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Suncoast Society

Time Out of Mind

Doyle Turner’s a psychologist specializing in addiction recovery and is a professional sober companion. He’s also a recovering alcoholic with over twenty years of sobriety under his belt. And he’s a Dom in his personal life, which he hasn’t had much of lately.

Mevi Maynard not only tests Doyle’s infinite patience, the handsome rock star is testing his self-control, too. Mevi Maynard’s rock-bottom crash follows the discovery that his manager stole his fortune. Now, Mevi’s fresh out of rehab. But if he doesn’t want to file bankruptcy, he has to stay sober for the new tour, or he’s out of the band. But what he can’t admit to Doyle—and has never admitted to anyone—is that he’s gay.

One patient Dom. One stubborn rock star. Both are really stupid men, according to their friend Tilly. Can she help the men get out of their own way and see the light, and their love for each other, before it’s too late?
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Chapter One

 

I hate LA.

Over the Pacific Ocean, a haze bled out toward the western horizon, blocking a clear view of it. It didn’t help any that the sun rising behind him struggled to make its way through wildfire smoke from the latest natural disaster.

As Doyle stood on Huntington Beach early that Thursday morning and worked through his usual tai chi form, he ignored everyone around him. He’d been living in LA for five years now, transplanted from Sarasota, looking for a new start.

Then again, that was the same reason a lot of people arrived in this town. Although he wasn’t interested in acting or being in front of a camera.

And, mostly, he was still looking.

Oh, for the most part, he had that new start professionally. He’d moved out here to work for a private addiction treatment facility as one of their counselors, until a lucky accidental encounter with the business manager of a Hollywood A-list actor ended up with him doing a four-month, all-expenses-paid stint as a private sober companion during their overseas movie shoot.

At twice the salary he would have made working for the facility full-time for a year. He still worked for the facility part-time when between private SC assignments, as he was now, short hiatuses that rarely lasted longer than a month.

He’d quickly found himself in great demand for his SC services. Someone with his particular training, as well as his unique… personality type, and his growing reputation for extreme discretion and carefully protected anonymity, meant he could practically write his own paychecks.

The bigger the star, the bigger the check.

Or, in some cases, the bigger the potential scandal, the bigger the check.

Frequently, studios’ insurance companies wouldn’t cover an actor who had a troubled history with substance abuse.

That’s where he came in. He was there to ensure the actor stayed clean and sober, made their call times, and didn’t get into trouble. He was their handler and silent shadow, allowed full access to everywhere on the set and off it that his client went. If they didn’t stick to that deal, their insurance could be pulled, it could void their contract, and possibly cost them a penalty.

It didn’t hurt that Doyle was a recovering alcoholic himself, even though he’d drunk his way into recovery by the time he was nineteen and hadn’t touched it since. He knew the drill. He understood.

It especially didn’t hurt that a majority of the celebrities he dealt with were, at heart, spoiled, narcissistic submissive little weenies who needed a calm, firm hand at the helm.

That’s where being a Dom came in handy.

 

* * * *

 

When Doyle finished, he walked back to his tiny rented apartment a few blocks from the beach. This was his little bit of zen before he started his day, and a rare treat to be able to get to the beach and not have to do it indoors while working somewhere on location.

The Pacific Ocean was nothing like the Gulf of Mexico, unfortunately. Even the water here was different, cold on the warmest of days. Couldn’t just jump in and paddle around and not freeze your balls off.

Or if you did, you had to worry if there was a great white waiting out there to take a test taste of your drumstick.

I wonder if sharks think people taste like chicken?

Born and raised in Florida, he’d always felt like a fish out of water here. It’d started out more feeling like an outsider, and he thought as he met people that would change.

It didn’t.

He didn’t fit in with the social circles, he didn’t fit in even with his own peers, for the most part. He’d left his friends back in Florida, and while he kept in touch with them privately via Facebook and e-mail, most of them were kinky.

Now, he kept to himself and had made a couple of acquaintances in the local kinky community, but due to his work he had to keep an extremely low profile. It wouldn’t do to have his clients’ trust in him ruined.

He truly missed Florida, but after his divorce, he thought the opportunity to have a clean break would be even better if he’d made it a literal one and not just a metaphorical one. He’d made that decision after bumbling around a little and failing to find his focus, his center.

Not to mention a couple of short-lived relationships.

Plus the money had been damned good. He’d received the job lead at the rehab center from a former college buddy and had decided to go for it.

After showering and fixing himself a breakfast smoothie, he dressed and headed down to his car to make the drive south. While many Angelenos were heading into the city proper for work, he was actually driving away from it.

“The Compound,” as it was unofficially dubbed by the staff, was located south of Laguna Beach. The five acres were probably worth what someone could buy a subdivision-worth of land in Sarasota County for.

Maybe in south or east Sarasota County.

And it was one of the best-kept secrets in the area. Not one of those stupid wink-wink, the paparazzi knows you’re there before you even finish your intake forms kind of places, either.

Cash-only, for starters, which helped protect their clients’ privacy from paper trails. No insurance accepted, because the people coming to them could afford to pay out-of-pocket.

Rigorous background checks for all staff, right down to the maintenance crew. They had the best-paid housekeepers anywhere.

Only certain clients were accepted. They couldn’t be raging public Dumpster fires, meaning their addiction had either been caught early, or had been kept quiet enough not to draw excess attention to it. The clients couldn’t be violent, or up on charges for serious crimes, or embroiled in a nasty divorce being fought as much in the press as it was in the courts. They couldn’t have a criminal history other than minor traffic infractions, or charges from an extremely short list of misdemeanors that weren’t violent in nature.

They also had to be able to afford their services. And they had to be over eighteen years old.

It wasn’t just celebrities they treated. Anyone able to pay their way in and meet the criteria could seek treatment there. They had clients fly in from overseas, especially people sent there by rich Japanese parents who wanted to keep a scandal literally far from their shores.

He’d only been back at The Compound for five days now. It was nice to settle into a routine when he’d spent the last three months freezing his nuts off in fucking Norway babysitting a woman who was a frustrated, bratty submissive babygirl with severely undealt-with daddy issues.

Once he’d pegged her particular niche in his undocumented personal categorization criteria of the people he dealt with, and treated her accordingly, she’d been easy to manage. Carrot and stick. She’d been starved for healthy attention and praise, and he gave that to her in a non-dysfunctional way, managing to get her through the shoot.

And she’d set a personal best of never missing a day of shooting or being late for a call time and it being her fault.

He couldn’t blame her for her only time being late, the flat tire and long, cold wait until someone on the production crew could come back for them. Especially since he’d been driving at the time and hadn’t seen the damn pothole in the fog and pre-dawn gloom.

No, he didn’t get sexual, much less very personal with his clients, beyond what was required for his job. He never even mentioned BDSM to them.

He didn’t need to. Most of them didn’t know much about the lifestyle beyond “the movie.” They didn’t have to. He took care of it—and them—for them. Resulting in happy directors and producers, happy business managers, talent who were on the road to rehabbing their lives and reputations, and his own bank account making him smile when he looked at the direct deposits.

Too bad he couldn’t say as much about his personal life.

Unfortunately, his professional life precluded him having a personal life. Which was okay, for now. He was socking away money for an early retirement and departure from California. He could return to Florida, since he’d maintained his license there, and start working for any number of high-end addiction facilities. Wouldn’t pay nearly as much, but the cost of living there was far less, and by the time he was ready to finally give up on California, he’d have what he needed to make up for what he’d lost in his divorce.

Well, except for his peace of mind.

No amount of money could restore that.

 

* * * *

 

By noon, Doyle was pretty sure he wanted to bend at least three of the clients he’d seen over a spanking bench and paddle their asses red.

Since he couldn’t do that, he satisfied himself with visualizing it while trying to pay attention to them.

He got it. They were early in their recovery, still grasping at straws for excuses, and had not yet realized that the addiction was stronger than they were. It was easy to say it to someone from the other side, but another thing for a person new to recovery to actually internalize it.

He’d internalized it as a kid, with a dying single mother, his father having died years earlier. A kid who finally woke up in his own puke one too many times and realized if he didn’t get his shit together, he might be dead, too.

And he hadn’t wanted to die.

At the time, he hadn’t known anything about twelve-step programs. He couldn’t have afforded a box of bandages, much less in-patient treatment. He’d just…tried.

And kept trying.

Until one day, the trying was a little easier, and he’d managed to stay sober for over a year. He’d also managed to pull his shit together in time to graduate high school just before his mother lost her battle with uterine cancer.

He’d put himself through college and swore he’d stay sober and make her proud.

Unfortunately, he’d stuffed some things about himself down deep, along with the addiction he’d forced himself to battle into a truce.

Things that hadn’t come out until later.

The Dom stuff, he knew that early on, in his early twenties.

He couldn’t make himself admit he was bisexual until he was twenty-nine. By that time, he was already married to Kathy and thought he was doing the things he was supposed to be doing to be “successful.”

Not so much, it turned out.

At least he’d managed to maintain his sobriety, never wanting to return to those dark and ugly days when he was a kid thinking that relief and escape would lie in drinking enough, maybe enough so he wouldn’t wake up the next morning.

Until he’d realized how that was only killing his mother’s spirit a little faster than the cancer was.

 

* * * *

 

After morning sessions, Doyle headed out to find lunch in Laguna Beach. He could have eaten at The Compound for free, but needed to walk some tension off. His morning clients were all alcoholics, no drug addicts or multiple addictions today. Two whiny college coeds, a depressed housewife, a needy acting coach, and a lawyer having a midlife crisis when, in reality, he had nothing to bitch about except the fact that he substituted alcohol for facing his lack of ambition.

Feeling like this, Doyle knew, meant that he needed out of the office.

ASAP.

He stopped at a local wood-fired pizza place. It’d give him plenty for leftovers later. He’d just received his order when his personal cell rang from a local number he didn’t recognize. He almost let it go to voice mail but decided to answer it in case it was his next lucrative sober companion assignment.

“Hello, Doyle Turner.”

“Is this my psycho Dom buddy?”

Doyle laughed. “Tilly. Where are you? Why are you calling me from a local number?”

“Because I’m sort of local now. Part-time, at least. I came over to the Dark Side.” As he ate, she gave him the short version of the events that had brought her to LA.

“I’m guessing you’re still here in LA?” she asked.

“For right now I am.”

“Goodie. I guessed right.”

“Why do I have a feeling this isn’t a purely social call, my dear?”

“Because it’s not. You still working in the addiction field, correct? Sober companion?”

“I am. Why?” He’d mentioned to very few people—Tilly being one of them—that in addition to his job at the rehab center he took on private sober companion gigs.

“It’s…ah…delicate. Not involving me or Cris or Landry. Client of a business manager friend-slash-associate. Do you still handle…high-profile clients?”

“Depends on what’s needed, the timeframe, and the fee they can pay.”

“Can you meet with us tonight to hear us out? I’m guessing that if you can’t help us, at least you might be able to refer us to someone trustworthy who can.”

He was intrigued. Tilly wasn’t one for unnecessary drama. “Can’t tell me anything more than that, huh?”

“Not without an NDA, sorry. Not by my choice, but that was what was requested by the other party. You know me, I keep a confidence. Please? For me? At least to listen and possibly advise. And we’ll buy you dinner. Sushi. I remember how much you love it.”

He thought about it for a moment. This was Tilly. It’d be nice to see an old friend from Sarasota. “Sure. For you, anything. Give me a time and address.” She did. “So why me?” She had piqued his curiosity, for sure.

“Because I trust you, for starters. Also, from what I know, I suspect your more Domly charms might be needed for this one, if you take the case.”

“I don’t do pro Domming.”

“No, I just meant your Dom ’tude. We’ll talk tonight.”

“Okay.” After ending the call, Doyle tried not to ponder it too deeply. Because the more he thought about it, the more intrigued he was.

Why was Tilly involved, exactly?

This could be interesting.

As he sat and ate his lunch, he wondered about that. He hadn’t realized Tilly was working out here part-time, much less what she’d been doing lately. He knew Landry and Cris had an office out here, although he had heard vague details about their family growing on the heels of tragedy. She didn’t discuss her professional life at all on social media.

If nothing else, it’d be good to see her and her men again.

Plus, hello, free dinner. He’d never turn his nose up at that. 


Chapter Two

 

Fortunately, Doyle didn’t have any late afternoon clients. That allowed him plenty of time to swing by home and drop his leftover pizza off in the fridge, shower, change, and get back on the road to make the meeting in time.

He hated LA traffic. Had he thought Sarasota was crazy during snowbird season?

Ha!

What a laugh.

I miss Sarasota.

Not words he ever imagined himself uttering when he first moved to LA, to be honest. When he’d left, he’d seen it as a new start, a challenge.

Then the novelty wore off.

As he slowly made his way toward the office address Tilly gave him, the traffic already growing thick despite it not being rush hour yet, he let his mind wander. If Tilly was calling him in, and she worked for a movie production company with Trevor Nichols, that was…big. He remembered hearing some scuttlebutt a couple of years earlier regarding the guy down in Florida, but he’d never put things together or assumed he knew the other people, even though they’d looked vaguely familiar from the few brief TV clips he’d seen.

Actually, it turned out he had known them, casually, through the Suncoast Society munches, now that Tilly had filled in those blanks.

It’s a really fucking small world.

Hence why he hadn’t tried harder to enter the kink community here in LA. One of the things that allowed him to command such a premium price for his SC services was the fact that nobody knew who the hell he was. Less chance of scuttlebutt about his client’s sobriety reaching the gossip sites if no one knew who he was.

He wanted to keep it that way.

When he finally reached the address nearly thirty minutes early—miracle of miracles—he headed upstairs to the office. When he walked in, even before the receptionist could greet him, Tilly walked out of one of the offices, saw him, and let out a squee before rushing over to engulf him in a hug.

“Dude! It’s so good to see you!”

He couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. He remembered all too well the harsh, sad shell of a woman she’d been following Cris’ sudden departure. This was the “old” Tilly, back with a playful vengeance. He’d met Landry and Cris a couple of years ago when Doyle had briefly visited Sarasota between clients. He’d heard all about those events through mutual friends, though.

Fortunately, it seemed everything had worked out, that fate had finally smiled on Tilly.

“Good to see you, too. I know I’m early, but you know the traffic.”

“Ha! Damn sure do. Come on in.” She led him back the way she’d come and closed the door behind them, an office that was pure Tilly, functional and not frilly or fancy.

Except for the play crib in the corner, and the sleeping baby inside.

“Oh! Is this Katie?”

“Yep. She’s our little angel.” She smiled down at the child, softening her features and taking years off her age.

He’d seen her pictures on Tilly’s private Facebook page. It was good to see his friend truly happy again. “How’s Cris doing?”

“Angry, understandably. We all are, but it’s hitting him hard since we’re coming up on the one-year anniversary. Our wrongful death lawsuit is still winding its way through the courts. We’ll put whatever we get in a savings account for her college education.” She patted his shoulder. “Sit.” She pointed at a sofa before retrieving a pen and folder from her desk and bringing them over.

Handing the folder to him, she said, “This is for today. Sorry, not that I don’t trust you, because I do. But Clark insisted on it.”

“That’s fine. I’m used to it.” He opened it and scanned the document. It was a standard non-disclosure, a very basic one, but enough for their initial talk. He signed and dated it and returned it to her. “So what’s so super-secret?”

“Clark and the others will be here soon. I’ll give you the basics as I know them, in case you want to say no right off the bat. You’d be a sober companion for the next several months to a guy from the music industry. He’s currently in a private and exclusive rehab center, being discharged tonight. Where and to whose custody remains to be seen. Clark’s his business manager. The guy is due to start touring in a couple of months, and the only way his band will agree to him coming back is him staying sober until the tour starts.”

“That’s odd. What about after the tour starts? That’s usually when people have trouble maintaining sobriety.”

“That’s where I’m kind of hazy on the deets. Apparently, in the past, there never was trouble during the road trips. He was all business. But when his mind and time wasn’t heavily scheduled, he got himself into trouble.”

“Gotcha.”

“The other issue is he needs this tour, because his previous business manager is currently sitting in prison for fraud.”

“Youch. Ripped him off?”

“Big time. He’s verging on bankruptcy. He needs this tour, financially, to dig himself out of the hole. And the band can do it without him. He needs them way more than they need him. Apparently, the binding agreement they signed when they first formed the band allows them to vote him out for a short list of deeds—of which the addiction is one—and he’s done. All he’d keep is the rights to the music he wrote, which they contractually have permission to use.”

“Which would make him a lot less than if he was active with the band and raking in full royalties and concert and digital download sales, et cetera.”

“Bingo.”

So far, Doyle hadn’t heard anything he wasn’t up to tackling. “Here are my requirements. He’s not violent, isn’t up on pending charges, and isn’t a media whore. He’s also going to need to listen to me.”

“I can’t answer for the listening to you part. I think the rest of it’s all okay, but Clark can confirm that. You’ll be dealing with Clark for the negotiations. He’s Nick’s manager, or was. Now he’s sort of a partner/consultant with our production company.”

“Nick?”

“Eh, Trevor.” She smiled. “Nick’s his real name and I’m used to calling him that in private, sorry.”

He indicated the office. “Fill in a few of those gaps again on how this came about, please.”

She giggled. “Fill in gaps. That’s what she said.” She did, giving him the full story.

“Ah. Never would have thought that about him,” he said when she finished. “But it explains a few things I’ve heard floating around from time to time.”

Tilly scowled. “What things?”

“Calm down. Just paparazzi rumors. The kind that I rarely ever pay attention to unless it directly impacts a client I’m dealing with.”

“Gotcha.”

A knock on the door caught their attention.

“Come in,” she called.

Leigh opened the door. “Hey!” She slipped in, closing it behind her and walking over to give him a hug. “Good to see you again.”

“Likewise. I was really surprised when Tilly called me today.”

“Yeah, well, sorry about the short notice. Clark dropped it on us this morning, and leave it to Tilly to get to work and find you.”

“Why such short notice?”

“Clark had lined someone else up, but they dropped out after meeting the guy yesterday.”

There was one of the red flags he’d anticipated seeing sooner. “Why’s that?”

Leigh looked a little unsure. “Eh, apparently the guy is stubborn.”

“Stubborn I can handle.”

“And that’s why I called you, dude,” Tilly said.

“Clark texted me he’s close,” Leigh said. “So we can get started as soon as he’s here.”

“When do I meet the client?”

“After you talk to Clark. You still want to do it, then he’ll arrange everything.”

Fifteen minutes later, Clark Waterford arrived and the four of them, including Leigh, were talking in Tilly’s office. Clark had brought a folder of paperwork with him as well.

“Since Tilly gave you the basics, I’ll fill in the rest. We’re looking for at least a ten-week contract, with the possibility of extending that time into the US concert tour schedule as needed. All expenses paid up front via you having a credit card, no reimbursement necessary. We’d like you to take him out of LA, secretly, and basically stash him somewhere for the next two months, sit on him, work with him, until he’s ready to be brought back the week before the concert for final rehearsals in Chicago. That means you’d escort him to Chicago, stay with him until at least the first concert. Preferably longer.

“Depending on how he does, we might need your services up to two months after the US concert tour starts, when they take their first break for three weeks before flying overseas for the European leg. Maybe even after.”

“That will cost you extra, if I’m traveling overseas.”

“Understood. I did my research on you after Tilly told me you’d agreed to hear us out. You come highly recommended.”

Doyle had a few questions. “He only needs a week to rehearse in Chicago?”

“They’ve had preliminary rehearsals already, before he was finally forced into rehab. Plus they’re doing a lot of greatest hits numbers on this tour. They’re overdue to release a new album, and how he does on this tour will tell the band whether or not they want him to be a part of it. He’s the lead singer and a guitarist, but they have a second guitarist. And this guy wrote most of their songs, even arranged them. But the band has already lined up a fill-in, if needed, if he can’t be kept sober.”

Clark sighed. “And he must be kept sober. Nothing, not a drop. That’s their condition for letting him stay part of the band.”

“Drugs?”

“No. Doesn’t even smoke because of his voice. He was actually doing okay, always ready for the tours and studio sessions, until everything broke about his previous manager last year when their tour ended. That kind of fucked him in the head and he started a fast downward spiral.”

“Aren’t tours usually crazy?”

“Not this band. They have a public image, but in private they’re actually clean and sober, all of them. I mean, recreational drinking on occasion, but they were smart. They all pledged as part of their agreement when they first started that the others could vote someone out for addiction. In fact, this guy is the only one of them who’s ever had any kind of substance abuse problem. You have no idea how freaking rare that is in this industry, but it’s why they’ve been around for years and are so successful. They work their asses off.”

“Now you’ve told me everything except who he is.”

Clark looked at Tilly, as if needing additional assurances from her.

She nodded. “I wouldn’t have called him in if I didn’t trust him.”

That’s when Clark told him.

 

* * * *

 

The baby was dozing in her carrier, which was propped in a high chair, while Doyle, Tilly, and Landry sat in a booth at the sushi restaurant. Cris was on his way, delayed in traffic.

Doyle was still processing, still couldn’t believe what he’d heard earlier.

Or the payment Clark had agreed to, presuming they got the client to agree. Which, Clark assured Doyle, the man would because otherwise, he’d literally be ruined financially.

Doyle would potentially make in a couple of months what he’d easily make in a couple of years at The Compound, including bonuses if he had to stay with the tour and go overseas.

Tilly grinned. “You’re still wearing that oh, crap, shell-shocked stare, dude.”

“I know.” He sipped his water. “That’s because I am.”

Landry smiled. “And yet, you still said yes.”

“Because it’s good money, and maybe I can help.”

Tilly sighed, staring at her order list she was filling out. “Well, if anyone can wrangle him, you can. I’ve never met him in person, but I love his music. I have all their albums.”

Doyle would be meeting Clark at Tilly’s office building at ten that evening. Clark was going to swing by the man’s condo and pack clothes and other essentials he would need, and then pick him up from the rehab facility and immediately deliver him to Doyle.

Clark assured Doyle that he would lay down the law to the man.

When Doyle finished dinner with Tilly, he would go home and pack to leave again. One of the benefits to living in a tiny apartment and having no pets or plants. He had a cleaning service who’d bring in any mail—which would likely be junk mail anyway—and who’d clean out the fridge for him.

But Doyle would be driving out of LA with his new client immediately that night. Clark was taking care of renting a vehicle for them.

Their destination wasn’t even finalized yet. Clark had left that up to Doyle. Doyle knew the man needed to be secretly spirited out of LA immediately and was to be kept as far from craziness as possible while Doyle worked with him to help him hold on to his sobriety. The stakes for the guy were extremely high. If the man relapsed, it could mean more than just bankruptcy.

Based on Doyle’s experience and training, he knew failure might possibly drive the guy to self-destruction, intentionally or not.

“Where are you thinking about heading?” Landry asked.

They’d all signed NDAs, so they could discuss it. Plus, Landry would be driving Doyle’s car home later and take care of it for him while he was gone.

“I don’t know,” Doyle admitted. “For tonight, probably as far as Barstow. I want him out of the valley. Then east.”

“Someplace paparazzi proof,” Tilly said as she put the finishing touches on her order slip. “Like a padded cell with no windows.”

An idea hit Doyle and Landry apparently noticed. “What did you just think of?”

Doyle pulled out his phone and scanned his contacts list. “Tilly, do you have Kel’s number?”

“Kel? You mean our friend in common, Kel, the rigger?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, why?”

“He still owns the complex Venture’s in, right? Didn’t he move out of his apartment and in with Mal?”

“Yeah. He’s actually partners with Derrick in Venture and—oooh!” She was already whipping out her phone. “I’m tracking ya.” She punched something in, his phone buzzing seconds later.

Doyle immediately called Kel. After Doyle identified himself, Kel warmed up immediately. They hadn’t been best friends or anything, but they’d known each other well enough.

Tilly made grabby hands gestures at Doyle’s phone. “Hold on a sec.” Doyle handed it over.

“Hey, buddy, it’s Tilly. How’s Mal doing? … Great! Listen, Doyle’s here with me right now. I’m the guilty party who gave up your number to him. Just wanted you to know I vouch for him. … Yep! Here he is.” She handed the phone back to him.

“So if Tilly’s involved,” Kel said, “it must be good. What’s up?”

“Is your apartment available to rent, by any chance?”

“The one behind the club?”

“Yes. And is it move-in ready?”

“Sure, it’s vacant, and it’s furnished. Two bedrooms, two baths. Nothing fancy, but functional. How long you need it for?”

“Well, it’s a long story, but I won’t know for sure until later tonight. But possibly two months. I need to line it up now, though. I can call you in the morning your time to confirm it. Name your price.”

Kel laughed. “For you, gratis.”

“No, seriously. It’s for a client.” He gave the briefest of details. “I need privacy for them, and you’ll have to sign a non-disclosure agreement about it, too.”

“Well, if that’s the case, you tell me what you want to pay. I won’t turn down easy money. It’s just sitting there right now because I store all my gear in the warehouse area.”

After a quick negotiation, they agreed on the price and Doyle confirmed they’d finalize the payment in the morning. Just as he ended the call, their waitress returned to take their orders.

Once they were alone again, Tilly smiled. “Sounds like you’ll have the best of both worlds for the next couple of months. Walking distance to Venture.”

“Maybe. If the guy agrees to work with me.”

“Portnoy’s Oyster is famous over in Europe, too,” Landry offered. “I remember taking a trip over to Paris a few years ago and they were in concert there.”

Tilly smacked his arm. “Shh!”

Landry glanced around and dropped his voice. “Sorry, love. My apologies. I should be more discreet.”

“Gee, ya think?” She turned back to Doyle and not-so nonchalantly steered the conversation in a hard-right turn. “Hear from Kathy lately?”

“She sent me a Christmas card. You see her?”

“No. She hasn’t been around.”

He scratched at the back of his neck. He talked to her a couple of times a year. They were even friends on Facebook. Their divorce, while personally painful to him, had been amicable.

She’d just had a baby with her new husband.

Totally vanilla.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t him—vanilla, that was.

Yet, here he was, alone.

It didn’t help that he hadn’t wanted kids.

Add to that he’d finally come out to her as bi, even though he’d had zero intentions of becoming poly or cheating on her, and it’d been the trifecta leading to “Gee, let’s talk amicable separation of assets because I don’t really think this is going to work out after all,” on her part. He hadn’t blamed her, but it still stung. He might be a trained professional, but even he wasn’t immune to feeling abandonment issues.

Cris arrived then, sliding into the booth next to Doyle after greeting Tilly, Landry, and the sleeping baby with kisses. “Doyle.” They shook. “Long time, no see.”

“Glad Ross didn’t get a chance to make good on some of his threats,” Doyle teased.

Cris laughed. “You and me both.”

 

* * * *

 

“You have got to be shitting me.” Malcolm Levi Maynard, lead vocalist, guitar player, and award-winning, multi-platinum songwriter for the band Portnoy’s Oyster, stood at the heavily tinted window. It looked out on a very tiny area the size of a closet, which was ringed with tall, thick bushes. Technically, he could see sunlight during the day, but it wasn’t exactly a view.

It was, however, safe from photographers’ prying zoom lenses and drones. And now that it was after sunset, he really couldn’t see anything outside, either.

“I’m not, Mevi,” Clark told him. “This is your only opportunity. Your literal last chance. Otherwise, they’ll enact the forcible separation clause. They all voted this morning, after they heard you refused to take on the sober companion they offered to hire yesterday.”

“This fucking sucks.”

“You brought this on yourself.”

He whirled on Clark. “You saw the bank records yourself and you say that to me? Fuck you!”

“I meant the drinking, and you damn well know it. If you say no, fine, then we can file bankruptcy for you in less than a week and you won’t be on the tour or the next album. Your choice.”

Mevi had run the other guy off yesterday, thinking he could talk Clark into changing his mind.

But if the band was going to pull this shit…

Fuck.

He really didn’t have a choice now, and he knew it.

“If I say yes,” Mevi finally said, stalling, “then what?”

“I drive you there now to meet him, and you leave with him from there. I already packed for you.”

The rest of his stuff that he’d had while in rehab was sitting packed and ready to go on his bed, including his acoustic guitar, and had been since earlier in the day when he thought Clark was coming for him then.

Clark held Mevi’s durable medical power of attorney, part of the requirement of him being at this particular rehab facility.

And he couldn’t leave until Clark signed him out.

“So you trust this guy?” Mevi finally asked.

“I do. I wouldn’t be handing you over to him if I didn’t. But the rules are you follow his rules, and he will get you to Chicago. Contractually, the band reserves the right to keep him on, as needed, until the first break. Possibly later, including taking him to Europe. Depends on your performance and your sobriety.”

He hadn’t had anything to drink in over sixty days. Admittedly, he’d been in pretty rough shape when Bonnie had summoned Clark to her house that night to come get him and do something with him once and for all before she called the cops on him.

No, it hadn’t been her fault, but still.

He was pissed.

Off.

“I already told you, I’m not doing AA meetings, and you fucking know why.”

“He won’t do that. He’ll be working with you individually.”

“What does he know about me?”

“Only who you are, that you’re in here for alcohol abuse, and the very basics about your old manager and what led to you ending up here. I didn’t tell him any more than that. What you tell him is up to you, but I did want him to know about your old manager so he understood what made you snap.”

“What, so is he some douchebag retired drill sergeant who’s going to make me run laps every fucking day?”

“No, he’s a very nice guy, expert in his field, with lots of experience working on high-profile cases like yours. Meaning you’ll never have heard of him, and for good reason. He’ll also never tell you who he’s worked with, and he’ll never tell anyone else, either, that he worked with you. Or anything he sees or learns while working with you, as long as you don’t commit a crime. He did specifically say if you commit a crime he will not maintain confidentiality about that. That’s in the contract.”

Mevi knew he was stalling.

He also knew he was defeated and yet couldn’t let go.

Didn’t want to let go.

Letting go meant admitting failure, and admittedly that was the thing he’d had the hardest time dealing with in rehab. No, they hadn’t forced twelve steps down his throat here, fortunately.

“What if I meet him and hate him?”

“Doesn’t matter. You spent two months here and managed it. Can’t you manage ten weeks with a babysitter keeping you out of trouble before you get back to work? What happened to Mr. Work Ethic, who used to brag he was the hardest working musician in LA?”

Yeah, that was a challenge, and Mevi knew it.

“Fine.” He pulled on his baseball cap, raising the hood of his jacket over it before he walked to his bed and started grabbing his stuff. He didn’t have enough arms, though. “Can you please ask them for a cart?”

“I’ll do it while I get you checked out.”

Clark left him alone, the door swinging shut behind him.

Dejected, Mevi slumped onto the bed and stared at the floor. Here he was, turning forty in a month, and success had come and gone. Literally stolen from him.

Well, he had the success still, but the fruits of his labor had been spirited off to some thieving asshole’s secret bank accounts.

The truth was, Mevi didn’t have anyone but himself to blame for any of it. Sure, his manager stole from him, but if he’d pushed harder and taken control of his shit like he should have, like Bonnie and the others warned him to multiple times, if he hadn’t trusted, he would have caught it a lot sooner and not lost his money.

It wouldn’t have driven him deep into a bottle.

And he wouldn’t have driven over to Bonnie’s house, drunk and at rock bottom, and threatening to kill himself.

Fuck.


Chapter Three

 

Mevi kept his gaze focused out the passenger window while Clark drove. At least now he had his wallet, keys, and phone back, for all the good any of them would do him. No cash, no credit cards, and his phone was dead.

Clark had brought Mevi’s car charger with him and plugged it in, and said the account was paid up.

It was a fairly new phone, too, because he’d accidentally killed his last one right before rehab.

Unfortunately, he was hard on phones even without meaning to. He went through several a year, usually because of dropping them in a toilet or down a flight of stairs or something.

“So what’s my babysitter’s name?” Mevi didn’t bother disguising the bitterness in his tone.

“Doyle Turner. Give him a chance, and stop being a jerk.”

“Where’d you find this asshole, anyway, if he’s so super-secret?”

He heard Clark’s deep breath, the man trying to buy himself some patience. “Through friends in the business. Very discreet friends.”

They were heading south from Malibu, into the city.

There’s a song there somewhere, but I don’t have any desire to write it down.

Which sucked.

There was a small leather notebook packed in his computer bag, along with his favorite pen. He liked the notebook because it had a flap and leather laces to hold it closed. It looked old, but it was modern and had a small address book-sized binder inside it so you could replace the pages.

Before his life went to shit, sometimes he’d spend hours jotting stuff down, stuff that later made it into one of his larger spiral notebooks.

Which were also packed in the back of the Ford Escape Clark had rented. He’d seen them there, in the back, when loading his shit at the rehab facility. They had an enclosed, secure garage for people who needed privacy coming and going.

Although no one had been waiting outside the gates anyway.

No one knew he was there in the first place.

And since being admitted to rehab, he hadn’t written anything down that didn’t involve filling out a medical form.

“The girl in the room next to me was working on a heroin addiction,” he flatly told Clark. “Guy on the other side of me had OD’d twice on the shit. I was the most normal person there, if you believe that crap.”

“Then take it as a lesson.”

“I never did drugs. You know me, I’ve never even smoked pot. It was extenuating circumstances.”

“That’s what an addict would say.”

“I’m not a fucking addict.”

“A drunk, then.”

Mevi knew he wasn’t going to win this argument, so he shut the hell up.

At a stoplight, Clark sent someone a quick text. When they finally arrived at their destination, pulling into a parking lot outside a small office building, two men were waiting outside, one with several pieces of matched luggage.

Mevi tried not to notice either guy, especially the taller one, who had killer green eyes but was wearing a wedding ring. No, that likely wasn’t his babysitter.

The other guy…he couldn’t read him. Brown eyes, brown hair, nondescript, still, there was something about him.

Clark hadn’t even shut the engine off. He’d pulled into the parking space next to the building’s door and shifted into park before getting out, leaving the vehicle running. Guy number two shook hands with Clark, then all three walked around to the back and started to load the man’s stuff into the hatch.

Mevi didn’t look back. “Watch my guitar, dude,” he gruffly called out. “Thing’s expensive.”

The three men finished loading everything and walked around to the passenger side, where Clark opened Mevi’s door. “Doyle Turner, Malcolm Maynard.”

The guy nodded, but either had a great poker face or was very practiced at dealing with celebrity clients, because he didn’t even blink. “Hi.”

“Hi. Mevi.” He didn’t extend his hand.

“I wouldn’t go by that if I were you,” Clark warned. “Low profile, remember?”

Mevi glared at Clark and flipped him off.

 

* * * *

 

Whoa.

Sure, Doyle had seen Mevi on stage before, both in videos and in person a few times. He had all the guy’s albums on his iPod. Despite the shadows cast by the hoodie and ball cap riding low over Mevi’s forehead, Doyle could still see his eyes, and his trademark silver-dyed hair poked out.

One thing he hadn’t been prepared for was how hot those ice blue eyes looked in person.

Shit. Focus.

Didn’t matter how hot the guy was, Malcolm Levi Maynard—aka Mevi—was a client.

That meant off-limits.

Even if he weren’t a client, hellooo, straight. He’d seen the reports of on-again/off-again relations between Mevi and the band’s keyboard player, Bonita. Apparently, the latest off-again blow-up, on the heels of Mevi being ripped off, had triggered the final showdown for Mevi, forcing him into rehab.

Clark handed Doyle a large manila envelope of papers. “There’s everything you need, including a limited durable medical power of attorney. He relapses, don’t hesitate to commit him and call me, in that order. And there are two different credit cards in there for you to use.”

Doyle fished out the credit cards and put them in his wallet. “I already have a place lined up when we get there. How do I pay the guy?”

“I’ll FedEx him a cashier’s check, or I can do a direct bank transfer, if that’s okay with him.”

“All right. I’ll find out from him tomorrow and let you know. Any final orders?”

“I gave you ninety testing kits and a portable breathalyzer. They’re in a box in the back of the car. You need more, let me know where to overnight them. I’ll also e-mail you the details about Chicago as we get closer to the date. The info on the rental car is in the glovebox, and you’re listed as the main driver. Full insurance, too.” Clark sent a pointed look at Mevi. “He is not, however. He’s not to drive.”

“Thanks.” Doyle had brought some of his own test kits, but that was handy, to not have to order more and wait for them.

“He’s sober now,” Clark added. “They tested him in front of me when I picked him up.”

“I’m sitting right here, you know.” Irritation and resistance threaded through Mevi’s tone. He also reminded Doyle of a petulant child.

Doyle glanced at Mevi. He didn’t have enough info yet to process how to deal with him. A raised finger? A touch of the hand on the shoulder?

A stern look and arched eyebrow?

Somehow, he suspected a kind and gentle approach would be totally ineffective at the start, and would let Mevi think he could steamroll him.

Figuring out their dynamic’s workings would be one of Doyle’s first tasks over the next twenty-four hours. That was crucial to him establishing the hierarchy with the client. Feeling them out and figuring out what role he needed to be—outside of their sober companion—to get them to be the most responsive in positive ways. It also depended on the contract. Sometimes he was as much a babysitter as he was a companion. Sometimes, all he could do was sit back and try to provide a voice of reason and conscience to his client.

Fortunately, he’d yet to have a client relapse while under his care like this, although there’d been a few close calls.

And sometimes his dynamic with his client fluctuated, evolved, depending on how long he spent with them and how well they handled their sobriety. Sixty days out, Mevi might not be white-knuckling it too badly right now, despite his apparently irritated condition.

Following final handshakes, Doyle rounded the SUV to get in after fishing his car charger and sound patch cable out of his laptop bag. After driving Clark home, Landry would take Doyle’s car back to their condo.

Doyle settled into the driver’s seat and started to adjust it, the steering wheel, and mirrors, and then went about plugging his phone into the center console and setting it up for the sound system.

All the while, he didn’t so much as acknowledge Mevi, whom he sensed first watching, then staring at him.

Apparently, Mevi was a man not used to being ignored.

Then I’ll keep doing that until I find his breakthrough point. Or his breaking point. Either one.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi couldn’t help but watch the guy. He wasn’t used to people not deferring to him, at the very least. Not that he expected them to, but after nearly twenty years in the industry, when someone didn’t do it, it always stood out.

Not necessarily in a bad way. It wasn’t like Doyle was being rude.

Even at the rehab center, people he met there, including staff, made pleasant comments about his music.

Maybe he doesn’t know who I am?

Clark and the other guy had already left, and yet there they still sat, the guy doing something on his damn phone. Finally, after about five minutes of that, Mevi had enough.

“What are you doing? Are we just gonna sit here all night?”

The guy didn’t even look up. He held up one finger and kept going through his phone. Finally, after another couple of minutes, he lowered his finger but didn’t look up from the phone.

“Rule one—driver controls the music. I might ask you your opinion, but I get the final say.”

Mevi wasn’t sure he’d heard him right. “What?”

The guy’s head didn’t move, but his gaze swiveled toward Mevi. “Did you not hear me, or not understand me?”

“What kind of asshole are you?”

Now Doyle turned his head, his dark brown gaze boring deep into Mevi’s. Instead of getting riled up, the guy actually seemed to downshift into a smoother, calmer, stronger gear.

“Rule number two—no insults. We’re adults. Act like one.”

Even the guy’s tone…it didn’t come off snippy. He couldn’t describe it.

“Fuck you.”

Doyle’s focus returned to his phone. “You’re good-looking, but you’re a client, so that’s a hard no, sorry. I don’t sleep with clients. Rule three—you do what I say, when I say it. You need me a lot more than I need you. I’m not an asshole unless you treat me like one, and the first few days between us will be rocky enough anyway, I’m sure. But my job is to get you to Chicago, and help you stay sober, and that’s what’s going to happen if you want to pull your assets out of the fire.”

Doyle’s answer to Mevi’s off-the-cuff insult had caught him off-guard. This guy was an experienced addiction counselor and sober companion? This guy acted nothing like any of the counselors he’d had in rehab.

“You’re not dragging my ass to any twelve-step meetings.”

“As long as you do what I say, that won’t be necessary.”

He’d honestly expected a different answer than that despite what Clark had assured him. “Um…okay. Good.”

Doyle met his gaze again. “You’re probably not going to like this, but we’re dyeing your hair ASAP. Can’t hide that.”

Mevi dodged the statement. It’d been a couple of months since he’d been to a stylist, and his roots were long and obvious. “Where are we going?”

“Sarasota.”

“Florida?”

“I don’t know if there’s another one, but yes, Florida.”

“And we’re driving? Seriously?”

“I’m driving. Seriously.”

“Why aren’t we flying?”

Doyle smiled. “Because either you’re going to like or hate me at the end of this road trip. I don’t care which, to be honest, but you can’t escape me. Driving will keep the paparazzi off our tails. And I happen to be a sadist.”

He hit a button on the phone before tucking it away in the center console and closing the cover.

The opening bars of the overture “Work Song” from Les Mis streamed through the speakers.

Incredulous, Mevi stared at the guy. “Seriously?” Although Mevi would give the guy points for being ballsy.

Doyle grinned as he buckled his seat belt. “I warned you, I am a sadist. Besides, I love this show. And I’m a fan of irony.”

 

* * * *

 

But mostly, Doyle was a sadist, even if the guy wouldn’t know he meant it literally, not metaphorically.

He was glad Mevi had immediately recognized the music. That meant they’d be listening to a lot of show tune albums over the next couple of days. Stuff they could either talk over, bond over, or ignore each other over. He had a lot more on his iPod, but hadn’t felt like digging that out of his suitcase tonight.

Working in his office or alone at home, he was usually doing something else he needed to focus on and couldn’t actually listen to the lyrics. In a car, driving, he loved music that told a story.

Hence show tunes.

As Doyle headed east, Mevi stared out the passenger window. “Where are we stopping?”

“Barstow.”

“That’s a shit-hole.”

“You’re not staying at the Ritz now,” Doyle told him. “We’re laying low. Hopefully there’s some place open between here and there I can get you some hair dye tonight. What color are you naturally?”

He didn’t answer at first.

Doyle waited him out even as Jean Valjean and Javert verbally duked it out through the speakers.

“Brown,” Mevi muttered, pulling the hood of his jacket back and taking off his hat.

In the dim light from the instrument cluster and passing street lamps outside, Doyle saw the guy’s roots providing a dramatic contrast to the rest of his hair.

Personally, Doyle thought the silver color made the guy look years older and it wasn’t even slightly flattering, but it was a style he’d had for years, his trademark.

“Might have to go darker than that to get the color out. Would probably be easier if we cut your hair first.” Mevi’s hair was usually somewhat longer than it currently was anyway. At least, it always was in the promo shots and videos he’d seen of the guy. Short, dark hair would make the guy nearly unrecognizable.

“Fine. Whatever.” Mevi turned to the window again.

Doyle mentally revised his plan. He’d get a hotel room for them first, then go out. If he couldn’t find any place open, he’d go out in the morning and they’d do it before they got on the road again. He wanted a good look at the guy in decent lighting before dyeing his hair.

This was something he’d had to do a couple of times with other clients to help disguise them when they’d needed to stay hidden for a few weeks instead of being on a shoot. With an actor, it didn’t matter as long as a wig was being used for shooting. Sometimes, with female clients, he did get them a wig to wear until they were someplace he didn’t have to worry about them being recognized.

Photogs were too good at spotting celebs with sunglasses, hats, and hoodies.

You had to physically change someone’s appearance. Hair was the easiest way to do that.

They rode without talking as Doyle started singing along with the soundtrack. He’d seen the musical a couple of times in traveling productions, never on Broadway. And he had the movie on DVD.

 

* * * *

 

If anyone else had told this story to Mevi, he’d be laughing his ass off about now, and he damn well knew it.

But…this was his life.

Doyle didn’t have the best voice in the world, but he’d probably be a top contender at any average karaoke night. And bonus points for knowing all the words and apparently giving zero fucks what Mevi thought of his singing chops.

Grudgingly, Mevi found himself tapping his hand against his thigh in time with the music and even softly singing along with some of the songs. As the Pacific coast drew farther away behind them, he wondered exactly where this road trip would lead.

Or where his recovery path would lead.

He knew he was fucked if he didn’t pull it together. That pissed him off most of all, that somewhere along the way, he’d left his resolve, his will, in the dust.

Like he didn’t even give a shit.

That wasn’t him.

That was nothing like him.

But who was he, really?

He damn sure wasn’t the guy his fans thought he was. Would they even like him if they knew the real him after all the years he spent putting on a fake image for them? Would they still listen to his music?

Would the others in the band be punished professionally for him misleading their fans?

He’d feel horrible if that happened, and was yet another reason for his silence. Collateral damage wasn’t something he wanted on his conscience.

He settled in for the ride, since right now, that was all he could do. 


Chapter Four

 

Being well after midnight when they reached Barstow, Doyle ditched his plan to find hair dye. It’d have to wait until morning. Right now, he was more concerned about a room. He found a hotel not far off the highway that looked reasonably clean and safe. Leaving Mevi in the car—and taking the keys with him—he walked into the office to check in, a room with two double beds, telling the desk clerk he was there with his “brother.”

He’d claimed brothers and sisters and daughters and sons and even a father and one aunt—because the actress pitched a fit when he’d said he was going to call her his mother—during his stints as a SC. Since he was never romantic with his clients, there was never any question from hotel staff.

In reality, he was alone in the world, other than his friends. There were some distant cousins he hadn’t spoken to in years, but that was okay. He was at peace with that.

When he returned to the car, he found Mevi staring out his window, into the distant darkness of the desert surrounding the town. He didn’t expect the guy to talk to him yet, but the fact that Mevi wasn’t swearing at him and hadn’t tried to get out and leave were good signs. After driving around the hotel to park in front of their room, Doyle shut the engine off, retrieved his phone from the console, and got out without saying anything. As he pulled the bags he’d need from the back hatch, Mevi finally followed him out and around and got his own things without a word.

Including his guitar case.

There was a little bit of progress. Doyle would hate to have to sit up watching out a window in a darkened room to see if the guy was going to play toddler and sit in the car all night.

One client tried that.

Once.

Unlocking the door and walking in, Doyle found the room acceptable to him after pulling back the covers on the bed closest to the door to make sure there weren’t any signs of bedbugs. Then he turned the AC on and made sure the curtains were securely pulled shut.

The view finder didn’t have a cover on the inside, so he grabbed a piece of tissue and jammed it into the hole.

“What’s that for?” Mevi asked.

“Privacy. Assholes have attachments they can use to film through them.”

“Oh. Shit. I didn’t know that.”

“Always block the view finder if it doesn’t have a cover. And look at the bottom of the door.” He pointed to that one, which had a solid weather seal. “If it’s an interior hotel room, sometimes there’s a small gap. If so, block it with a towel.”

“Thanks. I never knew that.”

“In the morning,” he told Mevi, “I’ll go out and get us breakfast and what we’ll need to cut and dye your hair.”

“Think you can trust me alone that long?” Mevi snarked.

Here we go.

“If I can’t trust you alone for less than an hour, then I guess you’re the one who’s fucked, huh?”

Mevi’s brow furrowed. “Okay, you do realize who the hell I am, right?”

Bingo. Now that Doyle had locked on to a chink in the man’s armor, he could exploit it to draw him out.

“You’re a man who got fucked over by a thief, self-medicated with alcohol as a result, and is facing financial ruin if he can’t get his shit together. Accurate?”

Mevi’s head cocked as he seemed to be studying him. “I mean, Clark told you who I am, didn’t he?”

 

* * * *

 

This was…weird. Fascinatingly weird. After sixty days spent in the carefully controlled aquarium that was the rehab facility, it almost felt like he’d been dropped into the Twilight Zone.

Maybe the world had changed a lot in that time, like something out of The Walking Dead, only without zombies.

“You’re Mevi Maynard of Portnoy’s Oyster,” Doyle said. “Yes, I know who you are, and how famous you are. The thing is, I don’t care. You’re my client, my responsibility, and my job is to help you to the best of my ability. Your fame plays no role in that right now except in hindering my ability to help you, because I need to keep you out of the public eye until Chicago.”

“So I take it you’re not a fan then?” Yeah, it was snarky, and he admitted it.

“I have all your albums. I think you’re a very talented man. Again, that plays no role in my job.”

Now Mevi really felt off-balance. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

“You’re right.”

Another answer Mevi hadn’t expected, requiring him to regroup. He just couldn’t seem to get his footing around this guy. “You’d better not be some tea-totaling asshole who tells me how easy it is to choose sobriety, either.”

“I’m twenty-four years sober, working on twenty-five. I’d never belittle the battle you’re waging inside you, because I am there in the trenches fighting it as well.” Doyle sat and stared at him as if patiently waiting for Mevi’s next volley.

And that’s what it felt like, that Doyle was some uber-excellent tennis player, calm and poised, and here he was scrambling and tripping all over himself and hitting the pavement face-first while trying to return every verbal shot.

It didn’t help that there was just…something about Doyle drawing Mevi in.

“So why didn’t we take the 10? Wouldn’t that have been a more direct route?”

“I don’t want to go through Phoenix. Too big. Too much a risk of someone recognizing you. We’re going to take the scenic route. When was the last time you were able to go on a road trip and relax?”

Mevi stared at him for a long time. “You’re serious?”

“Yep. If there are any places you want to see along the way, speak up. We’ll try to fit them in.” He unzipped a bag and started going through it, looking for something.

“Why?”

Doyle didn’t look up from what he was doing. “Why what?”

“If you want to hide me, why are we sightseeing?”

“Because once your tour starts, your anonymity ends, and your stress begins in earnest. You just spent sixty days in a highly structured environment where you couldn’t help but succeed because you couldn’t get access to alcohol. Now you need to adjust to this and get your feet under you if you want to hold on to your sobriety. You need time out of your mind to regain direction.”

“Ah. So this where you get preachy with me, right?”

“Nope. No preaching from me.” He had come up with a shower kit and what looked like a pair of shorts. “You need a shower? I had one before we left LA.”

Mevi blinked, staring at him. “Yeah, I guess.”

“I’ll only be a minute and then the bathroom’s all yours.” He stood and headed to the bathroom, where the toilet and shower were located. The sink was on a vanity counter outside the bathroom, open to the rest of the room.

Mevi waited until Doyle had closed the door behind him to sit on his own bed. Yeah, that was definitely a chub in his pants over the guy. He couldn’t quite pin him down.

He thought back to Doyle’s comment about not getting involved with clients. That Doyle thought he was good-looking, but…

That meant…

Shit.

That meant the guy was gay.

Fuck. Me.

Mevi swallowed hard. He’d been determined he wouldn’t reveal that secret to anyone.

Now he’d be spending the next two months with a guy he was attracted to.

When Doyle emerged from the bathroom, he’d changed into loose shorts. He stopped at the vanity to wash his hands and brush his teeth and Mevi snuck a look.

From what he could make out, the guy had a nice ass.

Not wanting to get caught, he grabbed his stuff and headed into the bathroom to shower, locking the door behind him. While he hadn’t intended to, now he really needed to rub one out in privacy.

Ironically, it was the first time he’d felt anything remotely like physical attraction in several months. Definitely the first time he’d felt like masturbating since before rehab.

Instead of wasting brain cells on thinking about it, he opted to jump into the shower and take care of it. It also provided him with a desperately needed mental diversion.

Taking his cock into his hand, he fisted it and closed his eyes as he rested his head against the wall. His mind quickly spun through a wide variety of sexual fantasies he’d used in the past with good success. Even though he hardened, he realized that none of the usual fare would do the trick.

Fuck it.

He conjured Doyle’s intense brown gaze in his mind and…

There we go.

It didn’t take him long to stroke himself to a fairly intense orgasm, one that left him breathless and shaky in a good way.

Okay, then. If he needed to get through this experience using Doyle as really hot wank fodder, he would. Not like anything would ever come of it. Had to be some professional code prohibiting it, right?

Right.

He finished his shower and threw on a pair of sleep pants. When he emerged, he found Doyle stretched out on his bed and working on his laptop, the TV tuned to the Discovery channel. After Mevi finished getting ready for bed, he climbed in without comment and lay with his back toward Doyle.

“Night,” Doyle said.

Mevi finally grunted. “Night.”

 

* * * *

 

Wasn’t the most auspicious of starts, but Doyle would take the win. Mevi had apparently resigned himself to the situation.

For now.

Doyle expected at least one raging bout of pushback at some point, probably sooner rather than later. Maybe once they reached Florida and weren’t on the road any longer.

It would happen.

It always did.

How severe the episode, and what response he used, depended on the client, their personality, and how long they’d been sober. Doyle was hopeful with sixty days in rehab under Mevi’s belt, and a pressing desire to maintain his sobriety, that Mevi’s pushback would be easily managed.

Doyle was familiar with the facility Mevi had been at. High-end, private counselors, similar to The Compound, although they had slightly looser intake criteria and they took insurance. Still, a good place run by good people.

Once he finished catching up with his e-mail, he shut the laptop down and set it aside. After putting the TV on timer mode to shut it off, he took one last look at the portable door alarm he’d placed while Mevi was in the shower. Wedged low in the door, it would let out a piercing shriek if the door was opened before it was deactivated.

It had come in handy several times over the years.

With that done, he retired for the night. In some ways he wanted to pinch himself. Here he was, sharing a room with the Mevi Maynard. On the other hand, here was a client needing his help, and that had to be his focus. No matter how famous the person, he could never let that interfere with his job or influence him.

The client was a person in need of his assistance. Peeling away the trappings of fame and wealth, he usually found a child inside desperate for help or nurturing or whatever it was that they were missing. Sometimes with a genetic predisposition to their addiction, something Doyle had to find out through drawing them out, if he didn’t have a thorough background on them to read through first.

While he’d been brought in at the last-minute before, usually he had a couple of days to talk with counselors, doctors, family, and others to prepare before taking on the client. Clark had arranged with the rehab center to e-mail Doyle reports from Mevi’s counselors there, and he’d glanced through the discharge report while Mevi was in the shower.

Something else he’d noticed—Mevi would be turning forty in a month.

It wasn’t just bullshit that some people had a mid-life crisis. If anyone was entitled to one, it was a man who’d been ripped off for tens of millions of dollars by a man he trusted to handle his finances. A man risking financial ruin after two decades of hard work to earn it.

It would set even the stoutest of people back a few mental notches.

That Mevi had been in the music industry for so long and only recently developed an alcohol problem was a miracle in and of itself. Apparently the band members, when they met and formed their group, made a pact that had stood the test of time. That was due in no small part to the carnage they saw around them, talented people falling to drug and alcohol abuse.

Early, smart thinking on their part had helped them not just personally, but professionally over the years. In their way, Portnoy’s Oyster was still trying to help Mevi despite his bad choices. They could have easily voted him out of the band just over what he’d done already, but they didn’t want to. They wanted him to succeed and rejoin them.

It was up to Mevi to turn it around and complete his journey back to the top.

And Doyle knew it was up to him to help the man.

It also meant, no matter how damn hot he found the guy, he could in no way reveal that attraction to Mevi. Especially since the guy was straight.

And that would mean a white-knuckle ride of his own for the next couple of months.


Chapter Five

 

Mevi slept fitfully Thursday night, even worse than while in the rehab center. He’d thought once he was released that he’d manage a full night of sleep, but that didn’t happen.

As he rolled onto his back and glanced across the darkened room to where Doyle lay sleeping in his own bed, Mevi knew his restless nights wouldn’t end any time soon.

I wonder if I can talk him into separate bedrooms at some point?

But Clark had been absolutely clear that Mevi had to do what Doyle said.

At this rate, knowing the hunk slept in the next bed meant Mevi would be spending a lot of time in the shower. Trying to talk Doyle into separate sleeping accommodations too soon might look suspicious for a rightfully different reason, thinking Mevi was trying to sneak booze behind his back.

Yeah, he wanted a drink. He wanted one so badly he could taste it.

And that was all the more reason he knew he could never again have one.

Guess a few of Dad’s genes rubbed off on me after all.

A lot of his father had rubbed off on him over the years, good and bad. Like his desperation to hide his true self from others out of fear of discovery and violence.

His inability to truly let others inside his “walls.”

And now, alcoholism.

He’d never had a problem before. And all of them in the band at one time or another had tied one on and woke up hungover. He wasn’t a big drinker. Certainly not a frequent drinker.

Until…

Until that day, when he’d opened his bank statement. The envelope with his fucking name on it, in a stack of papers he spotted on David’s desk when he’d stopped by the guy’s office.

And then he’d seen the balance.

A balance that, instead of being eight or nine figures, was at less than five hundred thousand dollars.

Shit had gone downhill fast and furiously from that point on. David had been parked in jail that night. As detectives tracked down more of his clients, it turned out Mevi wasn’t the only one he’d stolen from.

He had, however, been the one David had used to pad his overseas accounts and to replace “borrowed” money from other clients’ accounts. Clients who’d paid much closer attention to what was going on than Mevi had, despite warnings from his bandmates.

The first night, he’d only gotten moderately drunk, sure that in the morning someone would tell him no, they recovered the funds, or it wasn’t as bad as it first looked.

But…

It had been that bad.

He still felt sick to his stomach when he remembered looking at that sheet of paper.

Getting up, he used the bathroom, washed his hands, and downed a glass of water from the tap. If they were going to take a road trip, he’d need to ask Doyle if they could pick up a cooler before leaving Barstow. Less stops to make for water, and drinking water had helped him a little.

One benefit to sixty days in rehab was losing nearly twenty pounds of weight he’d put on in the six months of heavy drinking during the investigation and trial before his final blowup. Being able to use the rehab facility’s gym every day.

Maybe he’ll find us a place where I can work out or swim or something.

In bed once more, he stretched out on his back and stared up at the ceiling. If he was alone in the room, he’d turn on the lights, break out his guitar and iPad, and start screwing around and see if anything gelled.

But despite trying to keep up an emotional wall between him and Doyle, he didn’t want to be rude. The guy was doing his job, and he was doing all the driving. The least he could do was let the guy sleep.

And Doyle successfully doing his job would, hopefully, put the better part of half a mil into Mevi’s bank account before the end of the US leg of the tour. That wasn’t counting royalties from increased album sales from the tour, and the Sirius-XM special channel they were hosting for a month.

Since working was out of the question, he’d have to lie there and stare at the ceiling.

All while trying not to pop a chub over the guy in the next bed.

This is going to be a long ten weeks.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle knew tonight would be a night of light sleeping.

Fortunately, he was, by nature, a light sleeper.

He awakened immediately when he heard Mevi moving around in the bathroom, but he lay there, pretending to be asleep, to see what the guy would do.

Mevi never even walked toward the front door.

That’s good.

Didn’t mean he could let his guard down, but it was a good first step. In his experience, the ones who gave him the most trouble tried to push the boundaries the very first night.

He could tell from the sound of Mevi’s breathing that he wasn’t asleep. Doyle didn’t know what time it was and couldn’t look without Mevi realizing he was awake. He preferred to surprise his clients with his light-sleeping, giving him a slight tactical advantage over them in the beginning. They weren’t as much on their guard and more likely to slip up, if that was what they were going to do.

The downside was that Mevi was an alcoholic. That was easily and legally obtained nearly anywhere. At least with an addict, they couldn’t usually walk into the average drugstore and grab what they needed to get high.

Although a few had proven quite creative with over-the-counter sinus meds.

Eventually, some time before dawn Friday morning, he heard Mevi’s breathing slow and deepen again. That meant Doyle could safely close his eyes and hopefully catch a little more sleep before their day began. He needed to plan their route in detail, at least the next stage of it. He didn’t want to be caught near any large cities if possible, and for this trip preferred motels with exterior doors where he could park by the room and whisk Mevi inside.

Once they reached Florida, Mevi would be mostly isolated. He’d let the man settle in and then work with him. Maybe they could even have dinner with Tilly and her men if they returned to Sarasota. Sure it’d be easier to make this trip as quickly as possible, but that would add more stress to Mevi’s plate. Better to let the stress rest on his own shoulders with the driving and logistics and let the man try to get used to freedom again.

This time of year, in Sarasota, during the weeks the beaches wouldn’t be too busy. Or they could hit any number of parks. He could take him out to walk, do some talking, get some fresh air. Give him a taste of a different way of life for a while with no pressures on him except to work on himself and maybe on his music, if he felt up to it.

When his eyes next snapped open, he spotted dim daylight around the corners of the drapes and Mevi still asleep in the next bed.

Whew.

Then he heard what had awakened him, the sound of someone in the room next door getting ready to leave.

While on his laptop last night, he’d already scouted nearby stores and restaurants. He wanted to be on the road as soon as possible after changing Mevi’s appearance. Without his distinctive hair, he’d probably go unrecognized, for the most part.

Doyle hoped.

While Mevi was one of the most famous clients he’d ever dealt with, the good thing was that many people didn’t recognize musicians the way they did actors. A musician’s calling card was their voice, not their face.

Note to self, no karaoke for him.

No tai chi for him this morning, either. A couple of his clients had started doing the morning routine with him. He would never make someone do it, but he didn’t mind the company. It was a soothing way for him to start his mornings and helped him focus, but that didn’t mean it’d work for someone else.

He removed the portable alarm from the room door before he hit the bathroom. He couldn’t help but sneak a peek at Mevi as he walked past his bed.

He was a good-looking man. No denying it.

While he’d been married to Kathy, there’d been a couple of years where he’d struggled in their marriage. He’d loved her, but he knew she wasn’t masochistic and wasn’t into playing like he wanted to play. It didn’t help that he’d known he was bisexual.

After their separation, when Kathy made it clear she wanted him to move on, he’d dated a couple of guys, and a couple of women, but nothing that stuck long-term.

When he emerged to wash his hands, he noticed Mevi’s eyes were open.

“Good morning,” Doyle said. “How’d you sleep?”

Mevi let out a sigh before rubbing at his eyes. “I’ve slept better.”

Doyle walked over to his bag, pulled out one of the test kits, and handed it to him. “Work up spit, suck on that until I tell you to stop.”

The guy sat up and, fortunately, didn’t argue.

That was also a good sign.

Doyle knew it wasn’t going to show anything unless Mevi had somehow managed to sneak something past him, but he wanted the man used to the routine from day one.

Literally.

First thing every morning, at random times during the day, and even sometimes waking him up at night. Definitely every time they’d been apart.

Like when he returned from the store shortly.

It was a calculated risk to leave him alone, but he suspected Mevi was so out of his element right now he wouldn’t try to sneak away.

“I’ll get my shower first,” Doyle said. “While I’m doing that, let me know what you want to eat so I can bring it back. Wait on your shower until I get back so you can wash your hair after we dye it.”

He reached over and switched on the large floor lamp. Now he could really see the guy’s natural hair color. Deep, dark brown with some natural grey in it.

He was aware of Mevi’s gaze following him as he dug what he needed out of his bag. It was a struggle to think of the least appetizing things he could to keep his cock from hardening in his shorts. After taking his stuff to the bathroom, he returned and finally took the tester from Mevi and set it up. It would take a couple of minutes to process.

“Not in a hurry to get on the road?”

There was a hint of snark to Mevi’s tone.

“We’ll take it easy today. I want to be out of here before noon. Checkout’s at one.”

“Yeah. I’m sure people are flocking to get their rooms here at the Barstow Budget Bed and Breakfast.”

“Don’t leave the room,” Doyle said. “Last thing we need is someone recognizing you.”

“No worries. No offense to the delightful garden spot that is Barstow, I’d prefer to sit here and sulk.”

Doyle checked the test kit. Yep, clean.

“Did I pass, chief?” Mevi snarked.

“You know the answer to that.” Doyle leaned against the bathroom doorway. “I know this isn’t easy on you and I’m not going to insult your intelligence with a bunch of bullshit about how I’d like you to open up to me and want you to trust me. You just got financially assraped by that guy and are basically starting over. That’s got to leave a lot of anger to deal with, too. All I’m asking from you for now is cooperation and honesty. Telling me you don’t want to talk about something is honesty. But keep in mind, I’m here to help you. This is my job. At some point, you might want to think about that and actively take a role in beating this.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle had turned to brush his teeth at the vanity.

“Is that your motivational speech?” Mevi asked.

“No. That was blunt honesty.”

“Can I use the bathroom before you get in there?”

“Sure.”

Mevi closed the door behind him and had to stand there for a moment to let things soften up a bit before he could actually pee.

Yeah, this guy was not like anyone he’d ever met before. He could try challenging Doyle, and he suspected Doyle would just smile and get him turned around before Mevi even realized what’d hit him.

That was sexy as fucking hell.

When he emerged, Doyle switched places with him, closing the door behind him.

It was all Mevi could do not to fantasize about following him in and taking a shower with him.

This is going to be a long fucking trip.


Chapter Six

 

Doyle fought the urge to take the time to rub one out. He needed to get moving. There wasn’t time for that now when he needed to focus on Mevi.

Although Mevi was the reason he wanted to rub one out in the first place.

He only took about five minutes to shower, deciding to skip shaving that morning. He’d shaved last night and was only slightly scruffy now.

When he emerged, Mevi was sitting on his bed, channel surfing. From the smell of coffee brewing, Doyle knew Mevi had figured out the tiny in-room coffeemaker.

“I’ll get out of here and we can get on the road once we finish.”

“Thanks.”

“What do you want for breakfast?”

“I’m not picky. Whatever you get for you, double it. And coffee, please. Black.” He didn’t look away from the TV. “Can we get a cooler and some bottled water to take with us for the trip?”

No snark. So far, so good. “Sure. Any snacks?”

Mevi shrugged. “I’m not picky. Something healthy, I guess, if there is anything.”

“No food allergies?”

“No.”

Doyle packed his stuff and got it ready so once they finished everything, they’d be able to leave immediately. “I’ll be less than an hour. Leave the curtains closed, and don’t leave the room.”

“Fine.”

Doyle felt torn between wanting to lighten up on him a little and still trying to stay slightly aloof until he figured the man out. “Thank you for cooperating this morning.”

That finally earned him a direct glance from Mevi. “You’re just doing your job.” Back to the TV. “I can’t promise I won’t be a dick from time to time.”

“How bad is it right now?”

“The urge to drink?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m craving one. But I know I can’t. So I won’t.”

Doyle took a step forward. “You’ll need to be prepared for that to hit you even when you think you have a good handle on things.”

“Do you still get them?”

“Yep. Especially when stressed.”

“What do you do?”

He knew he should get moving, but the fact that Mevi was talking to him couldn’t go unrecognized. “Depends. I meditate, do tai chi, try to talk my way through it. When it’s really bad, I white-knuckle it and keep reminding myself why I need to stay sober and focus on how long I’ve made it. If I’ve made it this far—and I have a one-hundred-percent track record of surviving to date—I can make it another day no matter how bad it feels at the time.”

“How often do you get those?”

“Sometimes only once or twice a year now. I won’t lie to you. In the early days, it was tough. During my divorce, it was tough. There are tough days, and there are easy days. You have to figure out what techniques work for you.”

 

* * * *

 

Divorce?

Maybe I misunderstood him yesterday. Maybe he was just joking or something.

It also made things marginally easier for him.

Mevi took a deep breath and focused on Doyle again. “I won’t leave the room,” he said. “Thanks for doing this at the last minute. I’m sorry I was a dick last night. And I apologize in advance for any dickishness on my part in the future.”

Doyle smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate that. I don’t expect perfection from you, I just expect you to make an honest attempt to work with me.” He left, hanging the Do Not Disturb card on the door. A moment later, Mevi heard the SUV start up and pull out.

Now he could relax for a few minutes.

Didn’t mean he wouldn’t still fantasize about the guy in the shower, but it was a little stress off him if the guy was straight after all.

He’d never been with a guy before, even though he’d known since before graduating high school he was gay. Wasn’t smart in Wyoming to reveal he was gay, and once he’d moved to LA and gotten involved in the music scene, he’d been too busy building a career and image to do anything about it.

Not even Bonnie knew that about him.

I owe her a huge apology.

He dragged himself out of bed and over to his bags, where he dug out the small notebook and pen, taking them back to bed. He eyed his guitar, but it probably wouldn’t be very smart to play it in a hotel with paper-thin walls. He could get his iPad out and hook it up to headphones and screw around like that with one of his guitar apps, but hopefully Doyle would be back soon.

Without looking at the stuff he’d already jotted down, much of it several months old, he turned to a clean page, dated it, and let the point of his pen hover over the first line for a moment before he started writing.

 

Into the valley, into the city,

Down from the mountains

Nothing looks pretty.

Rolling along on a winding back road

Nothing I’ve done came

Out as I’d hoped.

 

He stared at it for a moment. Right now he was doing what he considered “spitballing.” Screwing around, letting words flow to be edited later. All of the best lines and riffs from their biggest hits started out like this. Actually, all his lyrics started like this, or jotted into his iPad, and refined later.

The music, sometimes he collaborated on that with Troy and Bonnie after he’d roughed out chords and the basic melody. Pasch had come up with some brilliant drum backings to fill in the songs and give them a heartbeat, a pulse. Add those to Garth’s basslines, and it was magic when Mevi finalized the arrangements.

Literally creating something out of nothing, from thoughts.

Weaving a spell.

They all worked well together.

That’s why he knew he had to make this work, no matter how much he craved a drink right now.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle was able to shop at Walmart to get all the stuff he’d need to dye Mevi’s hair, as well as trimmers and other supplies to give him an impromptu haircut. Generic cheap sunglasses would help complete the look.

While he pushed the increasingly full cart along the aisles, his phone chirruped with an incoming text message from Tate Markham, a celebrity business manager based in the UK whom he’d worked with several times over the years.

Desperate. Need you NOW. How soon can you get to London?

That figured. When it rained, it poured. He stopped and replied.

Sorry. Just took on new client. 2-4 months, possibly longer.

Tate must have been really desperate, because he replied almost immediately.

I’ll double it. Name price.

Doyle stared at the phone. That was very tempting. But…no.

Sorry, I can’t.

Tate wasn’t giving up. She just went into rehab. Voluntarily. 2 months, max. How soon can you get to UK then?

Poor Tate. Doyle hated having to say no to him since Tate’s clients had made him a lot of money. I can’t. Under contract NOW. When job ends, I’ll let you know.

He wouldn’t mind a UK job. He hadn’t been there in a while.

Bollocks. Fine. If ANYTHING changes and you can get here sooner, let me know ASAP.

Will do. Doyle tucked his phone back into his pocket and hurried to finish his shopping, hitting a drive-thru for their breakfast.

When he returned to the room, he found Mevi sitting cross-legged on his bed, earbuds in, intently staring at the iPad in front of him and a small notebook propped on his right leg. He didn’t even look up when Doyle walked in. Considering he looked like a man on a mission, Doyle didn’t interrupt him.

Only after Doyle had finished unloading his purchases did Mevi apparently save whatever it was he was doing on the iPad and then pop his right earbud out.

“Sorry. First time I’ve felt like working in months. Thanks for not interrupting me until I was ready. I appreciate that.”

Aaaand we have acceptance. There wasn’t a trace of snark in Mevi’s tone.

“Your work comes first. Scratch that. Your sobriety comes first. Work comes second to that. As long as it’s not jeopardizing your sobriety, I’m not going to interrupt your work. If we were farther from LA, I’d even consider staying here for the day to let you work.”

“Thanks.” Mevi stared at the iPad for a moment. “I think I do need to get out of here, though.”

Doyle made him take another test before they ate breakfast. Then, into the bathroom, where he had Mevi sit on the closed toilet lid while he used the longest clipper set on Mevi’s hair. That left very little silver on the ends. He trimmed the remaining to neaten it up. Not the best haircut ever given, but far from the worst.

When Mevi stood and went to look at it in the mirror, Doyle gathered the hair from the floor, flushing it.

“Why’d you do that?”

“Housekeeping. Can’t be too careful.” He got the package of hair dye and donned gloves to work it into Mevi’s hair. He’d gone with a dark, nearly black color, afraid that anything too brown might show up as reddish or even orange on the ends, although he could take another pass at Mevi’s hair with the clippers.

Once it’d sat long enough, Mevi hit the shower.

While he’d been doing that, Doyle was busy prepping the cooler. He took it down to fill it with ice from the hotel’s ice machine before loading drinks and snacks into it.

So far, Mevi hadn’t shown any diva ’tude.

When Mevi emerged from the shower, Doyle had to admit he wouldn’t have recognized Mevi at first.

Doyle also was extremely glad he’d had one of his bags in hand, hiding the erection that sprouted. With Mevi’s hair shorter and neatly trimmed, as well as dyed closer to his natural color, combined with those killer ice-blue eyes, Mevi was a knock-out.

Wow.

“Well?”

Doyle nodded. “Look for yourself.”

Mevi turned and stared into the vanity. “Shit. I look ten years younger.”

“Yep. If you don’t mind me asking, why the silver, anyway? It’s not very flattering.”

Mevi didn’t turn from the mirror. “Early on, a stylist suggested it because we kept getting snide comments about how young we were. Made me look older. Then as we got famous, I went to that silver color.” He fluffed his damp hair with his hand. “It became my trademark and I never stopped doing it.”

“You look closer to thirty than forty.” Definitely made him look like a different man.

He also looked infinitely more handsome.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi had hated his silver hair. Not just the color, but that it had made him look older, and that it was a pain in the ass to deal with while out on tour. He’d also hated that they’d felt they had to do that to be taken more seriously at first. The only good thing about it had been not seeing if he had any real grey hairs.

Maybe I’ll keep it like this.

He ran his hand through it. Having it shorter would mean not having to waste time styling it, either. Another timesaver.

When he shifted his focus just a smidge and met Doyle’s gaze in the mirror, a jolt of liquid heat shot through Mevi. “Maybe it’s time for a bunch of changes,” Mevi said.

“I’ll start packing the car and then get us checked out. Once we’re ready to roll, you can get in and we’ll leave. The less time you spend out in the open right here, the better.”

“You don’t want help loading the car?”

“Not here, no.” He headed out with the cooler.

Mevi stared at himself in the mirror. A different man looked back at him.

One he hadn’t seen in years.

Hello, stranger. 


Chapter Seven

 

After topping off the gas tank, they headed east. Doyle had dug his iPod out and now had a much larger selection of music at his disposal.

He started off with Hamilton, wanting something up-tempo to help wake him up and get him in a driving mood.

When “My Shot” finished, Mevi reached over to the iPod and hit the button to replay it.

“What is this?” he asked.

Doyle thought Mevi was pulling his leg. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No, seriously. This is really good.”

“Where have you be—” He stopped himself, realizing exactly where Mevi had spent the last sixty days. The soundtrack had only just been released two months ago, even though the show had been around longer than that. “It’s Hamilton? The Broadway show? Most of the cast are people of color? Won like pretty much the whole Tony Awards show all by itself? Really?”

Mevi didn’t answer. Mevi’s furrowed brow as he bobbed his head in time with the music would have been adorable and gotten the man fucked by Doyle under nearly any other circumstances.

By the fifth time Mevi had replayed “My Shot,” however, Doyle’s patience was waning a little.

“You do remember my rule about the driver controlling the music, correct?”

“I just…that’s amazing. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“When we reach Florida, I’ll see if I can find the PBS documentary about the show online. It’s really good. It’s about Lin-Manuel Miranda and writing the show, and some about the life of Alexander Hamilton, the founding father. But for now, let’s listen to the whole thing through at least one time, okay?”

“But the lyrics are—”

“Really good, yeah, I know. That’s why I enjoy listening to it. The whole thing.” Doyle reached down and started the album over from the first song.

Instead of leaning back in his seat, Mevi still sat forward, intently staring at the iPod with his head cocked, listening.

Hell, he was being quiet, at least.

Doyle drove, singing along with the songs he knew.

He was almost afraid to play The Hamilton Mixtape album for him.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi had broad musical tastes, but between their last album, then a tour on top of it and all the promotion and publicity tours, then coming home to find out what David had done to him—and his own collapse—he’d not been keeping up with what was going on in that arena. Yeah, now he remembered hearing about a hot musical that was a phenomenon and being wildly praised across a wide variety of platforms.

But he hadn’t paid any attention to that world because he’d been too caught up in his own, followed by being caught up in his troubles.

And then trapped by his addiction.

From the music to the lyrics to the theme, he knew this was an album he’d have to buy and put on his own iPod to listen to on repeat. Some composers didn’t like to listen to other music when they worked, afraid they might accidentally plagiarize someone else’s work in the process.

He was the exact opposite. Not when he was composing music, but when he was writing the lyrics, he absolutely loved listening to music, and usually set his iPod to shuffle so it would play the most random of stuff at him.

Bonnie always joked it was his audio version of Tarot cards.

And sometimes, that was the truth.

Hypnotized, the world melted away around him as he listened, absorbed the story of the immigrant who helped shape America and became one of its founding fathers. Overcoming adversity by sheer tenacity and strength, his fall from grace, tragedy, and the lifelong battle of wills and wits between him and Aaron Burr, which led to the deadly duel that ended Hamilton’s life.

By that time, Doyle had pulled over for gas and lunch outside of Flagstaff and they’d listened to the entire album twice. Mevi was ready to delete the rest of the contents of Doyle’s iPod just to keep listening to the album.

After going to use the bathroom, Mevi returned to the car, grabbing his iPad and little notebook out of his bag, and furiously jotted down some notes. He felt like his brain was going to explode from the input. In good ways. Like he’d spent the last two months in sensory deprivation and he’d suddenly burst into the world, freshly scrubbed and raw and receptive.

He barely paid any attention to Doyle when he returned to the car and made him take another drug test, except to start the album over as soon as Doyle cranked the SUV before Mevi went back to jotting down more notes.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle knew listening to the album might be an…odd coping mechanism, but he wouldn’t interrupt Mevi’s progress. Clark had also confided to him that he thought Mevi might be creatively constipated after everything that had happened, and not just from the drinking, either.

If this was the mental roughage Mevi needed to kick start his creative juices, then Doyle would allow it.

They’d attracted no attention at the store, and he’d actually followed Mevi inside and watched from a distance to make sure he went to the bathroom and came back out again.

He hadn’t even cruised past the beer cooler.

Whatever listening to the album was doing for Mevi, if they had to listen to the thing all the way to Florida, Doyle would let him despite his initial “driver rules the radio” position.

Mevi’s sobriety was more important. Working was critical to his success.

Doyle could be gracious under the circumstances.

They were east of Albuquerque when Doyle finally pulled over for the evening, the interrupted sleep from the night before catching up with him. Mevi hadn’t asked to stop anywhere, either, totally withdrawn into his head and the music filling the cabin.

Doyle had gone ahead and activated the Repeat All setting so he didn’t have to touch the iPod’s music controls.

He imagined Mevi might growl at him, maybe bare his teeth if Doyle tried to change music.

But Mevi had retrieved a larger spiral notebook from one of his bags at a gas stop and had switched to furiously writing in it. He didn’t even ask about food, and Doyle suspected that his worries about Mevi trying to sneak away before they reached Florida were completely baseless now.

Mevi didn’t even want to stop writing in his notebook, much less get out of the car.

Once they were parked in front of their room, with Mevi still absorbed by his notebook, Doyle knew the man needed dinner. “What do you feel like eating? Pizza? Chinese? Subs?”

Mevi looked up, confused. “Huh?”

“Food. You need food.”

Mevi stared down at his notebook, then looked around, as if finally registering that they’d stopped moving. “Holy crap,” he muttered. “What time is it?”

“After nine local time.”

He took a deep breath and finally stared at Doyle for a long moment in which Doyle was very glad for the fact that they were still sitting in the car so his erection wasn’t as noticeable.

“Sorry. I get like this sometimes when I’m working. I tune everything and everyone out.”

“No apologies.” He’d hoped to use the ride to talk, but if Mevi was going to work, that was nearly as good.

Mevi stared out the windshield. “Where are we?”

“Place called Moriarty, New Mexico.”

“Huh. Where’s Sherlock?”

Doyle smiled. “Probably hanging with Watson. Let’s get unloaded and I’ll find us food.”

“Okay.”

The room was clean and bedbug free, but not as nice as the one in Barstow. Doyle thought for a moment Mevi might balk, demand to turn around and go back to a better hotel in Albuquerque, but he eventually took the innermost bed without complaint.

They got settled, Mevi agreed to Chinese for dinner, and Doyle headed back out for it.

There were still a few things they needed to take care of, like he and Mevi needed to exchange cell numbers. But so far, so good. While they hadn’t talked, meaning Doyle was behind on figuring out his approach with Mevi, at least Mevi wasn’t actively resisting him.

Although Doyle had hoped to stop at least a couple of places along the way.

When he returned to the room, Doyle felt a brief moment of panic when he opened the door and didn’t see Mevi there.

Until he realized the bathroom door was shut and he heard the shower running.

Setting their order on the small table, he walked over to the door, listening. Wouldn’t be the first client who tried to shake him while pretending to be in the shower.

Except he heard Mevi humming, maybe singing so softly he just couldn’t make out the words, and irregular sounds like someone showering.

If the guy was faking it, he was faking it well.

He was still standing there when he heard the water shut off and the shower curtain get pulled back. Doyle quickly stepped over to the table and started setting their food out.

Mevi emerged, a towel wrapped around his hips, and for a moment Doyle had to remember who this guy was.

Client.

Duh.

His shorter hair stuck up since it was wet, and now Doyle could see the guy apparently didn’t have any ink, unless they were hidden by the towel. He wasn’t bulky, but he wasn’t a skinny twink, either. Slender, muscles not so harshly defined it was a turnoff, with just a hint of softness about his build.

He walked over to his bags on the bed and started rooting through them. “Thanks for getting dinner.”

There was…something about his voice, the way he said it. Almost like he sounded guilty about something.

Doyle handed him the tester he’d already pulled out. “Before you eat.”

Mevi looked up from his search, staring at it for a moment before taking it from him and going through the routine.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi wondered how long Doyle had been out there…and hoped he hadn’t heard him masturbating.

If the guy was straight, even better, it meant he could safely fantasize about Doyle all he wanted, right?

Right.

Except he’d rubbed out two orgasms while in the shower, not meaning to and thinking he’d use the shower to do even more work…until he thought about the sound of Doyle’s voice singing along with the Hamilton soundtrack and…there had been the first achingly hard woody. He’d nearly made it through his shower until he started getting hard again.

And with them in close quarters, better to get it out of the way like that than to go into the bathroom for a while later and have to explain it away.

While he was open-minded and didn’t mind people getting their kinky freak on, he wasn’t going to ask Doyle if the guy minded if he wanked in the next bed.

That was…excessive.

While Mevi dressed, Doyle turned the TV to the Weather Channel since the hotel’s cable seemed to have four channels, two of them showing livestock and ranching shows and the other one being Fox News.

“Sorry it’s not the best digs.” Mevi forced himself not to watch the guy eat with chopsticks, deftly, his long fingers easily working them. “Hopefully we’ll find a better place tomorrow. Did you decide if you want to sightsee?”

“I-I’d rather not.” He forced his gaze down into his moo goo gai pan. Being cooped up in such close quarters as a car would be exquisite enough torture by the time they reached Florida. No reason to string it out any longer than necessary. “If I’m not working we can…talk.”

“Fair enough.”

Mevi did like that Doyle wasn’t trying to push him too hard. “Do you have any kids?”

“Sorry?”

“You said you’re divorced.”

“No. No kids. Never wanted any, and she did. That was a contributing factor.”

“Ah. Sorry.”

“No worries.”

Mevi tried to inject some humor into the situation. “I, heh, sorry, man. I thought you were gay, at first.”

“Why?”

“When I said ‘fuck you’ to you. Your response.”

“Ah. Understandable.”

“No offense.”

“None taken. I’m actually bi, but no worries.”

Mevi froze, stunned.

Had he thought he was out of the woods?

Oh, shit.

“Is that a problem?” Doyle asked.

Mevi realized he was staring, so he shook it off and started digging into his food. “No, man. Sorry. Not a problem at all. I’m cool.”

“How about you?”

His face heated. “How about me what?”

“I’ve never heard of you having kids.”

“Oh. No, not as far as I know. I don’t want any, either. Not after what I went through.”

“The theft and trial?”

“No.” He crammed a forkful of food into his mouth. “My father,” he muttered around it.

Maybe this was his out. Let Doyle talk to him about that kind of stuff and divert the subject.

Because if he let himself focus for too long on the fact that this hottie he’d be spending the next ten weeks with was not only single, but bi?

I’m doomed.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle wasn’t sure how hard to push him. I’ll lead by example. “My dad died when I was young. My mom died right after I graduated high school. She’d never remarried. After what I went through, I decided I didn’t want to be a parent and possibly put a kid through what I went through.”

Mevi stared at him for a moment as he chewed. “Mine didn’t die soon enough,” he muttered in that same, low voice. Once again, the other man’s gaze focused on his food. “Very closed-minded. That’s why I ditched Wyoming as soon as I was old enough.”

“Is that when you moved to California?”

“Yeah. Me and a buddy used to play stuff locally. Instead of wanting to be actors we moved out there to make music. Dad used to yell at me for taking time out to write music instead of doing stuff like football in high school. Just wasn’t my thing, you know? Wanted me to go into the military like he had. Again, not my thing. I respect our military, don’t get me wrong. We do several charity shows a year with the USO. But I hate guns. He thought it’d toughen me up. So…I left.”

“Do you have contact with your mother?”

“Yeah. We’re not real close, though. She imagined a house full of grandkids. Again, not me.”

Doyle suspected there was more, maybe even a lot more, that Mevi wasn’t admitting yet. So Doyle verbally stepped back a hair, to give him some breathing room.

“How’d you get the name Mevi?”

“My buddy got drunk and couldn’t say ‘Malcolm Levi Maynard.’ Slurred the fuck out of it. I liked the sound of Mevi. It stuck.” He poked at his food. “You probably think I’m a horrible son, huh?”

Mevi had brought it back around, meaning he wanted to talk. Doyle decided to let him. “No. I think you have strong feelings. Feelings aren’t right or wrong, they just are. What you do with them is what counts in the long run. I spent a lot of time as a kid mad at my father for something he had no control over. He died. He didn’t want to, it just happened.”

“My father had full control over what he did.” Mevi forked more food into his mouth. “Told me not to come crawling back there, looking for help. So I didn’t go back until it was time to bury him. And I paid for every cent of it.”

Doyle wasn’t sure if he meant literally, metaphorically, or both. “When was that?”

“Two weeks after I turned thirty. Our fourth album had gone gold the week before and looked like it was heading to platinum.”

“Do you have any regrets?”

 

* * * *

 

Yeah, Mevi had a metric fuck-ton of regrets.

The most current one being that there was no way in hell he’d ever be able to have a real-life indulgence in some of the fantasies rolling through his brain about Doyle.

“Only that I didn’t tell my father to fuck himself earlier. Even when I left, I really didn’t say it. Just said I was leaving, and I left. I owned my truck. Me and my buddy packed our shit and left. He ended up going back to Wyoming four months later because he couldn’t handle the grind. I ended up famous.”

That was another regret. Because Bob had died in a car wreck three years earlier, a drunk crossing the line one night and hitting him head-on.

Mevi had paid for Bob’s funeral, too, when he’d heard about the accident, although he hadn’t gone to the funeral. He’d never met Bob’s wife and kids, and didn’t want to be a distraction to them by showing up and getting mobbed. He’d called the funeral home and paid for everything with a credit card and told them to refund the fees to the widow.

“Did you have a problem with drinking back then?”

“No. I mean, sure, I drank occasionally, but I was focused, you know? Working three shitty-assed jobs to afford a third of a really crappy one-bedroom apartment. I couldn’t afford to drink, much less do drugs. Didn’t have time to party. One good thing I learned from my old man was a work ethic. Just not the kind of one he thought I should have. I’ll give him credit for that, I guess.”

“And you’ve never tried drugs?”

Mevi thought about that particular regret. Coming home and finding one of his roommates, and the guy’s girlfriend, stone-cold dead in the living room. An OD from bad heroin. It turned out the guy actually renting the apartment had been a dealer and kept that hid from Mevi. Easy to do, since he was hardly ever there. And not like he had a lot of shit to start with for them to steal, and he kept his guitar locked in his truck.

He’d moved out immediately, and in with a guy who also washed dishes at one of the restaurants he worked for.

“No,” Mevi finally said. “I saw what they did to people. Seen a lot of it. Been offered a lot of drugs, sure. Didn’t want it in my brain, anyway. Alcohol, at least I knew if I had a drink or two, the worst I’d lose was a couple of hours by not being able to drive.” He took another bite of his dinner. “Problem was, over the years, I buried myself working, trying to ‘make it.’ Nothing was ever good enough for me, no level of success. And I trusted David.”

“David?”

“My business manager. Thought he was a good guy. Bonnie and the others tried to warn me early on, but he was a good guy. I’d never been fucked over in a big way before. I was clueless, I’ll admit it. Then…”

Mevi shook his head. “They were right. And I blamed myself as much as I blamed David. That in that one area I was ‘lazy,’ and look what happened? Alcohol became an escape at that point. Fuck it all, you know?”

“Who’s Bonnie?”

“Bonita. We all call her Bonnie.”

“Ah. Doesn’t need to be tonight, but at some point I’d like you to tell me about the events that led up to you being committed to the rehab center.”

Mevi was ashamed to admit he couldn’t remember much of it. Bonnie’d had the sense of mind to pull her phone out and record it in case she had to call the cops on him.

Clark and Mevi’s lead counselor had shown him the video during his first week in rehab, when he’d been arguing with them why he should be let out.

That’s when, resigned, he had to admit they were right. What he watched on the video horrified and shamed him.

“When we reach Florida,” Mevi finally said. “I’d rather get through the trip first.” Another poke at his food. “Will the cravings get easier?”

“Eventually. Sometimes stress will trigger them. We’ll work on developing healthy coping techniques to help you get through them.”

Doyle sounded so…calm. Not cocky, but a quiet confidence or surety.

“Twelve-step isn’t my deal,” Mevi said, not sure if he’d already told Doyle that.

Doyle nodded. “That’s fine. It’s not for everyone. Some people pick and choose what works for them. Only thing that matters is whatever you use works and is a healthy technique, not just another crutch that will let you down.”

“I don’t want to be another one of those ‘Hollywood Meltdown’ kind of stories, you know?”

“I can’t promise you anything except that we’ll try. I’ll work with you, but you have to do the actual work. And it won’t be easy. Some of it will suck, and suck hard.”

Mevi hoped Doyle couldn’t see the sudden flush of heat filling his cheeks.

He wanted to suck something, all right.

And it lay between Doyle’s thighs.

“Thanks.” 


Chapter Eight

 

The next morning, with Mevi showing no interest in stopping to sightsee, Doyle ditched that plan and focused on getting to Florida as quickly as possible. He was almost regretting exposing Mevi to Hamilton and finally coaxed him into listening to The Hamilton Mixtape album for a little bit of respite.

He might as well have offered a couple of lines to a cokehead.

They stopped Saturday night in Mississippi. Doyle was awakened by a noise just after dawn Sunday morning and spotted Mevi sitting up in the next bed, earbuds in and working on his iPad.

That Doyle hadn’t heard him get up and get his iPad bothered him. Either he was more exhausted than he thought…

Or maybe it’s just that I’m enjoying spending time with him.

Because you’re attracted to him, asshole.

They were on the road less than an hour later. Tate had texted him again, begging him to reconsider.

Clark was happy to hear reports that Mevi was behaving himself and hadn’t made a complete ass out of himself, or run Doyle off yet. Doyle knew that wasn’t totally altruistic on Clark’s part. As Mevi’s manager, and the manager for the band, Clark made more money if the band made more money, and the band would definitely make more money with Mevi back in full form.

At least Mevi relinquished control of the car’s music back to Doyle. They’d had a good Wi-Fi connection at the hotel. One of the first things Mevi had done was log into iTunes and buy the two albums and put them on his iPad.

Doyle kept the cabin’s volume low enough so Mevi could work. As he drove, Doyle sang along as the Broadway versions of Sweeney Todd and Mrs. Lovett dispatched unsuspecting victims to put them into pies.

It wasn’t until he was halfway through the musical that he realized the theme of unrequited and lost love—and revenge—probably wasn’t the best one to be listening to right now.

Not when a man he knew he could never have sat in the seat next to him.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi knew if he engaged in too much personal conversation right now, he’d end up confessing to Doyle. Not just that he was gay, but that he had the hots for Doyle. A key problem with that had hit him last night—Doyle might tell Clark and get someone else if he thought Mevi had the hots for him.

Torturing himself with Doyle’s presence was masochistic, yes, Mevi would admit that.

But considering his creative flow had returned with a tsunami vengeance, he didn’t want to disturb what was working in his brain.

If it meant unrequited lusting after his sober companion?

So be it.

Because it wasn’t just the creative spark fanned by the music. It was Doyle’s strong, comforting, quiet presence. Mevi had never trusted someone so quickly before. That was a miracle after what David had done to him and his finances.

Something about Doyle told Mevi the man would not only hold his confidences, but completely meant it when he told Mevi he could lean on him.

And that feeling, of being able to rely on someone besides himself—even then maybe not himself all the time—was a feeling he thought he’d never experience again in his life. He’d felt like that about David despite little red flags here and there.

Sure, he relied on Clark, but his trust in the man came from the fact that Bonnie and the others trusted him and used his services.

He would have to put on a mask and try to keep Doyle at arm’s length so the guy didn’t figure out Mevi had the hots for him.

That might be difficult.

But, somehow, he’d try to figure it out, even as his notebook pages started filling with lyrics that could easily be a man pining for a woman…or another man.

A love he knew he could never have.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle wasn’t sure why, but Mevi’s mood worsened as they hit the Florida state line and made the final jog to the south.

He wouldn’t hold it against the guy. The trip had been grueling, and no doubt Mevi was dealing with a bunch of mental shit. At least he’d had an initial breakthrough with the man.

He’d take the win and bide his time.

Doyle had already texted Kel with their ETA at a gas stop a little north of Tampa earlier that evening. It would be after dark when they arrived in Sarasota, but that was fine. Clark had already transferred payment to Kel, so they were all set there.

Ironic that the more unsettled Mevi seemed, the more relaxed Doyle grew to see familiar landmarks. Even the changes didn’t bother him.

This was where he’d grown up and spent the majority of his adult life.

It felt damn good to be back “home” again in Sarasota.

“What the hell is this place?” Mevi asked as Doyle slowed to make the last turn into the industrial complex.

“An apartment,” he said. “A decent one. No windows, and you can play as loud as you want, day or night.”

“Great,” he muttered. “Fucking shit-hole.”

They parked in front of the warehouse unit, next to a pickup truck parked there. Doyle reached between the seats, retrieved the manila envelope from the back seat, and got out, leaving Mevi stewing in the passenger seat.

He also took the keys with him.

Doyle wasn’t going to beg the guy to get out. If Mevi was going to pick now to act like a three-year-old, Doyle would treat him like one. When he knocked on the door, it opened, and Kel immediately smiled.

“Hey, stranger.” They shook, and Kel pulled him in for a one-armed hug. “So I’m dying to know the super-secret…eh, secret.”

“Let’s step inside.” Doyle had tried to keep himself positioned so Kel couldn’t see into the SUV. “I hate to ask this, but I need a signed NDA from you.”

“Okaaay, but why?”

“Because of who my client is.”

Doyle fished one of the forms out and handed it to Kel. Kel scanned it and reached for a pen from a desk to sign and date it.

“You can’t tell anyone who’s here,” Doyle said. “Not even Mal, unless she signs a form, too.”

“She will. Give me one to take home with me and I’ll bring it back tomorrow.”

Doyle removed another form from the envelope and handed it to Kel.

“You ever hear of Portnoy’s Oyster?”

Kel scowled. “Uh, duh. Why don’t you ask me if I’ve heard of Lady Gaga, Pink Floyd, Maroon 5, or the Beatles. Why?”

Doyle led him outside and pointed at a frowning Mevi, still sitting in the front passenger seat, arms crossed over his chest.

“Oh…shit,” Kel whispered. “No shit? That’s Mevi Maynard? He looks so different.”

“No shit.” Doyle led him back inside. “I cut and dyed his hair. Needed to. And client confidentiality, I can’t tell you why I’m here with him.”

Kel frowned. “There’s not going to be any violence or anything, is there? No crazy stalker he’s hiding from?”

“Nothing like that.”

“And what about paparazzi? I have to protect the privacy of the club members.”

“As long as you and Mal don’t say anything, no one will know he’s here. Another reason I wanted this place. No windows, lots of privacy, and he can practice without neighbors bitching about the noise. I have to get him to Chicago in a little over nine weeks for rehearsals before the start of their tour.”

“Ah. Smart.” Another scowl. “What about the club? Does he know about that?”

“Not yet. I’ll tell him once we’re settled. Won’t be a problem.”

“Okay.”

“And one more question. There is no alcohol anywhere inside, either upstairs or downstairs, is there?”

Kel gave him a questioning look, but limited his response. “No.”

“Okay. Good.” They went back out and Doyle opened the passenger door.

Mevi glared.

“Malcolm Maynard, this is Askel Hansen, the building’s owner and our landlord for the next several weeks. He’s also a friend of mine.”

Kel stuck out his hand. “Call me Kel. Nice to meet you, Malcolm.”

“Mal,” Mevi said, finally unbuckling his seat belt and shaking with him.

Kel smiled. “I can remember that. My wife’s name is Mal. Short for Mallory.”

Kel helped them unload everything from the SUV and haul it upstairs, leaving it in the dining room part of the main area.

“I’m not using the downstairs as my office now,” Kel said. “Doyle told me you like to play guitar. If you wanted to use that as your practice room, that’s fine. The warehouse area is pretty full, though. Or practice up here. Either way.”

Mevi walked down the hall, glancing through the bedroom doors as he did but making no comment. Kel ran them through the basics, showed them where the washer and dryer were, and gave them a short list of info that included the Internet login and password, and the alarm code.

When Kel held out two keys, Doyle pocketed them both. Mevi would not be given a key to anything.

Except maybe a pair of handcuffs—

Okay, stop that right now.

Client. Off-limits.

Right.

Lather, rinse, repeat.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi was actually pleasantly shocked that the apartment was as nice as it was. He’d expected some flophouse dump, but other than having no windows, it was nicer than many hotel rooms he’d stayed in, and way nicer than some of the apartments he’d lived in early on.

Not that he’d admit that.

And it would be private.

Plus he could practice without keeping it down.

Doyle glanced his way. “Any questions?”

Mevi shook his head. “I’m good.”

“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Kel said. “Give me a call if you need anything, or have any questions.”

Doyle shook with him again. “Thanks, man.”

Doyle walked him downstairs to lock the door behind him, leaving Mevi alone upstairs. Mevi slumped back against the kitchen counter.

How’d I get here?

Not just the literal there, but the metaphorical, existential one.

He’d left Cheyenne for good, hoping to make a new, better, open life for himself. He’d had it all.

And he’d lost nearly all of it.

Meanwhile, he was buried deeper in the closet than ever.

Here he was, stuck in a warehouse apartment, hiding out and trying to stay sober in hopes of clawing his way back out of the swamp he’d mired himself in.

Doyle returned and Mevi pulled his mask back into place.

“Which bedroom do you want?” Doyle asked.

He shrugged. “Babysitter’s choice.”

Yeah, he was being an asshole and he knew it.

He couldn’t help it. The dark mood he’d felt upon Clark springing him from rehab had returned, and he damn sure couldn’t admit to Doyle he thought he was hot. Better to try to emotionally distance himself a little from the guy.

It didn’t help that he was finding himself adjusting his cock more and more around Doyle. There was just…something about him that really had dug in under his skin and wouldn’t go away.

“You take the back one, then,” Doyle said.

“Okay. But why?”

Doyle turned, arching his eyebrow in that way, the way that threatened to harden Mevi’s cock. “Because it’ll be easier for me to hear if you leave your bedroom.”

 

* * * *

 

After a quick search through the kitchen, Doyle knew he’d need to leave to get them food. Publix would probably be closed already, but there was a nearby Walmart superstore that’d be open.

“I’m going to get us food. Same rules. Don’t go outside.”

“I won’t.”

Doyle headed downstairs, locking the door after him. Then he pulled a roll of scotch tape out of his pocket, one he’d found on the desk in the office.

He placed a small piece of it across the gap between the door and door frame down at the bottom and at the top. It looked like it’d stick. He tried a test strip and pulled on it.

Nope, it was secure.

If Mevi opened the door, if he even noticed the tape, there’d be no way for him to replace it himself.

Easiest way in the world to see if someone had not followed orders.

That didn’t mean he wanted to push things.

He hurried to the store and got what he’d need to cook them dinner, and for breakfast in the morning. Now that he was “home” he wanted to do the bulk of his shopping at his favorite grocery store chain. At least they could eat reasonably healthy.

I’d like to eat—

He shut that off.

The easy part of this job was over.

The hard part would be keeping his feelings to himself, his attraction to Mevi.

The guy was counting on him.

He couldn’t let him down.

Especially not for his own selfish reasons. 


Chapter Nine

 

Thank gawd!

Once Doyle had left, Mevi moved all his stuff to what would be his bedroom and jumped into the private shower there, quickly stroking himself and getting his first orgasm out of the way.

How sad did it make him that the way Doyle had ordered him to stay inside had made him hard?

I’m pathetic.

Gasping as the final echoes of his climax rolled through him, he slid down the wall and let the water beat against his flesh. His first moment of true privacy in what felt like forever. Even at rehab, had he felt like masturbating, he couldn’t have. The staff could randomly come in for checks at any time, even if he was in the bathroom. It was part of their protocols. Toward the end he had more privacy, but still, he didn’t want someone knocking on his bathroom door while he was wanking.

Not that he’d felt like it, so it was moot.

Maybe others got a kick out of possibly being caught in the act. He didn’t.

Although he knew Doyle could very well come in and do the same thing. One of the stipulations.

Finally, he stood and showered. As he thought about Doyle, about his intense gaze, his calm but strong voice, his deceptively laid-back ways, Mevi’s cock started inflating again.

He didn’t even try to fight the urge, giving in, imagining himself on his knees and swallowing Doyle’s cock to the root, even though he had no clue what the guy looked like naked, other than he could tell from the way his pants fit him that he had a cute ass.

The thought of his body under Doyle’s as the man plowed his ass, face-to-face so he could watch him come, watch each other climax…

He closed his eyes and softly moaned as the second orgasm burst free.

Then a laugh escaped him even as his cock softened in his hand.

At this rate, I might become a sex addict.

He hurried to finish his shower before Doyle returned.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle heard a TV playing as he mounted the stairs to the apartment. Mevi sat on the couch, channel surfing. From his damp hair and the fact that he now wore a loose T-shirt and shorts, he guessed the man had showered.

“Anything good on?”

“Everything’s on. He’s got a great cable package, thank god.” Mevi set the remote aside and stood. “Can I help?”

“I got it. This is all.”

He frowned. “That’s not much.”

“Enough for tonight. We’ll go shopping tomorrow.” He carried the bags over to the counter. “Homemade tacos okay for tonight? Because that’s what we’re having.”

“That sounds good.” He walked over to help, and after Doyle gave him a test, they got started with dinner.

It was nice having someone to cook with.

It was also nice to see Mevi’s bad mood had apparently broken while Doyle was at the store. Had he not given Mevi the test, Doyle might have thought the guy snuck a drink while he was gone. But he knew Mevi had no alcohol on him, and the tape on the door had been undisturbed when he returned and removed it.

Or maybe he rubbed one out in the shower.

Actually, come to think of it, Doyle suspected that might be in his own immediate future. With a body stiff and sore from the drive, a long, hot shower and good, hard orgasm might be exactly what he needed to sleep through the night.

Too bad it can’t be in Mevi’s mouth.

He shoved that thought away before it hardened him right there. Hell, engaging in fantasies like that was a dangerous thing.

While they cooked, Mevi asked him about Sarasota, about growing up there, and they approached safe topics. Mevi had obviously loosened up, now that they’d landed in their temporary nest.

Plus the man could break out his guitar and really get to work, something else Doyle knew Mevi was looking forward to.

As if reading his mind, Mevi spoke. “Will it be okay if I work downstairs tonight? I can play in the living room but I don’t want to disturb you.”

“As long as you stay inside, yes. I’ll set the door alarm.” He’d pocketed the slip of paper with the alarm codes before Mevi had seen it.

Mevi’s lips curved in a handsome smirk. “No trust yet?”

“Absolutely, I trust you. Trust, but verify. It’s for your own good. I don’t like having to be a hard-ass, but you need to make it to Chicago sober if you want to be on the tour. You know that.”

“True.” Mevi added the pouch of taco seasoning and the called for amount of water to the pan of ground beef he’d just browned. “Been a long time since I cooked dinner.”

“What do you do at home?”

“Been so long, I couldn’t tell you. I know Clark cleaned out my fridge for me, and he had a trusted cleaning lady go in to take care of things once I was committed. He has my mail sent to his office to deal with.”

“How is that different than the last guy? Not saying I don’t trust Clark. I don’t know him. I know my friend who recommended me to him, and they apparently trust him.”

“Because he’s worked with the others in the band for years. Normally he doesn’t handle mail, but I was an emergency case. Everyone else usually has their bills and stuff paid over the Internet, and they have family or a friend or PA who gets their mail for them. Clark started out Bonnie’s guy, and the others eventually signed with him, too. I was with David for a while, thought he was a nice guy. Never thought he’d screw me over.

“But I could see from the start how Clark was different than David. In good ways. He was always available for an audit or to speak. If he couldn’t be there, he had one of his assistants do it. No putting people off. Hell, even in the middle of the night, if that’s the only time schedules could gel. Good luck pinning David down even on the phone. I figured it was because he had a young kid at home and was doing dad stuff, you know?”

Mevi shook his head as he stirred the ground beef. “Clark, you call his personal number in the middle of the night? He either answers it, or calls you back immediately if you leave a message. Every damn time. I mean, look at what he did for me getting me into the rehab center. Bonnie called him instead of the cops, and he came and got me with a big, beefy guy of his who sometimes works as a personal bodyguard or security for Clark’s clients. They loaded me in a car and drove me straight to the rehab facility. No cops. No press.”

He turned the heat down and let it simmer. “Back to your question, I rarely ‘cooked.’ Sometimes if I was having dinner with Bonnie, I’d help her. Or one of the other guys. Usually, I grab takeout or something ready to eat from the store’s deli section. Or something frozen.”

“Not exactly a healthy diet.”

“I know. I lost weight in rehab. Exercising.”

“I usually do tai chi every morning. Haven’t while we were on the road, but you’re welcome to join me.”

Mevi leaned against the counter, arms crossed. “Any chance we can figure out a way for me to exercise? Private gym or something? A friend with a pool? Walking? Anything.”

Doyle considered it. “I’ll ask around. I might be able to arrange something. Meanwhile, we could get up and go walking early while it’s still cool out. Do laps around the complex or something.”

“Thanks.” Then, Mevi did something totally unexpected. He stuck out his hand. “Malcolm Maynard. Recovering alcoholic. Sorry if I’m sometimes a jerk, but I’m still new at this trying to get used to dealing with my shit stuff.”

Doyle chuckled and shook with him. “Doyle Turner, psychologist, addiction counselor, recovering alcoholic, and sometimes hard-ass. Very dominant. Sorry if I’m sometimes a jerk, but I have a job to do.”

“Honestly? When we pulled up here, I was thinking you are shitting me. This place is really nice. How’d you get it?”

“Like I said, Kel’s a friend. Well, more an acquaintance than a buddy, but we have a lot of friends in common. Including the friend who referred Clark to me.”

“You’re not going to tell me who they are, are you?”

“Maybe. If they okay it. I didn’t specifically get that permission, though, and just like I protect my clients’ privacy, so I protect my friends.”

“You sound like a good friend.” For a moment, the look on Mevi’s face made Doyle want to pull the guy into his arms and hug him. Something between sorrow and longing.

Like he didn’t have good friends.

Then again, in Doyle’s experience, many celebs didn’t have good friends. Lots of hangers-on, sure. But not friends.

Not friends they could trust.

“I try to be a good friend, but I haven’t been able to be around for them like I wish I could. Your bandmates seem to be good friends.”

Mevi shrugged. “They are, but we’re also in business together. That’s how I’ve always approached music. It’s art, sure, but it’s business. And when I forgot that and thought of David as a ‘friend’ instead of an employee, I got fucked.” His expression turned dark. “I just hope I haven’t fucked up my relationship with them. I owe Bonnie a huge apology.”

“Have you talked to them since you entered rehab?”

“No. Clark has. Bonnie’s pissed off, but willing to forgive me.”

“Did you hit her?”

“No! I was…I was a real asshole that night.”

“From the reports I’ve seen, it seems like the two of you have had a pretty contentious relationship over the years.”

Doyle felt the wall go up. He could practically see it. “It’s…complicated between us.”

Bingo. No, he wouldn’t push harder right now. But it was a topic he’d revisit once they’d had a day or two to recover and had settled into some sort of routine.

Doyle laid out the fixings while the taco shells heated on a cookie sheet in the oven. By the time they were ready to eat, sitting together at the kitchen counter bar, the conversation had turned once again to Mevi wanting to know more about Hamilton, whatever Doyle knew about it.

Which, to be honest, wasn’t much more than he’d already told Mevi.

“I think that Lin-Manuel Miranda was in an episode of Drunk History.” He belatedly realized what he said. “Sorry. Belated trigger warning.”

But Mevi smiled. “I think I could handle watching that. I loved that show. Ironically, I always watched it sober. It was funnier that way. Just like doing karaoke sober was always my thing.”

“Isn’t that like being a ringer?”

“What?”

“A singer doing karaoke?”

“Oh, that was before we got started. That’s how I met everyone.”

 

* * * *

 

“How the band got together?”

“Yeah.” Mevi took a bite of his taco, savoring it. It wasn’t a fancy dinner, but it wasn’t fast-food, and it was fresh and hot and something he’d cooked himself. “You feel like a ‘sober history’ lesson?”

“Sure.”

“I worked my ass off when I got to LA. I knew it wouldn’t be easy to break into the music industry, but I was determined not to give up, no matter what. But not many jobs for an eighteen-year-old guy without a college diploma, right? I mean, no farm work, which I could do. I held down two or three jobs at a time, usually waiting tables or washing dishes. I’d do anything that paid. That meant not much time free.

“So one of the places where I worked, they had a karaoke night. I usually didn’t work there that night, but they’d had a guy call in so I worked a longer shift under the table for the owner because I didn’t have anywhere else to be. When I finished when the next guy came on shift, I was hanging out and decided to put my name in for the hell of it.

“I performed two by Nickelback—don’t laugh, I love their stuff. I did ‘Feelin’ Way Too Damn Good’ and ‘Figured You Out.’ Standing O both times. After the second song, I get off the stage and these two guys come up to talk to me.

“Turns out Bonnie’s brother, Tom, was in the audience. He’d called her, and she called Garth to go talk to me since he wasn’t far away. Their lead vocalist had just gotten popped for drugs, so even though he was out on bail, they dumped him. When they found out I also played guitar, they begged me to come to their rehearsal.” He took a sip of water

“Wow,” Doyle said. “That was lucky.”

“Very. I told them I had to work the next night, so they all arranged their schedules to meet with me in the morning. I mean, they were unknowns then, still working regular jobs to make ends meet. The band got paid but it covered their expenses to get to the gigs, if they were lucky. They had a gig coming up Friday night and asked me to join them, for pay. About what I’d make working Friday night. Since I was scheduled to work at that restaurant, I talked to the guy who’d come in on shift and swapped nights with him.

“They were mostly a cover band, but I told them I wrote music, too. We didn’t have time for them to learn anything new, and it was easier for me to learn their songs on short notice. We worked well together, and…” He sighed. “It snowballed.”

He took another bite of his taco.

“When did you realize it was going to get big?”

“Tom was in computers. He did their website and stuff. They weren’t even Portnoy’s Oyster then, they were Carouselacious, which I personally thought was a stupid name. Plus, it was nearly impossible for people to spell right. Turned out the band’s domain name was registered to the creep who’d been popped, and he refused to turn it over to them since he’d been the one to come up with the name.

“So the next week, we’re all at Tom’s place, trying to come up with a new name and stuff. I’d been reading Portnoy’s Complaint. Don’t laugh, I love to read. We’re sitting there, trying different names of bands, Bonnie’s brother looking them up on the Internet and iTunes to see if anyone’s already got it. After an hour, Pasch groans as we come up empty again and said it’s like trying to find a damn pearl in a pile of oysters.”

Doyle smiled. “Ha.”

“Yeah. Well, and I figured hey, the world’s our oyster. And Bonnie’s brother said searching stuff on Google—we were thinking ahead, all of us—‘Portnoy’s’ comes up pretty easy because of the book. And it’s not hard to spell. So we became Portnoy’s Oyster.”

Mevi thought back to those days as he took another bite of his taco. Hardscrabble times for them, but still fun. Like having a family.

“We recorded six of my original songs and released them. Took a couple of months, but they suddenly went batshit on sales overnight. Turns out a DJ in LA had been sent our website link by his sister, and he loved them and pimped them on his Facebook page.”

“And history was made.”

“After a shit-ton of hard work, yeah. Bonnie’s brother was our sound engineer at first, and did all our early recordings himself because no way we could afford real studio time. He had a Mac and could borrow or rent equipment for us to make demos and production material. Layers of old Goodwill blankets stapled to the walls and door in his garage. That kind of bare-bones stuff. He busted his ass in his free time to learn sound software and researching how to process the files to make us sound really good. He posted them for sale for us, ran the website, all of that, in addition to his day job, and having a wife and kid. He deserves the credit for our discovery. He engineered the shit out of our website’s SEO terms so that we came up a lot. People would e-mail us that they found us while looking for someone else. He ran our Facebook page, too. Twitter account. Everything.”

“He still with you guys?”

Mevi shoved away the wave of pain that tried to wash through him. “Cancer. Five years ago.”

“Oh. I’m really sorry.”

“So am I. But, ironically, his older daughter followed in his footsteps. She did go to college, because all of us ganged up on her, along with Tom and his wife, and insisted. But she grew up sitting in Tom’s lap and working on stuff on the computer with him. She’d be in practices with us with her earmuffs on to protect her hearing while watching her daddy work the software. Her younger brother is head of our publicity department now. So it’s still family.”

When they finished eating, Mevi headed downstairs with his laptop, guitar, iPad, notebooks, and pen. He wished he had music and guitar stands and made a note to ask Doyle to order them.

Doyle followed him down and sat on the bottom step, the door to the stairs open. “Mind if I listen for a while?”

“No, doesn’t bother me.”

“Can I leave the door open when I go back up?”

“Sure, but why?” He smiled. “To keep an ear on me?”

Doyle shrugged. “I’m interested in this. I love music. This is fascinating, to get a look behind the scenes at the creative process. I usually work with actors. I don’t get to work with many musicians. And the few I have worked with were singers, not composers.”

Mevi hoped his face didn’t heat too much, secretly pleased that Doyle was interested in this. “Sometimes this part’s boring.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

Mevi started by tuning his guitar. He’d tried playing it in rehab and hadn’t been able to. Mentally, his head wasn’t there.

Then he ran through a few scales to loosen his fingers and get used to the strings again. Even the calluses on the pads of his fingers had started to soften. He knew he’d need to play every day from this point forward to build them up again, or the tour would be misery. He could get by without playing every song on stage, but the audience expected at least one or two acoustic numbers from him toward the end of the night.

Then he started playing “Sunset Sights,” one of the first songs he’d written for the band, which had appeared on their first album and had spent weeks as a number one single.

One of the first songs Tom had recorded for them. That old version was still for sale in digital format and still held Mevi’s heart.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle immediately recognized the intro riff to “Sunset Sights,” one of his favorites. A melancholy song about a man on a beach and watching the sun disappear, but having also seen life slip through his hands and facing a choice to try a different path or give up and “slip into the night” with the sun.

Mevi didn’t sing with the music, but the emotion in the chords, in every strum, spoke to Doyle.

This was obviously a personal song for Mevi.

Let. Me. In.

It was tempting to try to press, to manipulate Mevi into opening up to him, but that was selfish on his part and he knew it.

The guy’s straight, for starters. And let’s not forget, oh, a client.

When Mevi finished playing, he stared at the guitar for a long moment without speaking, and Doyle didn’t break the silence.

“I sometimes wonder,” Mevi finally said, “what the other choice would have yielded.”

“How so?”

“If I’d walked into the sea that night.”

A chill washed through Doyle. “Do you think about killing yourself a lot?”

Nothing about suicidal ideations predating the discovery of the theft and the snowballing of Mevi’s drinking had been mentioned anywhere in his files. If that was the case, it would drastically change how Doyle approached this.

And he would be chewing out the rehab center for not stating it clearly in the file notes. It was something that should have been heavily flagged.

Plus, it would mean finding a local psychiatrist or GP who’d be willing to write scripts for Mevi to help control those feelings.

“No.” He met Doyle’s gaze. “Not really. Not seriously. I guess I was that night at Bonnie’s.” He dragged in a deep, shuddering breath. “I don’t want to die. I just need to figure out how to start living.”


Chapter Ten

 

Doyle eventually headed back upstairs. Mevi stayed down in the office, playing for nearly two hours. Some old stuff, some new stuff, some experimentation, to see how things he’d noted in his iPad sounded when played with a real guitar.

Finally calling it a day in the wee hours of the morning, he headed upstairs. All the lights, except for one over the stove, were turned off. He walked down the hall to his bedroom, passing Doyle’s door as he did.

He didn’t pause to look inside, the dark room beyond not allowing him a glimpse of the man.

Going to his own room, he left the door cracked open and, despite feeling exhausted, he still couldn’t sleep. After retrieving a few things, he sat in bed, earbuds in and listening to a nature sounds zen tape. No vocals, just soft instrumentals.

Notebook on his lap, pen in hand and working on lyrics and chords for an idea.

He hadn’t felt like this in years. Since the good days.

The best days.

The days after ending up in LA, despite all the hard work involved, and then hooking up with a band that sent him straight to the top.

The days before he realized he’d totally bricked himself into a corner, but good, and his only recourse was to keep putting up a denser wall to protect his truths from prying eyes.

That’s not the man he wanted to be.

And the man he wanted to be with lay on the other side of that wall behind him. Except…he couldn’t. Even if he could finally admit how he was feeling, Doyle would shoot him down because, duh, counselor.

Still…

Baby steps, right? Just like facing down his addiction was a series of baby steps?

Admitting to someone else he was gay was that first baby step.

But could he force himself to tear down his own walls?

The thought of living the rest of his life not being authentic ripped at his soul. It would only be a matter of time before he sought the bottle again if he didn’t change. He knew that. He could only change so much about his life before he wouldn’t be able to ignore that fact any longer.

He had to change.

Except…it wasn’t just him. What would coming out do to the band?

How much would Bonnie hate him? Not that he’d blame her.

Finally exhausted, he set everything aside, turned out his light, and tried to sleep.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle had dozed, waking up when Mevi returned upstairs. Then he’d seen the glow of Mevi’s bedroom light as the man apparently worked. At one point he’d quietly walked down the hall, peeking in through the ajar door to see Mevi sitting there on his bed, head down and working. The ear buds meant Mevi hadn’t heard Doyle.

Immediately retreating, he returned to his own bedroom and pushed the door mostly shut. Enough he could still easily see the hallway.

No, he wouldn’t disturb Mevi while he was working, if he could avoid it.

Hoping it meant he could go to sleep now, he lay in bed and closed his eyes.

Unfortunately, sleep wasn’t coming, despite his exhaustion.

And once he’d gone back upstairs he hadn’t rubbed one out in the shower, either.

Fuck it.

Closing his eyes, he pulled the sheet and his sleeping shorts down and fisted his cock. It didn’t take him long to milk pre-cum and slick it down his shaft for lube. Knowing it wasn’t a good idea, he envisioned Mevi, on his knees in front of him, naked and sucking his cock.

Yeesss.

It didn’t take much to get him over, either. Especially when thinking about Mevi.

Which ethically wasn’t good on a number of levels, but if he wanted to sleep, he had to do something.

Once he’d exploded and lay there catching his breath, he swore to be even more cautious around the man. The last thing he wanted Mevi thinking was that he was perving on him.

Even though that was exactly what he was doing.

After going to the bathroom to clean up, he once again settled in bed, and this time, he felt sleep tugging at him.

 

* * * *

 

When Doyle awoke Monday morning, he had to look at his phone to check the time. Eight in the morning, which, translated into LA time, would actually be about the normal time he woke up on a work day at The Compound.

He didn’t hear Mevi moving around.

After using the bathroom, he walked down the hall and listened. Inside Mevi’s room, he heard soft snoring and quickly turned around so he didn’t awaken the man. Instead, he started the coffeemaker. While waiting for it to do its magic, he walked into the living room and started his tai chi form.

Wasn’t as good as doing it at the beach, but he wouldn’t complain. It was the first time in the better part of a week that he’d been able to do it and it felt good to stretch his muscles. In fact, he did it a second time before returning to the kitchen to pour his coffee. After a few sips of the hot, brown sanity juice, he headed to the shower. And he had his first good shave since leaving California.

After he emerged from the shower, he heard the toilet flush next door. He was coming out of his bedroom with the test kit in hand as Mevi emerged from his bedroom, looking half asleep, and wearing only a pair of shorts.

Without a word, Mevi held out his hand for the tester and Doyle handed it to him before going to the kitchen to top off his coffee.

Mevi followed. With that out of the way, Mevi poured his coffee and slid onto a barstool at the counter.

“What’s on today’s schedule?”

“Grocery shopping. After that, nothing.”

“Am I allowed to go with you?”

“If we do it early enough, sure. Less chance of someone recognizing you if we do it early. Monday morning, people are probably at work and the store won’t be crowded.”

“Then let’s do it.”

“Did you want to eat breakfast first?”

Mevi shrugged.

“Are you all right?”

“I didn’t sleep well. Lots of stuff rattling around in my brain.” His smile looked forced. “It’ll pass.”

“Then I guess we can go whenever you’re ready.”

They were in the car twenty minutes later, Mevi wearing sunglasses against the morning glare. “It’s bright out,” he muttered.

“It’s Florida.”

“I thought California was sunny.”

Doyle laughed. “It’s Florida,” he repeated.

There was a Publix nearby and as Doyle grabbed a cart in the parking lot and walked it in, Mevi fell into step beside him.

“Any restrictions?” he asked Doyle.

“I think you know the answer to that.”

“Just checking. And I meant food, not booze. Duh.” He let out a sigh that sounded so sad Doyle almost stopped to talk to him right there. “I’m going to tie a knot in my rope and hang on, no matter how hard it feels. I can’t fail.”

“That’s a good attitude to have. Just don’t forget I’m here. You’re not alone.”

“I know, but you can’t be with me for the rest of my life so I need to learn how to deal with this.”

I wish I could be.

Doyle swept that strange, random thought out of his brain almost as soon as it popped in.

Where the hell did that come from?

That would teach him not to fantasize about a client while masturbating.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi wasn’t yet ready to admit to Doyle why he’d had such a hard time sleeping last night. He wasn’t sure how the man would react if he learned Mevi was gay.

Or how the band would react.

At least if he didn’t reveal that, he could lean on the man more without Doyle thinking it was getting weird.

Couldn’t he?

They roamed the aisles, filling the cart and Mevi admitting he really liked the store. Usually, grocery shopping was a necessary evil, to be finished as quickly as possible. In and out.

It was obvious Doyle liked to cook from the things he added to the cart. Mevi couldn’t claim cooking as anything other than a bare necessity.

Maybe he can teach me.

Back home, he helped Doyle put everything away before getting his iPad and notebooks and heading down to the office. He’d been working on a still untitled song last night before he finally gave up and tried to sleep. He wanted to see if he could finish it today. It was a song he’d started months ago, ideas for it hitting him during the drive to Florida until he was distracted by new lyrics forcing their way to the front of his brain.

Something about the way Doyle had listened to him play “Sunset Sights” last night had jiggled something loose in Mevi’s mind and directed him to work on it again.

 

Footprints behind me, clear sand ahead

And for the time being my heart feels dead.

Too much to hope for, yet too much to gain

There has to be some way out of this pain.

 

No one, nobody, alone in my mind

Searching and working, all just to find

That nothing I’ve done can be called the truth

When my reality’s been held aloof.

 

But you, you’re what I need.

You’re what I feel, and I’m incomplete

Until I tell you all that resides

In the deep, dark recesses where my truth likes to hide…

 

Maybe this would be as close as he’d ever get to confessing to anyone. It was easy to interpret the lyrics as a man’s love song to the woman he can’t admit he loved.

That it was also an admission of his own hidden truths might be missed by many people.

He was still working on it when Doyle walked downstairs at one point while he’d stopped playing and was notating chords.

“You feel like lunch? You never ate breakfast.”

He was going to say no but then his stomach rumbled. “Yeah, I guess I should.”

“I’ll get it for you. Sandwich okay?”

“That’d be great, thanks.”

He couldn’t keep his eyes off Doyle’s ass as the man mounted the stairs again.

Shit.

Okay, so denying he was attracted to Doyle would be a bunch of bullshit. But how did he live the rest of his life pretending to be someone he wasn’t?

That, ironically, triggered another idea for an extra verse, and he grabbed his pen to add it to the notebook.

 

* * * *

 

After Doyle took Mevi a sandwich and two bottles of water, he left the man alone. He dug his Kindle out and settled in on the couch, the TV on but muted, so he could listen to Mevi downstairs.

Sometimes, he heard the man muttering to himself. Sometimes he heard him picking out chords and notes on the guitar. Over the next few days, he’d leave Mevi alone and let him settle in, unless the man seemed open to talking.

When Doyle’s cell buzzed with a text, he grabbed his phone from the coffee table.

Tilly.

You there yet?

He smiled as he typed his reply. Safe and sound. No problems.

She replied almost immediately. Good. Dinner tomorrow night. 7. Vanilla. Casual. Cookout. Bring swim trunks.

And followed by a Venice address and gate code.

He suspected that wasn’t a request.

Yes, Ma’am.

Smartass. :)

After confirming they’d be there, he added a question. Okay if I tell M you’re the one who referred me to Clark?

A brief wait for her reply. Sure. Why?

Didn’t want to assume you wanted to be identified.

Like I give a shit. :)

Doyle waited until seven to start cooking dinner. Mevi had only come upstairs once that whole time to use the bathroom, and Doyle made sure to test him when he did. He was almost ready to call down to Mevi that dinner was ready when the man came up of his own accord.

“That smells good.”

“Thanks. Pork chops. Oh, and we have dinner plans tomorrow.”

“We do?”

“Friends of mine. In fact, the friend who referred Clark to me. Her name’s Tilly. They split their time between home here and work in LA.”

“Okay.”

“And advanced warning, they have a non-traditional relationship.” Leaving out the BDSM aspects, he explained their poly triad.

Mevi’s fork froze mid-ascent to his mouth. “Wait…Tilly LaCroux?”

“Yes?”

“I’ve heard of her. They’re the ones who were involved in that case a year or so ago, right? The cousin of the one guy, she was a new mom and was killed while in custody in the jail?”

He nodded. “That’s them.”

He lowered his fork and let out a snort.

“What?”

“I saw a clip of that friend of hers with the photog. Where she was getting the baby out of the car? And I’ve heard stuff from friends about Trevor Nichols having a personal guard dog working for his office. Clark works with them. So that’s her, huh?”

“That would be…a reasonably accurate description of her personality if you cross her, yes. But like a guard dog, she’s also very sweet and protective of her loved ones.”

“I can’t tell you the last time I went to a casual cookout with friends.”

He felt sorry for the guy. Doyle knew first-hand from his clients how difficult it was to have a private life when a celebrity. Even when they weren’t “on” they had to carefully guard their every word, every action, because of the prevalence of cell phones. They might be famous and have money, but the tradeoff, sometimes, made it a very vicious bargain in terms of their private lives.

“Tilly and her guys are good people. They’ve already signed the NDAs, too, so no worries there. She’s used to working with celebrities.”

“That mean they know about what I did?”

He nodded. “Yes. But Tilly’s also a nurse by training. So she’s sympathetic. She’s also brutally honest sometimes. Don’t ask her for an opinion unless you really want one.”

After taking another bite of pork chops, Mevi spoke again. “I need more people like that in my life.” He stared into Doyle’s eyes. “Like you.”

“I’ll be here for you, as long as you need me.”

He smiled, but it looked sad. “I have a feeling it won’t be long enough.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

Doyle wasn’t sure how to interpret Mevi’s comment, but didn’t want to push him too hard. After dinner, Mevi volunteered to help with cleanup, even though Doyle told him that wasn’t necessary.

“We’ll have to stop by my storage unit tomorrow,” Doyle said. “I didn’t bring swim trunks with me.”

“We could buy some.”

“Why would I do that when I have several pairs in storage that I know fit me? And do you have any with you?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Perfect. Then we’ll leave here about five. With the traffic, that’ll give us enough time.”

“Do we stop and pick something up to take? Like a dessert or something?”

“Good idea. She’ll appreciate that.”

Mevi headed back downstairs to work while Doyle returned to the sofa. After days of driving and having the lyrics to Hamilton now permanently embedded in his brain, he welcomed the relative quiet.

At least they’d arrived in Sarasota on a Sunday, giving Doyle several days to figure out how to explain the club to Mevi, if they could hear the music through the back wall. Maybe if Mevi followed his current work pattern he’d be too absorbed in what he was doing to even notice.

Then again…

He did have the back bedroom, right against the wall shared with the club.

Dammit.

Well, Mevi didn’t freak out over the fact that Tilly was poly. If Doyle had to explain Venture’s nature to Mevi, hopefully the man would keep an equally open mind.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi retreated to the office to work. His mind had already started diving back into his composing. It’d been a long time since he’d felt like this, and he belatedly realized that there were plenty of years where he’d self-medicated with obsessive workaholism. Normally, a strong work ethic was something to be praised and held up, especially in an industry where spectacularly flaming Dumpster fires were openly mocked in the press and social media.

When he was totally honest with himself, he realized why he’d done it. “I need to work” was nearly always an acceptable excuse to anyone to get out of something he didn’t want to be at.

The truth was, he usually was working.

Working meant he was moving forward, doing something productive.

It also meant not having to face people and pretend he was something he wasn’t.

How many holiday invitations had he declined over the years? Dinner parties? Outings with other band members?

Lots of teasing that he was a workaholic, but…that was the truth.

It was his way of avoiding reality. Insulating himself in a socially acceptable way.

As he stared at his notes, he jotted the word “Aloof” at the top of the lyrics he’d penned. It felt…right.

Then, after staring at it, he added another word.

“Aloof Excuses.”

Now that…that felt perfect.

Picking up his guitar, he strummed it before starting to play again.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle stood in the doorway, leaning against it and watching when Mevi looked up. Mevi never heard him come down.

In Doyle’s hand was a tester.

Mevi held out his hand for it as Doyle walked over.

“How long were you standing there?”

“A while. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

That was something else. Usually, Mevi was hyperaware of others in his space. A protective sense he’d developed over the years so he didn’t slip up around anyone.

Doyle didn’t seem to inspire that same defensiveness in him.

After Mevi did the test and returned it to him, Doyle turned to leave.

“What time is it?” Mevi asked, not wanting him to go just yet and still unable to bring himself to open up.

“Nearly midnight. I wanted to get another test before I went to bed.”

“Holy crap. Sorry. I didn’t mean to keep you up.”

“It’s okay. Like I told you, I’m here to help you. Working is helping you. I’m not here to disrupt your life. I’m here to try to help you learn how to hold it together. That’s why I’m not trying to get you to talk to me yet. I do want you to keep in mind that even if it’s the middle of the night and you need to wake me up, I want you to if you need to talk.”

“Thanks.” He knew it was Doyle’s job, but still…

It felt like a genuine sentiment. In a way he’d never felt from his counselors in rehab. Sure, they’d meant it, but like it was their job.

This felt more like it was just how Doyle was. Calm, steady, dependable. That it wouldn’t matter if he was a client or a friend or a distant relative he hadn’t spoken to in years, that Doyle would still drop everything and listen.

“Good night. I hope your work’s going okay for you.”

“Thanks. You, too.”

After a nod, Doyle headed upstairs.

Mevi noticed he was barefoot, and watched the way the man’s thighs and calves flexed as he ascended the stairs.

And his cute ass.

Shit.

He needed to focus.

Turning back to his notes, he started to play again.

 

* * * *

 

Standing there and listening to Mevi, watching him…it was easy to see how and why he’d become successful. There was almost an invisible inferno alight inside the man, the intensity washing off him.

That level of determination wasn’t something often seen in failures. Hell, it wasn’t seen very often in many successes, either.

That’s why Portnoy’s Oyster had endured and thrived where many bands who’d started out at the same time or later floundered and failed, or broke up.

What Mevi created came from his heart, his soul.

Doyle headed to bed, lights off and door ajar so he could hear and see. He lightly dozed, waking when he heard Mevi ascending the stairs. A quick glance at his phone showed it was nearly two a.m.

He would soon find himself adjusting his daily schedule to Mevi’s, he knew.

Now able to go to sleep, he did, starting awake at some point later.

Fumbling for his phone, he saw it was nearly eight in the morning.

Sitting up and trying to orient himself, he took a deep breath.

No sounds from inside the apartment.

He used the bathroom, listened at Mevi’s door to make sure he was in there, and then went to make the coffee and do his tai chi.

At least he personally felt more settled now that they were in one location. Tonight, dinner at Tilly’s. Maybe being around some relatively “normal” people would be good for Mevi. Especially people he could relax around.

He was pouring his own cup of coffee when he heard Mevi’s toilet flush. He had the test kit already sitting on the end of the counter, and Mevi did it without being asked.

Negative.

“Can I make you something for breakfast?” Doyle asked.

Mevi seemed a little…lost. “No, I’m all right,” he said. “I’ll get something later.”

But he didn’t move, didn’t head downstairs.

“Are you all right?”

Mevi shrugged.

After a moment, Doyle tried again. “Did you want to talk?”

Mevi finally looked up from his cup of coffee. “Anything I tell you is confidential?”

“Yes. Unless you admit a serious crime to me. Or tell me you’re thinking about hurting yourself or someone else. Those are contracted stipulations I insist on so I’m not hamstrung in exceptional cases.”

Mevi slowly nodded, gaze back on his coffee.

He edged closer to Mevi. “Are you thinking about hurting yourself?”

Finally, Mevi shook his head. “No. Not anymore.”

A little relief crept in. “Are you struggling with a craving to drink?”

“A little today, yeah.”

Two down, countless possibilities to go. “Is it something you’ve never told anyone else?”

Mevi nodded, a long, shuddering sigh reflecting the man’s dark inner mood.

Okay, that narrowed it down even more. In Doyle’s experience, it probably meant one of a few obvious subjects, and he hesitated on whether or not to push him harder.

Then Mevi turned and headed for the stairs.

Shit.

Part of him was torn between wanting to follow and press, or to let him be and not pressure him.

“Do you want me to come get you at lunch time?” he opted to call out.

Mevi hesitated. “Yes, please.”

Then he descended the stairs.

Doyle walked over and stood at the head of the stairs. Mevi had left the door at the bottom open and Doyle heard him start playing.

Whatever weighed Mevi down, it was close to breaking the surface, like a huge pustule trying to explode.

How long it took to coax it to a head remained to be seen.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi didn’t know why he chickened out. He’d fully planned to admit to Doyle that he was gay, finally able to get it off his shoulders.

Except…he couldn’t.

He couldn’t force the words out.

As he spent the morning working, he tried to forget about the man upstairs, the man that drew him in for reasons Mevi couldn’t explain. Yeah, Doyle was handsome and bi, and Mevi felt himself to be a chickenshit. He knew Doyle couldn’t get involved with him.

But to make the acknowledgment to the man and then be rebuffed outright would hurt, sting.

Doyle brought him lunch and a tester and left him alone. As Mevi reviewed his notes while he ate, he knew he needed to nut up and say something.

If he couldn’t, no other progress could happen.

He got it.

Didn’t make it any easier to admit.

He headed upstairs again early enough to grab a shower and get ready. As he quietly followed Doyle out to the car, sunglasses on, he realized it was…odd to have an expectation of privacy.

He’d lived so long in the public eye, always aware that someone, somewhere, might have a camera or cell phone trained on him, that he’d forgotten what it was like to be…free.

With Doyle, he’d had a level of freedom—ironically—that he hadn’t experienced in years.

They headed out of the complex and twenty minutes later were pulling into a storage facility. Doyle had to punch in a code at the gate to be let in. Then he parked in front of a temperature-controlled building in the back.

“I’m going to be a while. Feel free to join me.”

Mevi did. When Doyle pulled out a ring of keys, Mevi noticed a small pewter tag with some sort of symbol engraved on it. Before he could ask about it, Doyle let out a laugh.

“I haven’t been here in a while. I apologize in advance for how messy it is.”

“Why don’t you ship everything to LA?”

“I don’t have room for it. I have a tiny one-bedroom apartment. I don’t need anything else. And eventually, I want to move back to Florida.”

Something about that tweaked Mevi’s heart in a bad way and he didn’t know why. “You are?”

“In a few years. When I get tired of being on the road. Storage units out there are expensive. My attorney here has a key and the code and if I really need something, he can always come get it and ship it for me.”

They took an elevator up to the third floor and Doyle led the way down darkened corridors that lit up automatically as they passed. Stopping in front of one unit, Doyle unlocked the lock and pulled the door up.

It was a larger unit, about the size of a one-car garage. It wasn’t jammed tight with stuff, but if Mevi’s immediate calculations were correct, there was probably a small house’s worth of furniture inside.

Doyle left Mevi standing there as he picked his way through a narrow, winding path toward a pile of boxes in the back. Mevi stepped just inside, glancing around. On a dining room table sat a large, black duffle bag apparently packed full of stuff. The zipper lay open, and when Mevi peeked, he spotted a whip on top.

“Dude. You play Indiana Jones or something?” He removed it and shook it out, surprised to find it was heavier than cheap movie prop ones, and shorter, too, not even four feet.

“What—shit. Where was that?”

Mevi took a test swing with it. “This is cool.”

It amused him to discover Doyle owned something like that. Before Doyle could stop him, he started digging into the bag and pulled out a riding crop. “Did you have a horse?”

“That’s not—”

“Dude!” He held up a red acrylic paddle. “What the hell?”

Doyle’s face was an adorable shade of beet red as he grabbed everything from him and shoved it back into the bag, zipping it shut. “That’s personal.”

“What is all that?”

Doyle picked up the bag and carried it toward the back of the unit. “Personal.”

Mevi had a sudden revelation. Sure, he knew kinky people in the music biz. He saw and heard stuff that never hit public gossip sites.

“Hey. If I tell you something, will you tell me something?”

Doyle stopped and turned. “What do you mean?”

Mevi heard his voice trembling. “If I tell you something about myself, something nobody else but you knows, will you tell me something about you? Especially if I promise not to tell? You’ll have something against me you can use.”

Doyle set the bag on top of a pile of boxes and returned to him. “It doesn’t work like that,” he quietly said. “I’m not looking for ammunition against you. My job is to help you as much as you’ll let me. All I insist on is that you’re honest with me.”

“Please?” Mevi didn’t realize he was whispering.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle cursed his stupidity. He’d forgotten his toybag was right there. Last time he’d visited the unit, he’d engaged in a little wistful reminiscing and had forgotten to zip it up again. But…

Something in Mevi’s manner and tone told him that maybe he would have to quid pro quo this if it meant fully earning Mevi’s trust.

Nobody he’d ever dealt with professionally—other than Tilly and that group—knew he was kinky. He kept that on the down-low.

It wasn’t anyone’s business.

Revealing what he suspected Mevi wanted to ask would come perilously close to violating ethical boundaries.

But refusing to help his client wasn’t something Doyle was comfortable with, either.

He stepped closer to Mevi and held his hands out to him. Normally, he avoided too much physical contact with his clients, but in this case, he suspected the man was starved for human touch.

Mevi placed his hands in Doyle’s and Doyle gently squeezed. “Okay,” Doyle softly said. He hadn’t heard anyone else moving around on that floor, but didn’t want to take a chance. “You go first, and then you can ask me anything you want, and I’ll answer it.”

Mevi’s breath hitched in his chest as he stared at their hands. The man’s grip changed, desperate, hard, clutching.

“I’m gay,” he breathed, his eyes dropping closed, tears squeezing out and rolling down his cheeks.

Doyle belatedly realized his response probably wasn’t the best professionally, but this was a fellow human being in pain. He pulled Mevi in for a hug as the man sobbed in his arms.

“It’s okay, buddy,” Doyle said, holding him, stroking his hair. “Let it out. It’s okay. I got you.”

“I’m gay,” he whispered again, sounding pained. “I’m going to be forty and I’m gay. Nobody knows. I used Bonnie to hide it all these years. She doesn’t even know. I lied to women I met and went home with, and didn’t even sleep with them, and…” His voice dissolved into more sobs.

A lot of puzzle pieces now clicked into place for Doyle. Song lyrics seen in a whole new light.

This man and his actions now seen in a whole new light.

And had Mevi not been able to admit this to him, it was almost guaranteed he’d go back to drinking at some point. Maybe Doyle now had a chance to break through and reach him.

When Mevi finally pulled himself together, he nodded, stepping back from Doyle’s embrace. “Sorry,” he said. “I’ve…I mean it. No one knows but you.”

“I can call Tilly and cancel and we can go back to the apartment and talk.”

He shook his head. “No. I want to meet your friends.” He wiped at his eyes again. “If they’re open-minded, maybe that will help me.”

“You sure? She’d understand.”

“I’m sure.” He forced a smile. “Besides, I want to thank her for introducing you and Clark.”

Doyle wasn’t sure if Mevi was just trying to be brave, or if he really meant it. “Your turn.”

Mevi looked confused. “Huh?”

“I agreed to answer a question. Fair’s fair.”

Mevi’s face turned a shade of pink that made Doyle’s inner sadist giggle with glee. “You don’t have to.”

“I want to. You trust me. I want you to understand I have trust in you, too. Ask me anything. The question I suspect you really want to ask me, not something innocuous.”

Mevi’s gaze dropped to the floor. “Why do you have that bag of stuff? What does it mean?”

“I’ll consider that one question because they’re related. I’m kinky. I’m into BDSM. I’m a Dominant.”

Mevi finally looked up. “Like, for money?”

Doyle smiled. “That’s an extra question, but no. It’s part of what led to my divorce. My ex was a little kinky, but not to the level I was. I loved her, but it caused some invisible friction between us because I refused to force her and she knew I was holding back. She wanted kids and I didn’t. When I finally found the courage to admit to her that I was bi, simply because I was tired of keeping that secret, it was sort of the final straw. We divorced amicably. She used to let me play with others sometimes, if she knew the person. People who were masochists. But since I moved to LA I really can’t be involved in the lifestyle out there because of privacy for my clients. I can’t afford to be outed. So, this really is my job on the line by admitting all this to you.”

Mevi slowly nodded. “Thank you for trusting me.”

Doyle reached out and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Now that we have that out in the open, if you have any questions or concerns, feel free to ask me. About being gay, or about this. I’m bi, but I might be able to answer some things. Landry is gay, and he’s very open to talking about sensitive topics. Feel free to ask him. Or, if you’d like, pass it to me and I’ll ask for you.”

For the first time since they’d met, Mevi actually looked…hopeful. “Really?”

“Really. They have a baby daughter, but I’m sure if she’s not in the room they’d be willing to talk.” Once he was sure Mevi was okay, Doyle headed back to his search for his swim trunks.

“Hey, Doyle?”

He turned. “Yeah?”

“Can…can we bring that bag back with us?”

Yellow warning lights flashed in Doyle’s mind. “Why?”

“Because I’m…curious.”

He carefully contemplated his answer before speaking it. “I can’t play with you. That would cross an ethical boundary.”

“I know. I…I have questions.”

He had told Mevi he could trust him. Answering questions wasn’t crossing a boundary, right?

And if it helped the man in his quest for sobriety…could he ethically deny Mevi this?

“Okay. I’ll bring it.”

“Thanks.”

Doyle found his swim trunks and grabbed his toybag on the way out. After getting the door rolled down and locking it, he hefted the bag and started back toward the elevator, Mevi trailing close behind.

He loaded the bag into the back hatch and as he closed the hatch he hoped he hadn’t just fucked up big time.

He also hoped he wasn’t doing this because now that he knew Mevi was gay, it meant his fantasies were far more realistic than he’d ever thought they could be.

And his cock was struggling to get hard over that.

That was definitely an ethical line he refused to cross. 


Chapter Twelve

 

They stopped at a Publix on the way to Tilly’s. Doyle left Mevi in the car with it running for the AC, trusting the man wouldn’t run.

Not now.

While in the store, his phone buzzed with an incoming text.

Tate.

Awright, mate. Tell me you’re free. Please? I trust you. I don’t want anyone else near her. NAME your price!

It didn’t matter if it was a tempting offer or not.

He wouldn’t abandon a client.

Especially not Mevi.

And especially not now.

Sorry, can’t.

BOLLOCKS! Tell them to piss off, that you have a desperate man willing to pay you a million POUNDS to fly over!

Tate had a flair for the melodramatic sometimes.

I thought she was still in rehab?

She is but I want YOU already in place with her.

I can’t. I’ll let you know when my contract ends. If you still need me, we can discuss terms then.

He ignored Tate’s next text, shoving the phone into his pocket. If he let him, Tate would drag this out for hours, trying to wear him down like he was some studio executive or something.

He liked Tate, but he wouldn’t give in.

When they arrived at Tilly’s, he carried in the cherry pie and ice cream he’d brought. Tilly greeted them both with hugs and smiles, nothing in her demeanor to indicate the sadistically vicious Domme or tenacious production assistant she was.

And while he knew the significance of the fluorite pendant she wore around her neck, Mevi wouldn’t.

Doyle introduced him. “This is Mal Maynard,” he said. “Mal, Tilly Cardinal LaCroux.”

Landry appeared in the entry, their daughter in his arms. “Ah, Doyle.”

Mevi’s eyes widened. “You were with Doyle that night.”

Landry smiled. “Yes. Oh, Doyle, your car is safe in our parking garage at our condo out there. If you need to pick it up and we aren’t there, Leigh has the keys at the office. I can have her deliver them to our building’s front desk to hold for you.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Cris walked up. While he wore a bracelet that Doyle knew was the man’s day collar, nothing else would give away their kinky status to Mevi.

“Hey. Cris Guerrero. Nice to meet you, Mal.”

 

* * * *

 

Mevi actually liked being called Mal.

He liked even more how these people, who obviously knew who he was, were treating him like any other person.

As they made their way into the eat-in kitchen, where a table was set for dinner, he got a whiff of something delicious. “What’s for dinner?”

“Well, steaks on the grill,” Landry said, “but that’s one of our side dishes. Broccoli casserole.”

As they settled in and Tilly offered them non-alcoholic drink choices, Mevi realized this felt…

Average.

Not in a bad way, either.

“I know you guys know who I am, so if you want to ask anything, feel free.”

Tilly shrugged. “We figured you needed a break from your job.”

“And can I give you another hug?”

She glanced at Landry, looking a little confused, but she opened her arms to him. “Sure. Why?”

He hugged her, savoring the contact, glad to know he didn’t have to worry about paparazzi pics appearing and people speculating if she was a new love interest or crazy fan.

“Thank you for telling Clark about Doyle.”

She smiled as she stared at Doyle. “I’ve known D for years.” She playfully poked the man’s shoulder. “He’s a good guy. When Clark told me what he was looking for, I was hoping he was available. Even though he hasn’t been around lately. Rat bastard.”

“Language, love,” Landry lightly scolded.

Tilly clapped a hand over her mouth. “Whoops. KC’s going to be swearing up a storm by the time she’s two.” Tilly dropped her hand. “And no worries. You don’t need permissions to hug me.” She laughed. “I’m sure Lan and Cris won’t mind.”

“Permissions?”

“Yeah, because—hey, let’s get those steaks on.” She pivoted on her heel and rushed over to where the tray of them sat on the counter.

Landry and Cris stood frozen, as did Doyle.

Only KC seemed oblivious.

Then, it clicked.

He didn’t want to say it out loud in front of the baby, though.

“I think I need to go change KC,” Lan said.

“I’ll help you,” Cris volunteered.

But from the way Doyle started rubbing at his temples, Mevi knew it. Then, Doyle walked over and reached for KC.

“Lan,” he quietly said, sounding exhausted, “on the way here I had to stop by my storage unit and Mal noticed a certain bag of mine, and it ignited a…discussion. Where certain things were admitted to each other.”

Landry handed the baby over to him. “I didn’t tell Mal certain things about you three, except that you’re poly, but I did volunteer that you are open to discussing certain topics with Mal based on things he told me about himself. Things that aren’t my place to discuss. I’m giving you permission to tell him anything about me in the course of those discussions that might be pertinent to the discussion. Meanwhile, point me to her bedroom and I’ll change her for you.”

Doyle looked at Mevi. “I know and trust these three not to tell your secrets. Anything you want to reveal to them, even without an NDA, will be kept secret.”

Tilly nervously laughed. “Um, you’ll see her room. Down the hall. Door’s open, and everything’s on the changing table. Just leave her in a diaper. She’ll only get food on her clothes anyway.”

Doyle headed off with the baby while the other three stared at Mevi.

“Let’s take this out to the lanai,” Tilly offered, heading toward the sliders with the steaks.

Standing around the grill, Mevi quietly admitted to the three that he was gay, and that Doyle had admitted to him he was kinky.

Tilly and Cris looked at Landry, who chuckled.

“I suppose I am the designated Dom to take point?”

Relief flowed through Mevi, along with a million questions. “So…you three are kinky, too?”

“Yes.” Landry briefly explained their dynamic, which was even more confusing than their initial relationship seemed. “Are you simply curious about BDSM, or do you feel you might have more than cursory interest in it?”

“I…I don’t know.” He thought about the way Doyle sometimes said things that made Mevi hard. “I…I’d like to explore.”

“And you’re right next to a BDSM club, so that’s perfect,” Tilly noted.

“Huh?”

The three exchanged a glance. “Venture,” Tilly said. “It’s on the back side of the apartment. Didn’t D tell you that?”

“We literally haven’t talked much except at the storage unit.”

“Oh. Heh. Whoops. Yeah. Spoiler alert. Kel owns the whole complex.”

“Does he know the club’s there?”

She snorted. “He co-owns it with Der—”

“Tilly!” the other two men scolded.

She rolled her eyes. “Dudes. Both of them are out. Duh. I wouldn’t tell it to some rando stranger out of the blue. Fucking chill.” She focused on Mevi again. “Kel’s a rigger and photographer.”

“Rigger?”

“Rope. Likes to do creative ties. Shibari.”

“Um. Oh. Okay.”

“If you want to move dinner out here,” Cris suggested, “I’ll eat in the kitchen with KC. She can see you guys from there. She’ll be passing out with a full tummy anyway. That way you can talk.”

Tilly deferred to Landry, who looked to Mevi. “Is that all right with you?”

He found himself nodding. “Yes, please.”

“Love, show him the pool house,” Landry told her.

“Really?”

“Might as well.”

“Alrighty, then.” She motioned for Mevi to follow her. On the far side of the pool and not attached to the house, the pool house’s blinds over the windows were drawn. She punched in a four-digit code on the lock and opened the door, reaching in and flipping on the light switch. “We moved our play stuff out here. KC’s still really young, so we’re not worried about her stumbling over it yet. As she gets older, we might have to get creative.”

In front of him was something out of an oddly suburban porno flick. The efficiency apartment’s furniture was pushed to the side. In the middle of the floor sat a padded bench, and in one corner stood a large, upright, X-shaped frame.

“Welcome to our little dungeon,” she said.

A ton of fantasies he never thought would ever come true exploded into his brain. “Can I try stuff?” he whispered, not trusting his voice.

“Well, I think we’ll need to let you talk to Landry about that. And D. D being the professional overseeing your care right now, I wouldn’t be comfortable engaging in negotiations with you without him being on board with it.”

“He said he can’t play with me because it’s against the rules.”

“Understandable.” She patted his shoulder. “That’s why we need to talk.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle hadn’t changed a lot of diapers in his life, and the experience only reinforced to him one of the reasons he wasn’t cut out for fatherhood.

It wasn’t that he didn’t like kids, he just didn’t want one of his own.

KC, for her part, laughed and giggled as she happily started peeing and pooping at the same time while he had the dirty diaper off her. Finally getting that mess cleaned up, and her, he got a clean diaper on her on the third try after messing up the tape on the first two.

Finally, declaring victory, he held her up, smiling. “Gotcha!”

She laughed, let out a fart, and then the diaper fell off, hitting the floor.

“Shi-oot.”

She reached out and grabbed at his chin.

He put her back on the changing table and tried again, this time getting it on her. “You are definitely your mother’s daughter,” he groused. “Little sadist in training.”

She giggled.

He carried her back out. Cris, seeing him there, smiled as he walked inside to take her from him. “How many tries did it take you?”

“Don’t ask.”

He laughed. “She’s sneaky.”

“That she is.” He noticed Tilly and Mevi were missing. “Where’d they go?”

“She’s showing him the pool house. We made an executive decision while you were diaper wrestling with KC. I’m going to eat inside with her so you guys can talk out on the lanai. Once she’s asleep, I’ll rejoin the conversation.”

Doyle washed his hands before joining Landry on the lanai. He was watching the steaks.

He also smirked. “You look like a man who barely survived several rounds with our tiny little sadist.”

“So it wasn’t just me?”

He snorted. “Nooo.”

Tilly and Mevi exited the pool house and walked over. “How many tries, Freud?” Tilly asked, smirking.

“Not funny. You could have warned me.”

She bumped hips with him. “Well, where’s the fun in that?”

Mevi helped Doyle move the place settings out to the table on the lanai. Doyle felt a little guilty about Cris eating in the kitchen, but on the other hand, as Mevi started asking Landry questions of a personal and adult nature, he was glad his friends were there to help Mevi.

Yeah, he was bi, but he wasn’t gay.

“You’re married to Tilly,” Mevi asked. “So you sleep together?”

Landry smiled. “If the question is do we have sex, yes. I love Tilly very much. I consider myself homoflexible where she is concerned. I fell in love with her as a person even though I still identify as gay. I have never claimed to be a gold star queer.”

“A what?”

That led into a whole other conversation of a more socio-political bent that not even Doyle felt qualified to discuss. Tilly remained mostly silent, occasionally sending Doyle little knowing smirks over some of Landry’s answers.

By the time they were done eating, Doyle and Mevi helped clear the table and clean up while Cris took a yawning baby back to her room to put her down for the night.

Tilly turned to Doyle. “So the next question—since you’re technically calling the shots here—is if Mevi is allowed to negotiate to play tonight for the purpose of exploration.”

Something…odd spun through Doyle at the thought of his friends getting to play with Mevi and he…couldn’t.

He immediately stomped that feeling out, nodding. “I can’t play with him. That’s crossing an ethical line. But I’m okay with it as long as I can observe and have safeword rights to stop it if I think it’s harming him in any way.”

Mevi looked…he couldn’t tell if it was gratitude or something more. “Thank you.”

“Then when Cris gets back,” Landry said, “we shall start talking.” 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Cris returned about fifteen minutes later. “She’s asleep.” He tweaked the volume on the baby monitor on the kitchen counter.

Mevi felt his nerves return with a vengeance as he stared at the three Tops. Or…whatever they were. Landry was definitely a Dominant, and apparently Tilly and Cris were both switches with each other and submissive to Landry.

Doyle touched his arm. “I trust all three of them. I’ve personally seen all three of them play, and would trust any of them with you. But you need to negotiate if you want to do this. I can’t do that for you.”

“I…I don’t even know what to ask about.”

Tilly giggled. “Bingo. BDSM 101—Negotiations and Safety. It’s actually a class a friend of ours teaches, but I’m thinking that under the circumstances you should limit your club time if you want to stay anonymous.”

“We can mask him,” Cris suggested. “Put a hood on him.”

“Eh, true,” Tilly said. “Didn’t think about that. Except in a class, that would draw attention.”

“Oh,” Cris said. “You’re right. Sorry.”

“I don’t think I’d be comfortable playing at the club anyway. Not right now. Like you said, too much risk for me, and even more for Doyle if I get spotted.”

“We don’t mind playing here if the baby’s asleep,” Tilly said. “But you need to decide what you want and how you want it.”

He turned to Doyle for help.

Doyle held his hands up in front of him. “I won’t do it for you. I can’t.”

“Can you at least give me some guidance?”

Landry held up a finger. “Might I suggest something?”

“Sure,” Mevi said.

“Doyle, is it crossing a line if you warn him about a red flag?”

He seemed to consider it. “No. We’re starting to skirt technicalities now, but I don’t think it’s crossing a line for me to give him a warning.”

“Excellent. Then how about we guide him, and you throw the red flag, as it were, if you see fit?”

“Okay.”

Mevi nodded. “I’m fine with that.”

After a discussion of health issues and sexual history to determine if there were any concerns they had to worry about, they launched into the main discussion.

“No sexual play, and no orgasm play,” Tilly said. “No offense, you’re good looking, but I only do that with Landry, Cris, and one other good friend of ours. And that’s only as a Top. I don’t bottom to anyone but Landry and Cris.”

“I’m good with that. Does that mean you want me to wear clothes?”

“You can wear whatever you want, or be naked, if you prefer.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Impact play,” Landry said. “Do you have any idea of your tolerance limits?”

“No.”

The experienced Dom started with bare-handed spanking and listed a wide variety of implements, none of which sounded horrible to Mevi.

“I’m going to interject here,” Cris said.

His two partners looked at him.

“Let’s let him go through Doyle’s toybag and see what he wants to try instead of spending an hour listing everything we have and still forgetting some.”

Landry nodded. “Excellent point. Is that agreeable?”

“Why my toybag?” Doyle asked.

“You using it on anyone else?” Tilly countered.

He finally shook his head.

She hooked a thumb over her shoulder toward the front door. “Go get it, then.”

Doyle finally nodded. “Okay.” He retrieved it from the rental.

They spent the next thirty minutes negotiating, the experienced Tops leading Mevi through the process while Doyle watched and nodded to okay things. Now Mevi could see exactly why Doyle trusted them. They were thorough, and took time to carefully explain things Mevi didn’t know anything about.

Mevi could only imagine how horribly things could go wrong if he’d tried to do something like this on his own.

When it was finally time to move to the pool house, Tilly had one final question. “Aftercare. Who’s doing it? If he decides he wants it.”

Mevi glanced at Doyle, after Tilly explained what it was. “Would it be okay if you did it? Would you mind?”

He seemed to need a moment to consider it. “No problem. I’ll do that for you.”

“Thanks.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle had listened to the negotiations and fought his hardening cock as well as his growing jealousy.

Both of which he knew were danger signs for him, and all the more reason he couldn’t be the one to play with Mevi.

Even doing aftercare for him was iffy and approaching very grey area. Except it wasn’t sexual, and of the four of them there, he best knew Mevi. If he didn’t want Mevi crashing into subdrop, it probably should be him.

When they moved out to the pool house, Cris bringing a portable baby monitor with them, it was Tilly Mevi ended up asking to do the actual play, and his reason impressed Doyle.

“I think it’d be better if it’s her,” he quietly said. “Not that I don’t trust you guys,” he quickly added, “but…no offense, Tilly. You’re beautiful, and very nice, but I’m not attracted to you.”

She smiled. “I got it. No offense taken. And that’s using your noggin.”

Doyle laid out the contents of his toybag on the coffee table, which Landry and Cris dragged over near the kneeler. As Mevi studied all the implements, his eyes wide, he picked up the singletail.

“How bad does this hurt?”

“Depends on how it’s used.” She looked at Doyle. “It’s yours. You want to throw it? To demo.”

Reluctantly, Doyle walked over and took it from her, uncurling it. It’d been years since he’d used it, but as he loosened up, he remembered how much fun he had with it. It had a polyester popper on it, one easily interchanged so he could use it on different people, and he had a baggie of several spares in his toybag.

Taking aim at one of the couch cushions, he gauged his distance before throwing it, lightly brushing the fabric.

“You can use it as sensory play.” He threw it again, going in just a hair, making a loud pop against the fabric. “Or for pain. Depends on the person. If you can’t play with a whip without cracking it all the time, then you don’t know how to use a whip properly.”

He coiled it and handed it to Tilly, who stepped in and took a few practice throws with it.

“Nice. Smooth. Kangaroo?”

“Yeah.” She nailed the cushion hard before examining the popper. “Bet it stings like a fucker with those knots.”

“It can, yes.”

“Fresh popper?”

“That one is, yes.”

“Okay.” She smiled at Mevi. “If you want me to try it on you, we’ll do that on the cross first, and I’ll start gentle and step in until you call it.”

He eagerly nodded. “Thanks.”

Doyle stood back and watched as Tilly went through Doyle’s implements with Mevi and he ended up only removing four items and putting them back into the bag.

“Wow. Brave guy.”

“I won’t get many chances like this,” Mevi said. “I don’t want to waste it.”

“Okay. First, shirt off, then face forward against the cross.”

He did, getting into position.

Tilly’s demeanor changed as Doyle watched his old friend shift into Top mode.

Mistress Cardinal.

He couldn’t count how many times he’d seen her in this mode over the years. It was almost a physical transformation, her face intense, her posture straight. Mevi held on to the cross and she walked up to him, tracing his spine and his shoulder blades with her fingers. He knew what she was doing—seeing how much meat he had on him before actually going after him.

“Keep your head down and your face turned away from me,” she said, Doyle noting the change in her voice but not sure if Mevi would.

From the way Cris and Landry watched, standing with their arms crossed, he knew the two men were in Dom mode as well.

Doyle felt out of place, wanting to be a part of this instead of an observer but knew he couldn’t cross that line with Mevi.

No matter how much he might be tempted.

Tilly took several gentle test throws with the singletail, both to judge her distance and to get Mevi used to it. Then she started stepping it up, always on target and barely touching him. Moving in slightly, she left slightly pink marks behind that made him flinch.

“How you doing?” she asked.

“It’s okay. It doesn’t hurt.”

“Give me a yellow as soon as you can’t take it. Don’t be a hero.” She kept it up, the marks getting redder and darker, until he finally jumped.

“Yellow,” he said.

She immediately coiled the whip as she stepped in, caressing his back and speaking to him in soft tones.

When she reached up and stroked the back of his head, Doyle had to force himself to stay in place, not get up off the stool he’d settled on and go over and swat her hand off his boy—

What. The. Hell?

He couldn’t call red on this. This wasn’t about him. It was about Mevi, and letting him have a chance to safely explore something that might very well help save his sobriety, if not his life.

A part of himself Mevi had never been able to examine before.

But Doyle hated seeing his friend being able to caress Mevi and he couldn’t.

After a moment, Mevi stepped away from the cross and turned. Doyle immediately spotted the tent in the guy’s shorts, as well as the glazed look on his face.

Cris had already spread a towel out on the kneeler. Mevi shoved his shorts down and off, exposing a nice cock Doyle wanted to wrap his hands and lips around. As Mevi climbed up on the kneeler, Landry leaned in so he could whisper in Doyle’s ear.

“What happens after the contract ends?”

Doyle stared at him.

Landry arched an eyebrow, leaning out, his question not in doubt to Doyle.

After…

It wasn’t like he was acting as Mevi’s psychologist, an actual patient. That’s why he was very careful to call them clients. Sure, a degree of counseling happened incidentally during his SC gigs, but it wasn’t all that he did. Because by its very nature, some of what he did as an SC would be ethically prohibited as an actual counselor, the personal, private nature of his work and degree of involvement and control he had over some of his clients.

If he wasn’t, however, under contract to work with Mevi…

Maybe.

Mevi hadn’t expressed a physical interest in Doyle. Not that he could tell, anyway. He might hate Doyle’s guts come Chicago. His job was to be both nanny and nagger, with contractual control—

Dom.

I’m his Dom.

Shit.

No, he technically wasn’t Mevi’s Dom, but where Doyle had privately and jokingly thought of himself as “domming” some of his clients, in this case, that line was now blurred permanently with the knowledge out in the open.

Tilly started by warming Mevi up with her hands, spanking him, then floggers. From there she moved to slappers and paddles, not hitting him too hard, definitely playing at a far lighter level than she was easily capable of. The woman didn’t hit like a girl, and he knew that from personal experience letting her try a new paddle he’d bought on him so he could see what it felt like himself.

She packed a wicked punch.

And with every impact, every heartbeat throbbing through him, Doyle knew the painful truth he could never admit to Mevi. Not while they were under contract, anyway.

I’m not just attracted to him. It’s more.

Way more.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi felt a delicious, sweet haze take control and fill his brain as Tilly worked him over with her hands and the implements. Some of them hurt worse than others, but nothing he couldn’t tolerate. It felt like his brain had untethered itself from his skull and floated free.

The music and words and mental noise he usually heard stilled, silenced.

Time out of mind.

That’s what this felt like.

Like he’d stepped into a blissfully quiet sensory deprivation room and his brain no longer interrupted what his body felt.

As she stepped it up, finally building to a couple of cane strokes that made him call a yellow, he realized this was something he had to have in his life.

Had to.

He didn’t know how to keep having it—

Doyle.

As someone wrapped a throw around him and helped him sit up, he opened his eyes to see Doyle there, his arm around him, an unreadable expression on his face.

It was all he could do not to lean up and kiss him.

“Are you okay?”

Mevi nodded, unable to speak.

“Get him onto the couch,” Tilly said. “Cris, are there any water bottles in the fridge?”

Doyle helped him up and a moment later, he lay on the couch, his head in Doyle’s lap and a bottle of water in his hand.

“How long was that?”

Doyle’s fingers stroked his hair. “Over an hour.”

“No!”

Doyle smiled down at him. “That feeling you’re feeling right now is called subspace. Just relax and enjoy it. It’s the whole point.”

After lifting his head to drink several greedy swallows from the bottle, he recapped it and did just that, laying his head back in Doyle’s lap.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle knew the last thing he should do at this point was aftercare. Not when he’d just identified the feelings surging through him.

Don’t. Act. On. Them.

As long as he didn’t do anything about them, he’d still be okay.

Right?

Besides, switching things around at the last-minute might crash Mevi when he was obviously so deep in subspace. If he had to make a decision, he’d rather bear the brunt of it, not Mevi.

But he couldn’t help letting his fingers play with Mevi’s hair. Especially the way the guy nuzzled his hand.

This was new to the man. Every bit of it.

Mevi had finally tapped into something he’d never been able to access before.

Wouldn’t this only help their rapport through the next several weeks?

The important part was Mevi had to be kept sober so he could rebuild his life. Absolutely, the main responsibility for that was squarely on Mevi’s shoulders. He couldn’t walk the recovery path for Mevi.

It also meant if things helped Mevi cope, helped him stay sober, and helped him stay in a healthy mindset, it was Doyle’s obligation to guide him and keep him safe.

Tilly, Landry, and Cris wiped down the bench and cross and implements and repacked Doyle’s bag for him. Tilly mimed to him that they were going to leave them alone before the three of them did just that.

After a few minutes, Mevi started crying. Long, heaving, gasping sobs that ripped at the fabric of Doyle’s being.

He got it. Many people used subspace for cathartic emotional release.

A man like Mevi who’d spent years hiding his truths in plain sight couldn’t help but have some sort of an emotional reaction to all of…this.

To the sudden freedom it gave him to know that he wasn’t alone in the world, and there were people who would accept and love him exactly the way he was.

Even because of who he was.

People like me.

Doyle squeezed his eyes tightly shut and breathed through his own conflict, even as Mevi’s sobs eventually quieted to soft sniffling.

He didn’t rush Mevi. He wanted him to take whatever time he needed to recover. It was the least he could do for him. Finally, about an hour later, the man opened his eyes and stared up at Doyle.

Knowing he shouldn’t, he gently cupped Mevi’s cheek. “Need to talk?”

He slowly nodded. “Not tonight, though. I need to…process.”

Even his voice sounded different now.

Relaxed.

Gentler.

“Are you okay?”

Mevi nodded again. “Is that…normal?”

“There is no normal. Everyone’s different, and the first time can be extremely emotional if you aren’t prepared for it.”

“Thank you for this. For trusting me and for letting me ask.”

“Trust goes both ways. Like I told you at the beginning, I don’t expect perfection from you. I only expect honesty.”

He helped Mevi sit up and the man took a deep breath and finished off the bottle of water. Doyle retrieved another one for him from the small fridge and handed it to him, gathering Mevi’s clothes for him, too.

Mevi’s glazed, distant stare seemed focused on infinity. “I just changed my life, didn’t I?” he quietly asked.

“I think that’s a fair statement, yes.”

“Can we do this again?”

“You’d have to talk to them. I can’t speak for Tilly or her schedule.” Already in his mind he was thinking ahead to Mevi’s birthday, just a couple of weeks away.

Maybe he could arrange something special for him with Tilly.

Once Mevi was dressed and had made use of the pool house’s bathroom, Doyle grabbed his bag and turned off the lights behind them as they returned to the house.

Cris, Landry, and Tilly were on the living room couch, watching TV. When the men approached, they all stood, Cris walking over to open the sliders for them.

“How ya doin’?” Tilly gently asked.

“Good. Thank you.”

She opened her arms to him for a hug and he went.

This time, Doyle was able to suppress his jealousy. He knew Tilly had no interest in Mevi in that way. She was simply trying to help. That’s what she did, one of the reasons she was one of the best damn Tops he’d ever seen in action.

“Can we do that again?”

“Let’s give your body time to heal,” she said. “And your mind time to process. Doyle can give you all my contact info. Feel free to call or text me. We’ll look at one day next week to get together.”

“We never even got to use the pool.” He sounded wistful. “I wish I could swim every day for exercise.”

“You guys are welcomed to come use the pool or the pool house any time you want,” she said, her emphasis clear as she met Doyle’s gaze. “You have the gate code. The pool house door code is 1396. Feel free to jog around the perimeter of the property, too. It’s just under a half mile. The fences and plants mean no one will notice you. Just shoot me a text that you’re heading over. As long as it’s not in the middle of the night. If we’re playing or something, it won’t bother us as long as you aren’t bothered by it.”

He turned to Doyle. “Can we? Please?”

Doyle struggled against the urge to reach over and ruffle his hair. “Sure. If Tilly says it’s okay, we can come over.”

They said their good-nights and Doyle got Mevi loaded into the car and headed back toward the apartment.

Halfway there, Mevi fell asleep.

Back at the apartment, he didn’t even have the heart to make him take a test. He’d been with him all night and knew he hadn’t had anything to drink other than water and tea. After getting him upstairs and seeing him to his room, Doyle retreated to his own and hit the shower.

The first thing he did was rub one out. Then he stood there, one arm resting against the wall, his head propped on it as he let the water beat against him.

Yeah, trying to deny he didn’t have feelings for Mevi was getting harder. But he had to stay the course.

Even if that meant standing back and letting the man explore this lifestyle without him. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

The next morning, Mevi was sore, but it was a good kind of sore. When he looked at his ass in the bathroom mirror, there were a few faint marks, but hardly anything.

More important, his mind felt wide open, clear, bright. Clutter-free.

And filled with ideas in a way he hadn’t had in…years.

He didn’t smell coffee yet, but he wanted to get started working now, while he felt like this, unsure how long it’d last. When he checked the time he was amazed to realize it was only six in the morning.

He was not a morning person, and last night he’d slept better than he had in…

Ever.

Incredible.

He didn’t know how long he’d been working when he smelled coffee brewing. Then Doyle descended the stairs, looking half asleep and with a mug of coffee in one hand and a tester in the other.

Mevi bounced out of his chair and took the tester, staring into his eyes for a moment as he did. “Thanks. Sorry I woke you.”

“No worries. This is my job.”

Once he’d tested negative, Doyle handed him the mug of coffee, which was prepared perfectly. “Thank you.”

“How are you feeling this morning?”

“Incredible!” He explained, shiny-squirreling into song ideas, maybe a new theme album or even a rock opera, back to questions and comments about the night before…

 

* * * *

 

This is the real him.

Doyle would stand there and listen to Mevi talk for hours if he’d just keep talking and looking the way he looked now.

Happy.

Truly content.

In the brief time Doyle had known him, he’d seen a wide range of emotions from Mevi, some of them for only a moment or two.

He’d never seen true happiness or contentment from him like he did now.

Once Mevi paused to take a sip of his coffee, Doyle took his chance. “You want breakfast?”

He eagerly nodded. “Please. I’m starving! Do you want me to help?”

“No, it’s okay. If you’re working, work.”

Still, Mevi ended up following him up the stairs, still talking.

And talking.

And talking.

It had to come out somehow.

Years of repression and self-isolation, and now Mevi needed to clear the mental paths and reach a state of equilibrium.

Mevi kept talking even as Doyle cooked them bacon and eggs and served it up for him, finally quieting only long enough to eat.

He was fricking adorable.

His own personal discomfort aside, to see the man so animated meant yes, this had absolutely been the right choice.

Mevi did help him clean up the kitchen and finally headed back downstairs to work again.

Doyle checked his phone, which had buzzed while they were eating.

Tilly.

How’s yer boy? ;)

He groaned. Of course she’d tease him.

He’s very chatty this morning. No signs of crash so far.

Excellent. Next Tues works for us. Same time. Leigh and Lucas will be back and can watch KC. Dinner here, then play, if he wants to.

The sudden return of the dark, roiling cloud of jealousy startled him.

But as he listened to Mevi playing downstairs, in a way he hadn’t heard him play before, he knew he had to agree.

I’ll tell him.

Excellent.

Can I enlist your help to plan a birthday surprise for him?

She called him. “Did someone say surprise?”

He quickly walked to his bedroom and shut the door. Keeping his voice down, he told her what he had in mind and she checked her schedule. “I’ll be in town the week before. It’ll have to be then.”

“That works. I’ll take him out for dinner on his birthday.”

“Cool.” She hesitated. “You all right with me doing that?”

“If he is, yes. And I suspect from what he’s said this morning that he will be okay.” A more formal scene, with some D/s thrown into the S/M aspect.

“All right. I’ll feel him out next week. And, seriously, come over any time for him to use the pool and exercise. Oh, duh. Stupid me. I’ll have Cris and Landry move my treadmill and elliptical out there, too. Not much, but at least it’s air-conditioned. And the TV out there gets full cable. I’ll leave the Wi-Fi password and stuff on the counter for you.”

Her trust in him touched him. “Thank you.”

Her tone softened. “Hey, I could see it in him, okay? Last night broke my heart for the poor guy. Once he’s on tour…you’re really going to need to figure out little vanilla things to help keep him grounded. Now that he’s had a taste, forcing him back into that het-vanilla box might break his spirit. No wonder he self-medicated with booze and work. I would have, too.”

“Nooo,” he drawled. “You just self-medicated with work and sadism.”

“Potay-toh, guacamole.” She giggled. “Have fun.”

Aaannd, Tilly was gone.

At lunch time, he didn’t have to go down and get Mevi. He came up on his own and waited for Doyle to get him a test. He seemed a little more subdued now than earlier.

“Can we talk?” Mevi asked.

“Sure. Want me to hold off making lunch?”

“No. I’ll help you.” He headed for the fridge. “I guess I need to start at the beginning, huh?”

“You start wherever you feel you need to start. And keep in mind, don’t censor yourself. I’ll never judge you. Feelings just are.”

He brushed at his eyes and started talking.

And talking.

And talking.

By the end of lunch, Doyle knew all about Mevi’s father’s borderline abusive ways, how he didn’t accept his son’s creative side and tried to force him to be more “manly,” and Mevi’s failed attempts to “fit in.”

Doyle also appreciated the creativity Mevi had used over the years to hide his sexuality from women while preserving his het facade.

And Mevi felt a metric shit-ton of guilt about Bonnie, the band’s keyboardist and vocalist. How he’d basically used her over the years as his beard, usually fabricating some sort of blowup with her when he thought she was getting too serious over him. Trying to play match-maker for her with others.

Nearly two hours later, they were still talking. Rather, Mevi was talking and Doyle was listening.

When Mevi was talked out, he sat there for a long moment. “Can we go over to Tilly’s?” he asked. “To swim,” he added.

Doyle believed in the carrot-stick philosophy of managing clients. He hadn’t had to use the stick to get Mevi to open up this morning, but he certainly wanted to reward him for doing so. “Let’s get our stuff and head on over. She texted me earlier that she wants us to come over next Tuesday for dinner, and if you feel like playing, she will.”

He brightened again. “She will? Awesome!”

It was like, in addition to the hair color, another couple of years had lifted from Mevi’s shoulders.

Like hell would he crush the man’s progress.

Even if it crushed his own heart in the process.

 

* * * *

 

Over the next couple of weeks, Tilly played with Mevi two more times, and each time she used Doyle’s implements. Each time, Mevi went more deeply into subspace.

It seemed to be in direct proportion to how his creative mind exploded in good ways on the back side.

His only regret was that he wished it was Doyle topping him. Doyle always did the aftercare, and part of him wished he could crawl into the man’s bed at home and snuggle with him. He not only trusted Doyle, he felt safe with him in a way he’d never felt safe before.

One benefit though was getting to know the triad so well. Especially hearing stories about Tilly and her vicious, protective nature regarding her friends.

“You really punched him?”

She nodded. “Broke two bones in my goddamned hand.” She smiled. “Terrie set me up, dammit. She could have told me they were there to get married because they’d reconciled, but nooo. She wanted to see Paul get punched.”

Cris snorted. “I can testify Tilly can be mean.”

She stuck her tongue out at him.

Mevi also found himself more able to open up to Doyle, too. And as they now talked every day during and just after lunch, before heading over to Tilly’s for Mevi to exercise, Mevi realized exactly how much of his personal life had been a carefully constructed sham.

A wall.

He wasn’t sure yet how he’d deal with it once he started the tour, but if Doyle was there with him, he knew the man would help him deal with anything.

He only wished it could be more between them, because as stupid as it was, he knew he was in love with Doyle.

Both Tilly and Doyle teased that they had a birthday surprise for him, and early one Thursday night as they gathered around the friends’ dining room table with a cake after dinner, Tilly told Mevi their surprise.

“Doyle’s signed off on this, if you want to do it. Instead of just play tonight, I’m going to give you a full scene, as if you were a submissive, not just a play partner. A deeper taste of what it might be like for you some day with the right partner.”

He turned to Doyle. “Really?”

“Really. I’ll be there, don’t worry.”

“But we won’t,” Landry said with a smile, pulling Cris in for a kiss. “I plan on doing a little play of my own.”

“Save some for me, buster,” Tilly snarked.

“We will, love. I promise.”

The two men sent Tilly, Doyle, and Mevi out to the pool house, leaving them to clean up from dinner. When Tilly snapped on the lights, Mevi saw she’d already prepared. On the floor, she’d spread out a towel, and on the kneeler she’d laid out leather cuffs and collars.

His cock throbbed in anticipation.

Doyle put his bag down and started setting out the implements for her.

Tilly turned to Mevi and held out her hands. He placed his in hers and forced himself to not drop his gaze.

Her voice changed, into who he now knew was “Mistress Cardinal,” the mode she shifted into when topping. “Safewords still in place tonight, but I’m going to go harder on you, in many ways. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m going to put play cuffs and a collar on you tonight. You’re also going to get a blindfold and ball gag. For the duration of our play, unless you safeword, you’re to do everything I tell you. Understood? You either comply immediately, or safeword.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Strip. I want you to kneel on that towel and wait for me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

 

* * * *

 

Mevi started to do it. Doyle had agreed to stand by to silently observe, not to verbally object to anything, but to give her a hand signal if he thought Mevi wasn’t safewording when he should, or if she needed to back off because Doyle wasn’t comfortable with what she was doing.

When Mevi knelt, Tilly stared down at him. “Knees together, heels tucked under your ass, and bow forward, arms stretched out on the floor ahead of you, thumbs touching, forehead touching the floor. Stay like that until I say otherwise.”

He smoothly bent to do it and it was only Tilly smacking Doyle’s shoulder that got him moving again when he’d frozen.

Mevi looked…

Perfect.

Gorgeous.

He finished laying out the implements and stepped out of the way to watch, his cock now throbbing.

“Good boy,” Tilly told Mevi, and Doyle was certain a soft moan escaped the other man.

She squatted next to Mevi, one hand stroking his hair. “Who’s going to be a good boy for me tonight?”

“Me, ma’am.”

Fuuuuck.

Even his voice sounded slurred, like he was in subspace already.

She stood and circled him, nudging a foot with hers, tweaking where his arms lay, until he was perfectly the way she wanted him. And Doyle knew damn well what she was doing, because he’d done it himself when playing. It was a way to make sure the bottom—or sub—was in the right headspace, wanting to please, and earning praise for complying.

“This is a formal bow,” Tilly said. “People have their own version. If I ever put you into a formal bow, this is how I want you. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Now sit up, eyes on me. Hands palms up on your thighs, keep your feet tucked.”

He immediately complied, staring up at her.

It took every ounce of self-control Doyle had not to walk over and stroke his hands down Mevi’s body.

Tilly made Mevi formally bow again. “Ask me to play, boy.”

“May I—”

“No. ‘May this boy.’ Start over.”

“May this boy play with you tonight, ma’am?”

“Good boy,” she cooed, leaning in to ruffle his hair again. “Yes, you may play, because I reward good boys. Up on the bench. Now.”

Mevi sprang up and got into position immediately. Tilly had the collar and cuffs in her hands and buckled them around his neck, wrists, and ankles. Then she blindfolded him and put the gag on him. “When I ask for a color, you can still speak around the gag. If you need to get my attention, scream loudly three times. Do it now.”

He did, and she once again ruffled his hair. “Good boy.”

She clipped his wrists and ankles to the bench and immediately started in with her hands, settling him, lightly slapping his ass, thighs, working him up.

Never in Doyle’s life had he ever wanted something so badly.

To be Tilly, right now, running hands all over Mevi’s body.

Marking him.

And, to be honest, owning him, at least temporarily.

 

* * * *

 

There was something so different in her mood and manner tonight. And every time she said “good boy” it nearly made Mevi come.

As she started playing with him, he tried to pretend it was Doyle’s hands on him, Doyle owning him.

Doyle calling him his good boy.

Mevi literally lost track of time, only yellowing once for cane strokes, but Tilly stepping up the play to a far heavier level than ever before.

And he loved it.

Craved it.

Knew that if he couldn’t keep doing this, he was going to have serious issues. This was a part of him.

And nothing in the world would be more perfect than kneeling before Doyle and being his boy.

When she finished playing with him, his wrists and ankles were unclipped, but she didn’t remove the blindfold or ball gag. A throw was draped over him, and fingers caressed his hair.

He sensed Doyle close by from the scent of his deodorant, but wasn’t sure where, exactly.

Then he heard the door open and close and sensed someone had left.

When the strong arm encircled his shoulders and helped him sit up, he realized it was Doyle.

“Good boy,” he hoarsely said. He let Mevi lean on him and helped him stagger over to the couch and got him settled, his head in Doyle’s lap as he processed and floated and let his emotions begin to settle as he softly cried.

This time, he cried because he wished it’d been Doyle the entire time, not Tilly.

Now he knew what he wanted.

Who he wanted.

And he suspected if he admitted it, he might lose Doyle forever.

But…honesty was demanded.

And he was tired of lying about who and what he was.

Later, after saying good-night to Tilly and heading back, Mevi stood in the bathroom and examined his marks. When he turned, he gripped the edges of the counter and met his own gaze in the mirror.

He couldn’t even remember what the silver hair looked like on him now unless he looked at a picture.

This was who he was.

Who he’d always been.

“I’m gay,” he whispered to his reflection. “I’m submissive.”

Immediately, he felt like his soul adjusted one cog sideways and slid perfectly into place. Like his life-long struggles had just…ended.

Like that.

He took a deep breath and stood a little straighter. “I’m gay, and I’m submissive.”

The world didn’t end.

Lightning didn’t strike him.

He let go of the counter and stood with his spine straight, looking dead-on into the mirror. “I’m a gay man, and I’m submissive. My name is Malcolm Maynard, and I’m a gay, male submissive.”

He felt…lighter inside.

Freer.

And he’d never go back to the way things were.

Now, he just needed to figure out how to move forward. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

When Doyle awoke the next morning, he smelled coffee brewing, and…

Bacon?

After using the bathroom, he grabbed a tester kit and found Mevi, dressed only in shorts and working at the stove.

“Good morning. I didn’t have anything to drink yet.” He walked over, holding his hand out.

Doyle handed him the tester. “What time is it?”

“Seven.” He smiled. “Your coffee is on the counter. I heard you up. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Thanks.”

Thinking maybe he’d just dropped into a wormhole, he got his mug and sipped it while waiting for Mevi’s results.

Negative.

Of course.

Now Mevi got his own coffee. “How many eggs, and how do you want them?”

“Um…three. Scrambled, please.”

“Cheese?”

“Oh, sure. Thanks.” He decided to take a seat at the counter and watch this play out.

He couldn’t peg what was different about Mevi this morning, but…

He liked it.

And he couldn’t exactly pin down why.

They talked while Mevi cooked. Sure, Mevi was fine following the previous evening. He shiny-squirreled between several different topics, including revisiting a few he hadn’t explored thoroughly about his father and mother.

Doyle decided to hang on for the ride and let him talk.

By the time they’d finished eating—and Mevi had insisted on cleaning up the kitchen while Doyle sat there—Doyle was beginning to buy the “wormhole” theory.

As in he’d been dropped into one.

Mevi headed downstairs to work while Doyle sat there trying to sort things out.

The only difference had been what Tilly had done last night, taking things a bit farther than before. Nothing he’d felt like interceding in, either.

It was almost like…

Doyle thought about it.

It almost seemed like a circuit had connected in Mevi’s brain.

Maybe it had.

Like anything else, he’d have to wait and see. Meanwhile, he was in search of a restaurant to take Mevi for his birthday. He wanted to check an old favorite down on Manasota Key, with a view of the beach, to make sure it was still there. And then take him for a sunset walk.

Doyle wanted this birthday to be a nice one for the man, one Mevi could remember in positive ways.

Meanwhile, he was trying to decide what to get him for his birthday. He wanted the guy to have at least one present to open. He could have it shipped there. Already, he’d ordered him a guitar stand and stand for his sheet music. But those were work things.

He wanted something fun for the guy, or at least meaningful.

I’ll have to think on it.

 

* * * *

 

If Mevi suspected Doyle had something up his sleeve, he never let on. But over the next week, he also continued the…well, if Doyle had to label it, he’d call it submissive behavior.

Like a perfect submissive. Mevi insisted on doing chores, and when Doyle started pressing him harder during their talks, especially about recovery issues, Mevi didn’t balk even if he found the talks difficult. Doyle found himself assuming a more overtly Dominant role with him, if not a kinky one. Things like making him stand and wait for a minute to get and take his morning tests.

Making him ask permission to get up and leave at the end of their now-daily counseling sessions.

Sometimes making him wait to do that, if Doyle didn’t feel they were done.

And Mevi adapted to it as if he knew this was how it should be, which in some ways terrified Doyle.

Because it did feel that was exactly how it should be.

At least Doyle had come up with the perfect gift for him. So when he told Mevi to dress in slacks and a button-up shirt for dinner that night, he didn’t even get a question about it, even though from wishing him happy birthday that morning Mevi had to suspect this was a birthday dinner.

And while Mevi was showering, Doyle tucked the present in the trunk of the car. It’d arrived from Amazon and since it’d been for Doyle, Mevi hadn’t even asked what it was, much less opened it.

On the drive to the restaurant, Doyle kept finding himself wanting to reach over and hold hands with him and knew he couldn’t do that.

He’d specifically requested a corner table, or along the wall, with a view of the water, if possible. He wanted something inconspicuous, and they obliged by putting them at a booth at one end with a nice view. Doyle sat with his back to the water, wanting the birthday boy to have the view.

And while they were waiting for their drink order to arrive, Doyle leaned in. “I’ll be right back.” He tapped the table with his finger. “Don’t get up, do not leave. Understand?”

Mevi nodded, smiling. “Yes, sir.”

He’d done that more and more, too, the “yes, sir” answers. The lower-case s obvious, but still tugging on Doyle’s heart just the same.

Doyle hurried down to the car and got the package, bringing it back up and holding it behind him as he returned to the table.

Mevi didn’t look like he’d so much as moved.

Doyle walked up from behind him. “Close your eyes.”

Mevi did.

He sat the wrapped box in front of Mevi before retaking his seat. “Open.”

He did, nearly making Doyle cry when he started blinking back tears.

“Happy birthday,” Doyle said. “I hope you enjoy it.”

“Thank you!” He seemed hesitant to open it.

“You can open it.”

He stared at it, then met Doyle’s gaze. “Do you know how long it’s been since I got a birthday present? I mean, from someone I’m close to?”

Doyle shook his head.

“Since I was a kid. We decided early on with the band we don’t exchange gifts every year. We get together and do a group donation to their favorite charity, and on Christmas we do a band donation to a charity and play for them for a fundraiser.” He started to reach for it and hesitated. “Can you take a picture for me, please?”

Doyle was struggled not to cry for the poor guy. “Sure.” He pulled his phone out and got ready, snapping one before he started.

As he opened it, Doyle took pictures, capturing perfectly his tearful gasp when he saw the books inside.

“Oh, Doyle! Thank you!” He got up and rounded the table, hugging him, before retaking his seat.

All the while, brushing away tears. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

Doyle had bought him the print versions of the Ron Chernow book Hamilton was inspired by, Hamilton: The Revolution, by Lin-Manuel Miranda, which was a behind-the-scenes look at the production, and several books of sheet music from the production.

“I hope the music books are okay. I know how much you really loved it.”

“This is great, thank you.” He blinked away tears, smiling. “Really. I’m not kidding. This is awesome.”

Doyle reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “You’ve worked hard. I wanted to get you something that might mean something to you. I want you to be able to remember how hard you’ve worked. You should be proud of it.”

He nodded, smiling. “My own mom didn’t call me. Clark checked my mail and said no cards, either.” His smile faded. “Not that I expected any. I call her on Mother’s Day and her birthday and Christmas. I send her a check every year before her property taxes and homeowners insurance is due. I paid off the house when Dad died. I guess I’ll never be the son she wanted.”

He stroked the books and took a deep breath. “Thank you for this, Doyle. I know I was kind of bitchy at the beginning, but honestly, I think you’ve saved my life.”

He met Doyle’s gaze. “I know you’re right. I would have eventually started drinking again. But even though I sometimes crave it, lately? No. I get a craving and think about what you said. That I have a hundred percent survival track record so far, and worse days than that. So I can get through it.”

“I’m very proud of you for that. It takes a lot to admit that.”

“I started researching twelve-step stuff again. It was the religion part I always had a problem with. My parents went to a ‘gays are bad’ church, so I didn’t want any part of that. But now I can see what you meant about using what I need and ignoring the rest. I’m going to need to make amends to Bonnie and the others. Especially Bonnie.”

“Be prepared for her to maybe not accept your apology.”

“I know.” Another deep breath before he set the box on the seat next to him. “If you’d told me a couple of months ago that I’d actually be enjoying life again, I’d have decked you and called you a liar.”

“You’re probably still going to be dealing with anger.”

“Oh, I’m sure I will.” He reached over and touched the box. “But I think now I understand I can get through that, too. I just need to…not avoid it. I did a lot of avoiding. That’s how I ignored the red flags David was throwing for so long. I didn’t want conflict. I didn’t want to fight. I had so many struggles already, it was one too many, and that was dumb on my part.”

“Well, for tonight, let’s have a nice evening. When we finish eating, I have one more surprise for you.”

Mevi didn’t even ask. “Thank you, D.”

Doyle smiled, loving the nickname. “You’re welcome, Mal. Very welcome.” 


Chapter Sixteen

 

Dinner was amazing and delicious. The present from him, so thoughtful and carefully chosen, was a wonderful bonus.

After dinner, Doyle drove them north up Manasota Key to a beach to watch the sunset. The whole time, Mevi struggled and failed to say the words he longed to tell the other man.

Words he’d never said to anyone before as an adult. Romantically, that was.

Still, he chickened out. “You’re not worried about someone recognizing me here?”

“If I was, I wouldn’t have brought you. Less chance of it here than in the restaurant.”

He trusted Doyle. If there was one thing the past several weeks had taught him, he absolutely could trust Doyle.

Maybe more than he’d trusted anyone in his life.

The sun lay low on the horizon and there were maybe two dozen cars parked in the lot across the road from where a boardwalk split the dunes and headed west. He couldn’t see the beach from that angle. Doyle found a parking spot in the shell lot and after they kicked off their shoes, Mevi followed him down to the beach.

He didn’t know what he’d expected, but this wasn’t it. The Gulf lay before them, the sun a fiery orb beginning its dip into the horizon. The sky and a few puffy clouds were painted with nearly painfully pure pinks and blues and purples as they struggled and lost their hold on the day.

He couldn’t ever remember seeing such a vibrant sunset in LA. Other places along the west coast, sure, but never in LA.

Even the fluffy, white sugar sand wasn’t like anything he was used to. They walked, heading north away from the opening from the dunes and away from the majority of the other people.

“I love coming here,” Doyle said. “I always did. I’ve missed it. I spent a lot of hours here during and after my divorce to Kathy.” He sighed. “Part of me wishes I’d never left Florida.”

“Why?”

“Because I lost so much. I cut myself off from my friends. I made a lot of money, but I wonder if it was worth it.”

“We met, though. And you told me to be thankful for the things I can be thankful for.”

Doyle smiled. “True.”

“I’m thankful for you.” They shared a look for a moment before Doyle continued walking again.

He finally came to a stop as the sun remained little more than a glowing sliver above the distant horizon. Mevi stood next to him, inhaling the sweet breeze and unable to ignore the warmth radiating from Doyle’s body.

Maybe he was just hyperaware of the man, now that he couldn’t deny what he felt for him.

Neither of them spoke as the sun finally completed its descent. Down the beach, they heard faint applause and people started making their way back over the dunes. Doyle smiled at him.

“Guess we should head back.”

“Okay.”

It was close to full dark and Mevi knew if he didn’t force himself to say something soon, he was going to lose his nerve. He reached out and touched Doyle’s hand, coming to a stop in the sand and hoping the other man did, too.

Doyle stopped and turned. “What?”

“I don’t want to go back yet.”

Doyle glanced around. There was another couple about a hundred yards south of them, but other than that, they had the beach to themselves now that the sun had set and Mother Nature’s evening show was over.

“Are you all right?”

“We need to talk. I need to talk.” Mevi swallowed hard, the sweet, salty tang of the Gulf breeze washing over him so different than anything he’d ever felt off the Pacific. Better, softer, more pure in some ways.

“Okay?”

He reached for Doyle’s hand again, hooking his first two fingers around Doyle’s. “Maybe I’m way off-base, maybe I’m about to fuck things up, but if I don’t say something, I’m going to explode and hate myself. I love you.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle thought his heart might stop, but he didn’t speak, didn’t interrupt Mevi.

“I’ve liked you ever since we first met. I realized as I was playing with Tilly the other night that I liked it, but I didn’t really want to play with her. I want to play with you. Because I love you.” His gaze finally focused on Doyle’s. “I want to be yours. This isn’t some sort of weird bonding with my therapist kind of thing, either.” He went silent.

Doyle had to force the words out. “How do you know it’s not?”

“Because I’ve had counselors in rehab. Gay and straight, even though that wasn’t really a topic of conversation, but I could tell, duh. The one guy had a wedding picture of him and his husband on his bookshelf. I never felt anything for them like I feel for you.” He took a deep breath. “I’m gay. And I’m a submissive. When I looked into the mirror and finally admitted those two things to myself, it was like this huge, angry ocean in my soul suddenly went quiet.”

Doyle’s gaze fell to their hands. He made no move to let go or shake Mevi’s loose grip free. “Why me?”

“Because you. Something about you unlocked me. Opened doors inside me I didn’t even know were closed. Inspired me not just to create but to become the best version of myself possible.”

Doyle couldn’t make himself meet Mevi’s intense gaze again. “If I get involved with you that crosses a whole lot of ethical boundaries. We’ve already come damn close.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. But I can’t not tell you how I feel. You told me honesty was mandatory. Well, I’m being honest. More honest than I’ve ever been in my life. I love you, and I want to be yours. Unless you don’t want me.”

Doyle closed his eyes, his cock throbbing in his shorts as he breathed and tried to maintain control. It was too easy to call up a fantasy and bring it to life.

Then there were his own issues. He fully recognized he dealt with abandonment issues, his childhood rage over his father’s death, losing his mom, then his divorce.

But…

Mevi.

Never in Doyle’s life had he wanted someone so much.

The fear…wasn’t it worth the reward? To finally possibly have a relationship that pulled so deeply at his soul as Mevi did?

When he felt the soft caress of lips against his, his eyes flew open. Instinctively, he grabbed the back of Mevi’s head, fisting his hair, and kissed him. Hard.

Kissed him in a way Doyle damn well knew Mevi had never been kissed before.

And that moan in the air? Oh, that was from himself as he tasted Mevi’s lips, the salt air on them, the other man’s tongue tentatively searching through parted lips to find his.

Finally, he used his grip in Mevi’s hair to break their kiss, not letting go of him. “I can’t be your SC if we’re involved.”

“I know.”

“I need to call Clark and cancel the contract. Ethically, I cannot do this with you if we’re professionally involved.”

“Please don’t leave me. Come on tour with us.”

“I’ve never been involved with a client before. Ever. This is a hard line I’ve never come close to blurring, much less crossing before. Not just as a sober companion, but in my entire career.”

“I know. I get it—please? I-I’ll even keep pretending we’re not involved so it doesn’t tip anyone off and put you on the paparazzi’s radar. I’ll pay your expenses out of my own pocket. Please, Sir!”

Those two words, and the tone Mevi said them in, finished Doyle, swept away every last rational and logical objection. He pulled Mevi in for another kiss, this time in full control of it from start to finish.

This was probably one of the worst ideas ever. For the first time in his professional life, he was going to completely violate every ethical practice he’d sworn to uphold and had upbraided others for not adhering to.

And he realized he didn’t care.

Because he’d never felt about anyone the way he felt about Mevi, and he’d be lying if he denied it any longer, guilt over the professional lapse be damned.

He cupped his hand around the back of Mevi’s neck and stared into his eyes. “Being mine means I own you. I did a vanilla-sprinkles marriage with Kathy. I vowed I’d never do that again. Anyone who’s with me needs to understand that. I’m a sadist. I’m a Dominant. And if you think there were times in the past several weeks that I was a hard-lined asshole, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“That’s what I want, Sir.”

Dammit. Every time he said that word, it made Doyle’s cock painfully throb.

Mevi noticed. He leaned in, nearly kissing-close. “Sir,” he whispered. “Master. My Master.”

Doyle’s hand tightened on the back of Mevi’s neck, pulling him in for the kiss, bruising, crushing, possessive. He slid his hand up to fist his hair again to break the kiss. “Being my boy means following my rules.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“No sex with anyone but me, that means men and women. Not even kissing. I don’t mean friendly pecks on the cheeks or something with friends, I mean romantic kissing.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“No play with anyone but me, unless I specifically give you permission ahead of time and I arrange it with them.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“You stay sober. That is a hard limit. No alcohol. Period. And you follow all of my rules.”

“Anything, Sir.”

He pulled him in for a hug, holding him, one arm around Mevi’s waist and the other hand resting on the back of Mevi’s head. He laid his head against Doyle’s shoulder, his arms around him, clutching him.

Doyle closed his eyes again. Holding him felt so perfect, so right. Even the couple of inches Mevi had on him in height didn’t seem to matter.

How did this in any way end well for them? Doyle wasn’t under any illusions that they had a fairytale life ahead of them. They both had careers that would frequently keep them apart. Mevi was a rock star, for chrissake, one publicly so deep in the damn closet that a team of bloodhounds with embedded GPS ability couldn’t find him. Forget being able to freely be kinky, he couldn’t even be authentically him.

“My beautiful, perfect boy,” he whispered in Mevi’s ear. “My very good boy. What am I going to do with you?”

“Anything you want to, Sir,” he mumbled against Doyle’s shoulder, his breath warm through the fabric of his shirt.

“Don’t say that and not mean it, or say it without knowing what it means.”

“It means I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Sir.”

Every time Mevi called him that, it embedded more deeply under his skin, like a velvety barbed hook that only hurt if you tried to tug on it, remove it.

And he didn’t want it out.

He wanted to be balls-deep inside his boy, right that moment.

Although the fact that they were on a public beach also complicated things.

“I love you, too,” Doyle finally admitted. “I’ve been attracted to you and it’s been getting harder not to admit it.”

Mevi relaxed against him, nearly melting into him. His embrace tightened around Doyle.

“I never thought I’d ever hear you say those words to me. I was terrified you’d turn me away and leave when I confessed.”

Doyle nuzzled Mevi’s hair. Even that felt perfect between them, his soft, dark hair, now its natural color, a few grey strands coming in here and there.

“I should. This is wrong for so many reasons, but I’m only human and I’ve never felt about anyone the way I’ve felt about you. And if you need me to sign papers, a prenup or something, I will.”

Mevi’s head snapped up, nearly clipping Doyle’s jaw. “Why would I make you do that?”

“Uh, to protect you.” Yeah, in some ways, Mevi was too trusting, even if he didn’t want to think he was.

That’s what got him ripped off in the first place, that he trusted despite red flags and warnings from others.

“I don’t need to be protected from you.”

He cradled Mevi’s face in his hands. “I think Clark will disagree,” he gently said. “Have you ever been in love before?”

“I—” Mevi’s lips pursed into a tight line before he continued. “I’ve been in lust, but I’ve never been able to show it before. So it never got to love.”

“Exactly. You might hate me in a few months. All the more reason for us to go slow and not turn loose of our normal lives yet while we figure this out between us. When we get back tonight, the first thing we do is call Clark and talk to him. Both of us. Together. In fact, if we can get him on FaceTime it’d be even better so he can see us.”

“Then what?”

Doyle pressed a long kiss to his forehead. “We’ll figure that out then. One step at a time.”

 

* * * *

 

At least the anonymity of the deepening dark allowed Mevi to hold hands with Doyle all the way down to the path where they had to cross the dunes via the boardwalk to the parking area. On the way back to the apartment, Doyle held his hand as he drove, and Mevi fought the urge to bring the man’s hand to his mouth and suck his fingers.

Anything.

Just to taste him.

On the way back, Doyle didn’t say a word when he pulled into a Walgreens parking lot and left the car running while he went inside.

When he emerged a few minutes later with a bag, he put it in the backseat and stared at Mevi for a long moment before leaning in to kiss him.

Without speaking, he backed out of the parking space and they continued the drive home.

Mevi didn’t dare break the quiet for fear of destroying whatever spell it was he was now under.

He wanted this to continue. Wanted them to continue.

When they arrived at the warehouse, Doyle didn’t get out. He also didn’t speak, at first. He sat there with the car still running, the AC keeping the humid night at bay.

“Once we do this,” he finally said, “it can’t be undone. Are you certain this is a step you want to take? We can always wait until I’m off contract, or your tour is over, and then do this.”

Panic filled him. “I don’t want to wait, Sir. Please don’t say that. I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life, and that scares me in good ways, Sir.”

“Why?”

“Because it means I really can’t fuck this up. I’ve been lucky enough I could fake my way through life before now. This is reality. This is serious. I desperately don’t want to fuck things up with you and I don’t want to waste a second of time we could be together.”

Doyle’s gaze searched his face before he gently cupped the back of his neck again, the way he had on the beach. “I’m not perfect. We’ll both make mistakes. The fact that I’ve fallen for you proves I’m not perfect. Don’t think I’m perfect, because I’m not. Far from it.”

“I know, Sir.”

Doyle leaned in and kissed him again, tenderly, exploring. “If anything, I’m going to be harder on you from this point on than I was before. It’s personal for me, too. I’ll expect a lot more from you as my partner than I did as my client.”

“I understand, Sir. I want that. I want to make you proud.”

He didn’t understand why it looked like Doyle was close to tears over that comment. “You do make me proud, my sweet boy,” he whispered. “You have ever since we met.”


Chapter Seventeen

 

This was a new one for Doyle. He’d never ended a contract early. As they sat on the couch and Doyle called Clark, he shoved his guilt away and reached out and held Mevi’s hand.

Clark answered almost immediately. “Doyle? Everything all right?”

“Um, you alone?”

“Why? What happened?”

“It’s…not bad. I—we need to talk to you. You got FaceTime?”

“Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this?”

“It’s okay.”

“Give me three minutes to get to my car. Hold on. I just finished a meeting. I’ll call you right back.”

Doyle held his arm out to Mevi, who snuggled against him on the couch. Doyle kissed the top of his head. “This’ll be okay,” he said.

“He sounds upset already.”

“He’s just worried about you.”

Clark actually called them back in two minutes, via FaceTime. Doyle held the phone so Clark could see both of them.

“What’s going on?”

“I need you to hear me out before you panic, okay?”

Clark scowled. “Why?”

This wasn’t going to be easy. “First, we need your confidence. This can’t go anywhere but the three of us.”

Clark rubbed at his temple. “Is he drinking?”

Mevi waved. “No. I’m sober. I’ve stayed sober.”

“He’s sober,” Doyle confirmed.

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I need to cancel our contract,” Doyle said.

“What?”

“I’m still going to stay with Mevi, and travel with him. Everyone in the band needs to think I’m still his SC. That doesn’t change. You can pro-rate my fee up to today. I’ll also turn down the bonuses.”

“I want to pay his expenses,” Mevi said.

Doyle patted his shoulder to quiet him. “Something…happened.”

Clark was muttering something and focused on them again. “What. Happened.”

“Mevi and I are…together.”

“Well, I can freaking see the two of you sitting—oh. Together …together?”

“Yeah.”

“Wait. He’s straight.”

“You tell him,” Doyle said.

“Clark, please, promise me this is private,” Mevi begged.

Clark nodded. “Yeah, yeah.”

“I’m gay. I’ve hid it all my life.”

Clark stared at them. “Go on. Pull the other one.”

“I’m not kidding. I’m gay.”

“Does Bonnie know this? Because I’m pretty sure she’s convinced you’re straight.”

“No. She doesn’t know.”

Clark let out a groan. “You’re canceling the contract because you’re fucking your client. Fantastic.”

“I’m sorry,” Doyle said. “Nothing like this has ever happened to me before. And no, not to be crude, but I’m not fucking him yet.”

“And I told him first I’m in love with him,” Mevi added.

“JFC. You two are going to be the goddamned death of me. What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”

“Nothing,” Doyle said. “That’s the point. Only the three of us will know that I’m not actually under contract. I’m still going to make sure he stays sober. I’m still going to run the tests, and if anything, now I can do a better job and have more control over him.”

Clark focused on Mevi. “You’re really okay with this?”

Mevi nodded. “For the first time in my life, I finally feel like I don’t have to lie about who I am. I’m happy.”

“Yeah, well, I can see where that could be rough.” The picture jostled as he shifted position in his car. “Okay. So, just to be clear, Doyle, you are staying with him?”

“Yes,” Doyle said. “The only change is you don’t have to pay me anymore.”

“Just expenses,” Mevi insisted.

Clark rubbed his face with his free hand. “Well, that saves money, I guess. You sure you don’t want me to tell Bonnie for you?”

“No,” Mevi said. “Absolutely not. I don’t want anyone knowing. I…I’ll talk to Bonnie, and everyone else, at some point, but not now. I want to get the tour started. I don’t want that as a distraction. I need to figure out how to tell them.”

Clark leveled a finger at them. “Doyle, I’m still holding you responsible for him. He loses his sobriety, I’m going to sue your ass for something. Not sure what yet, but I’ll ruin you.”

“No,” Mevi said. “I don’t want that. I won’t lose my sobriety. If anything, I’ve got a better chance now. I know this is hard to understand, and explain, but…I’m happy, Clark. I’m happy in a way I never thought I’d be again. And you should hear some of the songs I’ve written!”

Doyle interjected. “Actually, yeah, you should hear some of the new songs. They’re really good.”

“Yeah? You’re working?”

“Yeah!”

“All right, genius. Then let me hear them. Right now.”

“Okay.” Doyle stood. “We’ll go downstairs. Hold on.” He carried the phone down while Mevi raced ahead and got ready. Doyle changed the camera from rear to forward and filmed while Mevi played and sang two of the songs he’d written.

Doyle could tell from Clark’s face that he was convinced. “Well?” Doyle asked.

“Holy shit. Switch the camera back and let me see you both.” He did, Mevi putting his guitar down and joining him. “You wrote those since getting to Florida? Seriously?”

“Yeah.”

Clark slowly nodded. “Okay. I’ve known Mevi indirectly because of the others for several years now. That is, no shit, maybe the best stuff I’ve ever heard him write, and you’re telling me he did that in a couple of weeks?”

“Exactly,” Mevi said. “Clark, seriously, I feel better than I have in years. All I’m asking is you keep this confidential.”

“Despite my better judgment, I will. You’d best stay sober, though.”

“I will. I want to. I want to work.”

“You keep turning out material like that, you’re going to triple what you lost in less than a year. You realize that, right? You’re going to have people begging you to write for them, or let them cover those. Not to mention digital sales and streaming services.”

“I’m probably going to have more than enough for two albums by the time the tour’s over. Maybe more.”

“Good. That’s great timing. Okay, Doyle, I’ll consider this a handshake agreement, but I’ll send you a PDF you’ll need to digitally sign, to agree to the new terms.”

Relief filled him. “Deal.”

“I hope you two know what you’re doing. Let me get off here. I want to beat traffic.”

“Thanks,” they both said before Clark ended the call.

Doyle turned to Mevi.

He looked hopeful.

Eager.

Ready.

Doyle pulled him in for a kiss. “Are you sure you want this? Me?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Doyle ran a hand through Mevi’s hair. “No more of that stupid silver dye.”

Mevi smiled. “Yes, Sir.”

“And I don’t like long hair. No longer than this. Okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Doyle sighed. “And you can always say no, or ask for a modification, or safeword.”

Mevi pressed close. “What if I don’t want to say no? What if I want Sir to decide those things?”

Doyle smiled. “Be careful what you wish for.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle took Mevi’s hand and led him upstairs as Mevi’s heart raced, eager to finally be with this man. The Walgreens bag had ended up on Doyle’s bed, and after sitting Mevi on the end of his bed—fully clothed—he showed Mevi what was in the bag.

Several boxes of condoms and a large bottle of lube.

He got the bottle of lube out of the box and removed the inner seal, getting it ready. Then he stood between Mevi’s legs, leaning in and kissing him, one hand on the back of Mevi’s head and the other grabbing Mevi’s hand and placing it on the front of Doyle’s slacks where his erection pressed against the zipper.

Mevi moaned at the feel of it.

“That’s going in your ass, boy,” Doyle rumbled. “And in your mouth. Although,” he quickly added, “not in that order. That’s just gross. No ass-to-mouth.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

“You ever have anything in your ass before?”

Heat filled his face. “My fingers. In the shower. A couple of times, not a lot.”

“No one’s ever fucked you?”

He shook his head. “No, Sir,” he whispered.

“Good.” He stepped back and dug something out of his toybag.

A butt plug.

Doyle smiled as he held it up. “It’s a fairly small one, don’t worry. Ironically, yours is the first male ass it’ll have ever been inside. That’s sort of fitting, huh?”

Mevi smiled. “Yes, Sir.”

He’d also dug a small coil of rope out of his bag. “Something hurts in a bad way, you safeword immediately. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Doyle shoved him back onto the bed and straddled him, pinning his hands over his head.

Mevi nearly came from how his own cock ground against Doyle through their slacks.

“Don’t you dare come yet, boy,” Doyle ordered. “Stay.”

Mevi kept his hands where Doyle put them while Doyle reached down and started unbuttoning Mevi’s shirt. Once he had it open, he tugged it out of his slacks and pulled it off over his head, dropping it to the floor. Then he proceeded to tie Mevi’s wrists together.

Doyle stood, smiling down at him. “Now then.” He pulled off Mevi’s shoes and socks before he started working on his belt and fly. Once Mevi lay naked before him, Doyle seemed to be feasting on him with his eyes. “When we’re alone, boy, you’re naked. Period. You ask permission to put on clothes. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“It’s because I love looking at you, but also because I might want to bend you over and plow that gorgeous ass whenever I want.”

Mevi’s cock twitched, pre-cum pearling at the slit.

Doyle noticed. He smiled as he reached down and swiped his finger along the head, lifting it to his lips to taste.

“Mmm.” Doyle milked another drop from him, this time feeding it to him. “I have a very sweet boy,” he hoarsely said. “And yes, your cock will be getting sucked, too.”

Mevi bit down on his lower lip to keep from moaning.

“Oh, when it doesn’t matter, you better believe I want to hear your noises. Don’t you ever try to hide them when we don’t need to.” He leaned in and licked the head of Mevi’s cock.

Now he whined, desperate to hold back, not explode. “That’s the kind of noises I like.” He continued teasing Mevi, swirling his tongue around the head, flicking at the slit, licking up and down the sides of Mevi’s shaft. Then he shoved his thighs apart and tucked a towel under him.

“First, though, my boy needs his virgin ass stretched so he can take my cock. Because before we go to bed tonight, you will have had my cock in there. I’m going to claim what’s mine.”

Another word, said in that way, that threatened to make Mevi’s balls explode.

Lovingly possessive.

It’s all he wanted to be—belonging to him.

Doyle, still dressed, rolled a condom onto the butt plug, slathered it with lube, then added lube to his fingers and started probing Mevi’s virgin rim.

“Look at me,” Doyle ordered in that tone, the one that Mevi had fallen in love with.

His Dominant tone.

“Beg me for it.”

“Please, Sir. Please fuck my ass!”

“My ass, boy. That’s my ass, my cock, my mouth. Not yours. I own you, so I own them, too.”

“Yes, Sir! Please fuck your ass!”

Doyle chuckled and leaned in to kiss him. “Okay, that does sound a little silly. I think the proper subbie syntax should be, ‘Please fuck your boy’s ass.’”

“Please fuck your boy’s ass, Sir!”

“Mmm.” One finger slipped through Mevi’s rim, drawing a long, low moan from him as Doyle slowly fucked him with it. “You beg sooo nicely, boy. Be prepared to do a lot of begging in the future.” He continued to fuck him with his finger.

When he added a little more lube and started working a second finger in, that’s when Mevi whined, the pinching burn momentarily taking the edge off his need. Doyle slowly fucked him with two fingers, leaning in and occasionally sucking on Mevi’s cock as he did. As he scissored his fingers in Mevi’s ass, he swirled his tongue around the head of his cock.

This was…amazing.

No wonder sex had never been a big deal to him. It’d never been this good. Sex with Bonnie had mostly been a way to sleep in bed with her and not be alone. An excuse to cuddle all night just to have human contact. He couldn’t even count how many times he’d faked it with her, since they always used a condom for intercourse. A quick withdrawal and trip to the bathroom to dispose of it and she was none the wiser.

Sometimes she’d been able to get him over sucking him off, but only if he fantasized about guys while she did.

Both Doyle’s mouth and fingers disappeared. Mevi lifted his head to look. Doyle took the butt plug and pressed the tip of it against his rim, gently pushing. As he slowly started fucking it into Mevi’s ass, Doyle arched an eyebrow at him. “Push against it, just a little.”

He did, gasping when it suddenly slid into place. It wasn’t a bad feeling, it was just…different.

He couldn’t wait until it was Doyle’s cock.

“Good boy.” Doyle stood and walked into the bathroom. Mevi heard water running, and he returned a moment later. Then he started unbuttoning his shirt. “We’re going to start the evening with you over my lap and getting a spanking, because I want to make that sweet ass of yours nice and red before I fuck you.” He dropped his shirt onto the pile of clothes already on the floor and worked on his slacks.

Once he did that, he climbed onto the bed, sitting up against the headboard, and patted his lap. “Head on my left because I’m a righty.” He smiled. “Skills test since I’m making you do it with your hands tied.”

Mevi managed to get rolled over and edge his way up the bed to where Doyle was smiling at him. Every movement made the plug in his ass rub against really good nerve endings he’d never even known were there in the first place.

Holy crap!

 

* * * *

 

Shoving away thoughts of the rest of the world, it was all Doyle could do not to sadistically giggle as he watched Mevi struggle to get rolled over and up the bed to stretch out over his lap. From the pre-cum still dripping from Mevi’s stiff cock, Doyle knew he had a good chance of his boy exploding.

Once Mevi was stretched out over his thighs, Doyle took a moment to slowly stroke his back, his shoulders.

“My sweet, perfect boy,” he said. “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t wanted to do this to you for a while.” His right hand squeezed Mevi’s left ass cheek, then the right. With his left hand cupped around the back of Mevi’s neck to keep him in place, he started spanking him. Not as hard as he could, but not just playing, either. Every few strokes, he played with the base of the butt plug, pressing on it, not pulling it all the way out but fucking him with it a little.

Every time he did, it made Mevi moan, stirring Doyle’s cock.

Finally, once both of his ass cheeks bore a nice, pink glow over the marks Tilly had left there from their last session, Doyle patted the top of Mevi’s head. “Sit up, boy.”

He slowly got up, and Doyle was happy to see he looked completely subspacey.

He patted the bed next to him. “Lie down. On your back.”

He did.

Doyle climbed between his legs. “I have a feeling I won’t have any trouble getting you hard again, so you have permission to come.” He swallowed Mevi’s cock, loving the deep, throaty moans rolling from the man.

Especially when he started playing with the butt plug again.

It didn’t take long, less than a couple of minutes, for Doyle to suck the first one out of Mevi. As Mevi started to come, his back arching, Doyle hooked his arms around the man’s thighs to keep him in place, refusing to stop. He wanted to milk every last drop from him, wanted to swallow it, feast on him. He eased up as the last hot, tangy drops of cum stopped flowing, but he didn’t release Mevi’s cock. Instead, he gently sucked, licking, wanting to get him hard again.

At some point, he wanted his boy to fuck him, too.

Not tonight.

Tonight, he would totally own Mevi, show him how good things were going to be between them.

It took a little while to get him hard again, but Doyle didn’t mind. He was having fun playing with his boy. Once he got him hard, he climbed up Mevi’s body, straddling him, leaning in to kiss him.

Mevi’s lips parted and Doyle swallowed his soft moan when he reached down and tweaked Mevi’s nipples. He kissed his way down Mevi’s throat, nipping and sucking and enjoying himself. Finally, when his own cock couldn’t take it anymore, he pulled the butt plug out and dropped it on the towel. Grabbing a condom, he rolled it on, added more lube, and then nudged the head of his cock against Mevi’s rim.

“Look at me,” he said.

Mevi did, his frantic, needy squirming finally stilling.

“Ask.”

It was a desperate, frantic whisper. “Please fuck your boy’s ass, Sir!”

He raised Mevi’s legs to his shoulders and leaned in, watching his face, wishing he could freeze this moment in time. “Do you want to be mine?”

“Please make this boy yours!”

He eased forward, reaching down and grabbing Mevi’s hard cock and slowly stroking as he did. The man’s deliciously tight ass squeezed his cock every slowly gained bit of the way. He didn’t force it, he savored it, realizing that maybe stuff he never understood that had happened in his past had all led him to this beautiful, perfect moment.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle’s weight pinned Mevi to the bed, preventing him from rocking against his cock, forcing it through his rim. He wanted him in, deep, completely. With his hands bound, he couldn’t do anything but stare into Doyle’s eyes as, slow thrust by slow thrust, he gained ground each time before withdrawing just to press forward again.

Part of him felt like a virgin again—and, of course, in some ways, he was. He felt reborn, renewed, a chance to be who he was meant to be.

Under this beautiful man.

“Give it to me, baby,” Doyle softly said. “I want you.”

Mevi whined, the delicate knife’s edge Doyle kept him hovering on between the sweet ache in his ass and the amazing sensation of someone else’s hand on his cock spinning him down into beautiful depths.

Finally, Doyle was all the way in, his balls pressing against Mevi’s ass. “You can come, boy,” he said. “I want you to come. I want to feel this gorgeous ass milking my cock.”

He wanted to try, if nothing else to make his Sir happy, to bring him pleasure. He started trying to rock, now able to a little as Doyle sat up, moving with him, withdrawing nearly to the head of his cock before slowly stroking in again and hitting his sweet spot in the process.

All while patiently stroking Mevi’s cock with his hand, slowly milking him.

“I think my boy will be getting a lot of morning spankings and giving me a lot of morning blow jobs,” Doyle said, staring down into his eyes. “How does that sound?”

“Good, Sir. Your boy will do anything.”

Doyle paused, leaning in to kiss him. “I’m sure you will. And I promise, I belong to you just as much as you belong to me. Only you, baby. Now give your Sir another orgasm. Be my good boy.”

Nearly frantic now, Mevi started trying to rock his hips again, Doyle once again moving with him until, finally, he felt the start of it deep in his balls. As Doyle’s hand stroked harder, faster, Mevi’s ass contracted around Doyle’s cock buried inside him, and that was the final trigger Doyle needed.

“Good boy!” Doyle’s thrusts increased in speed, strength, and that seemed to prolong and intensify Mevi’s release. Bottoming out with every stroke, Doyle relentlessly fucked him, until he moaned and made an O face that Mevi fell even more in love with than he’d already been.

Doyle now sated, his hand disappeared from Mevi’s cock and he leaned in, kissing him.

“My good boy,” he whispered. “My perfect, sweet boy. Love you so damn much.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

They cleaned up in the shower before falling into bed together, where Doyle then proceeded to make love to Mevi, letting Mevi suck his cock until he was finally rewarded with his very first mouthful of cum.

As he fell asleep in Doyle’s arms, Mevi realized this was heaven.

And for the first time in years, he realized he was looking forward to seeing the morning.


Chapter Eighteen

 

They settled into a new routine over the next several weeks, and Mevi only accidentally killed one phone in the process. Doyle started doing phone counseling sessions for The Compound, usually in the late morning. Mornings were Mevi’s best working time, after breakfast and before lunch. So once morning spankings were over, sometimes Doyle would send him downstairs with a butt plug in to work, or sometimes with a well-fucked ass.

Mevi’s reward was a lunchtime orgasm he had to beg for.

It didn’t matter if it was their new relationship, or finally feeling like he was actually living, but Mevi’s mind raced in good ways, coming up with material he knew wouldn’t have been accessible in his brain months ago.

He felt like he’d slipped into a perfectly shaped place where he belonged.

And he realized he hardly ever craved a drink anymore. On the rare times he did, he immediately stopped what he was doing and found Doyle, kneeling next to him so Doyle could stroke his hair. If Doyle was on a phone call, Mevi waited for him to finish before speaking what he needed.

If Doyle wasn’t, he waited for Doyle to ask him what he needed.

Usually, a session over Doyle’s lap, a quick spanking, and Doyle’s voice whispering in his ear what a good boy he was.

Those times completely drove the urge to drink out of his mind, something he never thought possible.

Time out of mind wasn’t just a euphemism for him anymore. He could achieve it with Doyle’s help.

That wasn’t his only coping technique. He started doing tai chi with him every morning, as well as learning how to meditate, and then daily exercise helped, too.

As the time for them to head to Chicago grew closer, some of Mevi’s anxiety returned, and he worried what would happen during the times Doyle wasn’t there, knowing the man couldn’t travel with him forever.

“How am I going to do this without you, Sir?” he asked.

Doyle cupped his face in his hands. “You’ll do fine. You’re my boy, and I have faith in you.”

“What about when you aren’t there, Sir?” Mevi asked him, hating that he felt borderline whiny but still wanting Doyle’s comforting presence there. “I’ll wear your collar or whatever you want to give me as a collar. Or tattoo it on my flesh. That would be even better, Sir.”

Doyle palmed his cheek. “This means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

“It means everything, Sir.”

Seeming to think about it for a moment, Doyle said, “Hold on.” He walked over to his computer bag and dug through it, returning with a black permanent marker.

Taking Mevi’s right hand, he turned his wrist over and inked two symbols there, a semi-colon and something that looked like a rune, familiar, but Mevi couldn’t place it immediately.

“We’ll redo those every day,” Doyle said. “Several times a day, as needed, so they don’t fade. When I’m not with you, you draw them on yourself and keep refreshing them.”

“What do they mean?”

“The semi-colon is used to indicate that your story isn’t over. Where you could have inserted a period at any time, ending your story, but you chose to keep trying. The other is what’s called a binding rune.”

He dug his personal keys out of his pocket, and that’s when Mevi saw the pewter charm on his keys.

Of course. He’d seen it before but hadn’t paid much attention to it.

“It’s a mix of two runes, Raido, which is for travel, and Algiz, which is for protection. Safe travel. This was my mom’s.”

Doyle brought Mevi’s wrist to his lips and pressed a kiss over the marks there. “Let’s get you through the tour first. We’re not going to have a lot of alone time together until it’s over. It’s only a few months. Then we can take a break together, go somewhere alone, and decide what we do from there.”

Panic threatened to set in. “Don’t you want to be with me?”

“Absolutely. I’ve risked a lot because I love you. However, I also don’t want you to do something you can’t take back. If you get to the end of the tour and decide you don’t even want to look at me anymore, I don’t want you resenting me because I put a permanent mark on you. Plus there are times I can’t be with you because I need to work.”

He pulled Mevi in for a kiss. “Use these marks as a reminder, as a new habit, as a meditation. Do it every morning and several times throughout the day. Tell everyone you need a few minutes alone to center yourself. They’ll understand. They know what you went through.”

It became part of their daily ritual, Mevi even getting hard when he took the marker to Doyle, knelt, and presented it and his wrist to him to re-ink them. While he desperately didn’t want to be without his Sir, Doyle was right that he could focus on this, think of him.

And he desperately wanted to be Sir’s good boy and make him proud.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle knew it probably wasn’t healthy, but he took all of his issues, securely bagged them up, and chucked them into an unused mental room where he locked them away behind a door labeled Look at Later.

Right now, Mevi was the important one. Getting him on the tour, getting him through the tour.

Doyle knew he had trust and abandonment issues of his own to work through, and this wasn’t an ideal situation, but he had to trust Mevi.

Mevi certainly trusted him.

If it couldn’t be a two-way street, they’d be doomed before they even started.

The afternoon before they were supposed to leave for Chicago, Doyle set up a surprise for Mevi. In what had been Mevi’s bedroom, he arranged his implements from the toybag and called Mevi in.

Now that they were together, Mevi hadn’t played with Tilly again, even though they’d had dinner there several times and still went over nearly every day so Mevi could exercise. Doyle had also spaced out their own play sessions to about once a week, not wanting to burn him out and wanting to give him time to heal up between them.

This would be their last one for a while. He’d be stopping by the storage unit in the morning on their way out of Sarasota, leaving his bag, not able to take it with him traveling. Besides, there’d be too much risk of someone hearing something, or nosy housekeepers discovering it and taking pictures and selling them or something.

Meaning Doyle would have to be creative, but he’d manage.

They’d also be dropping off a few things they wouldn’t need, like the guitar and music stands, and a few extra kinky goodies they’d picked up while there. Once the concert tour was over, Mevi would be returning to Florida with Doyle for a mini vacation together, and they could get them then. Just a few months away.

While Mevi was waiting on the bedroom floor, in his formal bow position, Doyle finished arranging everything before turning to him.

“Sit up.”

Mevi moved smoothly, as if he was born for this, for turning Doyle’s every fantasy into flesh and blood.

Doyle shoved his shorts off and stood in front of Mevi, who was already opening his mouth in eager anticipation. For a man who’d never sucked a cock before they were together, he’d proven he was eager, willing, and damn good at it.

Doyle held Mevi’s head and slowly fed his cock to him, knowing Mevi would sit there for hours, if he asked it, doing just that. But he didn’t want this load down his boy’s throat.

“You’re going to do something for me today, boy,” he softly said. “I’m going to fuck that sweet ass after I put my marks on it. Then you’re going to fuck me.”

This was something they hadn’t done yet, simply because he could tell Mevi was a total bottom. He’d be happy doing nothing but serving Doyle, wanted nothing to do with anything that remotely resembled “topping,” in Mevi’s mind. Previous times when he’d hinted and given Mevi a choice, Mevi always chose to catch, not pitch.

Mevi’s gaze stared up at him, eyes already glazed as he was hitting subspace. Doyle hadn’t pressed this issue, but he wanted to do it before they were on tour and Mevi’s stress went through the roof. He wouldn’t add to it, and trying to work through this was extra stress for Mevi.

But Doyle hoped he’d come up with a way, for today, to ease Mevi into the idea without it stressing him too much. Later, when they got through the tour and had some downtime together, he’d work on training Mevi to enjoy it as much as he enjoyed everything else they’d done so far, gently breaking down those barriers in his mind so he equated fucking his Sir with making his Sir happy and following his Sir’s orders like a good boy.

“Hands.”

Mevi raised his hands, wrists together, ready for the rope. Even as Mevi sucked Doyle’s cock, Doyle quickly bound the man’s wrists together with rope. He would, some day, order him collar and cuffs.

Not now.

Right now, he enjoyed the look of his boy, bare except for the inked marks on his wrist. Mevi loved rope, and had spent several evenings completely bound and immobilized on the couch with Doyle, watching TV while Doyle took his time working up to an orgasm, using Mevi’s mouth or ass or both at his leisure before letting Mevi come.

He pulled his cock from Mevi’s mouth and stood him up, bending him over the edge of the bed. “Feet apart.”

Mevi spread them, wide, his back arching and presenting his ass for the target.

Doyle stroked his hands down Mevi’s back, squeezing his ass cheeks, digging his fingers in hard until Mevi finally moaned.

“Good boy.”

He started slow, working him up with slappers and lighter paddles, until Mevi’s ass was red, hot, and the man was struggling not to squirm against the bed and rub his cock. He’d built up his pain tolerance quickly, now wanting and needing his Sir’s heavy sadism.

Even delivering a bare-handed slap to the man’s ass in passing instantly hardened Mevi’s cock and had him on his knees, begging to play or at least to service Doyle.

Doyle took his heaviest cane and gently tapped it along Mevi’s shoulders. “I’m going to give you twenty hard ones. I want you to count them off for me. These are going to hurt like hell, but you’re going to take every last one of them. Do you know why?”

“Because this boy is Sir’s good boy,” he mumbled, his hips slowly rocking, wanting it.

Something else Doyle had stumbled over, that Mevi dropped harder and faster into subspace when he went into “slashy speak” and used the third person when speaking about himself while they played.

If that helped him and he liked it, Doyle was fine with it.

“Yes. You are Sir’s very good boy. You can call yellow on these strokes if you need me to take more time between them, but I want my good boy to take all of them. You’ll feel these at least for the next day or two while we’re in the car. I want them to last for a while.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

Doyle smiled. “Thank you, boy.”

He lightly rubbed the cane up and down Mevi’s ass with his right hand as he pinned him down with his left, planted firmly in the middle of Mevi’s back.

“Deep breath, boy.”

Mevi took one, waiting.

He didn’t pull his swing, either, immediately drawing a long, red welt along both ass cheeks as Mevi let out a loud, sobbing cry.

“One, Sir.”

“Gooood boy.” He ran his hand over the mark, trying to gauge if he could have hit a little harder without breaking the skin, or if that was good enough. He didn’t want to bloody him, but he knew this was a stressful transition for Mevi. The more he could do to help him through it, the better it’d be for him.

He picked a different spot, a little lower, for the second and used about the same force. More howling cries, but Mevi made no move to rise up or escape.

“Two, Sir.”

“Good boy.”

He took his time, carefully laying every stroke so it’d be individually visible when Mevi inevitably looked at them in the mirror. By the time he finished, Mevi’s ass and thighs bore a solid wall of welts that would likely last a few days, or longer. He stretched out over him, cupping his hands around Mevi’s and squeezing.

“My good boy,” he whispered in Mevi’s ear. “Such a good boy for me.” He stood and reached between Mevi’s legs, happy that his boy’s cock was still hard. He got him up on the bed, hands and knees, head down.

Like that, he had perfect access to his ass. He quickly lubed Mevi’s hole before he sheathed his own cock in a condom and quickly slid home, hard and deep with his hands holding onto Mevi’s hips.

“Yes!” Mevi gasped.

“You’re not allowed to come yet, either.”

Another thing his boy loved, a good, hard fucking, especially when his ass was nice and sore. Yes, he gave Mevi plenty of warm, sweet cuddle time. But Mevi craved it when Doyle used him hard.

Trying to hold on as long as he could, Doyle alternated short, hard thrusts with long, slow ones, riding him, loving the way Mevi struggled to meet him stroke for stroke and unable to because of Doyle’s hands holding his hips. He didn’t know how long he fucked him, but he finally reached a point of no return and slammed his cock into him, over and over until his orgasm hit him, emptying his balls into the condom.

He fell still, folding his body around Mevi’s and reaching under him to find his cock hard, dripping, throbbing.

He placed a series of kisses along Mevi’s spine. “We’re not done yet, boy.” He gave his cock a hard squeeze, until Mevi rewarded him with a needy moan. “Stay.” Doyle carefully withdrew and went to clean up.

And lube his own ass.

When he returned, Mevi was still in the same position, but slowly humping the air, his body caught in the haze of subspace and waiting for Doyle to return and finish with him.

He bodily rolled Mevi onto his back, bound hands over his head. Pinning him by the throat, he leaned in and tongue-fucked Mevi’s mouth until Mevi was frantically fucking the air again.

“Does my good boy want his reward?”

“Yes, please, Sir.”

“Good.”

 

* * * *

 

Even the pain in his ass and thighs only added to Mevi’s need. As Doyle straddled him, he wrapped his hands around Mevi’s cock. Before Mevi realized what he was doing, Doyle had sheathed him in a condom and rose up, lowering his ass onto Mevi’s cock.

“Be my good boy. Don’t come until I tell you.” Doyle’s tone cut through any strands of resistance Mevi might have thought about having. “Look at me.”

Mevi stared up into his Master’s eyes—and that’s how he thought of Doyle, not just as his Sir.

Doyle smiled as he slowly fucked himself on Mevi’s cock. “Look at that,” he said, reaching down to his own cock. “Didn’t think I’d get it up again that fast. Look what my boy did to me.”

He squeezed out a drop of pre-cum onto his fingers and Mevi already had his mouth open and eagerly waiting for Doyle to feed it to him.

Doyle’s slow grind made it hard for Mevi to hold back, especially when he stared at Doyle’s hard cock bouncing with every thrust. His tight ass…god! Why had he been reluctant to do this?

Because I’m an idiot.

It felt good, and it felt good to let his Sir use him like this. He felt cherished, loved, protected.

Wanted.

The harder Doyle used him, the closer he felt to the man, no matter how illogical that might seem.

He wasn’t a second thought in Doyle’s mind, he was his priority, in all ways.

Doyle leaned forward, bracing his hands on the bed next to Mevi’s head, and kissed him. “Come for me, boy.”

Then he started fucking him in earnest, hard and fast, slamming his body down onto Mevi’s cock until he couldn’t hold back. His orgasm ripped through him, Doyle swallowing his cries with another kiss until every drop had been milked from him.

Doyle rose up, grabbing Mevi’s head as he scooted forward. Mevi’s cock slid from his ass, but Doyle drove his hard cock into Mevi’s mouth, making him moan as he struggled to suck and lick.

It didn’t take much for Doyle to fuck a second one out, either, finishing with his cock deep in Mevi’s throat and Mevi’s nose pressed against Doyle’s pubes. When Doyle finally pulled out, he kissed him again, tongue fucking him for a long time before he let out a contented sigh and rested his forehead against Mevi’s.

“Shower, boy,” he whispered.

“Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

Doyle brushed a light, gentle kiss across his lips. “For what?”

“For loving me.”

Doyle stroked his cheek. “You have no idea how hard and deep I love you. You know my secrets and still love me.”

“You know mine and love me.”

Doyle smiled. “I can’t wait until the tour’s over and we can take a vacation together. Expect to spend it naked and well-fucked.”

“I can’t wait, Sir. It’s the thought keeping me from over-stressing right now. Counting down until then. At least we’ll have about three weeks’ break between the US leg and flying to the UK to start there.”

Doyle kissed him. “And expect to spend the trans-Atlantic flight squirming in your seat with an ass full of cane marks and a butt plug holding a load of my cum inside you.”

Mevi grinned. “Now that sounds like fun, Sir.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

When they pulled out the next morning, Mevi looked back and tried to fight the urge to cry as the complex disappeared behind them. It’d been his safe haven from the world. A protective cocoon in which he’d finally grown his wings.

Getting out in the world again felt scary.

Terrifying.

At least he had Doyle by his side to help calm him.

After dropping Doyle’s toybag and a few other things off at the storage unit, Mevi did cry as they lowered the door and Doyle locked it again.

Doyle pulled him into his arms. “It’s just a few months, boy,” he softly said, stroking Mevi’s hair. “We’ll come get them and be together again here.”

“I…I don’t want this to end.”

He cupped Mevi’s face in his hands. “We won’t end. We have to spend time apart, though. If nothing else, I have to go back to LA and get ready to move and work on finding a new job here, right?”

Mevi nodded. He’d already told Doyle he wanted to build a house in Florida, have it be their custom retreat.

With their own dungeon, a recording studio for him, and a soundproofed office for Doyle so he could do phone calls with clients if needed. They could live in Kel’s apartment, rent it from him, until they had a place of their own.

It was a dream Mevi tightly held onto to get through this upcoming tour.

As they drove, Mevi held hands with Doyle, both of them singing along to show tunes, including Hamilton. He could have worked during the drive, but he didn’t want to.

He didn’t want to miss a second of alone time with his guy.

Every night they made love, Mevi desperate to have as much of this as they could, while they could. Mevi felt his tension ratcheting up the closer they drew to Chicago.

In all honesty? He didn’t want to be there.

What he wanted to do was hide somewhere with Doyle and never leave, some safe sanctuary where he could just…be.

Back to the safety of the apartment.

But none of those future dreams could come true unless he went on this tour, and got a new album out. Otherwise, he’d be filing bankruptcy and he couldn’t take care of his Sir if that happened.

In fact, they’d be making a concert album from this tour to help give the band a quick cash infusion. If Mevi wanted to have his happily ever after with his Sir, in their own house in Florida, he needed the money to do it.

That meant working.

Because he wanted to take care of his Sir, physically and financially. He knew it wasn’t an exaggeration to say that Doyle had absolutely saved his life.

Doyle timed their arrival to the rehearsal space so that they showed up there the morning after having spent the night just outside of the city. Once they arrived, they’d have to be careful, to publicly pretend to be nothing more than counselor and client.

Before they got out of the car, Doyle pulled him in for a kiss. “Breathe. If you get overwhelmed, signal me and we’ll step outside or something. Okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Doyle apparently had a lot more confidence in him than he had in himself. When they walked in, everyone else was already there, including Clark.

And a guy he didn’t know.

“Who’s he?” Mevi asked.

“That’s Erik,” Clark said.

“Er-ique,” the man corrected, spelling it while Clark rolled his eyes.

Mevi already didn’t like him. Dressed in ripped skinny jeans, chunky heeled boots, too much eyeliner and eyeshadow that looked like a drunk Harley Quinn had applied it, and with his poofy, ozone-depleting sprayed hair, he looked like something out of an ’80s reject thrift store, while the rest of them wore plain, comfy jeans, sneakers, and T-shirts.

“Air-reek?” Mevi said, staring the guy down after getting a whiff of too much cheap body spray.

“Back off, Mevi,” Clark said.

Doyle laid a hand on Mevi’s shoulder, but Mevi didn’t move until the other guy did. Maybe early twenties and a good six inches shorter than him. Mevi knew he could probably pound the guy.

“He’s not staying,” Troy said. “Now that you’re back.”

“He’s not back yet,” Erique said.

“Yeah, I am.”

“You haven’t even been practicing!” Erique said.

“Most of the songs, I wrote before you were even born, Little Mister Wannabeme. I know them.”

“Enough!” Clark said. “He’s contracted for five shows. Period. Then he’s gone.”

“Who brought him in, anyway?” Mevi asked, looking at his bandmates.

From the way the others glared at Pasch, Mevi knew he was the offender.

“So what’s the deal, huh?” Mevi asked him.

“Hey, we didn’t know if you’d be right, okay? No offense. We were talking, and I threw his name in.”

“Of all the great studio guys we’ve used on albums over the years, and you bring in this nobody? Really?”

“He worked cheap,” Clark said. “And had the schedule opening.”

There was something seriously…off going on, but Mevi didn’t want to get into it now. “Well, I’m here. Let’s practice.”

Clark quickly introduced Doyle to the others as Mevi’s “coach.” While Erique—hopefully—hadn’t been told about Mevi’s drinking problem, at least Pasch, Troy, Garth, and Bonnie would know who Doyle really was. And from the way they all gave him knowing nods while Erique didn’t, Mevi hoped that meant Doyle’s secret was safe. He didn’t want to spoil Doyle’s anonymity—another stressor on Mevi even though Doyle had insisted on letting him worry about that.

He couldn’t help it. He wanted to protect his Sir.

Doyle sat in a chair off to the side with Clark and watched while Mevi looked for his guitar. “Why is this back here?” He moved it, reaching for a strange guitar placed where his usually sat at the front when they rehearsed.

“That’s mine,” Erique said.

“Yeah? Well, you’d better move it, Wannabeme, before I put my foot through it.”

“Move it,” Clark yelled. “Air-reek, you got a whole contract full of clauses I can pick from to enact to get you out of here before the opening concert. Don’t push me, son.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle wasn’t sure what was going on, but he didn’t like Wannabeme either, as he was already thinking of Erique. At a break when the guy walked over with an already opened bottle of water and offered it to Mevi, Doyle called out to Mevi.

“Mal. Need to talk to you.”

That was a pre-arranged code between them. While he’d been calling Mevi Mal ever since they became a couple, he’d be calling him Mevi around the others.

If he called him Mal that meant an immediate conference was required.

Mevi accepted the bottle, but before he could drink from it, Doyle took it from him, hiding the action from Erique and swapping bottles with Mevi with one he’d just opened for himself.

“Don’t drink or eat anything he gives you,” he whispered in Mevi’s ear. “That’s an order from your Sir, boy. And don’t eat or drink anything that’s been out of your sight. If you don’t get it from me, or get it yourself, pass on it. Understand?”

Mevi’s eyes widened, but he nodded, not questioning him.

When Doyle studied Erique as they resumed practice, Doyle could see the other man was eagerly watching as Mevi drank from what he thought was the bottle of water he’d brought Mevi.

Hell, even Mevi noticed. “What’s your deal?”

“Nothing. We just got off on the wrong foot. I’m sorry.” Erique broadly smiled.

But that smile faded as, over the next couple of hours, it was obvious that whatever he’d planted in Mevi’s bottle hadn’t worked.

At lunch break, Doyle took Mevi outside to talk in private.

“What’s going on, Sir?” he whispered. “What was that about?”

“I think he tried to drug your water.”

“Fucker!”

Doyle grabbed his arm and kept him from going back in to confront him. “No. Just be aware. He wants you out, specifically. He’s been sucking up to the others. I’m going to keep an eye on him.”

“We need to tell Clark.”

“We don’t have proof. He can claim you doped your own water or something. We’ll get through this. Plus, do you really want the publicity?”

Mevi shot a glare at the doorway he’d emerged from. “Fuck,” he muttered. “No, you’re right. Okay.”

Doyle kept a close watch on Mevi more than Erique over the next week. Specifically, on Mevi’s food and water. He thought he possibly stopped at least two more attempts on Erique’s part, including one where he flat-out told Erique that wasn’t his water bottle he was reaching for, which earned him a dark scowl that wasn’t warranted under innocent circumstances.

As media hype before the concert hit a fever pitch, stress amped up through the whole group. Doyle had taken time off from doing phone counseling during the practice sessions, but tomorrow, opening day, he had to take care of those as well as working on patient reports. So while Mevi and the others would spend the day at the venue, going through a dress rehearsal on stage and doing sound checks as the crew finalized the set and speaker placements, Doyle would stay behind at the hotel and use that time to catch up before they had to get on the road again.

At least Doyle felt some of his own guilt and anxiety easing. Alone, Mevi was the same sweet, loving, completely open slave Doyle had come to expect. But even when they were together in front of the others, he noticed Mevi hung around him as much as possible, sending him hidden winks or smiles when no one else could see.

His boy loved him.

Yes, being on the road would be stressful, and he knew Mevi had an image to portray in front of the fans and even his fellow bandmates, but at least with his sobriety looking solid, Doyle wouldn’t begrudge any of that.

They made love that night, long and sweet, ending with Doyle and Mevi in a sixty-nine, Doyle on top and making Mevi come before he finally let go and let his boy swallow a mouthful of cum.

Curling up with Mevi in his arms, he held him tightly against him. “I’m so proud of you, boy,” he said, nuzzling the top of his head. “You’ve done so well.”

“I wish you could be there tomorrow.”

“You don’t need me. Just remember, don’t drink from any opened water bottles if they’ve been out of your hand, and be careful what you eat. I wish I could be there but I can’t put these sessions off and I have to finish these reports. I’ll be there tomorrow night for the concert. You’ll do great. I have faith in you.”

Doyle found Mevi’s right wrist and kissed it. “Make sure you have your marker with you. If you need to, go into the bathroom and trace your marks and think about me. You need to be able to do this for me, buddy. I can’t do my job unless I know you’ll try your hardest.”

“I will, Sir.”

“That’s my good boy.”

Eventually, Mevi finally drifted off to sleep in his arms, leaving Doyle lying there and hoping he wasn’t wrong, that Mevi could do it.

And that he’d be on his guard against Erique. Doyle would make sure to talk to Clark that night, alone, to see if they could kick Erique off the tour sooner, now that Mevi had proven himself.

Because at least in that way, Doyle had full confidence in Mevi, that he’d be able to hold on to his sobriety. 


Chapter Twenty

 

The next morning, after breakfast, they all headed over to the venue, arriving there a little after eight in the morning. Mevi hated leaving Doyle behind, but he had his marker in his back pocket and tried to focus on that.

Mevi also finally found his nerve to tell them about the new songs, and when they reached their dressing room area, he showed the sheet music to them.

“I want to play these tonight.” While they studied the songs, Mevi nervously stared at his bandmates.

It was Erique who finally turned first and spoke. “You want us to play this stuff tonight cold?”

“I’m playing lead guitar,” he said, fighting the urge to punch the guy. “These will be acoustic. Tell the crowd it’s a special trial run, hint it’s for a new album. We’re recording tonight anyway. It can be on the concert album. Tell them that they’re getting a treat. Three songs, that’s all I’m asking. We can fit it in, and people won’t be bitching we did nothing but play the old classics.” He glared at Erique. “If you can’t follow along, well, my acoustic will be fine. It’s okay.”

Bonnie walked over to him, staring up into his eyes. “What’s going on, Mevi?”

“I want to do this.” He dropped his voice, even though he knew Erique knew about Mevi’s battle with sobriety at this point. He just hadn’t been told the details.

“Look, I’m sober. I worked my ass off.”

He raised his voice and, skipping Erique, met his bandmates’ gazes in turn. “I’ve been fucked over, fell down, nearly gave up, and yet I’m here. I won’t let you guys down this tour. You know me, I’ve never fucked a tour. Never missed a goddamned show unless we all missed it because of a flight or something. How many times have I been sick or something and got out there and put on a good show for the crowd? Yes, I fucked up. I’m not going to say I’m magically healed, but I know where I fucked up and I will not repeat it. I’ll keep working my ass off. All I want to do is one fucking acoustic set near the end, before the closing medley. I want to see how the audience responds.”

Actually, he wanted to do it for Doyle, an “I love you” to him, since the songs were about him anyway.

But he couldn’t tell the others that. Not yet, anyway.

“But you’re already doing an acoustic solo number for the close,” Erique protested, his tone borderline whiny.

Mevi turned on him. “Listen, Wannabeme, nobody has ever fucking heard of you. They aren’t here to listen to you. They’re here for Mevi and Portnoy’s Oyster. I can hook up my goddamned iPad and play studio tracks in place of you and not get attitude from it. So shut the fuck up.”

Erique turned on the others. “You gonna let him talk to me like that?”

Garth snorted. “Yeah. Because he’s absolutely right. Only reason you’re here in the first place is because you roofied Pasch, blew him, took pictures of it, and threatened to go to his ex with them if he didn’t get you an in with us.”

Pasch’s face turned red but he didn’t say anything.

And that was the first Mevi had heard of that. But it certainly explained what Doyle had witnessed and the seeming underlying thread of animosity from Pasch over the past week for a guy he supposedly vouched for to get him in.

“What?” Bonnie and Troy said, both seeming as shocked as Mevi felt.

Mevi stared at Pasch, his jaw gaping. “Seriously? You let a guy who’s blackmailing you and who drugged you onto the fucking tour? And you didn’t bother to tell the rest of us?”

“You’re not the one he’s threatening to sic TMZ on,” Pasch muttered. “My ex is going to claim I was cheating on her and try to screw me on custody, okay?”

“I didn’t think you were bi.”

“I’m not. Yeah, I’ve been blown by guys a couple of times when I was single and horny and lonely and we had eager groupies wanting to, but the date-stamp on the video was while we were still married. Even though we were separated. Man, she will fuck me over with my daughter, and you know I can’t lose visitation with her. She’s all I give a shit about in this world. I don’t want her Googling her daddy when she’s older and finding a sex tape of me, or her friends seeing it and giving her a hard time.”

Now Mevi didn’t give a shit what Erique heard. “He roofied you. That’s rape. He needs to be reported to the cops.”

“I don’t fucking care, dude. I won’t put my kid through that. Like they’re going to listen to a guy. I’ll get laughed out of there and you know it, and that shit will be all over the goddamned news.”

Erique stood there, arms crossed, a smug smirk on his face.

Mevi strode over to the door and stuck his head out, located Clark, and waved him in. “What’s Tilly’s number?” He’d forgotten to program it into his latest phone.

“Huh?”

“Tilly. Get her on the phone.”

Clark seemed a little slow on the uptake. “You’re talking…Tilly Tilly?”

“Yeah. That Tilly. You know who I’m talking about.” He held his hand out for Clark’s phone after the man pulled up a contact and hit call.

Mevi took it and walked over to the corner of the room, plugging his left ear with his finger while holding the phone up to his right.

She answered. “Hey, Clark. What’s up? Man, it’s freaking early.”

“This isn’t Clark. This is Mevi.”

There was a pause before she replied, her tone concerned. “Mevi? Why are you calling from Clark’s phone? Is Doyle okay?”

Mevi walked out of the room and into the hallway. “He’s fine. How fast can you get to Chicago?”

“Um…oookaaay. Here’s a dumb question. Why?”

“You’re a friend of Doyle’s, right? He trusts you that means I trust you.”

“Seriously? You damn well know he’s a friend. I consider you a friend now, too, kiddo. What’s going on? Where’s Doyle?”

He struggled not to get subbie at her Domme tone. “He’s at the hotel and working with clients on the phone and I promised not to interrupt him. I’m at the venue for practice and sound checks. I need you here.”

“Okay. This is, again, a stupid question. Why?”

He sidestepped into a handicapped accessible bathroom just off the main hallway, where he locked himself in. He gave her what info he knew, what they suspected, including Erique’s name and particulars. When he finished, he followed up with, “I need a personal-attack Tilly to blow this guy out of the water in your very special way, and I can’t call the cops into it. Help. Please?”

She audibly sighed. “While I sympathize with you, I can’t work for you full-time.”

“I only need help with this. Now. Help us get rid of him in a way that means he can’t get revenge.”

“Why not ask Doyle to go Dom on his ass for you?”

“He’s not in the entertainment business, for starters, and I don’t want to expose him professionally.”

He detailed his ideas but told her she was free to…improvise.

She sighed again. “Fine. Far be it from me to derail the karma train when it looks like I’m the engineer. But you tell Doyle he owes me letting me take a few whacks at your ass at some more appropriate time. Hold on.”

She left the line for a moment before coming back, and he heard keys tapping. “I’m not familiar with Chicago. Where am I flying into, and how the hell do I get to where I need to be?”

He almost burst into relieved tears. “I’ll send a driver to pick you up. They’ll hold up a sign and have your full access credentials. I’ll have Erique moved to another hotel. The driver will take you there first and then bring you back here later.” She booked the flight and he gave her his personal cell number. It buzzed in his hand a moment later and when he checked, he found the text from her with flight information. “Got it.”

“Text me the hotel info as soon as you have it because I need to set up some plans. And you owe me, buddy. Plan on playing private kid-friendly birthday parties for the next several years.”

He laughed. “Ma’am, I’ll do whatever you ask.”

She hesitated. “You need to tell Doyle.”

“I will, but I promised I wouldn’t bother him. He’s doing phone sessions with clients. That’s why he’s there and not here yet. They’ll bring him over later, closer to show time.”

“I’m also acquainted with a little girl who’d probably love guitar lessons. Her name’s Laurel, and I might or might not have accidentally set her on course to becoming a super-villain by letting her watch the original Batman movie with me one too many times. Music might help channel her evil powers for good.”

He laughed. “Deal. You drive a hard bargain, ma’am.”

“So I’ve been told. Let me get packed and get out of here so I can make that flight. Lucky for you, Landry’s here in LA this week and can take care of KC. Neither of us had left for work yet.”

“You can bring the paperwork and stuff?”

“If that little shit doesn’t shit himself by the time I get done with him, then I’m losing my edge. Let me get off the phone.”

Mevi hung up and returned to the room, giving Clark his phone back. He showed him his phone, the text from Tilly, and arched an eyebrow.

“I need a driver there to pick her up with full-access crew credentials.”

Clark’s eyes widened. “No. Shit. Dude, do not put me on her bad side.”

“I didn’t. I negotiated. We’re cool. I’ll fill you in later, but we’re good friends.” He pointed at Erique. “You, on the other hand, are going to shut the fuck up. You signed an NDA, and you’re contracted only for the first five shows.” He turned back to Clark. “Get two guys from security and move the little shit’s shit to a different hotel.”

“What?” both Clark and Erique said.

“I don’t want him in the same hotel as the rest of us.” He glared at Pasch. “Unless you want him rooming with you?”

Pasch shot Erique an evil glare. “No. I don’t want him on the fucking tour, much less in the same room as me. And Garth wasn’t supposed to say anything to anyone about that, either. He promised.”

Garth shrugged. “Best it comes out now, before he tries shit with anyone else. I know damn well he didn’t think Mevi could pull it together. He had visions of himself fronting the band.”

Now Bonnie and Troy were both eyeing Erique. “Listen, you little shit,” Bonnie said. “I see anything about me show up on TMZ or anywhere else, I will sue your fucking ass so fast and bury you in so much paperwork that you’ll have to dig a mile up to reach the sewers. You will never work in the music industry again.”

Erique held his hands up. “Chill. I just wanted my shot. Watch what you say to me.”

“Get his phone,” Mevi said.

Before the guy could run, Clark blocked him while Troy and Pasch grabbed his arms. It was Bonnie who frisked him and found not one, but two phones.

“Well, look at this,” she said.

“You can’t take my fucking phones!”

“Au contraire,” Mevi said, smugly crossing his arms over his chest. “Clark?”

“One of the clauses in your contract states we can examine, at any time, any device in your possession or control or owned by you that could be used to record and/or store audio and/or video and/or data. And confiscate them if they contain proprietary information. That includes phones, cameras, computers, tablets, or any other device.”

“What?”

“Try 0721 as his passcode,” Pasch said. “That’s his birthdate. I saw him use that before.”

She did, and sure as shit, it worked.

And both phones used the same code.

“We don’t have time to deal with those right now,” Mevi wearily said. “We need to get to work. Tell the security guys to search his stuff and confiscate his laptop and tablet when they move him,” he told Clark. “And check for thumb drives or external hard drives.”

“What if he’s uploaded to the cloud, too?” Clark said.

“Confiscate all the devices until Tilly can take a look at them for us when she gets here.”

Clark frowned. “She’s not a tech person.”

“Her husbands run a huge IT company.”

“Oh. Duh. Heh. Good thinking.”

Erique looked murderous. “You assholes are going to pay for this.”

Clark smiled. “Right now, I could kick you off the tour and penalize you, including making you pay for your own lodgings and transportation. And sue you. And have your ass thrown in jail. Consider yourself lucky.”

“No,” Mevi said. “We’re going to let her deal with him. Get two security guys on him. Make them sit on him today, don’t let him leave the room, and have the driver take her there when she flies in. Oh, and search his stuff for drugs. Hold on to any you find and give them to her, too, when she arrives.”

Mevi leaned in close, so he could whisper to Clark. “When Tilly gets here, she’s going to have a ‘talk’ with him and have him sign some papers and he’ll be gone. Period.”

“I’m on it.” He took the phones from Bonnie and left the room.

Pasch and Troy released him. “You fuckers are going to be sooo sorry.”

Mevi smiled. “Oooh, buddy, you keep thinking that. You have no idea of the world of hurt you’re in.” He leaned in. “Never fuck with me, kid. You fuck with me, you’re fucking with the very best.”

Clark returned with two of their beefiest security guys, and they hustled Erique out of the room, Clark following.

Once it was just the five of them, Mevi pointed at the sheet music. “Now, back to that.”

“Hold up,” Bonnie said. “What’s going on? Who’s coming to deal with him?”

He smiled. “Don’t ask too many questions. You haven’t met her yet, you haven’t had the chance.” He hooked a thumb at the door Erique and the security guys had left through. “And he’s damn sure going to wish he never had.”

 

* * * *

 

The others agreed to let Mevi perform the new acoustic set, especially in light of the recent developments. There in the dressing room, Mevi grabbed his practice acoustic guitar and played the songs for them.

At the end, he stared at them. “Well?”

The others exchanged looks and Mevi’s heart fell.

Bonnie finally spoke. “Dude,” she softly said. “Those have to go on the new album.”

Relief filled him. “You like them?”

“Yeah, but I mean like that. We engineer those, it’ll ruin them.”

Troy, who’d sat on one of the sofas to listen, slowly nodded. “Yeah. That was…that was amazing. I haven’t heard you crank out stuff like that since Plazooka.”

That had been their second album, which had gone triple platinum, and to this day still brought them decent royalties.

Even Pasch sat forward. “Why didn’t you play those for us at rehearsals this week?”

“They’re…personal.”

“Those usually are the best ones,” Bonnie said. “But they have to go on the next studio album. Even you doing them solo. I don’t know if we can improve them. Maybe a little bit of vocal harmony, record backtracks of you or something. But those are fantastic. We could always do a more engineered version to go with it, but those acoustic versions are what will go top ten.”

Everyone nodded.

“Okay, but we produce the next studio album ourselves,” Mevi insisted. “This isn’t like when we first started. We can do this. We have the skills, and we can afford to do it ourselves. We can call it an unplugged album or something.”

“I like that,” Garth said. “Back to our roots.”

Bonnie smiled. “Remember that dive in Pasadena? We played there three weeks and we thought they were going to stiff us and they finally paid up when Mevi threatened to take a shotgun to him.”

“I didn’t even have a shotgun,” he said. “It was a baseball bat in a soft guitar case and a sound effect on Tom’s phone.”

“Yeah, but the son of a bitch paid us,” Garth said. “Man, you had a fucking set of balls.”

“I was scared shitless. If Tom hadn’t been with me, I would have chickened out.”

Bonnie rested a hand on his shoulder. “You were taking care of us back then.”

He rested his hand over hers. “I wish I’d listened to you guys when you tried to take care of me and warn me to keep a close eye on David before he fucked me over. But when Tom died…” He met her gaze. “I kind of lost my will to struggle against stuff, you know? I know he was your brother, and I don’t have a right to be more torn up over losing him than you are, but I’m no dummy. We owe a lot to him and what he did for us.”

She pulled him in for a tearful hug. “I know, Mevi. He loved you, too.”

“What’s that little fucker going to do to me?” Pasch sounded forlorn. “I can’t lose my kid, man.”

“You won’t,” Mevi assured him. “I have a secret weapon on the way.”

“Who is she?” Bonnie asked.

Mevi smiled. “She’s Tilly. That’s all you need to know. Heh, that’s all you want to know.”


Chapter Twenty-One

 

It was nearly seven that evening when Tilly walked into the backstage area, escorted by their two security guys who’d taken Erique out. They were carrying two small suitcases for her, while she had a purse and laptop case slung over her shoulder.

The security guys, both of them well over six three and beefy, strong men, looked pants-shitting terrified.

Tilly wore a pleased smile.

Clark found a private room for the three of them to go to, and she handed him a manilla envelope.

“In there you’ll find a signed confession from Erique, admitting to being on drugs, a violation of your contract, I’m sure. Also, a statement that he’s resigning from the tour, effective immediately and of his own free will, because he’s going to seek medical help for his addiction. Also, you’ll find a signed confession that he drugged and sexually assaulted your drummer and extorted him, and that he attempted to drug Mevi this week during rehearsals. And there’s this.”

She held up her cell phone and first showed them several graphic pictures before she played a short snippet of video of Erique, looking stunning in nothing but a pair of satin pink panties, stiletto heels, and bright red lipstick, strutting for the camera. Then a masked Tilly had him on his knees, eagerly licking the shoes of the two security guys—whose faces were not shown—and desperately begging to be used for a wide variety of…activities.

She hit stop. “There’s more, but I won’t bore you. You can watch it yourself. The link to the videos and pics will be in your e-mail shortly. I put them up on a Tor repository so they couldn’t be traced. Oh, also, I had Lan walk me through a few things while I was there. Wiped all of the guy’s Google accounts, including photos and file storage, and changed all the passwords and emergency secondary access info before shutting down the accounts. He won’t be able to recover them. Ditto his Dropbox account, and completely wiped his iCloud account, except for copies of that video, and others, and a bunch of pictures I took with his own cell phone.

“And, just to let you know, he had a ton of pics and videos of other people it looks like he might have done the same thing to, so Pasch wasn’t his first victim. I didn’t recognize any of them, so not sure who they are. I have his laptop and other devices, and I’ll take those with me to have Lan wipe them completely and scramble data so they aren’t recoverable. When he finishes, I’ll give them to you to ship back to him.”

Clark looked shocked. “Um…do I want to know how you accomplished all of this?”

“Oh, the little asshole had GHB on him. So I spiked a glass of water, made him drink it, and waited a few minutes for it to kick in to get him to sign everything I’d already printed, along with making him doing the little dance you saw.”

Her smile turned chilling. “And a few other things. Let’s just say he and I had a chat and he was already highly motivated and begging before I drugged him. I might have given him the impression that I was a professional killer hired to take care of him by certain silent investors in the tour who want it to succeed. I think the black leather hood I walked in wearing, and scalpel set I showed him, is what actually made him pee himself. He was highly motivated to drink what I gave him. If you ever even hear of him again, much less hear from him, I’d be shocked. I think he had a come-to-Jesus moment and has decided music isn’t his ideal career.”

“Uh, scalpel set?” Mevi asked. “How’d you fly with that?”

She grinned. “Checked baggage. You can check a lot of shit. And so I did. Oh, that reminds me, there’s a prop guy here in Chicago I owe a set of Hamilton Broadway tickets for use of the prop gun. Man, was it realistic. He met me at the hotel and let me borrow it, as well as brought me a few more supplies I needed.” She made a note on her phone.

“How much bail are you going to need?” Clark asked. “Prison orange isn’t your color.”

Her smile widened, maniacally pleased. “I won’t. Hey, I’m a trained professional, thank you very much. Never piss off a sadistic Domme with anger issues, who also happens to be a nurse and who works in a Hollywood film production office, by fucking with her friends. I have a feeling your two security guys won’t tell what they saw. Although, heh, they might have a few nightmares. Sorry. Collateral damage.

“And I didn’t ‘harm’ the guy. He’ll wake up to a note warning him that I’m only giving him one chance since he begged so hard and that my ‘employers’ gave me discretion to allow him to…you know…continue breathing. I did the worst of the scaring before I drugged him, so he should remember all of that. Also, the note directs him to the Tor site with the pics and videos. The note also makes it clear that if he starts any shit, he will…not be happy with his future. Heh. Stupid little fucker. He really thought I was going to kill him. He’ll probably be shocked to realize he woke up.”

“Thank you!” Mevi wrapped his arms around her, wishing he could clone her.

She hugged him back. “Hey, when you told me you thought he’d been trying to drug you, that pissed me off.”

“What?” Clark said, sounding angry. “Since when was he doing that?”

“Doyle wasn’t sure that’s what he was doing, but we think from day one. I was really careful. Had I known what he did to Pasch, he would have been gone by the end of the first day.”

Clark looked like he was working on a good ulcer. “Fuck. Why the hell didn’t anyone tell me this shit?”

“Because Pasch didn’t want it known. Garth spilled the beans.”

Poor Clark looked like that ulcer was eating him alive. “Okay. Tilly, are you here for the show?”

“Absofuckinglutely!” She smiled. “Just give me a place to hang out and wait with Wi-Fi. I have real work to do.” She manically smiled again.

They parked Tilly in their dressing room area to wait with her and her luggage under the protection of a security guy who hadn’t been with her.

Mevi went off in search of the two security guys who had been with her and pulled them aside. “Look, I know Tilly. We’re good friends. Is she going to be okay…legally? I don’t want her getting in trouble with the cops. What’d Tilly do to the guy before she drugged him?”

The two men shared a glance, looked at him, and shook their heads.

“We didn’t see shit,” the first guy said.

“Not a damn thing,” the second one said.

They both looked terrified.

“Come on. It was an act. She’s not that scary. Just tell me.”

Both men snorted. “No offense, Mevi? But fuck you,” the first said. “I don’t know where you found her, but keep her on speed dial as a fixer. I’ve been in this business a long damn time, and I’ve seen crazy shit before, but what I saw today launched the bar into orbit.”

“But…you said you didn’t see anything?”

“Nope,” they said in unison.

“Well, there was the corn starch,” the second said, and both of them started laughing.

As Mevi walked away, he wondered how the two men would react if they knew he’d not only survived, but reasonably enjoyed the time he’d spent at Tilly’s hands.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle felt nervous tension flow through him once he was finished with his client calls. He’d been to concerts before, of course, but this was different.

Much different.

When he got a text from his driver that he was waiting downstairs for him to take him to the venue—and a reminder to make sure he had his credentials—he felt his heart race with excitement.

It’d been lonely without Mevi there with him. He’d missed his boy, as well as worried about him. Hoped he’d had a nice, calm, easy day before tonight’s big event.

He made small talk with the driver, who’d been working with them all week. “So how did today go, do you know?”

“Okay, I guess. Had to make the airport run earlier for that woman, and moving that other guy around. But I don’t ask questions, I just do what I’m told.”

“Um…okay.” He checked his phone but didn’t have any missed texts from Mevi.

 

* * * *

 

When the driver had left to go get Doyle from the hotel, Mevi took a moment to seek Tilly out and speak to her in private.

“Can I ask a stupid question? Just between us?”

She smiled. “Sure.”

“Was there something about corn starch?”

She grinned and leaned in. “Mixed right, looks just like semen on camera.” She leaned out again, nodding as if he was in on the joke. “As much as he was covered in when he woke up, he’ll think he pulled a whole goddamned train. Especially when he discovered the zucchini I left in him.”

“Zucchini?”

She grinned. “Hey, I used a condom on it. And I made him put it in himself. Not like I was touching his skanky ass. But the way I filmed stuff, he’ll think he pulled a train and then stuck that in to, heh, keep everything in.” She giggled. “He took it like a trooper, too. I was impressed he did it on the first try. Must not be his first time.”

“Do I want to watch all the videos?”

“Hell, no.” Her grin widened as she patted his cheek. “Plausible deniability, buddy.”

 

* * * *

 

Mevi was standing inside the backstage entrance and waiting with Tilly as Doyle walked in, then pulled up short.

“Tilly?”

“Surprise!” She gave him a huge hug and whispered something to him.

“What…what are you doing here?” He shot Mevi a confused look.

She waved him off. “Long story,” she said. “Booooring.” She grinned. “Ready to see a concert?”

Mevi would have laughed at how confused Doyle looked and knew explanations would have to wait until later, when they returned to their room. With go time so close, they couldn’t even get two seconds alone. He’d already renewed the marker on his wrist several times that day.

“They need me for pictures,” he said. “Tilly knows where you guys will be watching the show from.” He offered Doyle a nervous smile. “I added three songs toward the end. I hope you like them.”

She hooked her arm through Doyle’s and looked up into his face. “I’ll tell him, kiddo. Don’t worry. Consider me your proxy for the evening. My flight home doesn’t leave until late.”

Bonnie called Mevi’s name and he turned to find her waving him over. They were going on in thirty minutes, and he could hear the crowd out in the arena starting to make noise. They weren’t having an opening act tonight or tomorrow night, or during the European leg. They’d join them in Indianapolis for the third concert.

“I need to go,” Mevi said, offering Doyle a nervous smile.

Doyle leaned in and whispered something to Tilly, who grinned and grabbed Mevi for a hug.

“He says break a leg, boy,” she whispered, playfully ruffling his hair while Doyle looked on smiling. “And that he’s very proud of you.”

Mevi’s face heated, pleased. “Tell Sir thank you for me, please.”

She stepped back and whispered it in Doyle’s ear. He smiled and nodded. “Have a good show, Mal.”

Mevi nodded and hurried to follow Bonnie.

They gathered in the dressing room, just the five of them, alone. Their usual routine.

Pasch looked a little sick to his stomach.

“Relax,” Mevi told him. “It was handled. He won’t be back, and he won’t come after you again.”

“You sure?”

“Positive.”

“Okay, guys,” Bonnie scolded. “Focus. This is a big night.” She smiled at Mevi. “Our big guy’s back, and I, for one, am very proud of him.” She held her hands out and they all stood in a circle, holding hands. She squeezed Mevi’s, in her left.

“Fun, friends, and family. Let’s have a good time and put on a good show. Smiles, boys. Smiles. We’re lucky to be alive.”

Their usual mantra, the one they’d always done, ever since the early days.

Their good-luck prayer.

As they headed out to growing cheers from the announcer whipping the crowd up, Mevi swallowed back his nerves and focused on his job.

This was what he did.

And tonight, he had the most special person in the world watching him.

He would not fuck it up.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Doyle and Tilly were given chairs where they could see the whole concert just off in the wings, next to the stage manager’s station.

Mevi killed it.

“He’s got a surprise for you,” Tilly said.

“What?”

“Just listen.”

Toward the end, he performed three of the new songs he’d written while in Florida. Before he performed the first one, he said, “I hope you guys like these. Something new, and you’re the first audience who gets to hear them.” He glanced toward Tilly and Doyle even though Doyle knew with the stage lights that Mevi couldn’t see them. “I had the best inspiration ever.”

Tilly leaned against him. “Aww, that’s so sweet. Nearly makes me want to cry.”

“So…why are you here, again?”

She snorted. “Not the time or place for that. Your boy will fill you in with what you need.”

“And what happened to Erique?”

She giggled. “Shut up and listen to your boy sing, dumbass. They’re for you.”

He knew he wouldn’t get any better answer than that, so he watched his boy sing.

He was…amazing.

The crowd thought so, too, erupting in huge applause and cheers after each number.

And Doyle smiled, hearing the private message being sung to him. Even the on-stage antics during the show between Mevi and Bonnie, flirty banter and exchanges, didn’t bother him, because he knew that was going to happen. It was part of their act. It would have been weird if they hadn’t done it.

He’s my boy. And I love him.

 

* * * *

 

When they finished the last encore number and finally left the stage, Mevi felt high.

The good kind of high. The kind he’d only ever felt after feasting on the energy of a show…

Or scening with Doyle.

The stage manager was trying to herd them all back to the VIP suite where they were supposed to meet up with the group of fans there, but Mevi spotted Tilly and Doyle standing in the wings and walked over.

Tilly grinned. “Way to break a leg, slugger. How’s it feel to be back on top?”

“Damn good.” His gaze locked onto Doyle’s and he wanted to pull the man into his arms and kiss him.

Or drop to his knees in front of him.

And knew he couldn’t.

Not because he was afraid for himself, but because he couldn’t out Doyle professionally. Part of the reason Doyle could do what he did and do it so well was because of his anonymity. Being seen kissing him would ruin that for Doyle and he damn well knew it.

Doyle reached out to shake with him, holding Mevi’s hand, squeezing, staring into his eyes before winking. “Good show, Mal. I loved the new numbers.”

Mevi felt a warm flush of energy surge through him. “Thank you, Sir,” he whispered.

Tilly leaned in. “Want me to hug him for you?” she asked Doyle.

“Yes, please.”

She did, patting him on the back before releasing him. “Good job, you.” She even reached up and ruffled his short hair, which made Doyle chuckle.

“Aren’t you going to join us in the VIP suite?” Mevi asked.

“I’m not,” Tilly said. “I need to get my ass to the airport if I want to make my flight home.”

“I’ll go back to the hotel,” Doyle said. “I can ride with Tilly, save the driver an extra trip. I’ll see you there when you get back tonight.”

“But…Sir, it might be late when we come back.”

“That’s all right. We’ll celebrate privately later. You earned this. You did good. I’m very proud of you.” He nodded toward where the others were waiting. “Go on. It’s all right. I want you to have fun tonight.”

Mevi finally turned and followed his bandmates. He didn’t want to celebrate without Doyle.

Maybe I can talk him into quitting what he’s doing and letting me take care of him.

Then Doyle could travel with them. Mevi could freely be out and not worry about it.

Because, honestly? Now he didn’t give a shit who knew he was gay. Not if it meant he had Doyle in his life. But he refused to tank Doyle’s career. That was the last thing he wanted to do.

Bonnie hooked an arm through his as he fell into step with the others, laying her head against his shoulder. “Good to have you back, champ.”

“Feels good to be back.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle watched them walk away, suppressing the jealous jolt that shot through him when Bonnie hooked arms with Mevi.

Then again, they were friends. Had known each other for years. Past lovers, even if she’d been his beard more than anything.

Stop letting your issues color his actions.

He knew his boy loved him.

As if reading his mind, Tilly hooked her arm through his.

“Don’t rip her head off, Doyle. He’s playing a part. If Leigh hasn’t scratched someone’s eyes out yet, you can get through this.”

“Leigh?”

“Over Nick. The movie premiers and shit? Sometimes he goes with friends. They try to keep it from looking like he’s more than good friends and business partners with Leigh and Lucas.”

“Mevi said he doesn’t care if people know he’s gay now.”

“But he’s shitting-bricks-scared of outing you. Or, should I say, bringing attention to you. He knows discretion is critical to your job. You haven’t seen the entertainment business from this end of shit, dude. Not really. Not as an active participant and subject of scrutiny, only as an anonymous observer. You do not want to be on their radar. I had a fucking photog dogging my ass for weeks once, and I’m not even ‘famous.’”

He tried to relax. “Oh. I thought Mevi was just overreacting.”

“No.” She laid her head on his shoulder. “Your boy loves you,” she said, softly enough no one could hear her. “And—I cannot emphasize this strongly enough, which is why I’m repeating myself—he’s deathly afraid of outing you.”

“He’s a very good boy.”

“That he is.”

Tilly got her bags from the security guy watching them for her and they followed the driver out the backstage door. There were already crowds gathered around the area, held back by security and fences, looking for autographs.

As their car slowly cruised past the people, Tilly stared out the window. “And here I thought what we did was crazy. This is like a whole ’nother planet in comparison to the movie biz.”

“Thanks for whatever you did for them,” he said, mindful of the driver up front.

She shrugged, finally turning to smile at him. “Helping friends out. Working out some anger issues. Evening the karmic scales. What’s not to love about that?” Her smile transformed into a manic, toothy grin that made him chuckle.

“Same ole Tilly.”

“Never thought sadism would serve me well in professional life.” She sighed. “Should have gone to law school. I thought about it, but I had so much experience with my mom and stuff that nursing seemed better. Job security.”

“It worked out all right. Besides, you’re never too old to go back to school.”

She snorted. “Yeeaah. I don’t think so. I have the munchkin to take care of, and the guys, and a job.” A sigh escaped her. “Honestly? I had thought about looking into it before the munchkin. But I don’t want to leave her alone. She’s my miracle. I’m not an old hag. Maybe once she’s old enough and is in school full-time, then I’ll look into it. Right now, these are magic years, and I’m blessed beyond measure. I refuse to miss any more time with her than I have to.”

When they reached the hotel, which was on the way to the airport, Doyle hugged her.

“Thanks,” he whispered in her ear. “Whatever you did, I appreciate you having my boy’s back.”

She smiled. “That’s what friends do. I know if I needed you, I could count on you. In fact, you were there for me when I needed you a few years back.”

She patted his cheek. “It wasn’t just Loren and Ross who kept me vertical. A bunch of you did. You, Gilo, Tony, Leah, Abbey.” She choked back a ragged sigh. “Kaden. I know I didn’t let you all help me as much as you wanted to, but I appreciated the love and support you gave me. I love you guys, even if I don’t get to say it as often as I’d like. I don’t ever want to leave it unsaid, because I never know when the last time I’ll see someone is.” She leaned in and hugged him tightly one final time. “Kaden drilled that lesson into me.”

Doyle got out and waved as the car pulled out. As he walked through the lobby and headed for the elevators, he glanced toward the hotel bar. It was dark inside, and laughter and music loudly rolled from the entryway.

There were times he missed drinking, until he really stopped and remembered why he used to drink.

To forget.

To escape.

To temporarily numb mental and emotional pain, which always slammed home with a vengeance later.

Maybe I should look up a meeting.

He’d gotten sober before discovering and without the help of twelve-step meetings. It didn’t mean he didn’t occasionally find them helpful. A reminder that he wasn’t alone in the world, and that he wasn’t the only one struggling sometimes.

Turning away from the bar, he opted to head upstairs. He had his noise-cancelling headphones with him. He could put on a meditation album and ground himself. Once Mevi returned, he’d need Doyle to be focused and centered, ready to be his rock, if necessary.

And his boy would return to him, despite the nagging, tenacious anxiety that kept wanting to bubble up with a vengeance.

After we’re through this, I need to find a counselor for myself and deal with this shit.

After taking a shower and donning a pair of shorts, he worked through his tai chi form and then meditated with the music for thirty minutes. That helped relax him a lot. The past week had been especially crazy, with the additional stress on Mevi, and Doyle had neglected to take time for him.

After turning out most of the lights, he stretched out in bed and opted to turn the TV on and channel surf until he stumbled across an old Abbott and Costello movie and left it there.

 

* * * *

 

The after party had been amazing, the energy great. Without the fear and stress of financial ruin looming over his head any longer, or Erique’s bullshit, and knowing that Doyle awaited him back in the hotel, Mevi was able to fully focus on the fans. Especially on the praise they lavished on the three new numbers he’d played.

For the first time, he was able to take their words to heart and not second-guess everything.

Unanimously, they’d loved the songs.

His band had loved them.

He hoped Doyle had liked them, especially since they’d been for him.

Specifically for him.

On the ride back to the hotel, Bonnie snuggled against him. “You coming back to my room? It is our tradition. Don’t want to jinx the tour, do we?”

He wondered if Doyle was even still awake as late as it was. “Would you mind if I did for a little bit? I’ve got a couple of things I want to work on.”

He had his iPad with him. In fact, he had it out on his lap and was working through composing some lyrics. Not as good as having a guitar in his hands and being able to pluck out chord progressions with them at the same time, but he could work out the worst of the song in his head on the iPad, then fine-tune it tomorrow.

“No, I wouldn’t mind.” She laid her head on his shoulder. “I never mind, you know that. Especially now that my old Mevi’s back.”

When they went to her room, he cast a glance toward his room door across the hall and hoped Doyle wouldn’t be upset with him. Doyle had told him he understood work came first, and that he would always be okay with him having to work. Especially given the unusual profession and hours and working conditions he was under.

She had a large double king like theirs, also not a suite. The hotel’s suite floor had been under renovation, so they’d been stuck with smaller rooms.

“Can I get you anything?” Bonnie asked him as he took the far bed to spread out his notebooks and iPad, the bed it was obvious she hadn’t been sleeping in.

“No.” He slipped his glasses on. “I just want to work on this before I forget the lyrics. You know how that goes.”

She stood between the beds, her hands on her hips. “That’s all?”

“Huh?” He finally looked up at her and realized she was half undressed.

“Mevi. Seriously?”

“You know what it’s like when I get an idea. I can’t let it go. If I do, it’s gone.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’m taking a shower.” She headed toward the bathroom. “You can join me if you want.”

He knew he couldn’t keep putting off this conversation with her. He was going to have to tell her the truth that he was gay, and that Doyle was…his.

Rather, he was Doyle’s.

Fully.

Completely.

The sad thing was, he didn’t know if he trusted her beyond revealing that much. He didn’t know how mad she’d be at him. For years, their pattern had been falling into bed together on tour. Sometimes even during long studio recording sessions.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t enjoyed her company, but he’d also seen it as a chance to not be alone, to help hide the truth about himself, and to boost the band’s image. He was actually glad when she dated others, because it took the pressure off him. Living away from her and the others had given him a ready excuse not to drop by, or vice-versa.

The drinking had also been part of that. Building a wall, a cocoon instead of letting Bonnie help distract him, which only filled him with more guilt. Doyle was absolutely right about that. He’d used the drinking to shield himself from Bonnie, especially. Allowing him to more easily lash out at her. When the financial mess was uncovered, he’d used it as a crutch to get him through.

One more excuse.

When was the boy from Cheyenne, Wyoming, going to finally cowboy up and own up to his truths?

A yawn escaped him and he leaned his head back against the headboard as he played back the chord progressions he’d just programmed into the software. No, nothing like a real guitar, but a good starting point.

He tweaked the lyrics a little, and did it again.

He was so freaking tired. He’d barely slept the night before, and no time for a nap today.

Closing his eyes again for a moment, he thought about the lyrics…

 

* * * *

 

At some point in the night, Doyle startled awake and realized he was still alone in the room. An old monster movie played on the TV, but it wasn’t what had awakened him. Voices out in the hallway, possibly a door shutting.

Like someone trying to stay quiet.

Someones.

He got up and walked over to the viewfinder, removing the wad of tissue to see what looked like Troy and Garth walking down the hall, already past his room. Across the hallway, the door to Bonnie’s room was swinging shut, and he knew damn well that was Mevi he’d caught a glimpse of going inside.

They’re just friends. They work together.

Now wide awake, Doyle turned on one of the lamps and sat up in bed, unable to focus on the TV. He grabbed his phone and saw not only was it nearly two a.m., but he had no messages from Mevi.

After waiting nearly an hour, Doyle texted him.

You coming back to the room?

No response.

Five minutes later, he grabbed his room key and walked across the hall. He lightly knocked, a little startled when Bonnie opened it sooner than he’d expected.

“Shh! He’s asleep!” She stepped out, pulling the door nearly shut behind her. It was dark inside and he couldn’t see past her into the interior. She wore a satin bathrobe and it was obvious she’d showered.

Old anxieties roared to life with a vengeance inside him. “He didn’t come back to the room.”

“He’s fine. He’s sober, don’t worry. He didn’t drink anything. He was never alone. I stayed with him the whole time.”

At war within him, Doyle’s promise to Mevi to let him be the one who broke the news to the band about their relationship, versus the Dom who wanted to shove her out of the way and go get his boy.

Not to mention the man who still held himself responsible for Mevi’s sobriety, even though he knew only Mevi could truly do that.

“I should get him and put him to bed.” He started to step past her, but she shifted to the side, blocking his way.

“Just let him sleep. He’s worn out. It’s been a long day, and he’s exhausted.” She wore a defiant air, as if daring him to try to get past her.

It was her next words that hit like a punch in the balls. “I’ve got it from here. I’ll take care of him. We’re all grateful to you for keeping him sober and helping him get his feet back under him. I don’t know the full details of the deal Clark made with you, but we’ll tell him to pay you in full for whatever time was scheduled, including any bonuses he negotiated.

“I really had my doubts that Mevi would be able to get it together, but he did. Our old Mevi is back. We’ve known him twenty years, and this is the best we’ve seen him in a while. He even told me tonight he’s looking forward to getting back to what he does best. I know he couldn’t have done it without your help.”

“Not exactly done yet. What about the rest of the US tour?”

“I’m sure you want to get back to your life.” She touched his arm and it took everything he had not to yank away from her. “He really feels like a different person now. Like he’s more relaxed. Who knows? Maybe things will even be different between us this time around.” She laughed. “I’m sure the rest of the band would appreciate that. Us not getting into it halfway through the tour and ripping into each other like we usually do.”

Doyle’s life lay inside that room, through that door that he couldn’t enter.

A life he’d given up so much for despite all common sense and reason telling him he was making a huge mistake.

“So you and Mevi are…back together?” He struggled against the urge to throw up, hoping he was wrong.

“Sure looks like it.”

Doyle grasped for something to say, anything.

“I wish you all the best,” he numbly managed.

She actually rose up and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. I’m hoping he’ll finally make an honest woman out of me this time around. I’ve waited long enough for him.”

He knew her smile might come off as playful in other circumstances.

He hoped he’d managed to pull a calm, dispassionate mask into place. “Okay, then. Please wish him well for me.”

“I will.” She slipped into the room and closed the door behind her.

Fighting the urge to puke right there in the hall, Doyle turned, unlocked their room door with trembling hands, and quietly shut it behind him.

After taking a deep breath, he surveyed the room, started taking inventory of where his stuff was, and planning how to pack. That’s when he spotted his phone.

Walking over, he picked it up and scrolled down to Tate’s last text, which he hadn’t deleted yet.

He replied. 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Mevi awoke disoriented and confused. The room was dark, the slight glow of full-on daylight visible around the edges of the blackout curtains.

Then he sat bolt upright, realizing this was not his room.

“Fuck!”

“What?” Bonnie mumbled from the other bed.

Fumbling, he found the lamp and switched it on so he could locate his iPad and check the time. “Shit! It’s after ten o’clock!”

“So?” she grumbled. “Thanks for leaving me hanging last night, by the way. Jerk.”

He found his room key and gathered his stuff in his arms before he raced for the door. “Why did you let me fucking fall asleep?”

“Jesus Christ, what difference does it make?”

He fumbled the key card in the lock and froze as he walked in.

The room hadn’t been made up, but it felt…

Empty.

“Doyle?” No one in the bathroom.

Dumping his stuff on the first bed, he threw open the closet.

Doyle’s stuff was gone.

Hands trembling, he dug his phone out of his bag and realized it was still on silent. And he found the texts from Doyle. The first from last night, about an hour after he’d gone into Bonnie’s room.

You coming back to the room?

And then one from just two hours earlier.

Bonnie made it clear you’re back together with her and told me my services are no longer needed. I wish you well. I’ll forward Clark a list of references if you need further help.

It felt like his balls had been twisted off.

He tried calling Doyle, but it went to the man’s voice mail. He didn’t know if it was the message he’d been using while with Mevi, or a new one.

“You’ve reached Doyle Turner. I will be out of contact for a couple of months, working with a client. You can leave a message at my work number at 714-555-2299 and it will be given to me. Thanks.”

When the tone sounded, Mevi still left a message. “Doyle, I don’t know what Bonnie told you, but no, that’s not true. I’m not with her. I fell asleep over there working. Please, call me! I love you.”

He shot him a quick text with the same message, begging Doyle to call him.

He stormed across the hall, but of course Bonnie’s door had swung shut behind him when he’d left. Pounding on it with his fist, he didn’t relent until she finally opened the door.

“Fuck! Mevi, what the hell?”

“What did you tell him?”

“What? Who?”

“Doyle. What the fuck did you tell him last night?”

She wore a long T-shirt that covered what he suspected was the fact that she wore no panties under it. Crossing her arms over her chest, she said, “Well, you’d already crashed for the night when he knocked. I told him we didn’t need him anymore because you were back with us. Told him we’d have Clark pay out his full contract and any bonuses. Why?”

Mindful of two housekeeping staff watching, he stepped inside her room, forcing her back, and shut the door behind him.

“What the hell did you tell him about us?”

“He asked if you and I were back together, and I told him I hoped so. That it sure looked like it.” She shot him a glare. “Although I sure as hell wasn’t expecting you to fall asleep working last night. That wasn’t exactly romantic.”

“Oh, fuck.” He turned from her and fought the urge to put his fist through a wall. “Please tell me you’re kidding, that you really didn’t say that to him.”

“Why? It’s the truth, isn’t it?” She crossed the room to follow him. “That’s what we do. I thought maybe this time it’s different now that you’re sober and everything’s working out. It feels…different this time. You feel different this ti—”

He wheeled on her. “Because I’m gay and Doyle’s my boyfriend!”

Her jaw dropped. “What? You’re not gay.”

“Yeah, I am. You don’t think it’s odd I never dated anyone all these fucking years? All the times I had trouble getting it up and blamed it on being tired or drunk?”

“What?”

“I’m fucking gay, Bonnie. I always have been. I hid it from my family and I hid it when I got to LA and I kept hiding it because of the band’s image. Did he say where he was going?”

“Going?”

“Yeah, going. Doyle’s gone. He packed his stuff and left.” He tried calling Doyle again, but again, straight to voice mail. He didn’t leave another message.

“He’s gone? Already? He didn’t say he was leaving already.”

“Yeah. He texted me that he wished me well because you told him you and I were back together. Why would you fucking do that?”

She seemed to be hugging herself. “Because I stupidly thought you loved me, asshole. That’s why!”

“I…” He realized the massive atomic shitstorm about to crash. He reached for her but she jerked back, out of his reach. “Bonnie, I do love you. As a friend. I’ve always loved you as a friend. You never thought it was strange I encouraged you to date other people?”

“I thought you were just trying to push me away.”

“Bonnie. I introduced you to people. I played matchmaker for you.”

“You used me all these years?”

“Not like I heard you complaining.”

“No shit, Sherlock. Because I thought I meant something to you!”

“You do. You’re my friend and adopted family and my coworker, and I know I’m sounding like an asshole right now, and I’m sorry about that. But the guy I fucking love, the first guy in my life I’ve ever been in love with and fully honest with, is gone, and I have no clue where he is. And he thinks I fucking lied to him and cheated on him.”

“How can you even know he wasn’t using you? Isn’t that like a violation of client stuff, sleeping with you?”

“We already contacted Clark and told him that Doyle was ending the contract early. He was here on his own dime. Has been for weeks.”

A frown furrowed her brow. “Clark didn’t tell us that,” she finally said, her voice soft.

“Yeah, because I asked him not to.”

“So Clark knew about this? About you two?”

“Yeah. After Doyle and I talked to him.”

She ran her hands up and down her arms. “So why the fuck didn’t you tell us any of this before?”

“For starters, because my personal life honestly isn’t anyone else’s business if it doesn’t mess with my work. And because Doyle deals with a lot of A-list clients who prize him for his discretion and anonymity. The last thing anyone wants to see is a headline on TMZ.com stating that celebrity sober companion Doyle Turner was seen on a movie set or at a red carpet function, much less that he’s tied romantically to Mevi of Portnoy’s Oyster, who, surprise, is gay. Duh.”

He ran his hands through his hair. “Doyle told me he was fine with me telling you guys, but I was terrified to out him. And then, fuck me, we found out about Erique, and I was proven right there.”

She sank to the bed. He hated that she looked shell-shocked, but he’d mend that rift later.

After he got hold of Doyle and straightened this out.

“Wow,” she softly said. “I really thought we had something. I can’t believe you lied to me all these years. To us.” She stared at him. “Why didn’t you at least trust us?”

“Because you know where I came from. My family. Hello.”

“But you didn’t trust me?”

Okay, maybe considering they worked together he did need to fix this now.

He sat across from her, on the other bed. “Bonnie, I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. But once we headed down that road, part of me thought maybe I could just fake it. And I did, for a while. Then the drinking to help hide it, then what the asshole did to my finances…I’m sorry. I hoped you’d find someone and get married and then life would go on. I could be photographed out and about with different women and let the gossip rags talk about me. I never went out with guys.”

She wouldn’t look him in the eyes. “How do you even know he really loves you?”

“Because I do. He walked away from over fifty grand by cancelling the contract.”

When he stood to head back to his room, she reached out to stop him. “What else haven’t you told me?”

Heartsickness was still trying to set in, a functional numbness. At this point, if he lost Doyle, he knew the rest of his life looked pretty bleak indeed.

“I’m submissive, Bon. He’s a Dominant. For the first time in my life, when things happened between us, I honestly felt like I was perfectly, exactly where I should be. I felt…free. He could shut down my brain and allow me time out of my mind. It was easy to stay sober because for the first time in my life, I was with someone who knew everything about me, my darkest secrets, and loved me for them. I didn’t have to hide or pretend with him. He loves me. At least, I hope he still does.” He continued to the door.

She stood and followed, laying a hand on his arm. “So there’s no chance between us?”

He let out a heavy breath and turned to face her. “I love you as a friend. I always have, and I always will. I’m sorry I lied to you all these years. I never meant to lead you on, not like that. I always wanted you to be happy and knew you couldn’t be happy with me because I can’t make you happy.”

Drawing her hand back, she hugged herself again. “Now what?”

“Now I try to find him and straighten this out.”

“What about the tour? We have a show tonight. And we’re supposed to go over to the children’s hospital later today for that surprise gig.”

“I know. I’m not backing out of my obligations. The band comes first. It always has for me. That’s why I put myself on hold and ended up a drunk.” He returned to his room and put out the Do Not Disturb sign.

He tried calling the alternate number Doyle had left in his voice mail, but it referred people to call the private rehab center in Laguna Beach that he worked for when he was home.

And he didn’t have Doyle’s e-mail address.

He’d never needed it before.

He called Clark and got his voice mail. After leaving him a message to call him, he set his ringer to loud and started stripping so he could get in the shower.

That’s when he spotted the faint marks on his right wrist. Blinking away tears, he found the marker and re-inked them.

Please don’t let this be fucked up now.

 

* * * *

 

“Did you want a drink, sir?” the stewardess asked.

“Soda water, please.”

“Any food?”

“Not right now, thanks. Just pretzels or chips, if you have them. Something bland.”

“Pita chips?”

“Perfect.”

They were only thirty minutes into the ten-hour flight, and being in first class meant a comfy seat and top-notch treatment.

Tate had spared no expense in his gratitude. Fortunately, there’d been seats left on the early flight, meaning Doyle hadn’t needed to wait for a later one.

Also meaning he had the perfect excuse to pack and leave the hotel immediately.

To not risk having to face Mevi again.

Ever.

To face the fact that he’d ignored his instincts and training and had come perilously close to ruining his life.

Well, his professional life.

His personal life was nuked from orbit.

She poured his drink for him, handing him the cup as well as the rest of the can when he asked for it, and two bags of pita chips. He’d had a bagel in the terminal while waiting to board, so he wasn’t starving, but his stomach was slightly upset.

Tate would have a driver waiting for Doyle in Vienna to pick him up and take him to the filming location to meet up with his new client, actress Pippa Coarsely. She’d just finished a stint in a private London rehab facility for a painkiller addiction. Typical story, she’d had back surgery and gotten hooked on them.

The A-list actress had voluntarily checked herself in before she’d had a train wreck. She knew from having drug addict parents that she was on a downhill slide and wanted to stop it before she went too far. Tate had also readily agreed to Doyle’s tripled fee—although Doyle had considered toying with Tate about his offer of a million pounds—because Pippa was eager to work hard for her sobriety.

That meant she’d be an easy client to wrangle. She wanted to stay clean and sober, desperate to keep her rising career on track. She wasn’t even required to have him there by the studio, since she’d yet to do anything to violate any of her contracts or incur penalties. It was still being treated as an ongoing health issue resulting from her back surgery, since Tate was one of the best in the business at what he did, including spinning stories.

And they’d be shooting at various locales across Europe for the next two to four months, depending on the weather and production delays. Doyle might be needed past the location shooting to when they shifted to England, to shoot remaining footage on a soundstage. He’d already notified The Compound of that, as well as his cleaning service. Wi-Fi on location would be spotty, at best.

His cell phone had been stashed, turned off, in one of his checked bags in the hold. He wouldn’t need it. Wouldn’t work over there anyway, except the Wi-Fi part of it. He’d pick up a cheap phone that would work over there once he was on the ground, but anyone needing him had his e-mail.

He tried not to think about Mevi.

He tried not to think about the fact that he’d broken the prime rule about not getting personally involved with a client.

About the fact that turning his back on his professional responsibilities and ethics had not only broken his heart, but could have jeopardized his career had word of his relationship with Mevi reached the press. Not to mention could have jeopardized Mevi’s recovery.

You stupid fuck, as Tilly would say.

He settled in to nap. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep last night, having showered and packed after returning to the room and texting Tate, who’d immediately called him and booked his flight.

A little jet lag-induced exhaustion would do him good. It meant he’d be able to sleep when he finally laid his head down in a bed, wherever he ended up.

Might be the last good night of sleep he got for a while, too. 


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

“You want to tell me why this is so important?” Clark groused.

“Because it is. It’s important to me.”

Clark was behind the wheel. He’d found a good tattoo artist at a place in Pasadena who would do it during off-hours for a premium price, as well as sign a NDA in the process.

Mevi stared at the spot on his right wrist, the markings that he renewed several times a day. He’d also carefully traced it into his notebook, and had taken pictures of it, just in case, so he could recreate it if something happened and it totally faded.

After today…it would never fade.

Just like Doyle wouldn’t fade in his soul.

Maybe it made him stupid or a hopeless romantic. He didn’t care. Even if he never laid eyes on Doyle again, the man would always be in his heart. He never wanted the marks to fade.

“Did you hear anything?” Mevi softly asked.

Clark let out one of “those” sighs. “Not yet. If I do, I’ll let you know.”

“I’m still pissed at Bonnie.”

“You’re not her favorite person, either, you know. I had to talk her off the ledge last week.”

“What?”

“Metaphorically.” He glanced over at Mevi. “There’s a reason she opted to go three hours home instead of staying at a hotel near the venue, and not because she wanted to thumb through her junk mail.”

“I know.” Bonnie had barely spoken to him since Chicago. She still put on a good act for the crowds and the VIP after-parties, but that was it. At the hotels, she always headed to her room without socializing.

“You two need to settle this shit before you fly to Europe.”

“I know.”

“How come in all the years you’ve known her you’ve never had a discussion with her about this?”

“Because after the first couple of years, I wasn’t sure how to tell her I was gay. Especially when I’d been sleeping with her.”

“Wait…is she the only person you’ve slept with?”

“No.” He studied his hands.

“I meant besides Doyle.”

“No.” His hands were reeeaally fascinating.

“I meant women before Bonnie.”

“No.”

“Why do I not believe you?”

“Fine. Bonnie was the second.”

“What about your rep about you supposedly being a womanizer?”

He felt his face heat. “I had a lot of sudden cases of intestinal distress from possible food poisoning and/or food allergies right before doing it with anyone.”

“Seriously? And they bought it?”

“Yep. Especially if I got them off first.”

“Ah. Never leave them hanging?”

“Well, I didn’t want to be inconsiderate. Want to hear my imitation of explosive diarrhea noises?”

“Hard pass, sorry.”

“How about my fake vomiting noises? I once had a woman start puking from hearing me do it in her bathroom.”

“Uh, again, hard pass, thanks.”

“So as far as they knew, I was great in bed. I always set it up to act like I wasn’t feeling very well before we got started, but I told them nah, I’d be okay. They had fun, I’d already baited the hook that something was off, and never even had to get naked. Made my early excuses and ran. They felt sorry for me and, since they weren’t stiffed, so to speak, they never said a bad word about me. As far as they knew, I’d gotten the short end of the stick.”

“That means technically you were with more than two women.”

“That I actually did the full deed with? No. Girl in high school. Senior prom, drunk in the back of my pickup truck when I was seventeen.”

“Classy.”

“For a senior in my income bracket and zip code, yes. We didn’t have to share the truck with anyone.”

Clark finally chuckled, shaking his head.

 

* * * *

 

The sign on the front of the shop listed their hours and that they were closed today. When Clark knocked on the front door, a middle-aged guy with tat sleeves on both arms answered. The shop was not only clean, it looked to be a high-end parlor.

“Clark?”

“Yeah.” He held up a form. “Sorry, but I need to protect my client.”

The guy shrugged as he stepped aside and waved them in. “The money you’re paying me, I’ll sign away my left nut if you want it.” He took the pen and form, scanned it, and quickly signed.

The pictures on the walls, of artwork and finished tats, blew Mevi’s mind. This guy wasn’t just a tattoo artist, he was an artist, period.

“So what are we doing today?”

Mevi still stared at a large photo of a full left arm sleeve depicting a dragon in black and grey tones, so realistic it looked to be exploding from the woman’s arm. He held up his right wrist.

“That.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

“Dude. I almost feel bad taking your money. That’s literally going to take me about ten minutes. I thought you were going to want something way more complicated. Hell, I won’t even need to charge you extra like I told you I might.”

“Then let’s get moving,” Clark said. “I want to beat traffic back to Anaheim.”

First, Mevi had to sign a form of his own, waving liability for the tat and testifying that he was sober and over eighteen. Then the guy made a template of the marks before he cleaned them off Mevi’s wrist with alcohol and soap. “You sure you don’t want any other details? I could make them look 3D if you want. Shadows? Color?”

“No, that’s okay,” Mevi quietly said. “I want them exactly like that.”

“Your dime.” He placed the template while Mevi watched. “Love your music. You’ll need to be careful the next couple of days when you play. Wear a sweatband or long sleeves or something. Something that small will heal fast, but you don’t want to mess it up.”

“How’d you know I play?”

“Dude, I have all your albums. It’s cool. You were never here. I do a lot of celebs.”

“You do?”

“Yeah.” He glanced up, smiling. “They hand out my name, but if anyone asks, I never confirm nor deny. Not unless they tell me it’s cool to advertise. That’s how I get so many celebs. That, and I’m good.”

“Are those pics out there all your work?”

“Most of it. The chair over there, the artwork over her station is her stuff. She’s a friend of mine. What do these mean to you, if you don’t mind me asking? I mean, I know why people get the semi-colon. I’ve done a bunch of those.”

“The rune is for safe travels, and the semi-colon means my story isn’t over.”

“Cool.” He prepped his equipment. “You ever get ink before?”

“No.”

“This is going to hurt. Especially there. Imma need you to hold still. No room for error on something this small.”

An involuntary snort escaped him. “I’m good at holding still for pain.”

 

* * * *

 

Twenty minutes later, they were back in the car and heading away from the shop. Clark dropped him at his condo, but Mevi wasn’t planning on staying there.

His car was parked in its spot in the garage. It hadn’t been started in a couple of months, and Mevi wondered if it’d even run.

Fortunately, it did.

It felt…more than weird to be driving again.

With traffic, it took him over an hour to get to Bonnie’s. He made a wrong turn on his way, and by the time he got straightened out and found the right street, it was close to dark. Bonnie hadn’t changed her gate code, either. When he drove in and pulled up in front of her house, she must have been alerted, because she opened the front door when he got out.

He stared at her for a moment before walking up. “Can I come in and talk?”

“Why?”

“Please?”

“You drunk?”

“No. I’m sober. I haven’t had a drop since that night here.”

She finally opened the door wide enough so he could walk in, closing it behind him.

“What do you want to talk about?”

She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, her blue eyes filled with mistrust. Today she wore her hair pulled back off her face with a hair band and stray locks fluttered around her temples.

“About us.”

“You made it clear there wasn’t an ‘us,’ Mevi.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry for a lot of things. Too many things to list. And I’m sorry most of all that I hurt your feelings because I do love you as a friend.”

She didn’t move from the door, and she wouldn’t look him in the eyes, either. “Is that it?”

“No, but I won’t force my apology on you.”

“I don’t know if I’m ready to accept an apology from you yet.”

“That’s fair.”

“Are you really sober?”

“Yeah.”

“Even after losing Doyle?”

He nodded.

“Do you even remember that fucking night here? Or do you just know what happened because of the video?”

“I remember some of it.”

“You said you were going to fucking kill yourself, Mevi. That you were sick of the world and everyone and everything in it. Including me. You drove drunk to get here. You could have hurt or killed someone.”

His face heated. None of that had been on the video, but she hadn’t started taping as soon as he got there.

“I’m sorry. I can’t make any excuses except I was hurting and in pain. You deserved bet—”

“How do you think that made me feel, huh? That the man I loved didn’t give enough of a shit about me to want to fight to stay in this world?”

He didn’t know what to say, so he remained silent, waiting.

She suddenly stepped forward and shoved him, hard. “You fucker. Get out. I don’t want your fucking apology. You know what? Fuck you, fuck your recovery, and fuck all that bullshit you put me through all these years. I’ll see you in Europe, but right now, I’ve had it up to here with you and your fucking crap. Get the hell out.”

He nodded, giving her a wide berth as he left. He heard her lock the door behind him and for a moment he stood there, staring out at the darkening horizon. From where she lived, you could see the Pacific in the distance, like tonight, on a good night when smog and smoke levels were low.

He wondered if that night when he showed up here if he took any time to appreciate the gorgeous view she had, or if he’d been too blasted.

He hated that there was time missing in his brain.

He hated that he could have hurt or killed someone.

He hated who he’d become.

He hated that it had taken losing nearly everything to make him wake up and realize that he never had started living or escaped his father’s constricting views of life.

Staring at his wrist, he wondered where Doyle was right now, if he was okay.

If he was safe.

If he was happy, or at least healing.

No matter what, he’d never hold it against Doyle, never hate him for leaving.

All he wanted for his Master was for him to be happy and at peace.

Brushing the tears away, he headed for his car.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle lay awake in bed, hands laced behind his head, staring at the shadows cast on the ceiling by a nearby light outside his window. He kept his bedroom door open so he could hear if Pippa got up and tried to leave.

Fortunately, she had turned out to be a very motivated client, and had not given him a lick of trouble.

In fact, she’d eagerly, if not a little skeptically, tried everything he’d suggested to help with mitigating her remaining pain that the surgery hadn’t helped.

None of that mattered right now.

In the dark of the night, he couldn’t escape Mevi’s blue gaze as he stared up at him.

The feel of running his hands over the welts he’d left in the man’s ass.

The expression on his face the first time they’d made love.

Ironically, it was now other self-doubts and recriminations that crept into his mind in the silent hours filling the darkness.

Had he been so gullible as to be duped by a very skilled narcissist, or had Bonnie been lying to him in the hallway?

Had he overreacted due to his own pain and issues?

At this point, it really didn’t matter, even though doubt tried to creep in sometimes.

His old phone lay turned off and probably with a dead battery in his suitcase. He’d gone online and logged into his account to actually shut down his voice mail for now. Only the message played. He hadn’t even checked his work e-mail, for which he’d also set up an out-of-office auto-responder, giving the same message as on his voice mail. He called The Compound a couple of times a week to check in. Clark and Tilly had both called and left messages for Doyle to call. The Compound had been instructed to ask callers if it was an emergency and to note it if it was. In that case, they were to call his new phone and leave him a message, but under no circumstances were they to give the number out.

So far, no one had called him.

Any patients who were from The Compound were to be passed on to another counselor. Anyone calling and wanting his SC services, they were to take a message and get their number and give it to him when he checked in.

Again, no one had. And that wasn’t unusual.

In fact, Tate had another client who’d just been admitted to rehab a few days earlier and was looking at a minimum ninety-day stay in-patient before being discharged. He was supposed to start filming three weeks later, on location in Italy. By the time Doyle finished with Pippa, that man might be ready for his services.

Doyle hadn’t given Tate a firm answer yet, though.

It depended on how he was doing. What he really wanted to do was hibernate for about a month, away from people.

He missed his apartment.

Worse, he missed Florida.

He missed the dreams he’d foolishly allowed himself to indulge in.

Worst of all, he missed Mevi, and knew he needed to wipe the man from his heart no matter how difficult that was.

Only trouble with that was the fact the he didn’t want to be with anyone else, couldn’t imagine himself loving again. Unlike after his divorce to Kathy, when he’d known after a period of healing he’d be able to move on.

Mevi, despite his flaws, had been perfect for him. Mainly because of his flaws. Because Mevi’s flaws meshed perfectly with his own.

Maybe I was too stupid to know I was being played.

Still, that didn’t feel right.

Unfortunately he knew only an idiot would try to assume Bonnie was lying. Why did she have any reason to lie? She didn’t know he and Mevi were an item. Hell, she didn’t even know Mevi was gay.

Or, maybe Mevi wasn’t gay after all. Maybe he was bi, or had been playing Doyle.

Why shouldn’t he take Bonnie’s words at face value?

And Mevi’s nearly frantic scrambling to keep their relationship a secret, seen in that light, made perfect sense. Maybe it wasn’t so much about protecting Doyle’s anonymity but Mevi’s public image.

He didn’t cruise the Internet looking for information on Mevi or the band. That would be too masochistic for him, not to mention he didn’t want to rip his heart to shreds again.

And again.

And again.

He didn’t want to see if Mevi had gone back to dying his hair, letting it grow out.

He didn’t want to know.

He wanted to insulate himself from as much painful stimulus as he could so he could be there for Pippa.

Pippa—his job—was the only thing keeping him reasonably sane and sober at that moment.

And for the first time in years, he’d actually bought a bottle of alcohol. Fortunately, he’d gotten his head screwed on straight and poured it all down the sink without even tasting it, but the smell had driven through his brain like a sharpened corkscrew and sent nerves firing and screaming for a drink harder than they had since he was a kid and had just stopped drinking.

He’d spent an hour doing tai chi and meditating after that, Pippa fortunately asleep through all of it.

If she hadn’t been there…he likely would have drunk himself into oblivion to escape the pain inside him.

Rolling onto his side, he took a deep breath and closed his eyes, hoping to eventually find sleep.

Unfortunately, he knew peace wasn’t yet on his mental horizon, and likely wouldn’t be for a long, long time.


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

“Right?”

Doyle finally realized Pippa was talking to him. “I’m sorry. What was that?”

She smiled. “You really are rather out of sorts today, aren’t you?”

“Sorry. I’m tired. Didn’t sleep well last night.”

“I was saying that my pain levels are finally lessening. That’s good, right?”

“Oh. Absolutely.”

“To be quite frank, I thought those things you taught me in the beginning were pure bollocks. I had no idea they would work.”

“It’s only crazy if it doesn’t work.”

“Where did you learn about all of that? It’s bloody amazing.”

“I have made a lot of contacts throughout the years. Alternative and homeopathic techniques frequently help people. They aren’t a cure, but they can provide enough pain relief to help someone stay sober. Sometimes, that’s enough. Like in your case. I wasn’t sure they would work for you until we tried them.”

He didn’t need to tell her he’d learned about them in a dungeon.

He didn’t even want to think about dungeons right now. Even months later, that was still too raw and painful a subject.

“I know you’re not much of a hugger, but might you indulge me this time?”

He smiled. Pippa was a sweet person who’d had a shitty childhood. She’d overcome a lot of odds, including this.

“Sure.”

She hugged him. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. And I must confess something,” she added as she stepped away.

His heart fell. “What?” The last thing he wanted to do was deal with a messy one-sided entanglement. Right now, his heart was an emotional wasteland. If it hadn’t been for how much this gig paid, he would have taken time off, alone, where he could reset and try to find his own missing center.

“Tate contacted me. A friend of yours was trying to find you. They happened to spot us together in footage at the premier for Jarah’s film in Paris and—” A knock on the door interrupted her. She smiled. “A little early, actually.”

A cold chill settled in his stomach as she walked down the suite’s hall to answer the door.

Fuck.

He heard Pippa open it, and then closed his eyes, trying to tune out the familiar voice.

Footsteps approached.

“Well, well, well. There’s my psycho Do—dingbat buddy.”

He opened his eyes to see Tilly standing there, wearing a knowing smirk. Pippa stood behind her, looking hopeful and pleased.

“Hey, Tilly.”

“Gonna give me a hug? You’re a damn difficult man to track down, you know.”

He walked over and tightly hugged her, fighting the urge to break down in her arms—which shocked him.

She seemed to sense it, tightening her grip on him, saying nothing, stroking the back of his head.

“Are…are you all right, Doyle?” Pippa asked.

“Yeah,” he managed. “Can we have a few minutes alone, please?”

“Of course. I’m so sorry, where are my manners? I’ll pop downstairs and make sure we have early dinner reservations. For three, then?”

“Yes, please,” he managed. “Thank you.”

He waited until he heard the door shut to finally let go, choking, heavy sobs he’d never before in his life cried, not even when his mom died.

“Shh, it’s okay, dude.” Tilly didn’t let him go, steered him over to the settee and sank down onto it with him, holding him. “Let it go, man. Let it out.”

“I’m a fucking asshole,” he hoarsely said. “I’m a stupid idiot. I never should have fallen for him. I broke the rules and look what it got me.”

For the first time in months, he could be him.

And right now, he felt broken, destroyed inside, a sham.

In fact, perhaps Pippa had helped keep him sober even more than he’d helped keep her clean. He could be strong for her even when he knew he couldn’t be strong for himself.

“I don’t even know what happened,” she said. “No one’s telling me anything. Clark’s asking me every other damn day it seems like if I’ve heard from you, and won’t tell me why. When I said good-bye to you in Chicago, I thought everything was fine. But then I call two days later to check on you, can’t get hold of you. Your stupid voice mail’s off, FYI. Here I am, I’m calling in every goddamned favor I have with contacts all over the globe, and it’s like you ghosted. You dropped off the face of the fucking planet, man. I was seriously considering filing a missing person report on you, but I didn’t even know where the hell to start. Mevi won’t tell me shit, either. You had me fucking worried. What the hell happened?”

He admitted it to her.

All of it.

If he couldn’t admit it to her, a woman he’d seen at her emotional rock bottom, who could he admit it to?

She never let go of him even as he talked, stroking his hair, slowly rocking him as he choked it all out, finally.

Gave voice to it.

That made it real and while he’d thought he’d scraped the bottom of his well of pain, speaking it actually ripped the scab off a wound that reached far deeper than he ever knew possible.

“I think I need a meeting,” he finally admitted. “I can’t even get to one and focus on taking care of myself for a while because I need to be here for Pippa.” He sat up, wiping at his eyes with his hands. “I don’t even know if there’s a meeting close by. I mean, there probably is but…fuck.”

She stared at him. “You fucking scared me, disappearing like that. My friends aren’t allowed to scare me.”

“You flew over here just for me?”

“Yes and no. I was already over here when I saw the Paris footage after the fact. We’ve got a production filming here in the same studio Pippa’s filming in, and I finally got hold of Tate through Pippa’s people by calling in a couple of favors. I couldn’t get over to Paris, and you two were already on the move again by that point anyway. So I had to wait until you guys were back here. Tate asked Pippa to call me, and I talked with her and found out where you guys were.”

She cupped his cheeks with her hands. “If it’s any consolation, Tate wouldn’t confirm or deny you were working with her. I told him I was an old friend of yours, and that you just up and disappeared, and that Clark would vouch for me. I was able to tell him that I knew exactly what you did for a living, and who I was and worked with. He arranged a ‘surprise’ for me with Pippa to catch up with you. Told him I desperately needed to talk to you in person about another client we had in common from the past, and discretion was of the utmost importance, even from Pippa.”

He snorted. “You played the nurse card and lied your ass off and said you needed to compare notes on a client, didn’t you?”

“Fuckin’ A, I did. Duh. And technically not a lie, because Mevi was your client. What, you just fall off the turnip truck? I didn’t renew that license last year for nothing, you know.” She playfully smiled, pulling a ragged laugh from him.

“So you talked to…him?”

He couldn’t even say his name.

“Once, early on. He asked if I’d heard from you and I said no, last I knew, you were with him. He wouldn’t elaborate. Asked me to have you call him. When I tried to call him back, it just goes to voice mail. Now I know why he wouldn’t talk to me.”

“Yeah.”

“Have you actually tried, I don’t know, talking to the guy? Or did you just up and leave based on a snarky comment Bonnie made?”

“Bonnie made it perfectly clear that they were back together and I wasn’t needed anymore.”

“Didja think to, oh, ask the guy you’re in love with if he thought that before fucking going off half-cocked?”

Another unsettled, creeping feeling tried to claw its way in. “What?”

“I mean, it’s kind of weird that they’re all desperately trying to get hold of you, isn’t it? Seriously, no one will fucking talk to me, and of course I didn’t know who you’d told or not, so I couldn’t really say why I needed to find you. I even threatened Clark, and he told me to bring it, that he wasn’t completely scared of me because he’d seen me doing baby talk with KC, and he’d hide behind Landry. Which is totally a cowardly dick move on his part, but I do admire his chutzpah.”

That finally drew a laugh from Doyle.

She hugged him. “There ya go. Breathe, buddy. How about we sort this shit out?”

“I should call him, huh?”

“Well, Clark said Mevi accidentally flushed his latest phone a couple of weeks ago and lost all his contacts in the process because he’s an idiot. I swear I should beat that boy myself just for that. Clark won’t give me his new number, either. I was asked by Clark that, if I ever made contact with you, to pass Clark’s number to you if you didn’t have it and ask you to contact him immediately. I kinda got the feeling he’s in the dark, too, if you want to know the truth. I think Mevi’s so fucking scared of outing you he didn’t even tell Clark what’s going on now. I could be wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“Clark’s the only other person who knows he’s gay and that we were involved. I mean, besides us.”

“Yeah, this stupid omertà you dudes have is a little obsessive and fucking bit you all in the asses. Although you could give the fucking FBI lessons in secrecy, I suppose.”

“We can’t talk about this around Pippa.”

“No worries. We’re old friends from Sarasota.”

“Friends in common?”

She smirked. “Yeah.”

They heard the suite door open and Pippa call out. “Yoo hoo! We’re all set for dinner.”

Doyle headed for the bathroom and locked himself in to give himself time to wash his face. Meanwhile, he heard Tilly talking with Pippa, charming her, laying it on thick.

Only after he finally felt steady again did he emerge, his practiced, calm expression firmly nailed into place.

Pippa was all smiles. “Tilly is absolutely delightful, Doyle. She’s telling me all sorts of secrets about you.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “She is?”

“Yeah, your arachnophobia’s out, dude.” Tilly stuck her tongue out at him.

He slowly shook his head, relieved and feeling a little silly. Of course Tilly wouldn’t reveal anything deep about him.

And it was snakes that terrified him, not spiders. Tilly damn well knew that.

They sat and chatted for over an hour, Tilly excusing herself to the bathroom right before they were to head downstairs to eat.

Pippa leaned in, a nervous smile in place. “Did I do all right? I hope you’re not cross with me.”

He reached out and patted her hand, one of the few physical gestures he allowed.

“Tilly and I are good friends who go back years. Yes, I appreciate this. I didn’t realize she’d been trying to get in contact with me. It’s fine. We need to talk privately about a mutual client at some point, which is why she was trying to find me. But we’re good friends first and foremost.”

Pippa puffed up a little, her smile broadening, obviously pleased with herself. “If you wanted to go out and spend time, eh, catching up, I’ll be all right. Or if you’d like, I can ring Tate and ask if I can spend the evening with him and his wife.”

Bless her little British heart, she was a sweetie. “I can trust you alone for an evening. The question is, can you trust yourself for an evening?”

She nodded. “I think so. It scares me in a good way. I want to be strong. I know I need to do this sooner rather than later if I want to stay sober. Especially if you’ll work on my back first. That always helps me feel better.”

Of course it did, because it basically put her into subspace. “Of course I’ll do that for you. So, let’s try it. I’ll keep my phone on me in case you need me, and if you do need me, I’ll return immediately.”

Her smile faltered. “But I wouldn’t want to ruin your evening.”

“If you need me, that’s my job. I want you to succeed. That’s why I do this. It’d ruin my evening if you needed me and didn’t call me.”

He had more faith in her than she did in herself, and he got it. If his parents had been like hers, he would have been terrified of slipping, too.

Hence why she’d reached out for help in the first place.

 

* * * *

 

Downstairs in the restaurant, they were given a cozy corner booth, which afforded them plenty of privacy.

“So, Tilly,” Pippa said. “I know you can’t betray confidentiality, and I’d never ask you to do that. But do you do the same things Doyle does?”

Tilly glanced at him, but before he could step in, she smiled. “Well, I help run a production company, so I do a lot of things in addition to things like Doyle does. Plus, I’m a nurse, so my role differs slightly from his in certain cases. But we take a very similar approach with…that.”

With that last comment, her gaze met his and she winked.

He’d been taking a sip of water and nearly choked on it as he started laughing.

“Do you use the cups, too, then?”

Tilly’s smile barely faltered, and Doyle suspected Pippa didn’t even notice. “Eh, cups?”

“Cupping,” she clarified.

“Oh, sure. I’ve found fire cupping very effective.”

Pippa’s eyebrows arched, nearly making Doyle laugh again. “Fire cupping?”

He smiled. “I used a suction set on her,” Doyle clarified. “I didn’t want the safety issue of fire cupping.”

Tilly nodded. “Gotcha.”

Pippa turned to Doyle. “I don’t mind if you share things with her about me, as long as you trust her not to tell.”

“Oh, I trust her implicitly,” he said. “But since you’re here, why don’t you tell her?”

He sat back as Pippa revealed her health issues and addiction problems to Tilly. It fascinated him to watch his friend downshift into nurse mode as she listened to Pippa detail her struggles as much as it fascinated him seeing how much confidence Pippa had regained since he’d been working with her.

“Okay, stupid question,” Tilly said when Pippa finished, “but have you looked into an inversion table for her? You can get portable ones pretty cheap. It might help decompress pressure on the nerves in her back.”

He froze. “Um…no. I didn’t.”

Tilly already had her phone out and was looking something up on it. “The TENS unit you got for her. Is it a multi-mode kind that also does other modes, like EMS, microcurrent, and IF?”

“Um…no. I ordered a basic unit we could get batteries for while on location.”

She tsked but didn’t look up from her phone. “Sometimes, the multi-units are better. I’ll get these shipped to my office at the studio here and you can reimburse me. Okay? And we should look into seeing if there are any acupuncturists locally who do fire cupping. I mean, pressure cupping is great, but in a pinch you can talk someone through doing it to you. Fire cupping adds an extra dimension.”

“Thank you so much!” Pippa said, dabbing at her eyes. “You’re incredible.”

Doyle couldn’t help smirking. “She sure is.”

 

* * * *

 

By the time Tilly left later that evening, Doyle felt doubt painfully gnawing at his gut. He had Clark’s number and was still trying to decide if he should call or not.

What if he’d been wrong?

What did that say about him that he hadn’t trusted Mevi enough to stay and wait to talk to him?

That maybe he’d bolted, out of fear and shame and a lot of his own festering abandonment issues that weren’t a fraction as well healed as he’d thought them to be?

Then there was the problem that if he did resume a relationship with Mevi—if things were even reparable between them—what kind of relationship would that be with Mevi wanting to stay in the closet and himself needing his anonymity for his job?

And that was without the travel issues both of them faced. Doyle couldn’t give up his job, and Mevi definitely couldn’t give up his. Eventually, someone would start asking questions about who Doyle was. Once his identity was out there, they’d realize he was a counselor, and the rumor mill would kick into turbo.

After giving Pippa another round of treatment with the cupping set, Doyle returned to his room for the evening.

At least she was looking more and more like a success story. Now that she realized there were alternatives to managing her pain—without heavy narcotics—her fear had decreased. Which also helped lower her pain levels.

A good cycle for her to be trapped in, for a change. The more she relaxed, the more it helped her manage her pain, which helped her relax.

And so on.

With a long, hot shower to try to relax him, he lay in bed without bothering to turn his TV on.

Part of him wanted to try to call Clark right then.

Part of him knew trying to sort this out and deal with Pippa could lead to multiple disasters, and that wasn’t fair to her. He still had at least a month’s worth of work with her. Tate had already begged for an open-ended contract extension with a very attractive paycheck attached. Doyle could conceivably make more from working with Pippa than he could for the next five years at The Compound.

She was that hot of a commodity right now, with her reputation still untainted by scandal. An enterprising journo had tracked down her parents and gotten a piss-poor imitation of a human interest story about them, how they were “estranged” from their now-famous daughter. Someone had cleaned them up and stuck them in decent clothes and portrayed them as the wronged and abandoned ones.

Until Tate’s team dug in and dug up multiple mugshots of both parents and spread them far and wide, along with their arrest records for a plethora of drug, theft, and fraud issues.

Tate was every bit as good at his job as Clark was.

I can’t abandon her now.

Not only was it unethical, but personally it ran afoul of his moral code. And had he stuck to that same moral code when dealing with Mevi, he wouldn’t be where he was now.

Heartbroken.

Closing his eyes, he tried to meditate his way to sleep. 


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Mevi sat in his room and slowly picked chord progressions on his acoustic guitar. He wasn’t looking forward to tomorrow night. He didn’t mind the big concerts, large shows where he wasn’t so much an individual as he was part of Portnoy’s Oyster, seen mostly from a distance. They had VIP gatherings at every concert, but even those were tolerable.

But tomorrow night’s small, private gathering, despite the fact that it was for a charity and helping a worthy cause, filled him with dread.

And he couldn’t have a drink to calm his nerves. He didn’t dare.

He wouldn’t.

The soft knock on his hotel room door startled him, and it took him a moment to set the guitar aside before he got up and pulled the tissue from the viewfinder to look.

Bonnie stood outside.

Oh, great.

Yeah, that was another thing. She had travelled separately from the rest of the band for this part of the tour, agreeing to meet up with them in the UK at the hotel.

Claimed she needed the break to clear her head.

Mevi hadn’t even realized she was at the hotel yet. He’d thought she was arriving later in the day.

He took a deep breath and opened the door. “Hey.”

She stood, shoulders slumped, hands clasped in front of her.

“Hey,” she quietly said. “Can I come in?”

He stepped aside, closing it after her. She walked in and glanced around before finally turning. “I wanted to talk before tomorrow.”

Mevi shoved his hands into his pockets and kept his gaze firmly fixed on the floor. “Okay.”

“We’ve known each other a lot of years, right?”

He nodded but didn’t speak.

“We’ve done a lot together. I’m talking the band. We’ve been friends. You and I have been more. I’ll be the first to defend you artistically. I’m not stupid. Portnoy’s Oyster is here because of you. And…and I’m proud of you for getting and staying sober. You worked hard, and I’m sorry I yelled at you when you came to my house.”

He finally met her gaze. Her blue eyes, a different and more greenish color than his own, looked rimmed with red, as if she’d been crying. And now he noticed her nose was a little pink and puffy.

“Thank you,” he said.

“I did a lot of thinking during the break. I love what we do. I love this ‘family’ we have. We’ve had ups and downs and are fucked up in our own special ways, but we always come together because we love what we do and we love each other. And I’m sorry you didn’t feel you could come out to me, of all people.”

Now he watched her more carefully, caught off-guard by this conversational turn.

“I was pissed off and mad in Chicago. I felt like you’d used me all these years. I’m sorry what I told Doyle gave him the wrong impression. I didn’t run him off because I was jealous of him. I honestly didn’t freaking know you two were together. Congrats, you hid it super well. Why didn’t you tell me early on you were gay? Why did you sleep with me all those years? Was I just a cover for you all these years? Are we not friends?”

As much as he hated twelve-step programs, he knew he had to follow one of their guidelines—make amends to those he’d hurt. His visit to her in LA had been a first attempt, even though she’d rejected it.

As was her right.

He stepped closer and took a deep breath before answering.

“I’ve always loved you as a friend. I wasn’t meaning to use you. I was scared. I was scared you guys might not accept me. Then when I realized you all were okay with gay people, you and I had already been sleeping together off and on. I didn’t want to hurt you and I didn’t know how to explain it. I’m not asking you to excuse or absolve me for what I did. I’m truly sorry I hurt you. I never meant to do that.”

“Why were you so scared of staying in the closet? In LA of all places?”

“You know where I came from. Everyone hears about Matthew Shepard, but they don’t hear about all the microaggressions that happen all the time. Maybe people aren’t getting beaten and tied to fences every day, and no, of course most people aren’t like that. But there were enough. Some in my own family. My own father. I grew up hiding who I was. LA was my escape, but I couldn’t escape me or where I’d come from.”

She tentatively reached out and touched his arm. “So…should I be flattered or pissed off that you slept with me all these years?”

She looked up into his face, the corner of her mouth quirked up into her snarky smirk.

“I’m sorry I hurt you, Bon. I didn’t want to. If it means anything, I’ve only actually slept with three people—you, Doyle, and a girl in high school.”

Her smirk turned to a scowl. “Huh? Okay, now that’s bullshit. I’ve talked with women who’ve been with you.”

His turn to smirk. “And if they’re saying we had intercourse, they’re either lying because they want to brag, or they’re lying because they think they’re protecting my image.” He told her the same thing he’d told Clark.

Her smirk returned. “I can fake an orgasm with the best of them, but how does fake vomiting sound, exactly?”

He grinned and stepped around her into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. He made sure to open the toilet loud enough to be heard, then started.

She shoved the door open, looking a little green herself. “Okay, okay, I believe you!”

He turned. “Combine it with the sound of spitting and then flushing the toilet, then running water in the sink and spitting some more, and it completes the act.”

“Gawd.” She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth and he belatedly realized she wasn’t even wearing makeup, which was totally unlike her. “I’ll pass on hearing the fake poop noises, thanks.”

“You sure? They’re really cool.”

She held up her hands. “I’m sure.” A sigh escaped her. “Okay, I believe you.” Sadness seemed to weigh her down. “Sorry. I guess I sort of viewed us as this crazy romantic story, and that one day we’d get our shit together and end up a couple for good.”

He pulled her in for a hug. “That’s why I picked fights with you. I was hoping you’d meet a great guy and settle down with him.”

“I had a great guy, you big dope. I had you.”

He rubbed his chin across the top of her head. “Doyle wasn’t just my boyfriend,” he said.

“That’s what you said in Chicago, but you didn’t really explain it better. He’s into kinky sex?”

“It’s not just that. It’s more about the dynamic we had. I could completely let go to him and get out of my own head. I felt like nothing I said or did would be judged or held against me. Not,” he quickly added, “that I felt you’d judge me like that. Geez, I’m fucking this up. Sorry.”

She looked up. “I don’t want to be mad at you anymore,” she said. “I want my Mevi back. My friend. If we can’t sleep together, okay, fine. But I miss our talks into the early morning hours. I miss eating breakfast with you and you playing me stuff you thought up overnight. I miss watching stupid movies with you. I miss all of that. I’ll still be your beard if I can at least have that Mevi back.”

“Okay.” He kissed the top of her head. “I missed all that, too. I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing.” She sniffled and broke away from their hug to pull a tissue from a box of them on the bathroom counter. “So have you really stayed sober?”

“Yes. I swear I am.”

“Okay.” She blew her nose and then turned back to him. “We need to tell the others.”

Old fear throbbed through him. “Which others?”

“Pasch, Troy, and Garth. They won’t tell. They’ll just be happy I’m not being a bitch anymore.” She patted his chest. “Have you tried to call Doyle?”

“Clark’s been trying to find him for me. His voice mail’s turned off, and Clark left messages for him at the place he used to work.”

“What about the people he knows in Florida?”

“Maybe when the tour’s over and I can get away I’ll go look there. I…right now I can’t. I hurt too much, and I want to focus on the tour. I need to focus on me.”

“Don’t be mad at him when you finally do,” she said. “I was…I was sort of envious of how much time he got to spend with you. I definitely made it sound like you and I had slept together. I never thought you two were an item. He probably left hurt and heartbroken. And I’ll be happy to talk to him for you and tell him the truth, that we weren’t having sex that night.”

“Thanks.” He didn’t want to think about what Doyle might be doing, where he was right then.

It hurt too much to know that a man who’d literally put his professional reputation on the line in the name of love for him had been hurt by him.

The first person in his life who’d put him before everything else, because Doyle had loved him, and then he’d stupidly destroyed it.

He didn’t even know if Doyle would ever want to speak to him again. And that was pain he couldn’t endure and still put on a reasonably normal face. Meaning he’d have to wait to deal with it.

Meanwhile, he’d focus on staying sober.

 

* * * *

 

That night, they were scheduled to get together for a private dinner, the band and the core crew. No worries of press or reporters overhearing, this being their permanent group, the ones who were always with them, some who’d been with them the better part of twenty years.

No phones, no cameras, other than the one their official publicist carried, and nothing escaping that room that wasn’t meant for public consumption. Their chance to reset for the second half of the tour, settle in, and clear the air. A tradition they’d had from the beginning, at the beginning of every tour and following any long breaks. And it was also the first chance many of them had to lay eyes on everyone from the core group since arriving in the country.

Bonnie walked toward the elevator with Mevi, arm in arm. “You okay?”

“Yeah. My stomach’s a knot, though.”

“It’s okay. Trust me on this, huh? Of any group of people, these people have your back.”

“Yeah.”

When they entered the room together, it almost seemed like everyone was waiting to see how Bonnie would react. While they had several women on the payroll, including techs and roadies, it was still a majority of men.

Once the hotel staff had served them and left them alone in the room, everyone focused on Mevi, waiting on him to say something, the way he’d always kicked off these dinners. In fact, the dinners had started because of him, an idea he’d had to try to keep their band from falling into the traps many other groups did.

This dinner felt far different than the one at the very start of the tour, in Chicago. Because while people didn’t know the deets, they all knew Mevi and Bonnie had a fall-out of epic proportions, one unlike anything before.

Mevi stood and picked up his glass of water, staring at it for a moment as everyone fell silent and watched him, waiting.

“I’m sorry,” he started. “I owe everyone in this room an apology I should have given you in Chicago. Something that was never a problem in the past became an issue that nearly destroyed me. I developed an alcohol addiction because I started falling back on it as a crutch. You all know what that fucker David did to me financially, and you were amazing in your support and love of me through all of that. This is solely on me. I take full and complete responsibility for it.

“I wouldn’t have blamed you all if you hadn’t given me another chance. If you’d written me off and sent me packing. You would have had every right to do it. But me…”

Fear gripped him, yet he pushed through it. “But me making full amends and taking full accountability means I need to admit something to all of you. I need it to stay private. To not leave this room.”

He glanced down at Bonnie, who’d sat next to him. She smiled encouragingly, nodding to him.

“I’ve already talked with Bonnie, and we’ve patched things up between us. The first and greatest apology and amends I owed was to her, because of the personal nature of this. Because I used her through the years. Not meaning to hurt her, but trying to protect myself and the band. She deserved far better than that from me.”

Another deep breath. “I’m gay.”

He glanced around the room, waiting, as some of them exchanged confused glances.

It was Garth who finally broke the fragile silence. “So? Is that the big deal?”

“What do you mean?” Mevi asked him.

“I mean exactly that. Your big secret is that you’re gay? Seriously?” He let out a harsh laugh. “Here I was, panicking you were going to reveal you had cancer or something. Fuck, man. Don’t scare us like that. Asshole.”

Many in the room nodded, also looking relieved.

“You…you’re okay with that?”

Troy rolled his eyes and turned to face everyone else. They were all seated around the tables, the main band at the head of a U-shaped arrangement. “All non-straights, hold up your hands. Including you kinky fucks who frequently ‘experiment.’”

A good half of them did.

“There,” Troy said. “You feel better now? Can we eat?”

“I…if this gets out, I don’t want it to be a distraction. I’d rather it not get out. At least, not right now. I have my reasons.”

“Yeah, fine. That’s cool. Can we eat now?”

This wasn’t anything like the reaction he’d expected. “I mean…you’re not mad at me for lying all these years?”

Pasch slowly shook his head. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’m irritated at you for stringing Bonnie along all these years and causing fights, yeah. That’s her business, not mine. And I’m pissed off you thought we wouldn’t accept the real you. But that’s your business if you want to stay in the closet, not mine. Jesus Christ, give us some fucking credit, though. I thought we’re friends.”

Mevi’s hand shook as he took a sip of his water. “I’m sorry. Bonnie is going to help me keep this quiet for the rest of the tour. I don’t want the focus to be on me or my sex life. I want it to be on the band. I want to record our next album. I want to write music.”

He took a deep breath. “The band is my life. Music is my life. I don’t want us to fail because of me.”

“Then keep your head out of a bottle, dude,” Garth said, standing to hug him, as did Pasch and Troy. “Will it help if we make the common spaces totally dry for the rest of the run?”

“No, other people drinking doesn’t bother me.” He still had trouble processing that this was as…easy as it’d been.

Like maybe he was missing a step and doing something wrong.

“And I apologize to all of you,” he said to the rest of the crew. “I know some of you aren’t straight. I didn’t mean to disrespect any of you by not coming out sooner.”

It became one long hug fest as he worked his way around the tables, hugging everyone, before returning to his seat. He was in tears, wiping at his eyes as he did.

Bonnie smiled and hugged him last. “See? Told you.”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“We’re family,” she insisted. “We always have been.” She raised her voice, addressing the rest of the room. “And yes, Mevi and I have patched things up. I get why he did what he did. It’s private between us. We talked, and he and I are okay. No more tiptoeing around us, okay?”

She smiled as she said it, earning some easy-sounding laughter from around the tables.

Garth raised his hand. “Now can we talk about tomorrow night, please? What we’re going to play? We never decided that. I was thinking keeping it softer, maybe an unplugged style. They told us there will be a couple dozen kids there, from about eight years old and up. I don’t want to do a loud set and startle them.”

“We can do that,” Mevi said, using his napkin to wipe his eyes, still struggling to absorb how…simple this had been. “I think that’s a great idea.”

When they finished up a little after eleven, the five of them walked to their rooms, where they were all gathered at the far end of a top-floor wing, hotel security on guard to prevent anyone from sneaking down there. As they all hugged Mevi good-night and retreated to their rooms, eventually he and Bonnie stood alone in the hallway.

“If you can’t sleep,” she said, “knock. We’ll watch TV together.” She kissed his cheek before retiring to her room.

Fighting another bout of tears, he turned and let himself into his room. As he locked the door behind him and slumped against it, he rubbed his left thumb over the tats on the inside of his right wrist.

No, as much as that idea was tempting, he couldn’t.

Not yet, anyway.

Giving up wasn’t an option yet. Putting a period on his story.

Maybe it was stupid, but he would continue to punish himself until he could make amends to the man he knew he’d hurt.

Only then could he finally release that burden and try to move on.

One way, or another. 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

Tilly called Doyle bright and early two mornings later, not long after he’d accompanied Pippa to the studio for her call time. They’d given him a radio and he’d retreated to Pippa’s trailer to wait until she was done. If she needed him, a PA would call him, and he was a two-minute walk away. He’d started increasing their time apart to help her with the transitioning process to being alone again. Meanwhile, he could monitor radio traffic and keep tabs on how things were going.

“The stuff I ordered should be here tomorrow,” Tilly said by way of greeting. “What are your plans for tonight?”

He sipped his coffee. “Good morning to you, too.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“I’ll have to play it by ear and see how Pippa’s doing. A solid maybe. I can’t give you a better answer than that.”

“Is it a closed set, or can you get me in so we can talk?”

“I’m in her trailer right now. She’s in hair and makeup. Where are you?”

“I’m over on the north side in building B.”

He craned his neck. In the damp, grey early morning, he could see the buildings over on that side of the property. “Come on over. You’re inside the secure area. Wear your ID.”

“Duh. What trailer?”

He told her how to find him, and fifteen minutes later, she arrived. It was weird seeing her pull up in a right-hand-drive car. He hated driving in Britain and was glad that Pippa’s studio provided them with transportation every day. They had a rental car parked back at the hotel, but if he could avoid driving, he was happy to. Tilly carried a drink carrier with two coffee cups, which he welcomed, since he’d just finished his.

He opened the door for her. “Hey. That was fortuitous timing.” He held up his empty cup. “I need a refill.”

“I have my own coffeemaker,” she said, handing him one, along with sugar and creamers. “Love these people, but their coffee is shit. I will, however, cede them superior tea skills.”

He sipped it. “Nice. Gourmet?”

“Keurig.” She grinned. “I’m a diva. I admit it. I want what I want.”

He decided not to put things off. “What’d Clark say when you told him you’d found me?” He didn’t want to ask what—if anything—Mevi had said.

She glanced out the window. “I haven’t told him yet.”

“What?”

“I haven’t told him I found you, much less that I talked to you.”

“What about the others? Leigh and them?”

She shook her head before sipping her coffee. “Nope. Not any of their business. Besides, they’re not over here yet. They’re due in next weekend. Schedule change. I told the office staff I was handling some personal stuff this morning.”

Her gaze pinned him in place. “You going to let me take you out to dinner tonight so we can talk alone and uninterrupted?”

“Do you have a babysitter?”

“Since the baby’s in Florida with Landry, I’d say yes, I’d better have guaranteed child care, or he’d better run far and fast when I get home.” She smiled. “Fatherhood suits them both well. Talk about one spoiled little princess.”

He did want to spend time with her.

Scratch that. He needed to. To help regain some mental stability, if nothing else. Professional to professional, he knew she’d keep his confidences, even if they hadn’t been friends.

“Let me see how Pippa’s feeling later. She’s scheduled to be here until at least four.”

“Deal.” He knew that look all too well, and while it took her a moment to speak again, he’d suspected what she wanted to say even before she said it. “How are you doing?”

He didn’t bother insulting her intelligence or their friendship by lying. “White-knuckling.” He forced a smile. “I swear, once my time with Pippa ends, I’ll take some me time. I just can’t right now.”

“Are you really in a position to help her, though? In your current frame of mind?”

“I am. I won’t take on another client without downtime first, though.”

“What about The Compound?”

“Working there is different. It’s not as intense. It’s not all day, every day, twenty-four-seven like this is. I get breaks from them and have other staff who help them, not just me. I go home every night. Not that it feels much like home anymore. Being in Florida reminded me how much I miss it and everyone there.”

She set her coffee aside and leaned in for a hug, which he returned after setting his cup down. “Be kind to yourself,” she said.

“No lecture about me calling Clark, huh?”

“No,” she softly said. “That’s all up to you. But do you still love Mevi?”

He wished he could answer differently. “Yeah. My biggest regret. Even bigger than marrying Kathy without telling her I was bi. Although in that case, I hadn’t yet really admitted to myself I was bi when we got married. Problem is, I don’t see any way a relationship with Mevi ends happily. Especially not after how I left—if he really does love me and wasn’t playing me—and not with the logistics. So maybe it’s better I just let him go.”

“I think before you decide that for him that you should at least give the guy closure.”

He couldn’t answer her right away.

“You’re right.” He picked at his cuticle. “I’ll call Clark in a couple of weeks and pass along a message that I’d like to talk to Mevi. But not right now. Not with Pippa still needing me. I don’t have the strength to spread myself thin like that.”

Before Tilly returned to her office, she gave him one more hug. “So I’ll see you tonight unless you cancel. Dress nice. Not formal, but…nice. I’ll pick you up. No offense, the only thing I hate more than driving in this country is riding with someone as uncomfortable as I am at driving here.”

He laughed. “Because we’ve known each other so long, I’ll cede that one to you.”

“Cool. Because otherwise I’d have to knock you out and dump you in my trunk to get you there.” She grinned.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle heard Tilly knock on their suite door, but Pippa beat him to answering it. He knew the woman was starved for honest attention from people who weren’t trying to get something from her.

He couldn’t blame her. It was an all-too-common phenomenon. Especially among stars who didn’t have well-grounded personal staff they’d known before they were famous, people who weren’t simply hangers-on. Because of Tilly’s protective and nurturing personality, Pippa naturally gravitated to her.

“Hello, darling!” Pippa eagerly hugged her.

“Hey, kiddo.” She carried a small gift bag that she handed to Pippa. “This is for you.”

“Really? Aww, thank you!” She opened it and let out a happy squeal. “Mint Oreos!” She practically draped herself around Tilly. “Thank you, love!”

“How’d you swing those?” Doyle asked, amused and touched at how thoughtful Tilly’s gift was. He hadn’t discussed it with Tilly, so she must have picked that up from their talks at dinner the other night.

“I had Landry overnight two packages of them to me. Along with a couple of other things I needed that I’d forgotten, like thumb drives. I figured why not?”

“You are bloody amazing, Tilly!” Pippa was already trying to rip one of the packages open.

Doyle took it from her to show her the tab on top before she ruined the package.

“I think she’s in love with you now, Til,” he teased, handing the cookies back.

“These are my absolute favorite biscuits!” Pippa pulled one out and looked close to blissful as she nibbled on it. “I totally fell in love with these when I had to film in America last year. Even the regular ones taste different than the ones here.”

“Enjoy,” Doyle told her. “And if you need me, call me.”

“I promise. Night in front of the telly for me. I have the meditation album on my iPod I can play.”

“Good.” He grabbed his overcoat and gloves and let Tilly lead the way.

“You really good with my backward driving?” she snarked as they waited for the elevator. “Or you giving in because you know what a pain in the ass I am, and that I’ll just get my way anyway?”

“Your driving can’t be any worse than mine,” he said. “I hate driving here.”

“Car park,” she said in a British accent. “Lift. Nappies. Biscuits.” Then, back to Tilly. “I mean, they even talk weird. Why do they call cookies ‘biscuits?’ Chips are ‘crisps’ and fries are ‘chips.’ I just don’t get it. Sneakers are ‘trainers.’ Like most fucking people wearing sneakers aren’t training for anything other than sitting their ‘arses’ in front of the ‘telly.’ I don’t care what Landry promised me, nearly a dozen damn seasons and counting of Doctor Who still has not prepared me for this. And it’s fucking wet and cold.”

They stepped into the elevator.

“That was your first mistake. You should have watched Fawlty Towers. Funny as fuck. And Landry’s a sadist. He just wants you to watch the whole series with him. Where are you up to, then? Tennant or Capaldi?”

“Who?”

He snorted, resisting the urge to turn the conversation into a sci-fi version of “Who’s on First?” “The actor playing the Doctor. Which one is he?”

“Baker. I think. I don’t know. Clown hair and a long-ass scarf. He’s like the fourth one we’ve watched now.”

“Oh, damn.” He laughed. “Landry started you with Hartnell in the original series?”

“Um, suuuure. It was in black and white, if that helps.”

“You still have a long ways to go, honey. You’re not even like halfway through the entire series yet.” They stepped out into the lobby and Doyle lifted a hand to the concierge as they passed. “Where’d you park?”

Now she went Cockney. “I slipped the guv’ner a quid I did to let me park right out front, what.”

“No,” he said. “You’re definitely an East Londoner kind of girl.”

She smirked. “Kiss my ass, Dr. Freud.”

That was one-hundred-percent Florida Cracker.

 

* * * *

 

“So where are we going?” Doyle wasn’t familiar with the area at all, but Tilly seemed to know exactly where they were going without even needing GPS.

“Dinner. Charity thing. Leigh and Lucas bought the tickets, but when their schedule changed, they handed them off to me.” She smiled at him. “Pediatric hospital that specializes in cancer research.”

“Ah. Worthy cause.”

“Yeah, I thought so.”

“Am I dressed okay?” He looked at his slacks and blazer, his overcoat protecting him against the damp drizzle.

“You’re fine. I would have made you change if you weren’t. It’s not a formal affair. It’s for kids and their families. Some of them will be there, talking about their experiences. Survivors and current patients.”

They weren’t in London proper, it appeared. In fact, it looked to be more rural, large houses and acres of land, upper class, if he had to guess.

“Where’s this being held at?”

“Some earl or duke or potentate’s house. I can’t keep the dang titles straight.” She switched to a snooty British voice. “Mosswater Hall, what.” Back to Tilly. “I mean, that’s not it either, something like that. I’ve been here before for a couple of events. He’s a government official and he does a lot of charity work. I really shouldn’t make fun of him, and I promise to behave myself tonight. He and his wife are very sweet. We worked with them on a TV documentary last year about a military charity for wounded vets who help with adaptive sports and getting handicapped athletes to the Paralympics.”

“Ah. Okay. Wow. That sounds impressive.”

“Yeah.”

They fell into an easy silence as they rolled through the gloomy evening. Eventually, Tilly slowed and turned into a driveway where a guy standing under a picnic tent leaned out to speak to her as she stopped. After checking them off on a clipboard, he spoke into a radio and waved them down the long, winding driveway that disappeared into the trees. Fortunately, glowing stakes were evenly spaced along either side, marking the path.

“Holy crap, how big is this place?”

“Yeah, right? It’s huge. I’ve seen it in the daytime. They’re what we’d call ‘old money’ in the States.”

They emerged from the trees into a large parking area where a polite man in a yellow rain slicker waved them up to a line of cars waiting to pull into a covered portico area. Valets were running back and forth to get everyone parked.

“No slogging through the mud,” Doyle noted.

“Right? They’re classy, I’ll give them that.”

When it was their turn, two attendants opened their doors for them and Tilly handed the keys over to the one on her side. A smiling woman with a clipboard and a radio greeted them at the doorway.

“Good evening, and welcome. Names, please?”

“Tilly Cardinal LaCroux and Doyle Turner. I might be the only one listed on there with a plus-one. Last-minute name change for our company’s tickets, if that helps. We called this morning. Sorry about that.”

“Right, I have you both on here.” She stepped aside, still smiling. “The coat-check is just inside. And dinner and the festivities will be down that hall and in the ballroom on the right, starting in approximately thirty minutes. Feel free to mingle before then. You’re at table two tonight, and you’ll see your name cards at your seats. Please don’t change seats, because we’ve arranged them for the children.”

“Thanks. Sure thing.”

After checking their coats they were met by a server with a tray of champagne.

Doyle held up a hand. “No, thanks. Just ice water for me. Sparkling, if you have it.”

Tilly glanced at Doyle and smiled. “Two, please.”

Another uniformed man hurried off to get it as the two of them stepped out of the way and looked around. There were no signs anywhere, but lots of child-friendly decorations, including actors dressed as treasured children’s cartoon and movie icons.

“This place is huge,” he whispered.

“Yep.” She leaned in closer, barely whispering in his ear. “Can you imagine the dungeon parties we could have here?”

He couldn’t help but laugh.

“There’s my psycho Dom buddy.” The man walked up with their sparkling waters on a tray. “Ah, thank you.”

When they were alone again, she stared up at the ceiling. “Yeah, before we built the new house, we looked around. Nothing as big as this, but there were some we looked at for the hell of it and they were huuuge. No freaking way. I want to be able to take care of it myself. I don’t want to need a staff just to keep it livable.”

“They probably have bathrooms larger than my apartment in LA,” he muttered.

She snorted. “True story.” After snagging a canapé from a passing tray, she smiled. “These are nommy, though. Let’s go scope this place out.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

On the ride over to the venue, they were still working out the set list, swapping songs based on the lyrics and music. Mevi didn’t want to perform anything inappropriate in subject matter, and wanted to keep things upbeat and light in tone.

“You know this is going to be fine, right?” Bonnie teased. “You always stress like this over one of our charity shows. And it’s always fine, they always love it.”

“I want to give them a good show. Especially the kids. What if this is one of the few really good memories they have?”

She sighed. “And that, dude, is why we all love you.”

They were to perform first, before dinner was served, then they’d be sitting around the room at different tables with people to chat and socialize. Anyone who wanted pictures or autographs with them could have them, and they’d had a lot of merchandise, including T-shirts, shipped over in plenty of time for the organizers to make up goodie bags for everyone. They’d had their team on the ground purchase lots of other kid-friendly toys and goodies, with the direction of the charity, to add to the goodie bags.

They also wouldn’t leave that night until every last attendee had been able to get a picture or autograph, if they wanted one.

Also, due to the nature of the charity, and the privacy for the patients, there wouldn’t be any outside press in attendance. Only three photographers for the charity, and the band’s own publicity team, who’d provide photos and video free to the charity and families for them to use as they needed. They didn’t have their band logo plastered all over everywhere, either. It wasn’t about them, it was about the charity and the kids they were helping, and that’s the way they always approached these things.

As a practical matter, they also kept their participation quiet ahead of the event to prevent the venue from being mobbed by fans. The charities approached their biggest donors first, and they knew the rules.

They kept it quiet.

The kids were kept in the dark about the band until the event itself. Another way to protect their privacy.

Mevi loved doing these events. It was one of the things that pissed him off the most about the theft, because he’d been looking into donating several million dollars to a children’s hospital for cancer research, something meaningful.

Something in Tom’s memory.

Something so that, at the end of his life, he could look back beyond the music and could point to a tangible action that really saved or improved lives. Especially for kids.

Following his failure with Doyle, it was events like this that provided the only light in his life lately.

Doyle had taken a huge risk to be with him, and he understood why Doyle left. To Doyle, it had been the ultimate violation of his trust, especially after everything he’d done, risked, and given up to be with Mevi in the first place.

And trying to shift blame onto Doyle, when Mevi should have gone straight back to their room to begin with, was just wrong. He was at fault here, not Doyle. Even Bonnie admitted she’d pushed the narrative the way she’d wanted it to go and that yeah, Doyle probably did assume they’d slept together based on her words.

The limo slowed as they approached the gate. They would be escorted around the back of the building to enter through a service corridor so as not to be a distraction too early. The publicity team and their core roadies and techs had already set up for them earlier that day and performed a sound check. By the time they were in position inside, they’d be ready to go on.

Bonnie pried the set list out of Mevi’s hand and shook it at him. “We’re good. This is good. This is great, and you’re great. Stop stressing. These are fun, remember?”

Before they left the limo, Bonnie reached her hands out to Mevi and Troy, who were closest. All of them joined hands as Bonnie spoke, their usual mantra.

“Fun, friends, and family. Let’s have a good time and put on a good show. Smiles, boys. Smiles. We’re lucky to be alive.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle stayed out of the way, finding a secluded section of quiet corridor wall to hold up while Tilly disappeared to the bathroom and he held her glass for her. When she returned, she hooked an arm through his to make their way through the crowd and to the ballroom.

“Those are like the tiniest freaking bathrooms ever. I’d hope your apartment’s bigger than that. I guess they have a modern bathroom that’s handicapped accessible for the kids on the other side. But that’s barely two phone booths sharing a spittoon in there. Don’t know what the men’s is like.”

“Yeah, I overestimated. It was tight. But I’ve been in worse. So who is the entertainment tonight?”

“Some band.  Apparently well-known over here.”

They found their table, and their name cards. The card at the empty seat next to his, on his left, only had “2” printed on it. The table was also close to the front, just feet from the stage. Seating over a dozen people each, there were several kids and their parents at their table, as well as people Doyle assumed were big-time donors, from the way they were dressed.

He felt decidedly underdressed next to many of them, despite the parents and kids being dressed about how he was.

Tilly leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “We’re giving the kids a studio tour next week. I mean, a group from the charity. Thirty kids, some of their most critical who are still able to travel safely.” She looked sad. “Makeup and hair, screen tests with Nick, the whole thing. They’ll all get headshots and videos they can take home.”

He smiled as he watched her watching some of the kids. “You’re a good woman, Mistress Cardinal.”

“Shh.” She shot him a frown. “Do not say that here.”

“It’s the truth. You do that without the actual title.”

“I mean people will think I’m a softie. I’m not.”

“Yes you are, you big marshmallow.”

“That’s a rotten thing to say. I thought we were friends.” But she smiled.

An older woman walked up to a microphone that’d been set up at the front of the low platform where the band’s instruments had been arranged. Due to where he and Tilly were seated at the round table, they had to turn their chairs sideways or crane their necks. He didn’t miss how Tilly scooted close behind him, one arm hooked around his left, tightly, as she rested her chin on his left shoulder.

“You all right?” he asked.

“A little chilly.”

“Want me to get your coat from—”

“Shh!”

The woman smiled as the room’s overhead lights dimmed and lights focused on the stage area highlighted it and her.

“Thank you all for coming tonight. This is one of our largest annual fundraisers, and we’re so pleased that one of our regulars volunteered to be the entertainment for tonight…”

She launched into a discussion about the charity and their work and the kids they helped. Doyle reached for his water glass with his right arm, since Tilly felt like a ton of dead weight hanging from his left.

As he sipped, the woman finished her spiel. “And so, it is with great pleasure that I present…Portnoy’s Oyster!”

Fortunately, the explosion of applause and cheers in the room covered the sound of him choking and Tilly whacking him several times between the shoulder blades.

 

* * * *

 

They were being held in a small anteroom right off the stage area, a closed door separating them from the main ballroom. When the cue was given for them to emerge, Mevi led the way, his concert smile pasted firmly in place and waving as he walked.

Then Bonnie plowed into him when he stopped, his gaze locked on a very shocked-looking Doyle.

“What—oh!” Bonnie grabbed his arm and pulled him across the stage while Mevi struggled to focus and not burst into tears.

“Places!” she hissed at him as she walked over to the keyboard stand and took her place, tucking her IEMs into place.

Mevi took a deep breath, barely remembering to put his IEMs in, and grabbed his stage acoustic from the stand it was propped in. After a couple of quick plucks to make sure it was in tune and that the guitar’s wireless pick-up was playing through his IEMs, accompanied by Bonnie giving them a C, he turned and stepped up to the mic.

As the room stilled, an anticipatory hush falling over the crowd, Mevi forced his gaze from Doyle’s and swept the room. He hoped his smile looked right.

“Thank you all for coming tonight, and thank you very much for allowing us to be a part of this evening. We always enjoy doing these shows and are happy to be partners with the McMurphy Paediatric Cancer Center. We’re honored to once again be involved with this wonderful organization’s efforts. What you do here is real heroics…”

He stumbled through a version of what he normally said at this particular event. “So…we hope you enjoy the show tonight.”

As applause and cheers thundered through the room, Mevi fought the urge to toss down his guitar, jump off the riser, and throw himself at Doyle’s feet. From the pleased expression on Tilly’s face behind Doyle, and from Doyle’s stunned expression, Mevi’s educated guess under the circumstances was that she’d ambushed Doyle.

Focusing on Doyle, he made a point of reaching up to adjust the mic, even though it didn’t need it, his right wrist facing out.

Where Doyle had to see.

Before he reached for a pick from the holder attached to the mic stand, he made a point of brushing his left thumb over his tats.

He decided to change the opening number and looked over to Bonnie. “‘Aloof Excuses.’”

Used to him doing this, she nodded. He glanced back to Pasch, who also nodded and started a gentle count off. As Mevi strummed the opening chord, his gaze once again fell upon Doyle.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle wasn’t sure that he might not permanently lose the use of his left arm from the death grip Tilly had on him.

Now he got why she did that. He couldn’t leave without literally dragging her out of her chair and causing a scene, and she damn well knew it.

“Enjoy the concert, buddy,” she whispered.

“I’m going to kill you.”

“Nah, bruh. You lubs me.” She kissed his cheek.

He immediately recognized “Aloof Excuses.”

How could he not?

He sensed it was a message from Mevi to him, but he wasn’t sure what yet.

And the markings on his wrist…that had to mean something, right?

Was it possible Mevi still loved him?

Was it possible he’d been wrong and should not have left?

If those two things were true, it meant he was the failure, and that he didn’t deserve the man’s love.

None of these questions racing through his brain could be answered right that moment, or even that evening. Not with a room full of kids surrounding them.

Mevi occasionally glanced around the room, but his gaze always returned to Doyle.

 

“And as I see you I realize,

My life before you was full of lies.

Now I know better, and together

We can celebrate the sunrise…”

 

Doyle’s vision blurred as Mevi sang, and he blindly groped for his napkin to dab at his eyes.

That was a new verse. One that impaled him straight through his heart.

He knew.

He knew without even talking to Mevi.

He’d been wrong. He’d jumped the gun.

He’d failed to trust his boy.

Doyle didn’t know what the full truth was, but it nearly made him sick to realize this man had far more trust and faith in him than Doyle rightfully deserved.

I don’t deserve him.

 

* * * *

 

Somehow, Mevi made it through the entire set without breaking down. He changed it up completely, much to Bonnie’s thinly disguised frustration. But he wanted every song they sung to be a concert for Doyle.

A private declaration of his love for the man.

One Doyle would hopefully understand.

It was all he could do right now. Mevi knew he couldn’t do what he wanted to do, which was throw himself at Doyle’s feet.

Because of too many reasons to list, including a room full of kids.

Once they finished and the house lights were brought back up, they took a bow and stepped down off the riser to find their tables. Mevi knew he was at table 2…and of course, his seat was right next to Doyle.

But he made sure to work his way around the table, starting on the far side of his chair, and knelt down to introduce himself to each child and their parents, and the donors, getting the first round of selfies out of the way with them, learning their names and trying to commit them to memory. As the evening wore on, all of them would cycle through the room to meet everyone there, but after dinner.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle knew from the way Mevi kept adjusting his mic between songs, his wrist facing out and toward him, that it was a direct statement.

One that threatened to draw more tears from him every time he saw him do it.

His boy still had faith in him.

It shattered his heart.

He started to rise as Mevi made the rounds, intending to escape, but he felt Tilly’s iron grip clamp around his right arm.

“Where do you think you’re going, buster?” she hissed.

“I’m leaving.”

“Oh no you’re not. I’m your fricking ride, and you have no clue where you are to even get back. Your ass stays here, with me. Nut up.”

“Tilly—”

“I said nut. The fuck. Up.”

Her grip only relaxed when he did, setting back in his seat.

Mevi kept glancing at him as he worked his way around the table. It broke Doyle’s heart how gracious and kind Mevi was to the kids, friendly, smiling. A natural.

And he knew Mevi meant every word and smile he gave every child.

I’m an idiot. I don’t deserve him.

Mevi gave Tilly a hug and Doyle damn well knew she whispered something in his ear.

When Mevi reached him, Doyle stared into those gorgeous blue eyes and forced himself to reach out to shake hands.

Now, and Mevi made a point of keeping his right wrist turned up, Doyle could clearly see that they weren’t just marks on his wrist. They were tattoos.

The marks he’d given him, immortalized in real ink.

Another painful tug on his heart.

He shook with Mevi, using both hands, giving his a long, gentle squeeze.

“It’s good to meet you, Mal,” Doyle quietly said, softly enough he knew only Mevi and Tilly could hear.

As Mevi stared down at him, Doyle silently begged Mevi to forgive him.

Wanted to admit he knew how badly he’d fucked up.

“Nice to meet you, too, Sir.”

His heart thumped. Only Tilly would pick up on the distinctive term, Doyle knew.

And she had, because a maniacal giggle burped free from her where she stood next to him.

Doyle finally released Mevi’s hand and retook his seat, Mevi settling on his far side, as the servers started bringing food out.

As they were doing that, Doyle stood again, ignoring Tilly’s fist clamping onto the hem of his blazer.

“Bathroom,” he said to her. “I’ll come back.” He needed to regroup for a moment. Steady himself.

“You’d better,” she growled. “I will hunt you down like a rabid squirrel.”

If he read her steely gaze accurately, she was likely also telling him not to fuck this up.

He absolutely wouldn’t put it past her to hunt him down and drag him back by his ear or something if he didn’t return.

He retreated to the small hallway bathroom, fortunately the only person in the tiny, two-stall room. He’d splashed water on his face and was silently talking himself through a meditation mantra when the door flew open.

Mevi.

He shoved it closed behind him and locked it before crossing the space in one step, grabbing Doyle, and kissing him, hard.

“I didn’t sleep with her, Master,” he whispered, sounding hoarse, heartsick. “I’m sorry. She didn’t know we were together. I swear, I didn’t cheat on you, Master. I haven’t. I won’t. I love you. I haven’t been with anyone but you since we got together. I’ve been trying to find you and talk to you.”

Doyle reached up and palmed his cheek, speechless.

Then, before Doyle could stop him, Mevi dropped to his knees and had already yanked Doyle’s zipper down. As Doyle slumped against the wall, Mevi sucked his cock down his throat, deep, hard, desperate.

Doyle didn’t want to stop him.

Couldn’t have stopped him.

He grabbed Mevi’s hair and held on and tried not to think, just to stay quiet. It only took Mevi’s talented mouth a moment to suck the climax out of him as he held on to the other man’s head and gently fucked his mouth in time to Mevi’s movements.

Then Mevi lovingly tucked his cock back in and made him presentable again before wrapping his arms around Doyle’s legs and resting his head against him.

“Good boy,” Doyle whispered. “I love you, too. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left. I should have stayed and talked to you.”

“Bonnie told me what she said. I tried to call you as soon as I woke up and realized you were gone. Come back with me to the hotel later, Master. Please?”

“I can’t. I have a client. I left her alone tonight for this as a trial for her.”

“Then let me come with you.”

He sighed. “We can’t do that, and you know why.”

“Give me your phone num—”

The sound of someone trying the door startled them. Mevi ducked into a stall and locked it as Doyle immediately unlocked the bathroom door. “Sorry. It stuck on me when I tried it, too.”

He quickly returned to the dining room and ignored Tilly’s laser-focused inquisition-worthy gaze.

Mevi returned a moment later, looking completely calm and focused and taking his time to talk to people on his way back to the table.

Doyle made the mistake of making eye contact with Tilly. She arched an eyebrow at him, but he gave her a quick shake of his head.

Not now, especially not around a room full of kids.

She leaned in and he knew it’d make more of a scene if he tried to pull away.

“Find out his hotel and I’ll drop you there before I go back and stay with Pippa tonight.”

He stared at her. “That’s not a good idea.”

“It’s a great idea, and you know it. She’s fine, and the extra time away from you and with another woman will be a great confidence boost for her.”

“You packed an overnight bag, didn’t you?”

“Fu-freaking A, I did.” She grinned. “Dang Doms. Stupid men, that’s what you are.”

 

* * * *

 

Mevi was painfully aware of Doyle’s presence next to him. He knew if he sat there staring at the man all night, not only would it not be fair to the kids and parents and donors he was there to entertain and meet, it would be blatantly obvious.

Because he’d burst into tears and fall onto his knees in front of Doyle, wanting to put his head in the man’s lap.

Feel his fingers stroking his hair.

All the band members took turns going around the room to meet everyone and take pictures with the people at every table. At one point, he noticed Bonnie over at his table and talking to Doyle.

Instead of running over, like he wanted to, he forced himself to stay where he was and talk with the kids currently needing his attention.

 

* * * *

 

Doyle wasn’t sure what to do when Bonnie started making the rounds of their table. Like Mevi had, she started at the chair to Mevi’s left and worked her way around, leaving Tilly, and then himself for last.

It shocked him when she hugged him and whispered into his ear.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were together. We didn’t sleep together. He came to my room to work that night and fell asleep, that’s all, I swear. He’s heartsick missing you.” Then she stepped back, the warm, friendly smile on her face that she’d given everyone else firmly fixed to her face.

Except she squeezed his hands, hard, before moving to another table.

Tilly leaned in as he sat. “Well?”

He nodded. “She apologized.”

“Good.” Tilly glanced in Bonnie’s direction. “That means I don’t have to hurt her.”

He elbowed her, hoping she was kidding, but with Tilly, one could never be sure.

Not completely.

She had, after all, punched a guy.

And that was someone she considered a friend.

That wasn’t even counting what she’d done to Erique.

Garth, Troy, and Pasch also made rounds, shaking hands with him and greeting him warmly, apparently none the wiser about the hidden drama between himself, Mevi, and Bonnie. Or, if they were, they were also hiding it.

It’s going to be a long damn night. 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

The shakes hit Doyle as Tilly drove them away from the estate.

“Why shouldn’t I kill you now?” he grumbled.

“Uh, if that was some weird, psychologist version of the phrase ‘thank you,’ then you’re welcome.”

“How long were you planning this with him?”

“I wasn’t. Planning with him that is. He didn’t know we were going to be there. It really was a coincidence. Leigh forgot to tell me about the tickets until last night, and they almost went to waste. When I found out who the guest was, I nearly shit myself.” She glanced at him. “By the way, you’re fucking welcome.”

“Thank you.”

She held up a room key card, handing it to him. “And here. 912. Top floor. You’ll need that for the elevator, too. He specifically said don’t knock, just come in.”

He took it, staring at it. “Do I even want to know how you got his room key?”

“He gave it to me. Duh. He can get another one at the front desk. This way, you don’t have to ask security to call up and give your name and all that bullshit. Their elevators only work for keycards, and they have security staff stationed at desks by the elevators on all floors. They’re used to dealing with elite clientele. We use them for the studio all the time.”

“Oh.”

“Dumbass men,” she muttered. She let out a startled meep and swerved back into the correct lane when she spotted an oncoming car in their lane.

“Maybe you should let me off here and I’ll call an Uber or something.”

The only thing that scared him more than Tilly was Tilly’s right-hand driving skills.

“Yeah, like you haven’t done that same shit. Out in the country like this, no traffic, it’s easy to forget.”

“I need to call Pippa.”

“Like hell, you do. I’ll show up, get her talking, and tell her this was the deal the whole time to see how she’d handle the sudden departure from plans. Just keep your ringer on. If she has a meltdown, I’ll call you.”

He turned to stare at her. “Seriously, how freaking long did you work on this plan?”

“You think that’s impressive? Only took me about a split-second to come up with a good reason to counter you saying you had to call her. This is why women are usually superior to men in nearly every way except peeing while standing, and I’m sure we could improve on that if we really wanted to.”

She flashed him a manic grin.

 

* * * *

 

It took them nearly an hour to get there. She pulled up under the canopy to let him out so the chilly drizzle didn’t get him wet. “Have fun. I’ll pick you up at ten, and you and me and Pippa can eat breakfast together. Or breakky. Or morning kipper tea. Whatever the fuck they call it here.” She grinned.

Now she was deliberately fucking with him and he knew it.

“Thank you, Til,” he said. “Seriously.”

She shrugged. “Like I’ve told others, I like to help my friends. Pay it forward.” She smacked his shoulder. “Now don’t fuck it all up. Don’t run away again. I mean, I know logistics are tricky with Pippa, and with his tour, but take a break after you’re done with her and go join him.”

“What will people say?”

“Fuck that. Who gives a shit? Don’t let him blow you in public and no one will know you’re an item. Dude, seriously? I’m doing all the heavy thinking work for you. Dom up. You’re smarter than that.” She shooed him out of the car. “Get the fuck out and go…fuck. Not fuck up.”

He opened the door and did just that, glancing over his shoulder to see her shooing him again. Walking through the front door with the key card in his hand, he glanced around, spotting the elevator bank to his right.

A man in a perfectly pressed uniform nodded to him, his gaze obviously on the key card in Doyle’s hand. “Ev’ning, sir.”

Doyle fought the urge to nervously giggle. “Evening.” He inserted the key card into the slot by the up button before he hit the button, and the middle of the three doors immediately slid open.

Relieved, Doyle stepped in and inserted the key card into the clearly marked spot next to the bank of buttons before he hit the one for 9.

A green light blinked at him as the doors slid shut and the car smoothly whisked him up.

He withdrew the key card, his throat suddenly dry, nervous tension filling him, nearly making him sick.

What did he even say to Mevi? Okay, obviously Mevi wanted to mend fences.

But how did he get over his guilt at not trusting his boy?

At abandoning him?

When the door slid open again, a man seated at a counter glanced at Doyle’s hands, nodding when Doyle held up the key card as he stepped out.

“Ev’ning, sir.”

“E-evening.” He glanced at the signs and found the direction for Mevi’s room. Turning left out of the elevator alcove, he tried to focus on his breathing as he slowed when he approached the end of the corridor and stopped in front of 912.

He’d started to raise his hand to knock when he remembered what Tilly had said.

Swallowing hard, hand trembling, it took him two tries to fit the card into the slot.

The light blinked green and he heard something click inside the lock.

Realizing he was just standing there, he withdrew the card and reached out and twisted the handle, holding his breath as the door opened and he stepped inside.

The room was dim, just the light from a small lamp in the suite’s living room area casting a soft glow, enough to see by. When he turned, he realized Mevi had shoved tissue into the viewfinder, and there was a towel on the floor next to the door.

Good boy.

He put the towel into place and straightened, looking around.

The bedroom door stood open, a dark cavern.

Doyle forced his feet forward. When he was in the doorway, he spotted Mevi on the floor, naked and in his formal pose, arms stretched out in front of him, knees perfectly tucked under him, forehead touching the floor.

He wondered how long he’d been there like that.

Waiting.

Waiting for him.

Not even sure if he’d come.

“Good boy,” he hoarsely said. “My beautiful, perfect boy.”

Mevi’s shoulders started trembling, then shaking, and Doyle immediately recognized what was going on. He didn’t even remember moving, but he found himself sitting on the floor and had Mevi half in his lap, Doyle holding him, trying to brush his tears away, kissing him. Mevi wrapped his arms around him, desperate, clutching him as Doyle kissed his lips, kissed his cheeks, kissed his forehead, kissed away his tears.

“I’m so sorry, Mal,” he whispered, barely able to speak knowing how much needless pain he’d caused his boy. “I’m so fucking sorry. I should have trusted you. I should have—”

Mevi grabbed his head and pulled him down for another long, deep kiss. Then, before Doyle realized it, he was half-naked and on top of Mevi, who was desperately trying to help him shed his clothes even as Mevi was rolling onto his back and spreading his legs, wrapping them around Doyle’s waist.

He didn’t even have his pants all the way off yet when Mevi grabbed Doyle’s cock and guided him into his already lubed ass.

Doyle started to sit up, to ask for a condom, but Mevi grabbed him by the head and pulled him down for another kiss.

Fuck it.

He slid home, both of them moaning as he paused and tried to focus on not immediately exploding.

He propped himself up with one arm as he kicked his shoes off and shoved his pants and briefs down enough he could finish yanking them off. That left him in only his socks.

Mevi’s fingers dug into the back of Doyle’s head, holding him there, kissing him as Doyle took a deep breath and fucked him, hard, driving him across the carpet with every pounding thrust. Mevi’s heels dug into his ass, meeting him stroke for stroke. Between them, Mevi’s stiff cock was tightly wedged skin to skin, and when Mevi’s climax exploded, he took Doyle with him while Doyle’s cock pumped every last drop of cum from his balls straight into Mevi’s ass.

Lips locked together, both of them moaned, devouring each other as they fell still, panting, five feet from where they’d first started fucking.

Doyle’s eyes fell closed as he rested his forehead against Mevi’s. “My sweet, perfect boy. My very good boy. I don’t deserve you.”

Mevi’s grip on him, arms and legs, tightened as he started crying again. “I love you, Master,” he sobbed. “I love you so much. I was so scared I’d never see you again.”

Doyle rolled them onto their sides so he could wrap his arms around Mevi and stroke his hair. “I love you, too, boy.” He finally raised his head and caught Mevi’s right hand in his, kissing the inside of his wrist, tracing the tattoo with his tongue. “I missed you every damn day.”

“I didn’t want to lose the marks you gave me, Master,” Mevi softly said. “I trace them several times a day with my finger.”

Doyle brushed his thumb over the marks. “I can’t believe you got them tattooed on you.”

“They’re my Master’s marks,” Mevi said. “They belong there.”

Doyle kissed his wrist again. “My good, sweet boy.”

“Please don’t leave me again, Master.” Mevi’s soft plea ripped at Doyle’s soul.

“I have a client, and you have a tour. I can’t walk out on my client.”

“I meant…don’t ghost again, Master. Please? I know you can’t break confidentiality. After you’re finished with your client, join me. Please? Come with me.”

Doyle stared into the blue eyes that had haunted him for so many long, lonely months. It didn’t escape his notice that Mevi kept using the word Master.

Doyle nodded. “Okay.”

It took him a few more minutes to get Mevi calmed. He led the man into the bathroom, which Doyle was pleasantly surprised to see had a huge soaking tub. He started the water running and quickly took a piss in the toilet while Mevi grabbed the tube of lube and stepped into the tub, waiting for him.

Doyle joined him. He’d been planning on letting Mevi fuck him if he wanted, but his boy had other ideas.

He pushed Doyle back, straddling him and kissing him as he used his hand to stroke Doyle’s cock hard again. The water hadn’t quite made it up to them when Mevi added more lube to Doyle’s cock before impaling himself, hard, his eyes falling closed as he softly moaned.

“Yes!”

Doyle reached up, holding his head. “Eyes open, boy.”

Mevi’s eyes fluttered open as he braced his hands on the edge of the tub on either side of Doyle’s head.

“Good boy.” With his left hand cupping Mevi’s cheek, Doyle reached between them with his right hand and slowly stroked Mevi’s cock, which was also hard again. “Ride me slowly, boy,” he hoarsely ordered. “Don’t come until I tell you to.”

Mevi complied, engulfing Doyle’s thumb with his mouth and sucking on it even as he rode his cock.

“That’s my sweet boy. Did you miss this?”

“Yes, Master,” he mumbled around Doyle’s thumb.

“So did I. And no, I haven’t been with anyone, either. Although I came damn close to throwing away my sobriety.”

Mevi sucked hard on Doyle’s thumb, nearly making him come then, but Doyle held back. Pulling his thumb from Mevi’s mouth, he dropped his hand to the man’s hip, guiding him, fucking him harder, faster, meeting his gaze as his other hand stroked Mevi’s cock.

“Now,” Doyle gasped, knowing he was about to explode himself.

Mevi let out a soft cry as his eyes fell closed and his orgasm exploded from him.

Doyle had desperately missed this, him, all of it, including the feel of the man’s ass contracting around his cock as he obeyed him. His second load of the night filled Mevi’s ass as he let go of his cock and pulled him against his chest, kissing him.

Holding him there, Doyle stroked his hair, rubbing his chin against the top of Mevi’s head. “Do you feel like marrying a dumbass like me?”

Mevi’s head snapped up, shock on his face. “Sir?”

“Not Sir. Not Master, either. As Doyle and Mal.”

A wistful smile filled Mevi’s face. “I missed hearing you call me that, D.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Yes, Sir.”

For the first time in months, Doyle felt like laughing. “Yes, Sir, what?”

“Yes Sir…Master?”

He cradled Mevi’s head in his hands. “Will…you…please… marry…me?”

Mal grinned. “Yes, I’ll marry you, D. Sir. Master.” Doyle pulled him down for a kiss. “Can you spend the night?”

“Yeah, Tilly strikes again.”

“I nearly shit myself when I saw you two sitting there.”

Doyle snorted. “You’re not the only one.”

“We’re here for tomorrow night. Then after the show the day after, we leave from there straight for the airport. Please stay with me tomorrow night.”

Doyle didn’t want to promise. “I’ll try. It depends on my client and how they handle tonight.” He belatedly realized that during their meetup in the bathroom he’d referred to his client as “her,” a huge breach for him. Just showed how emotional he’d been.

“If not…can I come over? I don’t mind if you tell them about me. I’ll sign an NDA for them.”

“Let’s see if they’ll do okay by themselves. If not…I’ll ask them.”

They soaked in the tub for a few more minutes before cleaning up and heading to the bed, where Doyle made Mevi lie on his back while he went down on him to even the score. Even with the relief of having his boy back and their reunion, more than three pops in one night was going to be nearly impossible for Doyle. Especially at that late hour.

But after, as they curled up together with Mevi snuggled securely along his side, Doyle made a mental note to contact Landry and Cris to find out something that was Tilly’s favorite thing, so he could buy her a truckload of whatever it was.

Because she’d damn well earned it. 


Chapter Thirty

 

Doyle stepped out of the international terminal and scanned the small gaggle of drivers holding signs with names on them until he found the one for him. The driver immediately took control of his luggage cart and quickly led the way to a nice private car. He wasn’t even sure what country he was in at this point, only that he was in Eastern Europe in a former Soviet bloc country.

He’d had the reservation number, flight number, airline, and time and date Clark had given him at Heathrow, and wherever he was, they’d accepted his passport and waved him through after a cursory search of his bags.

This was the thirty-second day since he’d last been face to face with his boy, and he couldn’t wait to have him in his arms again. They talked nearly every night or morning on the phone, depending on the band’s travel schedule and Pippa’s filming schedule, even video chatted when they could.

Mevi had purchased Doyle a high-end phone that worked in Europe and had it sent to him so he had one with all the bells and whistles and could do Skype on the phone itself, instead of the cheap basic model he’d purchased for himself.

Mevi had somehow managed not to kill his latest phone.

While cruising shops with Pippa one afternoon, Doyle had found a heavy chainmaille necklace appropriate for a man, called Clark to get the band’s itinerary, and had shipped it to the band’s next hotel.

When he’d watched livestreamed video from that night’s concert, Mevi had been wearing it on stage, and was wearing it when they video chatted that night after the concert.

It wasn’t a collar. He didn’t want or need a “collar” on his boy.

The ink on Mevi’s wrist—and the ring he’d one day wear on his finger—were enough for him.

He also suspected his boy would be very eager to see him, since he’d ordered him four days ago not to masturbate.

Some things didn’t change.

When they pulled up to a hotel about forty-five minutes later, the driver spoke to a doorman, who snapped his fingers to get a bellman’s attention. Doyle was ushered into the lobby, where, to his relief, the desk clerk spoke perfect English.

“Do you have a reservation, sir?”

“Yes. Doyle Turner.” He spelled it. “I was told my name is joined to an existing reservation?”

Her brow barely furrowed as her fingers flew over the keyboard, then her eyes widened slightly. “Yes, sir, I have your name here, and your other party has already checked in.”

“Can I ask a stupid question?”

She smiled. “Certainly, sir.”

“Where am I? I mean, besides eastern Europe?”

“City of Tallinn, Republic of Estonia.” She prepared him a keycard and handed it to him after writing the number on the inside of the little gold, embossed folder it had been tucked into. “There you are, sir. Please enjoy your stay.” Then she spoke to the bellman, who led the way to the elevator.

At the room door, when the man motioned for the keycard, Doyle waved him down. “It’s okay. I have it from here.”

Apparently the guy didn’t understand English. Doyle dug into his pocket and pulled out a couple of euros, hoping they actually took euros there. “Here, tip.”

The man apparently understood that, smiling broadly and nodding before he turned and headed back toward the elevator.

Doyle inserted the key card into the lock, relieved when it turned green. He opened the door and propped it with his largest bag while dragging his others inside. Once he closed the door, he threw the deadbolt.

Sure enough, there was tissue shoved into the viewfinder, and a towel by the door.

My smart boy.

After replacing those, he walked in, crossed the suite’s small living room, and stepped into the bedroom doorway.

Two LED candles flickered on the dresser, providing enough illumination against the darkness from the curtains being completely drawn.

On the floor, naked except for the necklace, knelt Mevi. Full bow, arms stretched, forehead to the floor

“There’s my boy.” Doyle started unbuttoning his shirt, his own cock hard.

He also hadn’t masturbated.

“How many more concert stops, boy?”

“Three more after tomorrow night, Master.”

“How long?”

“Nine days. From tomorrow.”

“And then home?”

“Yes, Master.”

“I’ll ask Clark to fly us into Tampa.” He dropped the shirt onto the chair next to the bed and kicked off his shoes. “We’ll drive down to Sarasota and get married after a couple of days off. See if Tilly can be there. You aren’t getting away from me.”

Mevi still knelt in position. “I don’t want to get away, Master.”

That word coming from Mevi’s lips always sent a jolt of electric heat straight through him.

“Up.”

Mevi smoothly rose and Doyle pulled him in for a long, deep kiss. Then he took the necklace off him.

“When my boy is formal, I want my boy totally bare unless I put something on you. Except for a wedding ring.” He kissed him again. “I love seeing you in it, though.”

“Isn’t that my collar?”

Doyle smiled. “No. Your collar will be your wedding ring.”

He reached down and grabbed Mevi’s cock, not sure who was more surprised, him or Mevi, when he exploded, coating Doyle’s hand with cum.

A harsh laugh escaped Mevi. “Sorry, Master.”

Doyle smiled. “Guess somebody has been a good boy and hasn’t been rubbing any out.”

Mevi laughed. “Yes, Sir. I’ve been a good boy.”

“Well, darn. I didn’t say you couldn’t come, so I guess I can’t punish you for that.”

“Actually, you can punish me. It’s your rules, Sir.”

Doyle grinned. “I like your logic, boy.”

 

* * * *

 

The next two weeks were the longest and best of Doyle’s life. Even the trans-Atlantic flight back to Florida didn’t bother him.

Not with Mevi in the seat next to him.

And Kel let them stay at the apartment. It was virtually unchanged from when they’d left, except that Tilly had asked Kel to put a bottle of sparkling grape juice in the fridge for them.

Then the planning started.

Once they’d had about two days in bed to get over their jet-lag.

When they weren’t busy screwing each other’s brains out.

When they walked into the clerk of the court’s office thirty minutes before closing on a Friday, Doyle hoped it might reduce how soon the news leaked out.

Loren, Ed, and Ross were with them.

Well, Tilly was, too, if one counted a video chat on Loren’s phone from the UK, where it was the middle of the night and she was wearing what looked like Eeyore PJs.

They had the certificate from a private marriage class they’d taken, thanks to digging by Ed and a generous payment to the instructor from Clark to get them a private class and completion certificate. That meant they didn’t have to go through the three-day waiting period after getting their license.

The office also had a small room just off to the side they could all step into and close the door for Loren to do the ceremony.

“Hold me up, Ed, dammit. I can’t see.”

“Sorry, Tilly.” Ed adjusted the phone.

“That’s better.”

Loren smiled at the two of them. “Join hands.”

Doyle told her he wanted this to be short, because it was simply a legal hurdle. What he couldn’t wait for was what they’d be doing in a little over an hour at the club.

“Is there anyone who wants to object to this—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Lor! Marry them already! I didn’t chase his goddamned ass down just to—”

“Don’t make me mute you, Til,” she spoke into the phone.

Tilly huffed and cupped her hands around a mug of what Doyle assumed was tea, from the string and tag hanging down the side.

Ross snickered as he videoed the session on his phone. Ed had switched hands he was holding the Tilly call in so he could take pics with his phone.

“Doyle Turner,” Loren said. “Do you take this man as your husband? To have and to hold from this day forward, to love, honor, and cherish, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.” He blinked away tears as he stared up into Mevi’s blue gaze.

That this felt so much different than marrying Kathy was telling.

That this felt better. Stronger.

Made to last.

“Malcolm Levi Maynard, do you take this man as your husband? To have and to hold from this day forward, to love, honor, and obey, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.”

“Exchange rings.”

Doyle didn’t even try to hide how his hands trembled as he slid the wedding band onto Mevi’s left ring finger. Mevi seemed to have the same issue, he was happy to see.

“Now, by the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I pronounce you husband and husband. Congratulations, guys.”

Loren wore a beaming smile as Doyle pulled Mevi in for a long, strong kiss that had Tilly happily hooting over the phone.

“Love you,” he whispered.

Mevi smiled back. “Love you, too.”

“Okay. Finally. I’m going to take a nap. You know I get cranky…er when I’m tired. Call me from the club so I can watch the ceremony. And send me pics, dammit!”

Aaand, Tilly was gone.

They emerged from the room after Ed took a couple of pictures of them together, both them and just their hands clasped, a close-up showing the rings. They filed the certificate just before the office was ready to close, and soon after were on their way out the door. Loren and Ross left in their car, going ahead to make sure the club was ready.

Ed drove Doyle and Mevi, Mevi riding in the back seat.

“How long do you think we have before that hits the news?” Doyle asked.

“Hard to say. Someone as famous as him? I wouldn’t be surprised if it breaks overnight, but definitely by Monday. I honestly don’t think anyone in there recognized him. I was watching them when you filled out the paperwork. Not a single gasp or wide eye in the place.”

“How lucky could we be?”

“Maybe your luck’s finally tipped over to the good side.”

“For good,” Mevi chimed in from the back seat.

Doyle reached back so he could hold hands with him, lacing their fingers together. He squeezed, pleased when Mevi squeezed back.

This didn’t feel real. There were still moments when he was afraid he’d wake up and find it was just a dream and he’d still fled Chicago, and Mevi had really cheated on him.

They were spending their honeymoon in Kel’s apartment until late Sunday night. Then they’d drive up to TIA to stay at the airport hotel to make a six a.m. flight to LA.

Mevi had begged Doyle to let him pay to take him anywhere he wanted to go in the world.

There wasn’t anywhere Doyle wanted to go, except that apartment. The same place where they’d found each other and where they fit together in the world.

When they arrived at Venture, they were greeted by a room full of people cheering for them. Doyle laced fingers with Mevi and held his hand up in triumph as they walked in, feeling victorious.

Tilly’s call had been upgraded to a tablet and she now wore a fuzzy pink robe. “Gilo?” she called out over the din. “You get my e-mail?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he called out, holding up a roll of something. He walked over to the two men and, before Doyle and Mevi realized what Gilo was doing, he’d duct-taped their hands together.

With Hello Kitty duct tape.

As the others laughed, Landry and Cris watched, amused.

“Congratulations, you two,” Gilo said. “Love, Tilly.” He leaned in and whispered, “She actually asked me to tape you together face to face. I said I’d think about it. I decided to go easy on you.” He held a finger up to his lips. “Shhh.”

“Told you he’d do it,” Cris said. “That’s a twenty you owe me.”

“Dammit. I really thought he would chicken out.”

“We’re talking about Gilo, here, Lan.”

“Ah. True. I should never have taken that bet.”

“Come here, you two,” Loren called out. “Before Tilly has someone else do something.”

On the tablet screen, Tilly smirked over the top of another mug of hot tea. “Hey, Doyle made me worry. He fucking owes me.”

“I’ll still mute you,” Loren threatened.

Tilly stuck her tongue out at her. “Don’t let ’em loose from the duct tape until they’re done.”

“They’re married. Isn’t that enough?”

“No,” she said.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi smiled at having his right hand duct-taped to Doyle’s left.

He didn’t care.

All he cared about was that, legally, he was about to become Malcolm Maynard Turner. Once they filed the information. Technically, he already was.

He’d change his license when he got back to California.

He didn’t know what Doyle was planning for the collaring ceremony. He hadn’t asked, because as far as he was concerned, it was his Master’s decision. Doyle had asked him if he had any input, but he didn’t.

It was Doyle’s wedding band on his left hand. He was already a happy man, no matter what else happened today.

It was a little awkward for Mevi to kneel with their hands duct-taped together, but it worked out okay. Sitting there on his knees, he looked up at his husband—his Master—and knew today would forever stand out as the happiest day of his life.

Doyle smiled down at him as the room settled. No formal layout of chairs today, just a loose gathering of the people he’d come to know, most of them Doyle’s friends.

And he was okay with that, too. He knew they’d be his friends.

He’d finally have friends besides the band.

“So, how many people get to say I almost lost a rock star?” Doyle asked, which drew a smattering of laughter from the gathered group. “Probably less than the ones who get to say they put a ring on one.” He smiled down at Mevi. “Legally, he’s now my husband, but he’s given me so much more than that. Even when, rightfully, he has every reason not to trust me when I failed him.”

Mevi blinked back the sudden tears filling his eyes and blurring his vision.

“I promise to do better. That while I can’t promise not to fuck up again, that I won’t fuck up like that. That, no matter what, my trust in you will exceed your trust in me, always, the first thing I always consider in any situation. No matter what, I trust you, and I trust what you say above all. I don’t expect perfection from you, and I never have. I expect honesty. And you have always given me honesty.

“For the rest of our lives, I promise to love and protect you, to care for you, to do the best I can by you. To never abandon you. Would you please do me the honor of being my slave?”

He nodded, his vision blurring as more tears tried to break through. “Yes, Master. I want to be your slave.”

Doyle held his right hand out to Loren, who dropped something into his palm. He had to have her do something to whatever it was, but then Doyle smiled as he held up their bound hands. “Tilly, you’re lucky you didn’t mess this part up with your little revenge thing here.”

She blew him a raspberry. “Suck it, my psycho Dom buddy.”

“Psychologist.”

“Same thing.”

Mevi realized it was a red marker in Doyle’s hand.

“You’ve proven to me, above and beyond, that you love me, and that I can trust you. I don’t know if I’m worthy of your love and trust, but I will spend the rest of our lives together trying to prove that I am.”

The tattoo on his right wrist was visible above the tape, and Doyle slowly traced the red ink over the black. Doyle’s voice choked up when he next spoke. “And I’m beyond grateful that our story together isn’t over, it’s only just beginning.” He handed the marker back to Loren and held his right hand out to Mevi, helping him stand and kissing him to resounding applause.

“Ahh,” Tilly said, sounding satisfied. “Okay, you can cut ’em loose. Who’s got a knife?”

About twenty were held up, a few loudly flicked open, getting another round of laughter.

“Smart-asses. You’re all a bunch of damn smart-asses.”

“I’ve got it,” Loren said, producing her own pocketknife.

“Et tu, bestie?”

She stuck her tongue out at Tilly. “You’re forgetting who I’m married to. King of the sadists.”

“Oh. True. Okay, I’m going back to sleep. Someone send me pictures. Congrats, you two. Don’t fuck it up.”

Aaannnd Tilly was gone. Again.

Loren smiled as she carefully cut their hands free. “You know she’s a softy, right?”

“No,” Mevi said.

“Yes,” Doyle said at the same time.

They exchanged a glance.

Doyle smiled. “I’ll fill you in later.” 

 

* * * *

 

Within an hour, with full stomachs from the catered dinner Clark had paid for as a wedding present to them, they held hands as they walked around the building back to the apartment.

Doyle felt like he was on top of the world. In LA, until they publicly broke the news, they wouldn’t be able to be seen together like this. And Doyle knew this meant his career as an anonymous sober companion was essentially over, if anyone wanted to maintain discretion. He wouldn’t be able to be seen with other celebrities without the rumor mills flying, and he refused to do that to his husband, or to his clients.

But that was okay. He had enough in the bank, and Mevi had already put his foot down when discussing things as equals that he wanted to take care of Doyle financially.

Upstairs in the first bedroom, where they’d spent quite a few wonderful nights, Doyle kicked off his shoes and started unbuttoning Mevi’s shirt.

“Mr. Turner, how do you feel about fucking your hubby’s brains out tonight?”

Mevi hooked his fingers in Doyle’s belt and pulled him close, kissing him. “I think I’d rather suck my hubby’s brains out and let him fuck me.”

Doyle smiled. Yeah, Mevi would sometimes pitch in bed, when Doyle ordered him to. But if Doyle gave him a choice?

Mevi always wanted to be the catcher. And never the metaphorical Top. That part was okay with Doyle, because Doyle wasn’t switchy.

After stripping Mevi down to his wedding ring, Doyle pointed at the floor, where Mevi immediately dropped to his knees and kissed the tops of Doyle’s feet. On his ass were healing bruises and marks from the past several times they’d already played with Doyle’s bag of toys from the storage unit.

Tonight, all Doyle wanted to do was make love to his husband.

With a little spice thrown in.

“Sit up.”

Mevi did, waiting.

He smiled, stroking Mevi’s hair. “My sweet, perfect boy,” he whispered, knowing how it was melting him inside, because Mevi’s cock now stood rigid and dripping pre-cum.

Sure, there were some daddy issues going on in his boy’s brain. Doyle gave Mevi the kind of love and affirmation he’d never felt he’d had before.

He was fine fulfilling that need in his boy. Anything he needed. Although he wished Mevi’s father was still alive so he could take a few verbal potshots at the guy.

Doyle hadn’t pushed Mevi to take him to Wyoming to meet his mom. He wouldn’t do that to his guy. If Mevi wanted to take that step, fine. If not, fine. That was one of those things he would not force him to do.

Because he loved him.

 

* * * *

 

Mevi’s mind swirled as he sank into subspace. Doyle didn’t have to lay a hand on him to send him spinning into that gorgeous place where everything else stopped and silenced except his Master’s voice and body owning and controlling him.

Every time Doyle called him that—his boy—especially any variation thereof, it always made him hard and sent his mind toward the rabbit hole.

He couldn’t help it.

He’d never felt as loved and cared for as he did with Doyle. He could barely remember any of the last few concert dates in Europe, despite sold-out crowds, because he’d been singing only to Doyle, who stood in the wings and watched him.

As Doyle slowly stripped, his focus never straying from Mevi, Mevi knew he would never leave this man, never be tempted away.

No one could ever take Doyle’s place in his heart.

This man had been the first to unlock his secrets and help him face the world honestly.

Or…would be facing the world honestly, once he admitted he was gay and married. Which would happen soon enough.

The kinky stuff was just for them to know, natch.

And their friends.

Friends.

He hadn’t just gained Doyle, but a group of friends he could trust. He couldn’t wait until they could move to Florida full time, live here, make this their home.

Once he was naked, Doyle held his hands out to Mevi, helping him stand. It took every bit of will Mevi had not to kiss Doyle’s hard cock on his way up.

“Go get the lube and a towel.”

Mevi was already turning, heading for the bathroom, since that was where it’d ended up after Doyle had started out their morning by putting a butt plug in him and making him wear it nearly all day, until they got ready to leave for the courthouse.

When Mevi returned to the bedroom, Doyle was stretched out on the bed, slowly stroking his cock. He held up a condom pouch with his other hand. “I want you to do the work.”

Mevi smiled. “Yes, Sir.” He quickly started lubing his hole, preparing himself before taking the condom and rolling it down Doyle’s cock. After adding some lube to it, he straddled him, waiting for the order.

Doyle smiled as he encircled Mevi’s cock with his fingers. “My boy is eager, isn’t he?” His thumb swiped at the slit, where a thin string of pre-cum was dripping down.

“Yes, Sir.”

“Slowly,” he said. “And then wait until I tell you to start moving.”

Mevi didn’t want to go slow. He wanted to bounce up and down on him and make Doyle come, and Doyle damn well knew it. There were times Doyle had lain back, smiling, hands crossed behind his head, letting Mevi do just that.

Yes, Mevi wanted to come, but he honestly didn’t care if he did or not.

He wanted to make his Sir come, lived to earn that O face from him, whether it was from fucking him or sucking him or giving him a handjob.

If his Sir let him come, too, that was a bonus.

He’d spent a lifetime until now getting most of his orgasms from his own hand. Having a chance to spend the rest of his life with Doyle?

Priceless.

As he lowered himself onto Doyle’s cock, a hiss escaped him at the feeling of fullness, the pinching burn that quickly turned sweet with Doyle squeezing his cock at the same time. Once his ass was pressed against Doyle’s thighs, Doyle reached up and tweaked both of Mevi’s nipples, making his cock twitch.

Something else that made Doyle smile.

“One of these days, I might get your nipples pierced.”

Mevi’s cock twitched again. “Yes, Sir. Whatever Master wants.”

Doyle’s hands dropped to Mevi’s hips. “Slowly, boy. Savor it.”

Mevi leaned forward to brace his hands on the bed, putting him in the perfect position for Doyle to raise his head and kiss him. And thus distracted, it was easier for him to hold back, to go slow.

Doyle broke the kiss and smiled up at him, one hand leaving Mevi’s hip and returning to his cock. “You’re just dying to bounce up and down right now, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Sir,” he nearly whined. He also loved it when Doyle pinned him down and fucked him hard and fast, using him.

He chuckled. “Go ahead.” His hand returned to Mevi’s hip, his fingers digging in and holding on as Mevi unleashed. He rocked back and forth, Doyle meeting his every thrust, Mevi longing to earn that sweet, deep moan Doyle always made when he came.

“Yes!”

That moan.

Doyle’s grip tightened even more, until he held Mevi still, his cock buried deep inside him.

Without warning, Doyle rolled them over, now on top.

“Hands over your head.”

Mevi immediately complied. Doyle sat up and started stroking Mevi’s cock. “I want my good boy to come for me.”

Mevi couldn’t have held back if he’d wanted to. His hands balled into fists as Doyle stroked, hard and fast, his hand now lubed by Mevi’s cum erupting from his cock. Only when Doyle was happy did his hand slow and eventually still.

“Love you.”

Mevi smiled up at him. “Love you, too.”

After cleaning up and returning to bed, Doyle tucked Mevi against his side and turned on the bedroom TV. “I’m sure I’ll be up for another round in a little while. Right now, all I want to do is snuggle and relax with my husband.”

Mevi snuggled in even tighter. “Me, too, Master.” 


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Mevi relaxed, eyes closed, on his knees, hands resting on the tops of his thighs. Naked, wearing nothing except his wedding ring.

Just the way his Sir liked him.

They’d purchased a condo in the same building where Tilly, Landry, and Cris owned one. Ironically, the friend of theirs who was selling it had decided to relocate to Florida. It was currently being renovated and would be ready in two weeks.

Just in time for Mevi to start studio work. A longer drive to The Compound for Doyle, but he didn’t mind, since he was only going in two days a week and doing a lot of phone sessions.

The new condo was only ten minutes from the studio where the band would record.

And it was only a ten-second elevator ride a couple of floors downstairs from Tilly. When they were there and not in Florida, or she was overseas.

Doyle had asked Ed to look around in Florida for property near Tilly and Leigh’s house. They didn’t need to live in LA. Once the album was finished, they’d be moving to Florida, anyway. They wanted to build a house there, customized to their specs, including a professional-grade studio, to help protect their privacy and yet also allow them to have friends over for private parties. Kel had already agreed to rent the apartment to them for as long as they needed.

Other than press junkets and tours, Florida was where they would live permanently. Doyle had already talked to a couple of places in the area and could easily get work once they moved.

For now, they were living in Doyle’s apartment, because it wasn’t being staked out by paparazzi like Mevi’s condo. Doyle rented, so only the utilities were in his name, making it harder for people to find them. But Tilly had already told them if they needed to, they were welcomed to stay in their condo, where they’d have privacy.

The news about their marriage broke the Wednesday after it happened, even shocking Clark that it took that long. By then, they’d already returned to LA, Mevi had grabbed what he needed from his place, and they’d retreated to Doyle’s apartment.

They’d also already had dinner with Bonnie, Troy, Garth, and Pasch and told them about the wedding, offering their apologies for not inviting them. Fortunately, they’d understood why the need for secrecy.

Bonnie had been the first to step forward to hug Doyle and congratulate them.

Clark was getting increasingly frantic offers daily from media outlets wanting to score “the” interview with the new couple, but Mevi had no interest in giving interviews yet. He already knew what and how he wanted to publicly reveal it, and he was already working on the plan. He wanted to make a video of one of the songs he’d written just for Doyle, featuring them in it.

Not even a fancy video, just handheld, cell footage. Release it online.

Back to their roots.

He didn’t want to have to “explain” or “justify” or any of that bullshit. He didn’t want to answer a bunch of nosy questions that weren’t anyone’s business anyway.

He also knew he’d need to devote a lot of future time toward LGBTQ causes, to make up for the years he stayed in the shadows instead of using his fame to do some good and make a difference.

Including wanting to reshoot a few of their old videos to reframe them in the light he’d originally meant them—love songs from one man to another.

Now, three weeks after their wedding, Mevi knew he had way more material than they’d need for the album—enough for two more albums—but he wanted to record several extra singles for an expanded iTunes edition.

Mevi rarely left the apartment, usually only walking down to the beach early in the morning with Doyle to do tai chi. He didn’t want the press to catch on to their hideout, so he frequently left the beach ahead of Doyle, on the lookout for any paparazzi.

Right now, Doyle was on the phone with a client, sitting at his desk in the corner of their bedroom and just feet away. Even though Mevi’s eyes were closed, he could feel the weight of his Sir’s gaze on him, like a comforting blanket. He knew if he opened his eyes, Doyle’s brown gaze would be focused on him.

Watching.

The band would hit the studio in two weeks. Meanwhile, Doyle still worked despite Mevi trying to wheedle him into quitting. He got it, Doyle had worked hard for his career, too. It wasn’t fair to set him adrift.

It wouldn’t be good for his sobriety, either. He needed to work and stay busy. The time apart was good for them, although he had wrangled a concession out of Doyle that for the next tour he would join Mevi for the European leg, which would be limited to only four weeks. At least for the US stops, Mevi could fly home once a week.

When he heard Doyle end the call, Mevi smoothly bowed, forehead touching the floor and arms stretched out in front of him.

Still waiting.

The sound of Doyle standing, walking over. The warmth of the air brushing against his naked flesh. Even like this, holding this position after over fifteen minutes on his knees, his cock was hard, throbbing, and probably leaving a puddle of pre-cum under him on the tiled floor.

He didn’t care.

He lived for this. A small oasis of peace in the middle of their hectic lives.

Them. Just them and nothing else to intrude.

“Good boy.”

There came the beloved slip into subspace. Mevi took a deep, relaxing breath and let go of the last stress, conscious thought, worries about their normal lives.

For here and now, he was Sir’s boy.

Nothing more.

Spending time out of mind.

Not even the worst cravings of his addiction broke through during times like this. If anything, Doyle had replaced alcohol in Mevi’s soul. Mevi craved this, these times. Being able to be like this with him was every bit as intoxicating as the finest bourbon.

And even Bonnie had joked in private that Mevi at his worst was easily fixed by five minutes alone with Dom Doyle.

A zipper lowered, fabric rustled, the sound of Doyle’s shorts being dropped into the plastic hamper next to the bathroom door.

Silence, just the feel of the air kissing his flesh, growing warmer against his left arm, until he sensed Doyle stepping between his outstretched arms.

The feel of his toes touching the top of Mevi’s head.

Mevi kissed the tops of his feet and rested his forehead against them, still willingly in the dark.

Waiting.

Contented.

“Up here, boy.”

Mevi finally opened his eyes and stood, staring down into Doyle’s eyes.

He wore that smile, the playful one.

The one Mevi knew meant he’d be going to sleep later with a sore ass, in more than one way.

Doyle reached up and fisted Mevi’s hair with his right hand, teasing him, moving in to kiss him and not completely closing the distance even as Mevi’s tongue flicked out, trying to make contact.

“Who’s my good boy?” Doyle whispered.

“I am, Sir.”

Doyle tugged Mevi’s hair so hard it forced him to dip his knees, until he was looking up at his Master, his Owner.

His Husband.

Doyle’s lips slanted over his, a bruising kiss that left Mevi breathless and his cock hard and throbbing.

The fingers of Doyle’s left hand encircled Mevi’s right, turning it, bringing the inside of his wrist up to his lips, where Doyle traced his ink with the tip of his tongue. It made Mevi moan with need, as it always did.

“Such a good boy for me. Good boys get rewards.”

 

* * * *

 

Doyle’s cock throbbed as he stared down into Mevi’s eyes. He always felt a little guilt, albeit growing less every day, when he stared at Mevi’s ink. The man had made his feelings permanent without even knowing if they’d ever see each other again, much less be together. He’d had a level of faith in Doyle and his love that humbled him.

Never would he ever take Mevi or their love for granted. He led Mevi to their bed and laid him over the end of it, pinning him facedown with the hand in Mevi’s hair while Doyle leaned in and bit first Mevi’s left, then his right ass cheeks.

Soft, needy moans escaped Mevi, making Doyle’s cock twitch with anticipation. They had to be careful with their play in the apartment because he wasn’t sure what someone could hear through the walls. He limited noisy impact play to weekdays when he was reasonably sure no one was home, which allowed him to turn up the music without getting noise complaints from neighbors.

So for times like now, he kept his sadism silent. Teeth biting, nails digging in, and fists pummeling soft, fleshy parts that could take it.

He spent the next several minutes biting Mevi’s ass and thighs, loving the way he fisted the sheets, how his toes flexed and curled as he tried to bite back his own moans of pain and need. Doyle could do something as basic as pinch the man and Mevi’s cock hardened, he’d been so easily conditioned to be aroused by the pain.

And Doyle loved it.

Doyle released his grip in Mevi’s hair and straddled him, pinning Mevi’s arms along his side in the process. Leaning in, he bit the back of Mevi’s neck and let out a growl that drew a responding whining moan from Mevi.

“Maybe my boy needs a butt plug to wear all evening while he services his Sir’s cock.”

“Please, Sir, let your boy service you!”

He stretched his torso out over Mevi’s, all his weight on him, pinning him to the bed the way he knew the man loved.

One of the many things he’d admitted to Doyle during their long talks, that he loved it when Doyle immobilized him with his body. It made him feel safe.

Loved.

Owned.

He nipped the shell of Mevi’s left ear. “Maybe Sir should keep his boy horny all night and make him earn his next orgasm.”

“Whatever Sir wants to do. This boy is yours to do whatever you want.”

Doyle shifted a little, so his cock was nestled along the seam of Mevi’s ass. “Maybe I’ll fuck my boy’s ass all night and not let him come.”

“Please, Sir, use your boy!”

Another admission—it made Mevi hotter than hell to beg in the third person. He didn’t know why he loved it so much, couldn’t tell Doyle why it got him so hot, but the why didn’t matter in the end.

Doyle loved his boy, and loved making his boy hot.

Of course he wouldn’t make him wait until morning. Mevi was his good boy.

The trick was not letting Mevi know that. Mevi preferred it when he thought he had to beg.

Fortunately, Mevi’s need for begging dovetailed nicely with Doyle loving the way his boy begged for release.

He had tried locking Mevi into a chastity device, combined with a locking belt for a butt plug and with a cock ring built into it.

It’d made Mevi so horny he’d practically been humping Doyle’s leg all day.

Since Mevi had enjoyed it so much, it was something Doyle now held back as a special reward, the “threat” of it nearly making Mevi come.

Doyle sat up again. “Stay.”

Mevi didn’t move as Doyle got up and retrieved a towel, lube, a condom, and some rope. He was still looking for the perfect set of collar and cuffs for him to wear around the house. As far as he was concerned, the wedding band Mevi wore, as well as the ink, was all the day collar he needed his boy to wear.

Meanwhile, he liked the look of rope on his boy. Lucky for him, Mevi enjoyed being tied up.

He securely bound Mevi’s arms together over his head while he still lay facedown on the bed. Then he lubed Mevi’s ass thoroughly before rolling him onto his back.

Climbing onto him again, Doyle knelt over Mevi’s face, teabagging him, enjoying the way his boy eagerly sucked his balls into his mouth and lovingly laved his tongue over them. No hesitation at all in Mevi’s responses, all eagerness.

Outside their hard limits—which were few—Mevi wanted Doyle completely in charge in bed and for play. Being able to release control to the man he loved and trusted freed his lover in a way he’d never been able to experience before they’d come together.

His music had improved as a result, a creative explosion that had him happier than he’d felt in years.

“That’s it, boy. Suck your Sir’s balls. That load’s going in your ass in a few minutes. If you do a good job, I might let you come.”

Mevi’s needy moan vibrated through Doyle’s sac and nearly made him explode as Mevi doubled his already spectacular efforts. He wiped a drop of pre-cum off his slit and rose up enough to feed it to Mevi, who eagerly sucked it off his finger, before Doyle settled back into place again.

What Mevi didn’t know was that Doyle had found out from Clark where Mevi had his ink done, and had scheduled an appointment for them tomorrow. Doyle was going to have a matching tat put on his left wrist, the rune as well as the semi-colon, along with an M. And he was going to have a D added to Mevi’s right wrist.

That way they’d match, an extra bit of mental reinforcement for those times when Mevi had to travel and Doyle couldn’t be with him.

A tangible reminder of his Sir’s love for him.

He reached behind him, wrapping his fingers around Mevi’s hard cock. “Hmm. My boy is pretty excited, huh?”

“Mmm-hmm!”

Doyle slicked pre-cum down Mevi’s shaft and slowly pumped, not enough to get him off, just enough to make his blue balls nearly painful. “You were a good boy for me while I was on my calls. So patient. And you did bow without me telling you to. Maybe I should reward my boy. How well can you beg with my balls in your mouth?”

Mevi started a pleading, needy, mumbling round of begging that had Doyle nearly coming from how his voice vibrated through his sac, while also forcing him to hold back his laughter from how desperate he sounded. Finally, he couldn’t take it any longer and rose up.

“Okay. Good boy.” He leaned in and kissed him, sucking on his lower lip before getting up and changing position to kneel between Mevi’s thighs. “My cock needs to be buried in someone’s ass, right now.”

Mevi watched him, desperation and sexual need glazing his eyes, his subspace deep. Doyle rolled the condom on and coated his cock with lube before pushing Mevi’s legs up, his ankles on Doyle’s shoulders. He pressed the head of his cock against Mevi’s rim but didn’t breach.

“Beg for it, boy.”

“Please fuck your boy’s ass, Sir! Your boy needs his Sir’s cock in his ass! Please come in your boy’s ass!”

He thrust, hard, balls-deep in one stroke and nearly coming as Mevi let out a satisfied groan of his own. Planting his hands on either side of Mevi’s head, he stared down into his boy’s eyes. “Mine,” he whispered. “Only cock that will ever be in this ass, except for toys.” He smiled down at him. “Don’t worry. I’ll pick a couple of toys you can take with you on tour and I’ll video chat with you while you fuck yourself with them.”

He leaned in, enjoying the way Mevi’s ass flexed around his sheathed cock. “I’ll make you beg to be allowed to come first, though,” he whispered. “And I know my good boy won’t touch his cock if I tell him he can’t come, will he?”

“No, Sir, your boy won’t touch his cock if Sir says no.”

He nipped Mevi’s lower lip, the other man raising his head to try to follow him when he ended the kiss. He felt Mevi’s stiff cock throbbing where it was trapped between their bodies.

“Such a good boy for me,” he said. “I’m so proud of my boy.” He took one stroke, falling still again buried deep inside Mevi, knowing if he didn’t time this just right he’d be exploding too soon. Fucking Mevi’s sweet, tight ass always did this to him. Like the two of them were made to fit together like this.

He nibbled Mevi’s neck, at the base of his throat. “I’m going to have the publicity department send me the raw video of every concert,” he murmured against Mevi’s throat. “At the beginning of every concert, so I know my boy is thinking about me, I want my boy to kiss his ink before he starts playing the first song. Understood?”

Mevi’s cock twitched. “Yes, Sir! Your boy promises!”

He wondered how long before someone got a hi-res image of Mevi’s ink and fan pics started popping up of people getting the same marks, not knowing what they even meant.

It didn’t matter.

He didn’t care.

Mevi knew what they meant, and why he’d gotten them, and so did Doyle. To Doyle, they were the ultimate statement of trust and love, at a time when he hadn’t deserved either from this man.

“Who do you belong to?”

“This boy belongs to Sir. This boy is Sir’s boy, Sir’s ass, Sir’s cock, Sir’s mouth. This boy’s body belongs to Sir.”

Doyle slowly long-stroked, loving the moan it drew from Mevi. Right now the man was bent nearly in half, his thighs pressed against his chest. This was actually the perfect time to tell him about tomorrow’s surprise.

“You’re getting new ink tomorrow.”

A shiver of anticipation rippled through Mevi’s body. “Yes, Sir.”

“Do you want to know what it is?”

“If Sir wants to tell this boy.”

Doyle bit the inside of Mevi’s left calf. “You’re getting a D added. My first initial. And I’m getting matching ink.” He detailed it, Mevi softly moaning through the description. “I want you to know I’m as committed to you as you are to me.”

“Yes, Sir, thank you!”

He slipped a hand between them and found Mevi’s cock. “On our one-year anniversary, we’ll get my initials tattooed on your right ankle.” His fingers squeezed Mevi’s cock. “Maybe every year on our anniversary, I’ll get you a small piece of ink somewhere inconspicuous, to remind you who owns you.”

Mevi shuddered, his body struggling not to try to rock against Doyle.

“My good boy may come.” He started to fuck Mevi, still holding his cock, and the explosion happened almost immediately. Mevi let out a gasping cry as his cum, hot and sticky, exploded from his cock, coating both their stomachs and Doyle’s hand.

Doyle wasn’t far behind him. When Mevi’s ass started to spasm around Doyle’s cock, he stopped holding back, filling the condom as his own climax broke free.

Falling still, he had a grip on Mevi’s softening cock. When he looked, he realized there were tears in Mevi’s eyes.

“Are you okay?”

Mevi nodded, smiling. “You mean it?”

“Mean what?”

“The ink. The tats. All of it.”

“I absolutely did. That wasn’t just talk to get you hot.”

“Please kiss me.”

Doyle leaned in, tracing Mevi’s lips with his tongue before kissing him. “Any regrets?”

“Only that I didn’t break contract in Chicago and search like hell for you sooner.”

That would be Doyle’s lifelong regret, that he’d left the way he had without talking to Mevi first.

“You’ll always know where I am from now on. Or, know where I should be. I promise. If you can’t get hold of me, it’ll only be because I’m either talking to a client or on a plane or have no cell signal or something.”

Mevi nodded. “Thank you, Sir.”

Doyle nuzzled his nose against Mevi’s. “Does someone want to stay tied up while I order pizza?”

Fortunately, they now had credit cards listed in the name of an LLC that belonged to both of them, so they could order stuff with relative anonymity.

“Yes, please, Sir.”

He’d also discovered Mevi loved being kept tied up and hand-fed by him.

Anything he could do for his guy to make him happy, he would.

Doyle untangled himself from Mevi and cleaned up, bringing back a warm, damp washcloth for Mevi to clean him up, too. After putting in the order online, he pulled on a pair of shorts and turned the bedroom TV on while Mevi curled up next to him. He’d tied Mevi’s arms so he could pull them down in front of him, and loosely enough that, had Mevi wanted to, he could easily slide out of the bindings himself.

He didn’t want to.

He wanted to lie there, sated, content.

Happy.

Doyle ruffled a hand through his hair. “Whatcha thinkin’?”

“Nothing, Sir. Enjoying my time out of mind.”

Doyle smiled. “Was Clark serious about chartering a plane for the whole European leg of the next tour?”

“Yes, Sir. He did the calculations and it’ll be cheaper to transport us and the gear that way. And easier to schedule, because we’ll be on our own schedule, not an airline’s schedule. The crew won’t have to truck everything around, either. I mean, long-haul.”

“Hmm.”

“What?” He tipped his head back to look at Doyle.

Doyle smiled. “I think we’re going to be joining the mile-high club several times during that part of the tour.” He kissed him. “In fact, there will be several nights you’ll be on stage singing with a load of my cum filling your ass.”

Mevi’s cock twitched as the man softly moaned. “Yes, Sir.”

The man had spent the majority of his adult life alone and celibate out of fear. Doyle was determined to make it up to him as much as possible. “Maybe you’d better get used to playing and singing with a butt plug in place.”

Mevi shivered as his cock fully inflated. “Yes, Sir.”

Doyle grinned. “You’ll have to wait until after dinner for round two. And that one, you’ll definitely have to work for. I let you off easy this time.”

Mevi pressed his head harder against Doyle’s shoulder. “Yes, Sir. Thank you.”

“Hey.”

Mevi met his gaze, but he’d already slipped back into subspace. Or more deeply than he had been before.

“Love you, Mal.”

A contented sigh escaped him. “Love you, too, D.”

Doyle rested his head against Mevi’s to watch TV and await their pizza.

Yeah, this was time out of mind for him, too.

Perfection.

 

 

THE END
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