner regained his senses first. “Nice to meet you as well, Maria.”
She smiled and Sam found himself hoping her daughter had her dimples. “Shall we sit? We have much to discuss.”
Arthur looked a bit miffed at having lost control of the meeting so quickly but Ms. Cummings smiled and patted him on the back. They all took a seat and Maria gingerly lowered herself into the chair.
“It’s getting harder every day to get back up once I’m down.” She smiled again and met their gazes in turn. “I’m sorry to rush you on this, and I wish we had more time to get to know each other, but my little one isn’t going to wait much longer.”
With a loud throat-clearing, Arthur started to speak. “Ms. Esperanza—”
She held up her hand and gave him a small smile. “Please, let me finish. I promise it won’t take long and then you can get into all the fun legal stuff.” Without waiting for Arthur to agree, she turned back to Sam. “I know it was very rude of me, but I eavesdropped on your conversation at the hospital the night Nancy told you she was keeping her baby.”
Cody drummed his fingers on the table. “Do you know Nancy?”
“Not before that night. After you left, and while Ms. Cummings was still sleeping, I went over and introduced myself. I wanted to know more about you.” She shook her head, and for a moment, Sam got a glimpse of how nervous she was as she flattened her hands on the table. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. This will make more sense if I tell you why I was in the hospital. Earlier that day, I received word the couple I’d chosen as adoptive parents for my baby couldn’t deal with it being an open adoption. They told me they didn’t want her and I took it…well, let’s just say it almost put me in early labor.”
“I’m sorry,” Sam said in a low voice.
“Don’t be. I’m glad I found out what kind of people they were before the baby was born.” Her lower lip trembled but she met their gazes head-on. “Mr. Denham, Mr. McPherson, I’m not asking for much. I want to know she is okay and that giving her up for adoption was the best gift I could ever give her. I want her to know that because I love her so much, I placed her with the best parents I could find. I grew up in the foster system, and I don’t have the family to support me keeping her. Even if I wanted to, I’m two years away from finishing my degree and I’m on a track scholarship. The coach has managed to keep me on as long as he can without actually running but after I have her, I have to get back into shape and finish school.”
She leaned forward to reach for a glass but her belly got in the way. With a rueful grin, Sam poured her some water and handed it to her. “How far along are you?”
“Thirty-seven weeks, so she could come any day now.” She smiled and rubbed her stomach. “Thank goodness I’m so tall because she is going to be a big baby.”
“Healthy?” Cody asked.
Ms. Cummings spoke up. “Maria has done all of her prenatal care and has done an excellent job of exercising and eating right. As far as we can tell, the baby is perfectly healthy.”
“Why us?” Cody blurted out. His face turned a deep shade of crimson but he didn’t drop Maria’s gaze.
“Because you have good hearts.” Now she flushed and looked down at the table, tracing one long finger over the surface. “This may sound silly…but I prayed for you. Just when I was feeling my worst, the rejection of the other adopted family a bitter weight on my soul, I prayed for the right parents to come along, then a few hours later, I was woken up by the yelling of that horrid woman.”
“Mrs. Yost,” Arthur, Sam, and Cody all said at the same time and in the same disgusted tone.
Maria giggled and Sam could see a hint of the beautiful woman she would be someday. “Yeah, her.” She gave a mock shudder. “So after I heard you guys talking, I went over to Nancy’s room and asked her about you. She said you are the best people she’s ever met and if you weren’t gay, she’d marry both of you in a heartbeat.”
They all laughed and Sam’s shoulders eased a bit. “Does that bother you?”
She widened her eyes and gave him an innocent look. “What? That Nancy wants to live in a poly relationship with you?”
“No. Does it bother you that we’re gay?”
“No.” She took a deep breath but her voice came out low, barely above a whisper. “I was molested twice by two different foster fathers. I know it’s stupid, but I’d feel safer with her being with a gay couple. I know how fucked up that is, but it’s the truth.”
Ms. Cummings stood and put her hands on Maria’s shoulders, lending her support. “Maria is quite an accomplished young lady, and in many ways wise beyond her years. She also has a good head on her shoulders and I can tell you she didn’t come to her decision to choose you lightly.” She gave Maria a fond smile. “Let’s just say we spent a lot of time discussing her decision and although at first I thought she was being a bit impulsive, I will say I think she was right. You would be wonderful parents for her baby.”
“What about the father?”
Maria looked down at the table. “Doesn’t want anything to do with me or the baby.” Ms. Cummings nodded in agreement. “Before I was removed by the state, I lived with my drug-addicted mother. I don’t even know who my own father is.” She wiped at her eyes and gave them a watery smile. “Sorry, pregnancy hormones. Look, I don’t want that for my daughter. With you, she’d have two and she would know who I am. And according to your adoption profile, you have enough brothers, sisters, nieces, and nephews so she’ll have a big family and never be alone.”
“If,” Arthur interjected, “my clients agree to the terms of the open adoption.”
Sam nodded. “Of course we would need to discuss this first.”
Cody stood and walked over to the door. “Ladies, and Arthur, if you could give us a moment please?”
Arthur didn’t appear happy but he plastered on a solicitous smile and ushered the women out into the hallway with a final warning look for Cody.
The door shut with a soft click and Sam glanced across the conference room at his husband. He then said the only thing he could. “I guess everything does happen for a reason.”
“Is that yes?”
He didn’t like making quick decisions, but everything in his heart and soul told him this was the right call. “Yes.”
Cody whipped open the door and yelled down the hall. “Arthur, get in here, we have some adoption papers we need to sign.”
 

***
 

Three weeks later, Sam adjusted the silver-and-blue wrapped Christmas gift, and Cody shook his head. In a soft voice he said, “No, I think the red-and-green box looks better.”
Juanita spoke up from behind them. “No, I like the yellow-and-blue gift. It sets off her bow.”
Vince, their photographer, made a disgruntled sound. “If you three don’t stop farting around with my backdrop, I’m going to leave and you can have some tacky, off-center picture for your angel’s first Christmas.” He gestured to Cody. “Straighten her wings and stop touching the presents. They are perfect; Seraphina is perfect. Now stop fussing with perfection.”
Sam tried not to laugh as his husband straightened the white feather angel wings they’d laid on the baby’s back. The object of their affection made a soft gurgle, and they all froze. Seraphina squirmed a bit on her blanket, her perfect pink lips opening and closing as if sucking a bottle. Dressed in a white lace gown that set off her soft caramel skin and with her head full of wispy, dark hair, she was the most precious thing Sam had ever seen.
While it might be because he was sleep-deprived, he could almost swear the baby glowed with her own inner light. They had decided to name her Seraphina after Sam’s grandmother and her middle name was Ruby after Cody’s grandmother. A unique name for a unique little girl.
The photography lights set up around the baby flashed and she squirmed again, her little face scrunching up. Cody shook his head and sighed. “Ten, nine, eight, seven”—the lights flashed again—“five, four, three, and two—”
Right on cue, Sera’s dark gray eyes opened, and she wailed her discontent at having her nap interrupted. Before she’d taken a breath, Sam had her scooped up in his arms, amazed as always at how well she fit and how holding her felt as natural as breathing. She continued to fuss and was soon surrounded by concerned adults…for about two seconds. The moment everyone got a whiff of her diaper, they all backed away.
“Oh, I see how it is. When she’s clean everyone wants to hold her, but when she’s stinky, she’s all mine.” Sam laughed and nuzzled his face against her fuzzy head before heading for the stairs. “Don’t worry, sugar, I’ll take care of you.”
Cody started to follow him and stopped with a chagrined smile. “I’ll be up in a sec. Let me get the photographer taken care of.”
Sam nodded and cuddled Sera close to his heart. She began to ramp up her complaints as he took the stairs to her room two at a time while keeping a careful hold on her. Precious didn’t even begin to describe the way he felt about her. It was as if his heart had grown an extra chamber he never knew about, filled with an overwhelming amount of love for the little girl, for his daughter.
He rushed through her room to her changing table and set her down quickly, removing her soiled diaper with the speed of a pit crew changing a tire at Talladega.
“Good Lord. For such a small thing, you make a really smelly mess.” He slipped her out of her fancy dress and put on a more comfortable cream onesie with bright yellow ducks all over it. A good deal of the clothes they’d gotten for Gary were unisex, so they’d used those for Sera. They’d given all the boy clothes to Nancy, who’d been extremely grateful. They’d ended up talking with her late into the night, exchanging stories about the babies and all the newborn issues they were all going through. That conversation had done a great deal to heal the rift between them and both he and Cody felt like a weight had been lifted from their hearts.
He smiled and placed his daughter on his shoulder, gently humming and rocking her while looking around her room. In record time, they’d changed the baby boy decor to baby girl. Everywhere he looked, there were soft pinks and lace, pretty baubles up on high shelves, and lacy dresses. His mother had told him that by giving her such a girly nursery, he’d ensured Sera would be a tomboy.
It amazed him how much his whole world had changed, how the center of his universe had become not one, but two people. His love for Cody had grown as well, and he thought he would burst with pride and happiness every time he saw his rugged, handsome husband handling their daughter as if she were made of glass. The first week they’d brought her home, Cody had ended up sleeping on the floor next to her crib. While Sam would chide him for it in the morning, he felt better knowing his husband was right there with her.
“There’s my sweet potato,” his partner said from behind him, moments before he wrapped his arms around Sam.
Sam sighed in exasperation. “I wish you’d pick another nickname for her.”
“What? She’s at that potato stage where they don’t really do anything other than sit around like a couch potato.” He placed a kiss on top of her head, nuzzling the baby fuzz. “But she is the sweetest potato ever.”
“Well don’t blame me if she hates you as a teenager for making that her nickname.”
Cody laughed softly. “Don’t worry; she’ll hate you too. It’s all part of growing up.”
The idea of the precious little girl in his arms growing into a teenager scared the crap out of him. “No, she is going to stay our sweet little girl forever.”
“Just keep telling yourself that.”
She started to squirm again, and Sam laughed. “Can you tell Juanita to get her bottle ready?”
“I swear, if we put her in a drinking contest, she’d win hands down.”
“She’s just a growing girl.” He stroked the back of her little fist and she opened her hand before grasping his thumb. “Look at these long fingers. She will probably be tall like her mother.”
“Speaking of which, the photographer said he’ll e-mail Maria and ask her which pictures she wants.”
“Excellent.” He nodded at the stinky diaper. “On your way down, can you dispose of the toxic waste?”
Cody wrinkled his nose and gingerly picked up the diaper like it was a grenade. “I’ll be glad when this mustard poop stage is over.”
“Me too.” He gave his husband a kiss on the cheek and smiled. Sera tried to tip her head back to look for her other daddy. “We better feed her and get her down for her nap soon. We’ve got the big Christmas Eve party at your parents’ tonight.”
“Don’t remind me. I need to make a sign to hang on her back that says ‘Don’t touch or breathe on the baby.’”
“I’ll bring the sling. That way they’ll have to get past us to get to her.”
“Why don’t we take a nap while she does?”
“I’m not really that tired. With Juanita taking morning feeding duties and Sera only waking up three times last night, I actually got some good sleep.”
“I’m not talking about that kind of nap.”
“Oh…ohh. Yes. Well you go ahead and I’ll be there as soon as Juanita gets here with her bottle.”
Cody nodded and left the nursery, a definite swagger in his walk, which warmed Sam from the inside out. He grinned and turned Sera so he could look into her face while cradling her. She fussed then quieted down when he began to rock her, gently stroking her cheek with the tips of his fingers. Her skin had to be the softest thing he’d ever felt. She looked up at him with her big gray eyes and his soul filled to bursting with joy.
He adored her. There was no other word for it.
All too soon Juanita came up with the bottle and she gave him a radiant smile as she sat down in the rocking chair. “I’ll take the sweet angel.”
Sam reluctantly handed Sera over and gave her fluffy hair one last stroke. “Thank you, Juanita. For everything. We really appreciate that you are her nanny.”
“And head housekeeper,” Juanita said with a sniff as she expertly adjusted a fussy Sera for her feeding.
“Yes, and head housekeeper.” Sam tried to smother a smile. They’d hired a maid and a part-time chef to help free up Juanita’s time with Sera during the day while they were at work. Not that they’d gotten much work done since she got home. Thank goodness it was the holidays and most of the construction business closed down for Christmas.
“Now, off with you. I need my time with la angelita.”
Sam walked to the nursery door and turned back, trying to hide his grin. “What time do you want me to wake you up from your nap?”
It was a running joke in the house that anyone who rocked Sera to sleep in the comfortable glide rocker ended up falling asleep with her. Juanita flushed and popped the bottle into Sera’s eager mouth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
He laughed and closed the door softly as he left. On the walk down the long hall to the master bedroom, his brain, and body, began to shift gears. The love in his heart remained the same, but it took on a different, more mature edge. An edge filled with desire and need. With each step, his arousal grew until his cock stiffened in his jeans. He paused outside the door and adjusted himself.
When he let himself into their bedroom, it took a moment for his eyes to get used to the dim lighting. Their room was a massive octagon shape with a towering exposed cedar-beam ceiling. The only illumination in the room came from a stained glass skylight, bathing the bed beneath in soft rose, gold, and cobalt-blue shadows. The thick blackout curtains had been closed, blocking out the bright Nevada sunshine and Cody lay in the middle of the bed, naked, with something round and sparkling between his butt cheeks.
Curious, Sam moved closer to the bed, shedding his clothes as he went. By the time he’d crossed the big room and crawled up the edge of the bed, he couldn’t help the big grin that stretched his face. The sparkles were from a butt plug nestled between his lover’s firm ass cheeks. Instead of the regular one his lover used to prepare himself for being on the receiving end, this toy was new. On the flat, broad base, a candy cane had been done in rhinestones.
“Merry Christmas,” Cody said with a grin. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m giving you this present early.”
Sam’s dick throbbed with the hard pulses of blood being rushed to it. “I love it.”
He reached for Cody but his husband shook his head and smiled. “Smell anything different?”
Puzzled, Sam took a deep breath of the air and caught the distinct smell of peppermint. “What is that?”
“A new lube I got. It makes everything…tingle.” He wiggled and his eyes became heavy-lidded with pleasure. “It feels really good. But I think it would feel better with your cock inside of me.”
“Feeling a bit greedy?”
Cody turned on his side, a band of blue light arcing over his hip and illuminating his straining erection. “I was thinking about you while I waited.”
“What were you thinking about?” Sam slowly stroked his cock.
His husband’s gaze fastened on Sam’s hand. He wet his lips. “I was thinking about what it felt like to have you coming inside of me.” With a small smile, he crawled over the mattress to Sam. “I was thinking about how good you feel.” He rubbed his cheek against the hollow of Sam’s hip, his voice a low growl. “I was thinking about how much I love you.”
His husband’s voice wove a spell of seduction around Sam, each word caressing his body and strengthening up his need. Cody slowly kissed his way up Sam’s torso, pausing to nibble on his ribs. When he reached one of Sam’s nipples, he stopped and lightly flicked the tight nub with the tip of his tongue before sucking hard. Sam’s back arched and he buried his hands in Cody’s still-thick hair. Cody moved to Sam’s other nipple and continued his sensual assault, the moist tip of his erection painting a trail against his stomach.
Both men knelt face to face, their dicks pressed against each other. With a slight rock of his abdomen Sam rubbed his torso against Cody’s, delighting in the scratch of hair and brush of another hard body. His arousal quickly turned to lust and he couldn’t resist the lure of the curve of muscle connecting his partner’s neck to his shoulders. There was something about that particular spot that had always been a turn-on for him, and he kissed and licked his way along that section of skin, then bit down hard enough to leave a mark.
Cody growled deep in his throat and rubbed his dick against Sam. Their lips met in a flurry of need and Sam eagerly opened for his husband, sucking on his tongue and earning another moan. They kissed until Sam’s lips were swollen and tender, until his erection had reached a painful state of arousal.
With more strength than he’d intended, he pushed Cody down onto the bed and pinned him there with his hand on the back of his lover’s neck. “I’m going to take you rough and hard.”
Cody groaned and arched his back. Sam had discovered during their time together that sometimes his husband really got off on playing the submissive role in bed. Especially when he was going to be the one taking it in his tight, pink ass. Sam continued to hold his husband down and slowly teased the butt plug from his rear, loving the way his tight anus tried to hold on to its prize.
The plug came out with a soft pop and Cody shuddered. Sam leaned over, his dick pressed against the crease of his lover’s ass, and whispered in his ear. “Are you ready?”
In response, Cody shifted his hips so that Sam’s dick slid against him in a pleasant stroke. Where his cock touched the lube it began to tingle, and he silently swore at how good it felt. There was no way he was going to last long with his lover all worked up like this, so he had to make sure his lover was taken care of as well.
“On your back.”
He flipped over and spread his legs wide. The sight of his blood-engorged prick bouncing off his flat lower abs had Sam gritting his teeth and trying to hold onto his self-control. He guided his prick to the tight bud of his husband’s anus and began to slowly push in. The immediate cooling tingle of the lube combined with the tight clutch of the other man’s body trying to pull him in made his balls tighten. Inch by careful inch he filled his lover, taking a primal delight in watching Cody yield to him.
His husband’s breath came out in a harsh rush when Sam filled him, his balls resting against Cody’s ass. He stayed there and spit into his hand before grabbing his lover’s dick and stroking him.
He managed to speak, but his voice came out rough. “I want you to just lay back and let me fuck you, let me jerk you off. The only thing I want you thinking about is pleasure.”
“Holy fucking shit,” his husband hissed, and his internal muscles clenched Sam’s dick like a hot fist.
He began to work his husband with short, jabbing strokes that eased into longer and deeper penetrations. Cody had his eyes closed and gripped the white sheets with his fists. The contraction of his stomach muscles in time to Sam’s thrusts were a work of art and he couldn’t wait to lick the cum off his lover’s abs.
Lust burned through him and his cock became hypersensitive to each pull and thrust, the sensation even more intense because of the cooling lube. Sweat broke out over his skin, and the combined scent of their musk filled the air around them. With Cody highlighted in the mellow lights of the stained glass skylight, he made an image of such decadent pleasure that Sam was sure he would never forget it.
His partner’s head tipped back, and he strained against Sam, meeting each thrust with a cry that made the cum boil in Sam’s balls. Two short jerks later and Cody’s seed shot out of his cock, each a miniblast of pleasure. Each jet of cum made his lover’s body clench his dick and Sam gave up the fight, burying himself all the way to the hilt and giving over to his own release.
The first spurt had him yelling out and his body shuddered again and again. Bliss suffused him and he was only dimly aware of Cody whispering dirty things to him, urging Sam to fill him up with his cum. He slowly rocked in and out of his lover, savoring the almost painful sensitivity of his dick. With one last grunt, he pulled out and fell face first next to Cody.
He’d get up and clean himself and his lover up in just one second.
That second turned into minutes, and the bed shifted as the other man got up. A few minutes later, the mattress sank and Cody curled up next to him, his heavy thigh going over the rise of Sam’s butt as he pulled him closer. Sam turned his head enough to speak. “Fucking awesome.”
His husband laughed and kissed his sweat-damp shoulder. “I thought you might like that.”
“Mmmmhmmm.”
“I can’t believe how…well happy I am.”
“What do you mean?”
“When I married you, I thought I had reached the peak of happiness, that there couldn’t be anything even close to it in the universe. But when I see you with our daughter my heart melts. I mean it literally melts in my chest, and I’m filled with so much love I feel like I’m going to burst.”
Sam smiled and turned so that Cody could spoon him. “I don’t care what anyone says, there is nothing as sexy as a man who is also a good father. When I see the way you look at Sera, I get choked up. The first time you held her, I thought I was going to cry like in some cheesy Hallmark commercial.”
“Well thank God you didn’t. I’d have to revoke your man card.”
Sam gently threw his shoulder back. “Prick.”
“Yes, but I’m your prick.”
They laughed and slowly Sam’s breathing evened out. Cody pulled the light sheet over them and Sam sighed as the cool fabric wafted down around them. Held in his husband’s arms, he drifted off to sleep with a smile curving his lips and joy in his heart.
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Ben Hanson had long ago given up on love, refusing to believe he was worthy of it. When he is given the gift of a 1Night Stand blind date, he goes into it expecting nothing more than a night of savage pleasure. Instead he finds the missing piece of his heart.
Jude Carson has an impossible task in front of him. He has to convince the man he hasn't seen in fifteen years that he still loves him with all of his heart and wants him back. A task made even more difficult by the horrible circumstances that led to their parting and tore their former pride apart.
Ben will have to learn that sometimes the hardest person to forgive is himself if he wants a second chance at the greatest joy he has ever known.
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Construction foreman Cody McPherson always considered himself as straight as they come. That is until he finds himself falling for the handsome stonemason, Sam Denham, who constantly occupies his thoughts. He wants Sam, badly, and can’t get the man out of his mind. Worse yet, he isn’t even sure if Sam is gay. When he finds out that Sam has signed up with a dating service searching for a guy who looks exactly like him Cody is even more eager, and confused than before.
Sam can’t believe that he’s developed a huge crush on his obviously straight co-worker. Even worse, the job that allowed him to see Cody on an almost daily basis has ended and he desperately misses his buddy in a way that goes far beyond just friendship. In an effort to soothe his aching heart and body, he tries to get a blind date with someone like Cody so he can pretend for just one night that he holds Cody in his arms.
When Cody himself shows up as Sam’s blind date, he is at once elated and afraid of having his heart broken by just another straight guy looking to sample the gay life. He wants to be so much more than Cody’s 1Night Stand and if he’s given the chance, Sam will do anything to prove that love doesn’t discriminate based on gender.
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