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Suncoast Society

A Case of You

Life is starting to settle down for Brandon, Jeff, and Stuart. Raising a teenaged daughter frequently tests the limits of Brandon’s patience, until he meets some of Stuart’s family. Now he understands why Stuart craves the stability of their unusual poly pack.

Stuart doesn’t want to miss his sister’s wedding, but he’s terrified of his oldest brother. It’s hard not to worry about their safety. Add becoming a parent to Emma, and Jeff’s health issues, and Stuart’s stress is through the roof.

Jeff knows his guys love him. Yet when a chance to return to work comes along, he’s desperate to take it so he doesn’t feel like a mooch. Only one problem—Emma and Grace will rat him out if his health tanks again. Can he juggle a job and a severe, chronic health condition? Worse, when danger rears its head, can he protect his family?

Add Grace and her barbecue fork of doom, and life proves even more…interesting.
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Chapter One

 

Jeff moaned where he lay facedown on the bed. “Oh, my gaaawwwd. That feels soooo good.”

“Does it hurt?” Stuart asked.

“Yeah, but it’s the good kind of pain.” Jeff wrapped his fingers around Stuart’s hand and held on tightly. “Ooohhhh.”

Brandon sat on Jeff’s other side, on the edge of the bed. “Are you okay, buddy?” He brushed the hair from Jeff’s face. Jeff’s eyes were squeezed closed, his face contorted in a grimace.

“Uh-huh. Please don’t stop!” Jeff let out another noise that sounded like a cross between misery and an orgasm.

“If it’s too intense,” Nate said, “let me know.” He adjusted another pressure cup on Jeff’s right shoulder.

“No, it’s great,” Jeff said. “Seriously.”

Jeff now had six of the cups on his shoulders, three on each side, each one with an acupressure pointer in it.

“Once I see how you respond to this,” Nate said, “we can maybe try fire cupping next time. But we can’t do that on a bed for safety reasons. I’d bring in my massage table and we’d do you in the living room or on the lanai. Someplace with tile floors, preferably.”

Emma and Grace watched from where they sat perched on the end of the bed. “That’s really cool,” Emma said. “I know all of us on the swim team were watching the reports about Michael Phelps at the Rio Olympics getting that done. Is that hard to learn how to do?”

“Well, it’s not rocket science,” Nate said. “To do it therapeutically, it does take some study. I mean, you can buy a kit yourself and learn how to do it. The kits are less than a hundred dollars. I do not recommend trying fire cupping without getting properly trained first. You can seriously hurt someone if you don’t know what you’re doing. But, sure, with the pressure cups there’s not the same risk. You just put them where they will give him the most relief for whatever it is you’re trying to help.”

Jeff let out a long, low moan as Nate placed another cup, this time lower on Jeff’s back, to the left of his spine.

“That is sooo good,” Jeff mumbled into the bed. “Seriously good.”

“Happy to help. I wish you’d called me in sooner. Like I tell one of my other stubborn friends, who is also a client, don’t wait for the pain to get so bad you can’t function. That only makes it harder to recover. You should probably be seeing me at least twice a week right now, as bad off as you are.”

“I didn’t know I was as bad as I am until I couldn’t get out of bed this morning.”

“We have an appointment with his doctor tomorrow,” Brandon said. “I already called off work. I’m driving him. I think he crashed himself yesterday by doing too much out in the yard, then this change of weather on top of that finished him off.”

Brandon sent a pointed glare toward Jeff that he couldn’t see because of his position on the bed, but Brandon let his tone of voice convey it. “With no one else home to stop him because it was Monday, someone thought they could be sneaky and try to do more than they should.”

“That’ll do it,” Nate agreed. “I have quite a few clients with chronic pain conditions who are impacted by weather changes.”

Jeff’s Lyme disease had seemed to be getting better for a while. He’d started with oral medications after he’d collapsed with Bell’s palsy, which had scared the men but finally allowed his Lyme to be diagnosed. Weeks of oral medications hadn’t brought much in the way of improvement, so he’d had several months of IV drug treatment with a PICC line installed, followed by more oral medications.

That’s when Brandon and Stuart put their feet down and told Jeff he would quit working. He couldn’t be a mechanic with a PICC line, anyway, because there was too much risk of him accidentally yanking it out or it getting contaminated or infected from dirt or chemicals.

Brandon had married Jeff, putting him on his insurance so Jeff could still get treatment. Now, their inside joke was that Jeff was their little house slave. He did what he could as he felt up to it, sometimes having to be ordered to bed or the couch by Brandon and Stuart when he tried to do too much.

Now, Jeff was generally better, although he still had residual symptoms. The doctors had warned them it was possible he could have flares from time to time. Every patient was different. There were no magic bullets to knock out Lyme disease. And even then, he might experience residual effects of the disease for the rest of his life.

The other problem being that when Jeff felt good, naturally he tried to do more, instead of taking it easy to nurse the good periods and make them last longer.

He’d tackled yard work yesterday that Brandon had already told him not to do.

Correction, Brandon had ordered him not to do. Combined with a gorgeously cool fall day yesterday—that had turned into a harsher cold front overnight—it was a perfect storm of the bad kind of pain for Jeff today with damp, cold temps in the fifties, practically Arctic weather for Sarasota in early November.

Except Brandon couldn’t punish his stubborn beta slave and husband for overdoing it, because the Lyme disease was doing a damned fine job of that already.

In the bad ways.

Emma, his daughter, and Grace, her girlfriend, both sixteen, seemed entranced by Nate and the cupping procedure. Nate also had his acupuncture kit with him and was going to do some of that to Jeff as well, once he had the cups in place.

“Did you girls get your homework done?” Brandon asked.

“Yes, sir,” they chimed in unison.

Lowercase S, natch.

Grace might as well be their daughter, as much time as she spent at their house. Now with the secret out that the girls were actually dating, and they’d taken the punishment both Brandon and Grace’s parents had dealt to them to address the lying and sneaking around, he’d eased back some on a few restrictions. They still weren’t allowed to sleep in the same room anymore until they both turned seventeen, but he was trying not to be an overbearing father.

They were teenagers who were dating, and while he might wish he didn’t remember what he’d been like at that age, he also knew his daughter was growing independent and needed to have some space.

Tonight, even though it was a school night, Grace was spending the night at their house because she was riding with Emma tomorrow to swim practice and then school. Grace was now one of the swim team managers, helping keep track of practice times and learning about the sport from the coaches. She physically couldn’t keep up with the team to actually swim with them, didn’t have the strength or stamina to be a competitive swimmer, although the coaches said she was showing great promise as a coach.

Being born a preemie, she was tiny, only five two, and wore thick glasses to correct her horrible vision. She also couldn’t tolerate the sun with her pale skin, so large, floppy hats, long-sleeved fishing guide shirts, and umbrellas were part of her team uniform to protect her vampire-white flesh.

She was also a genius, wielding razor sharp snark when wit was called for.

No, first love frequently didn’t survive the trials of becoming adults, but Brandon had a strong suspicion Grace and Emma might make it over the long-haul. Especially since long marriages tended to run in Grace’s family.

On the dresser, Brandon’s cell phone rang. Emma leaned over, snagged it, and handed it to him without looking at the screen first.

After having lost her own electronic privacy for four weeks as part of her punishment, she now valued it far more than ever.

It was Tracey, his ex-wife…and Emma’s mom.

He answered. “Hey, what’s up?”

“I hate to ask this, but I need a favor.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m stuck on I-75. AAA said it’ll be over an hour before the wrecker gets here, and I’m kind of freaked out. It’s dark and raining and freezing-ass cold, and I really don’t want to wait by myself. I already had one creepy-looking guy stop and ask if I wanted a ride. I’m south of Bee Ridge, on the northbound side, off on the right shoulder. It just stopped running. I don’t know what’s wrong with it. I gassed up earlier today, so I know it’s not that.”

“Shoot. Okay, hon. We’ve got Nate here doing a treatment on Jeff. Let me get dressed and do a car shuffle in the driveway and I’ll come get you. Stay in the car, keep the doors locked, and make sure the flashers are on.” They were less than thirty minutes away from where her car had broken down.

“Thanks, Bran. I really appreciate this. I owe you big time.”

“It’s okay. Keep your phone handy.” He ended the call.

“What’s wrong?” Jeff mumbled. “I can go.”

“Uh, no, you cannot,” Brandon said.

“I’m a mechanic.”

“You’re a patient. Your butt stays right there while Nate does a full treatment on you. That’s an order.”

Jeff let out an aggravated sigh but stopped arguing.

“Is Mom okay?” Emma asked.

“Car broke down. You and Grace stay here and help Stuart wrangle Jeff.” If anyone could help Stuart with that besides Brandon, it was the girls.

He climbed off the bed, retrieved his checkbook from the dresser, and wrote a blank check made out to Nate. He gave it to Stuart, leaning in to whisper in his ear so the girls couldn’t hear.

“You let Jeff up off that bed before Nate says he’s done, and I’ll cane your ass.”

Stuart chuckled. “No worries, Bran.” He gave him a playful salute.

He grabbed jeans and closed himself in the master bath to change out of the shorts he’d donned upon returning home. At least that was a drastic improvement in their lives—Tracey had filed for divorce from her jackass of a husband, Pat, moved out, and was repairing her relationship with Emma. Meaning Tracey now had an amicable relationship with Brandon.

Finally.

She frequently came over to the house to have dinner or spend time with them as a family, usually once or twice a week. She wasn’t dating now, trying to regain her sense of self and desperate not to make the same mistake she’d made after Brandon had divorced her.

When he emerged from the bathroom, he grabbed a jacket and had Emma walk with him to the front door, since he needed her to move her car anyway. “You and Grace help Stuart keep Jeff in bed when Nate’s done with him, okay?”

“Will do, Dad. He’s really bad today, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. Maybe watch TV in there with him or something after Nate’s done, huh? I don’t even want him out on the couch.”

“We’ll think of something.”

He kissed her forehead. “Thanks, kiddo. Why don’t you go ahead and park behind Stuart, since you leave before him?”

She grabbed her keys and headed out to move her car. Jeff’s truck always sat parked close to the house, since he didn’t have to go to work now. Emma usually parked behind someone else, so she could get out when she had to leave at the asscrack of dawn for her swim practice. Brandon sometimes had to leave before Stuart, depending on which store he had to go to on any given day. He was a district manager for a large bulk warehouse chain and oversaw five stores between Sarasota and Ft. Myers.

As Brandon drove toward I-75, he realized he needed to get onto the interstate south of Tracey’s location. The dividers on the highway would prevent a U-turn. So he made his way south to Clark Road and got on there, staying in the right lane and running below the speed limit so he wouldn’t miss Tracey’s car and have to do it again.

The rain picked up as another band of weather from the frontal system blew through, gusts of winds buffeting his car and making it even more of a challenge. Then he spotted flashers on the shoulder ahead. When he pulled over he kept far to the right, parked behind her so the wrecker would be able to pull in front of her car to load it, and turned his emergency flashers on.

He flashed his headlights at her. A moment later, she poked her head out, realized it was him, then dashed around the front of her car, taking the long way around to the passenger side to avoid the highway.

He bumped up the heater as she yanked the passenger door open and dropped into the seat. “Brrr! Oh, my god, thank you so much!”

“It just stopped running, huh?”

“Yeah. I was lucky no one was next to me and I could coast over to the shoulder. I’m sorry to pull you away from Jeff.”

“It’s okay. Stuart and the girls are there with him.”

“Is he all right?”

“He overdid it yesterday in the yard. So how are you getting to work tomorrow?”

“I haven’t even thought that far ahead. I might have to book an Uber or something.”

“I’m taking tomorrow off to take Jeff to the doctor, but that’s not until eleven. I can run you in.”

Her eyes widened. “Really? Thank you.” She threw herself across the seat to hug him. “Thank you so much. I really appreciate that.”

“I’d ask Emma to loan you her car but she’s got swimming, and I’m not going to make Stuart get up that early to take her and Grace to the pool.” Even though Jeff was his husband—and slave—Brandon wasn’t going to volunteer Jeff’s truck for use without asking him first.

There was such a thing as not being an asshole, sadist or not.

“No, it’s okay. Thank you.” She ran her hands up and down her arms, a laugh escaping her. “A year ago, if you’d told me we’d be sitting here like this, I would have said you’re nuts.”

“Right?” He leaned his seat back a little. “How’s the divorce coming?” He tried not to talk to her about it around Emma, not wanting to get their daughter’s anger up.

Rightfully so. The man had been an asshole and treated Emma like crap, the main reason she and Tracey had so many problems the last couple of years.

Well, that and the fact that Tracey hadn’t stood up to Pat to side with Emma when she should have.

“Final hearing’s in two weeks. Considering Pat’s too busy dealing with his legal issues from threatening our former landlord, he hasn’t even responded to the divorce. Well, he responded when I first filed, but the first attorney dumped him as a client when Pat couldn’t pay him. It’s basically going through uncontested at this point, now that he can’t afford a divorce attorney and his criminal attorney doesn’t handle divorces.”

“Nice.”

“I know, right?” A sad sigh escaped her. “I know I shouldn’t have married him. I take full responsibility for that.”

“I didn’t say a thing.”

“I know. And I appreciate that. You had every reason to hate me for how I behaved, but you were the bigger person.”

Brandon was also big enough not to say I told you so. “Thank you. I’m glad we can be friends now. It’s best for Emma.”

“I know.” She slowly shook her head. “I should have stood up to Pat from the beginning. It doesn’t excuse my behavior, but he was really insecure. I can see all of that now, and it’s so stupid when I look at it in hindsight. I should have called him out on it.”

Brandon had figured that out long ago, but didn’t say anything, choosing to let her get this off her chest.

“How did I give birth to a daughter who is so much freaking smarter than me?” She stared at Brandon in the dim light from the instrument panel. “I mean, let’s face it. I’m an idiot.”

“No, you’re not. Your family is a bunch of assholes who talked you into thinking that. Are you a rocket scientist? No, but neither am I. You’re lacking self-confidence more than anything. And I’m sorry me divorcing you contributed to that. But I wasn’t going to raise my daughter living a lie. It wasn’t healthy for any of us.”

“I know,” she quietly said.

“If you repeat the same mistakes over and over, sure, that might make you look stupid.” Fortunately, he got a smile out of her for that. “But Emma’s wicked smart, Trace. Set a good example by improving yourself. That’s what’ll make the difference in the long run, and she’ll respect you for it.”

“I was looking into a program they have at work for store managers and assistant managers. They’ll pay for college classes. Our regional manager said I should apply for it, because I’ve been there long enough. I’m eligible. It could mean advancement, finally.”

“That’s great. I think you should try it.”

“I just hope I’m smart enough.”

“Stop. Seriously. You’re an office manager. They wouldn’t have put you in that position if you couldn’t do it, right? There’s nothing to say you couldn’t learn what you need to be a store manager. Have a little faith in yourself.”

“Promise me something, please?”

“I’ll try, but I have to hear it first.”

“If you see me being stupid again, like I was with Pat, tell me, okay?”

“You sure you want me to promise to do that?”

“I do. I wouldn’t have listened to you about Pat, but it’s obvious to me now that I need a second opinion.”

“Fair enough. You’ll get five opinions, though.”

“Five?”

“Yeah.” He smiled, ticking them off on his fingers. “Me, Jeff, Stuart, Em, and Grace.”

“Now that girl is scary-smart. Emphasis on the scary sometimes. Do you think they’ll stay together for the long haul?”

“I don’t know, but I’m kind of glad Grace is a girl and not a guy.”

“Why?”

“Because can you imagine the kind of uber-supervillain those two could give birth to?”

At least he could still make Tracey laugh. 


Chapter Two

 

The tow truck finally showed up and loaded Tracey’s car, taking it to the mechanic Brandon recommended she use.

At least Tracey was listening to him again.

The only thing he worried about was her trying to lean on him too much, rely too heavily on his opinion and try to slip back into a submissive role with him. Yes, they’d had somewhat of a BDSM dynamic in their marriage, with him absolutely the Dominant partner, but nothing as formal as what he had with Jeff and Stuart.

Brandon had already spoken with the “Frightful Five” at Venture, the group of women handpicked by Tilly to help play matchmaker and keep people from making boneheaded relationship decisions. Once Tracey started dating again, they would help her navigate the treacherous dating waters and hopefully prevent her from hitting a reef.

Again.

After dropping Tracey off at the house where she was renting a room from a friend and coworker, he headed home. He was a little surprised to see Nate’s car still parked in the driveway, especially since it’d been nearly two hours since he’d left to help Tracey.

When he walked down the hall, Emma stepped out of the master bedroom and immediately motioned for Brandon to be quiet. Peeking in through the door, he realized Jeff lay sound asleep on the bed while Nate was removing acupuncture needles from him.

Brandon and Emma walked out to the kitchen. “He fell asleep about ten minutes ago,” she told him. “I brought him his evening meds earlier and made him take them. We decided to let him sleep. Nate said it likely meant the treatment helped.”

“Okay, good. I didn’t think Nate would be here this long.”

“Jeff had some massive knots in the backs of his shoulders. Lots of pain there. Nate did another treatment on him with the cups.”

“Ah.”

“Maybe I should think about going into physiotherapy or something instead of criminal justice.”

“Why?”

She hooked a thumb in the general direction of Brandon’s bedroom.

“Honey, we’re grown men. We’re perfectly capable of getting someone to take care of our medical needs. You decide what you want to do based on you, not us.”

“Well, Grace has been looking at possibly going into sports medicine. She hasn’t made up her mind yet. She’s having fun working with the swim coaches.”

“As long as she’s not a supervillain, I’m sure her parents will be thrilled.”

They returned to the bedroom, where Nate was almost done removing all the needles. After Nate finished packing, Brandon retrieved the blank check from Stuart and helped Nate quietly get all his gear out to the living room so he could pay the man. Brandon motioned for Stuart to remain behind with Jeff, because him climbing off the bed, where he sat next to Jeff, might wake him up.

“I really appreciate this,” Brandon said to Nate once they were out in the living room. “Especially you coming over on such short notice.”

“I meant it when I said he needs to see me regularly so his pain doesn’t get this bad. It wasn’t only from yard work. It’s been building a while. He did this the last time he had a bad flare. He’s not telling you guys how bad his pain really is. He’s hiding it.”

Brandon had suspected that. “I’ll call Cherise in the morning and set up some appointments for him.”

“Excellent. If we can keep ahead of it, it’ll lower his stress levels and help his overall health. Plus, chronic pain like that is fatiguing, which stresses the whole body. Then it’s a cascading effect that keeps snowballing. Before you know it…” He pointed down the hallway and shrugged, his meaning clear.

A crash.

With the bill paid, Brandon helped Nate load his gear while Grace and Emma settled in at the dining room table with their laptops. He could tell they were cruising social media sites.

This wasn’t exactly how Brandon had planned to spend his Tuesday evening, but this kind of disruption sure as hell beat the days when he was wondering what kind of bullshit Pat and Tracey would put him and Emma through next.

He noticed some forms on the table next to Emma. “What are those?”

Her cheeks pinked a little. “College application forms.”

“Oh. Where to?”

She shrugged. “A few places.”

He sighed and looked to Grace, his go-to for information when Emma wasn’t forthcoming.

“USF, UF, FSU, St. Leo’s, and University of Miami. The Florida one, not the Ohio one.”

Brandon refocused on Emma. “And why would that be a secret?”

“It’s not a secret. I don’t know where I want to go yet.”

“Why no out of state schools?”

“Because I don’t know if I want to go to school out of state.”

Grace sat back, arms crossed over her chest, and cleared her throat as she stared at Emma with a Domme-worthy glare, if he’d ever seen one

Brandon tipped his head and stared at Emma, waiting her out.

“I want to know where Grace is going first,” Emma eventually mumbled.

“I know this is likely a duh kind of question, but why?” He directed the question to Grace, knowing at this point she was his best and fastest source of answers.

“I’ve applied for scholarships,” Grace said. “She’s trying to hold off applying for scholarships until she sees where I get approved first, even though I told her that she shouldn’t do that, because she needs to apply where she wants to go.”

This was starting to feel like a table tennis match. He focused on Emma again, who finally groaned. “I’d really like to go to USF in Tampa,” she said.

“You know you can apply to multiple schools and then choose not to go to the others if your first choice accepts you, right?”

“See?” Grace wore a smirk. “Exactly what I told you. And yes, I have applied to USF. I’ll probably go there regardless, because it’s in-state and close to home. I’m pretty sure they’ll accept me.”

“But what if you get into OSU or something?” Emma asked.

“You applied to Ohio State?” Brandon asked Grace.

Grace shrugged. “My aunt and uncle live up there, and they have a great medical program. But so does USF. And I won’t be going to OSU unless I land a full academic scholarship there, which is doubtful. I’m an out-of-state student and I can’t afford to go there if it’s not a full-ride scholarship.”

Brandon understood part of this was Emma looking at the problem emotionally, because of her relationship with Grace, rather than logically and logistically.

He opted to take the wiser path to approach the topic. “Honey, you know Grace is right.”

“I know,” Emma mumbled. “But it’s not like I have to decide right this minute.”

“That’s true,” Brandon said. “Except if you wait too long to start applying for scholarships and grants and entrance, you might not be able to get what you really want.”

She hunkered even farther down in her chair. “I know.”

Grace leaned in and reached across the table to pat her hand. “Even if we don’t go to the same school, we can still FaceTime and stuff. You might be sick of me by the end of next school year. Hopefully not, but Pop is right, and you and I both know it.”

Those were three words he never grew tired of hearing: Pop is right.

“I didn’t get to go to college when I was your age,” Brandon said. “I went to work. I had to earn my degree part-time and in the evenings after I married your mom, while working full-time and then raising you. I would have preferred to go to college right after high school. Learn from my mistakes.”

Stuart joined them in the kitchen. “He’s still asleep. I was careful getting out of bed.” He leaned in for a kiss from Brandon. “Thanks for pulling rank on him.”

“Kinda what I do.” He let out a yawn and pulled out his phone to check the time. “Holy cow, I didn’t realize it was that late.”

“I was thinking we sleep in my room tonight so we don’t jostle him,” Stuart said. Usually, most nights, they all slept in the master bedroom. But Jeff and Stuart each had a room of their own, because they needed a place for their clothes and belongings. The fifth bedroom wasn’t a guest room, but more a multi-purpose room with a day bed that Grace used when she slept over.

Considering how many clothes, toiletries, and other items the girl stored in there, it might as well be Grace’s room.

“You read my mind.” Brandon draped an arm around Stuart’s shoulders. “You two don’t stay up too late, okay?”

“We won’t,” Emma said. “We’re almost done.”

The men headed to the bedroom, closing the door behind them. Brandon stretched out on the bed after undressing. “So how bad is he? Really?”

Stuart didn’t need sock puppets. He shrugged. “He was mumbling about he how should look for a job and go back to work. Both Nate and I shut him down and told him he needed to stop thinking about work and focus on healing. Jeff said something about maybe going to work part-time for Brooke.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen, at this rate. Besides, if the doctor wants to put him back on a PICC line, he won’t be able to work doing something like that.”

Stuart stripped and climbed into bed with him. “Do you want me to call in tomorrow and take him to the doctor?”

Brandon reached up and cupped his cheek. “No, I already told them I wouldn’t be there. Besides, he’ll steamroll you, buddy. You know he will. I have a feeling I’m going to have to get more than a little Dommy on his ass to take it easy.”

“That’s true. I think he was trying to prove he could go back to work.”

Jeff had been pushing the envelope lately. Brandon suspected the crash Jeff had wasn’t so much due to one particular day as it was him stressing himself repeatedly over the past couple of weeks, with housework, yard work, and more. Jeff had also off-handedly mentioned maybe going back to work about a month earlier, and Stuart and Brandon had immediately shut down that talk. After reminding Jeff that he wasn’t in any shape to return to work, it seemed like Jeff had done his level best to try to prove he was.

Which had now backfired on him.

“He’s not going back to work,” Brandon said. “I mean, short of physically restraining him, I can’t force him to not go back to work if he decides to disobey me, but I hope he won’t do that.”

“Me, too, Master.”

 

* * * *

 

At some point in the night, Jeff awoke and realized he was alone in bed. After lifting his head to check the time on the cable box, he saw it was nearly two in the morning.

Even moving that little bit hurt, both the good kind of pain from Nate’s cupping session, and the bad kind of pain from the Lyme disease.

Fuck.

He hated his body. Loathed it. He wasn’t even forty yet and felt like an old man.

This is ridiculous.

Not being able to work was killing him from the inside out. Not only because he felt like a mooch—regardless of what arguments Brandon and Stuart made to the contrary—but because he wasn’t used to being home all day and not being able to…do things. Vanilla things.

He couldn’t even go to the club with them on the weekends and do kinky things, at this point.

He got that Brandon and Stuart loved him—and yes, he was in this for life with them—except their love and assurances weren’t enough to overcome how he felt regardless of what logic told him. His entire adult life, he’d had a job. He’d worked first for his dad and the family drywall business, then he’d gone to school to become an auto repair technician.

I have to get a job.

Could he work on cars? Probably not. It was physically taxing and he fully realized he couldn’t stand on his feet all day in a service bay without air conditioning and not feel dead every night. He was going to start by calling the dealership he used to work for and see if they had any other openings. Not in sales, though. Parts counter or service writer, anything. Even if it was just part-time.

If they didn’t have any openings, he’d ask around and apply to other dealerships and auto parts stores.

Something so he could feel…human again.

Like he really contributed to their household.

He dreaded the doctor visit tomorrow. He suspected they were going to want to put in another PICC line.

That had been misery the last time. A necessary misery to help his health improve, but misery nonetheless.

Not only the line, and the restrictions it brought to his life, but the medications. Half the time he felt nauseous or crappier than if he just sucked it up and dealt with the symptoms of the Lyme disease.

The only thing that had helped short-term were Nate’s treatments, and using some essential oils Nate had recommended, taking them internally to help knock back the nausea so he could at least eat.

He’d already dropped nearly fifteen pounds from being sick.

It took him a moment, but he finally dragged himself out of bed and to the master bathroom. When he returned, he stopped by the bed and debated whether or not to go wake up Brandon and Stuart to come to bed with him, then decided not to.

They were probably asleep. Why ruin their night?

Moving carefully, he climbed into bed and wrapped himself around the pillow Brandon usually used, trying not to cry over how miserable and alone he felt.


Chapter Three

 

The smell of coffee brewing awakened Jeff Wednesday morning. Most likely Emma and Grace who’d started it, since they were always up before anyone else on the mornings Emma had swimming.

That meant it wouldn’t be too long before Brandon and Stuart were awake and moving. They’d have to get their showers and get dressed. They usually all showered in the master bathroom in the mornings.

Forcing himself to roll to his side and stretch, he finally reached the lamp on the closer of the two bedside tables and switched it on. Then he waited for the worst of the pain to abate enough he could continue.

Not as bad as the pain had felt yesterday morning, where just that much movement sent his back and shoulders into agonizing spasms, but still bad.

Fuck.

My.

Life.

On the other hand, that wasn’t exactly accurate or fair. He had two great guys who loved him, who he loved, and then there were Emma and Grace.

Plus he was going to be an uncle soon, courtesy of his younger sister, Iris, and her boyfriend, Calvin. They still hadn’t decided when or if they were going to get married, but they’d been living together for years.

He was slowly and painfully forcing himself up into a sitting position when the bedroom door opened. Stuart, seeing him, rushed over to help him.

“Why didn’t you call for help?”

“Because I didn’t want everyone in the house thinking I was dying. I just need to go to the bathroom.” He glared at Stuart. “Why did you guys sleep in the other room last night?”

Stuart blinked at his tone. “I’m sorry. We didn’t want to wake you up after you fell asleep.”

“Yeah, nothing makes a guy feel cared about like waking up alone in bed in the middle of the night.” He stumbled his way into the bathroom. “And I don’t need help taking a piss, either.” He slid the door closed on the toilet alcove and slumped down onto it after managing to get his shorts down.

He wasn’t even sure he could pee standing up that morning without getting it all over himself.

That would only add insult to injury.

He finished and washed his hands. When he emerged from the bathroom, Stuart wasn’t in the bedroom, but Brandon was. He stood there with his arms crossed and wearing a stern look that, under other circumstances, would likely mean Jeff was getting a punishment spanking.

“What?”

Although Jeff knew damn well what.

“You hurt his feelings.”

“Well, excuse me that my life is shit.” He had fully planned to storm around Brandon and go get himself some coffee, but Brandon stuck an arm out, blocking his progress.

And Jeff realized he didn’t even have the strength to push past him.

“Stop,” Brandon quietly said. “This isn’t about us sleeping in the other room last night, and we both know it.”

I will not fucking cry. I will not fucking cry!

Brandon wrapped his arms around Jeff and carefully pulled him close, not squeezing. Jeff didn’t miss that. But Brandon’s grip felt firm, unbreakable.

“If you need to take it out on someone, please take it out on me, not him, and not the girls.”

Jeff didn’t realize he was crying until he tried to speak and his voice was all…snotted up and wheezing. “I hate this.”

“I know, buddy.” Brandon gently maneuvered him over to the edge of the bed and sat with him. “I’m sorry we didn’t sleep with you last night.”

“I want my life back.”

“I know.”

Jeff leaned in, his head on Brandon’s shoulder. “I want to be able to go to the club and have you beat my ass. Or play slave boy with Stuart for you when the girls aren’t home. I hate sitting there and watching him get to do everything I wish I could do, even normal stuff like chores.”

Brandon nuzzled his temple. “Do you want me to pull things back to vanilla mode for a while? Until you’re feeling better? I don’t mind.”

“What if I never feel better?”

“That’s not an answer.”

Jeff sniffled. “No, because Stu loves it.”

“He wouldn’t if he knew it was hurting you.”

“He’s not hurting me. This goddamned disease hurts me. He hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Then why is he nearly in tears out in the kitchen?”

More damn guilt. “I’m sorry.” His breath hitched. “I…I hate feeling like this.”

Brandon kissed him. “Sit here for a minute, okay?”

“Okay.”

Brandon left the bedroom, shutting the door behind him. Jeff sat on the far side of the bed, closest to the sliders. The vertical blinds were shut, but he could already see hints of grey light trying to sneak in around the bottom and sides.

Morning.

People everywhere going to work.

How he wished he was one of them.

All because one stupid, fucking little goddamned tick that wasn’t even as big as the end of his pinky made a meal out of him and infected him with this motherfucking disease.

He didn’t look over when the door opened and closed again. Stuart rounded the end of the bed, a mug of coffee in his hands. Jeff realized it was his favorite mug, one with an Edsel on it that Emma had gotten him for his last birthday.

Stuart slowly knelt in front of him, holding the mug up for him. “I made your coffee for you.”

Now he really wanted to cry. Bless his heart, Stuart was a sweetie, totally a bottom. Jeff took it from him and took a sip. “Thank you, boy. It’s perfect.” He set it on the bedside table and spread his legs a little, patting his thigh.

Stuart edged in, resting his head in Jeff’s lap. Jeff started stroking his hair.

“I’m sorry we didn’t sleep with you last night,” Stuart said.

“No, I’m sorry I snapped at you, buddy. I…I’m sorry. In the future when I’m like this, feel free to call me an asshole and remind me it’s the pain making me be a butthead.”

Stuart’s arms gently encircled Jeff’s waist as he nuzzled in closer. “I love you. I wish I could make you feel better.”

“I know, buddy. But I’m serious. Please, look at me.”

Stuart finally did.

“I mean it. When I get like this, call me out on it.”

“You can’t help it.”

“I can help it. I also need to be reminded of it.” He raked his nails along Stuart’s scalp the way he knew their little subby boy loved. “How about I grab a shower with you this morning?”

“Really?”

“Yeah, really. Hot water might make me feel a little better. Please get me a pair of shorts from my room, and grab your coffee and bring it in. I’ll get the shower started, and you meet me there.” He tipped Stuart’s head up before crooking a finger at him to stand.

When Stuart did, Jeff reached between Stuart’s legs, palming his cock through the sleeping shorts he wore.

He hardened immediately.

Jeff gently squeezed. “I’ll give you a little morning reward for putting up with my grumpy ass. How’s that sound?”

Finally, a genuine smile from Stuart. “Thank you. I’ll be right back.” He brushed a kiss across Jeff’s lips and hurried for the bedroom door after Jeff released his cock.

Crisis averted.

Bonus—Stuart wouldn’t be there to see how much it hurt him trying to stand up again.

 

* * * *

 

Jeff had made it into the shower by the time Stuart returned and joined him in the bathroom. He pulled Stuart under the spray with him and kissed him, not bothering to wonder where Brandon was.

He knew.

Brandon was giving him this time alone with Stuart to make amends, repair the tiny rift before it could become a big one.

Smart fucking man, that husband of mine.

Jeff suspected Brandon and Stuart hadn’t made love last night. Brandon had fallen into an unspoken pattern of making sure if the three of them didn’t make love that the one not involved was okay with that.

Which the third always was. Lately, he was nearly always that third, and it was because he hurt too much to do more than watch.

Another point, that usually Brandon made love to Stuart there, in bed with Jeff, so Jeff could still be part of things in some way.

Although, sometimes, Brandon set up little interludes like this for him and Stuart. Lately, those had happened few and far between.

Again, his stupid, painful, uncooperative body to blame there.

Jeff reached down and fisted Stuart’s cock, which had softened only a little. “A quick one before work?” Stuart’s flesh hardened in his hand.

His sweet green eyes stared up at Jeff as he smiled and sank to his knees in front of him. “Only if I can take care of you, first.”

When his own cock stirred, Jeff knew this time, at least, he’d be able to participate. “Deal.”

Stuart’s eager mouth engulfed his prick. Hot, sweet, wet, Stuart’s tongue perfectly tracing every ridge and sucking just the right amount to finish hardening him to full length.

It’d been over a week since Jeff had felt like fooling around, and that had been little more than Brandon holding him in bed while Stuart went down on him before the two of them had fucked. So he damn sure wasn’t going to turn up his nose at this opportunity.

Jeff leaned back against the wall, cuffed his hands around Stuart’s head and let him go to town. Bobbing his lips up and down Jeff’s shaft, Stuart reached up and cupped Jeff’s balls with one hand and reached behind him with the other. Jeff widened his stance while Stuart’s finger burrowed between Jeff’s ass cheeks and found his rim.

“Fuck, yeah, boy,” Jeff whispered. “Right there.”

Stuart gently rubbed his rim, just enough pressure to make it feel really good while his other hand lightly tugged on his balls exactly the way Jeff loved.

Stuart always knew what they loved. He’d spent his months with them learning them from the inside out, it felt like, wanting to please them.

Wanting to be perfect for them.

He loved them perfectly.

“Such a good boy,” Jeff said. “This one’s all for you.” And it didn’t take long. He hadn’t had his morning meds yet, nothing to upset his stomach, and he was reasonably vertical.

Jeff’s orgasm built before finally cresting, breaking, warm pleasure sweeping through his system, the good kind of ache as his cum pumped into Stuart’s awaiting mouth. Stuart’s happy moans rolled through Jeff’s cock and balls and he cradled the man’s head against his abs.

“That’s it,” Jeff said. “Good boy.”

He finally coaxed Stuart onto his feet and once against fisted his cock. Jeff wished he could drop to his knees and reciprocate in kind, but that wouldn’t be possible this morning with how much pain he was in.

Jeff kissed Stuart as he jacked his cock, taking his time and building him up, loving the way Stuart got into it. His whole body tensed and he held on to Jeff’s shoulders, his lower lip caught under his teeth, eyes focused on Jeff’s.

“That’s my good boy. Show me how it feels. Give it to me.”

Stuart’s fingers dug in, but that was the good kind of pain Jeff would gladly tolerate. Especially when Stuart came. His juices slicked Jeff’s hand as he stroked him, not stopping at first, until Stuart’s tell-tale whine started, the sweetly adorable desperation that Jeff knew marked the point of too-much, but he’d take it.

Because he was their good boy.

Jeff stopped and Stuart immediately grabbed his hand and brought it up to his mouth, licking and sucking his juices from Jeff’s fingers.

Jeff cupped his other arm around Stuart’s shoulders and cuddled him close. “Good boy. My very good boy.”

Jeff heard the bathroom door open. “The girls have left. Room for one more?” Brandon asked.

“Of course, Master.”

He stepped in, smiling, kissing Jeff and then Stuart. “All better?”

Stuart let out a happy sigh, his eyes falling closed as he snuggled against Jeff. Brandon wrapped his arms around Stuart from behind, sandwiching him between them.

“You are almost going to be running late,” he said to Stuart. “And someone needs to eat breakfast and take his morning meds.” Brandon’s blue gaze fixed on Jeff.

“Yes, Master,” Jeff said.

Brandon patted Stuart on the ass. He usually jumped into the shower in the mornings only long enough to wake up, since he always needed a shower when he got home from work anyway.

Usually, he got in with Brandon, or Jeff, if he was up, to scrub their back or work in a quick snuggle.

Starting his morning right.

Stuart finally straightened and kissed Jeff, then Brandon, before one final rinse and climbing out to dry off and go shave in the third bathroom, where the mirror wasn’t steamed up.

Brandon stepped in to hug Jeff. “Better?”

“Thanks.” He let Brandon hold him, his head resting against Brandon’s shoulder. “Why do you guys put up with me when I get like that?”

“Because we love you and couldn’t get by without you. And thank you for taking care of that with him. I know it made him feel better.” He nuzzled the top of Jeff’s head. “I wish I could stand here with you longer, but I need to go pick up Tracey and drive her to work.” After one more kiss, he turned them so Brandon stood under the spray and started getting his shower. “You need to take your morning meds and try to eat something before your appointment.”

Jeff was getting out when Stuart returned, shaved, a towel wrapped around his hips. In one hand he carried a glass of water, and in the other he had the pill caddy with Jeff’s meds.

“Thank you, buddy.”

Stuart brightened. “You’re welcome.”

Jeff snagged Stuart’s hand before he could get away, pulling him in for a kiss. “Love you.”

Stuart’s smile brightened even more, finally driving away the shadows in Jeff’s heart. “Love you, too.”

As he sighed and started to take the pills and capsules, one by one, he knew he was lucky, all things considered.

He just wished his happy ending hadn’t come with this crappy string attached. 


Chapter Four

 

Despite the little hiccup that morning, Stuart didn’t let it ruin his mood. He’d left the house happy that he’d been able to bring Jeff some pleasure to offset his pain, and wishing he could do more for Jeff.

He was halfway to work when his cell phone rang. He almost didn’t answer it, because it wasn’t one of the custom ring tones he used for Brandon, Jeff, or the girls, until he saw it was his sister Eileen calling. Two years older than him, she was the second youngest of the four siblings.

With his gut suddenly tensing in a bad way, he answered the call. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Do you have a minute to talk?”

Well, hopefully it wasn’t something bad, like one of their parents dying. “I’m driving to work, so I guess. What’s going on?”

It wasn’t like her to call him out of the blue. He’d stayed friends with her on Facebook because she’d liked the pictures he posted of him and his family—Brandon, Jeff, Emma, Grace, and Tracey—and never made rude comments.

Unlike their oldest brother, Jake, who Stuart had blocked on there for leaving nasty comments.

A couple of times a week, Eileen would send him short notes via Messenger through the site, enough to keep in touch but not exactly buddy-buddy.

Then again, of his three siblings, he really hadn’t been truly close to any of them while growing up.

Not when he’d had his secret to keep hidden.

“My boyfriend proposed to me over the weekend.”

“Oh.” Relief filled him. Nothing bad. “Congratulations.”

“I’d like you to be there for the wedding, if you can make it.”

He wasn’t sure how to respond. “I’m not sure Mom and Dad will want me there,” seemed the safest reply.

“I already talked to them and told them I wanted you there. They said they’re fine with it.”

“Really? Because last time I talked to Mom, she told me she loved me, but that I was going to burn in hell. And I’m not Jake’s favorite person, either. I don’t know if you saw the shit he posted on my pics before I blocked his ass. He was being a jerk.”

“I…” She sighed. “I know. I’m sorry you couldn’t come out to me. You know I’m not like that.”

True. But while his sister had never “talked the talk” of a homophobe, she sure hadn’t shut down that kind of talk amongst their family when it happened.

Then again, she hadn’t known she had a gay little brother, either.

“Then Jake called me after I told Mom on the phone about me, Brandon, and Jeff,” Stuart told her. “We…had words. And they weren’t pleasant words, either. The bottom line is, I’m happy, I’m living how I want to live, and Brandon and Jeff love me for who I am. Jake can go screw himself.”

Another sigh from her. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m going to be telling him I’m inviting you, and that he can suck it up and behave himself, or he can stay the hell home. I’m tired of being bullied by him. I’m nearly thirty years old, for chrissake. I’m not a kid anymore. I don’t have to tolerate it or him and his shitty kids.”

This was news. “He bullied you?”

“All the time growing up. You don’t remember that?”

“No.” Jake bullied him and their brother, Robert, but he honestly didn’t remember Jake bullying Eileen.

“Yeah, he used to do things to me all the time. He’d dump my toys in the toilet, or rip pages out of my books, all sorts of stuff. If I told Mom and Dad about it, he’d deny it was him and try to say I did it to get him in trouble. Then he’d do worse stuff to me.”

“Where the heck was I when that was happening?”

“It stopped when he left home. Maybe you were just too young to realize it.”

Then again, he’d spent his childhood terrorized by the guy, and Jake was eight years older than him. Jake had moved out after he’d graduated from high school, when Stuart was only ten. That, and maybe Stuart had been too deep in his own survival mode to pay attention to any abuse she suffered at his hands.

“I’m sorry.”

“Nothing you could have done about it. Robert’s fine with you coming, too. If Jake wants to be Jake, he can stay home. I’d really like you there. And I’d like to meet your guys.”

“That doesn’t change what Mom said to me on the phone.”

“Yeah, well, they’re old and set in their ways. They do love you. She promised she would behave herself. Her and Dad both. I’m not excusing them, but they are our parents.”

He thought about it. It wasn’t just their reaction to him coming out that bothered him.

It was knowing he’d overheard his parents plenty of times talking about how they thought Stuart would never be able to support himself or make it on his own.

Zero confidence in him as a person.

And he wasn’t sure he could handle facing them right now.

“I can’t give you an answer yet. I need to talk to Brandon and Jeff first.”

“I mean it. You can bring them, too.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to come alone, if I can even come. Jeff probably won’t be able to come because of his health. That’ll be too hard on him. He can stay home with Emma.”

“I…I watched the video you posted of her last swim meet. She seems like a neat kid.”

More news to him. “You did?”

“Yeah. You’re my brother. I love you. I’d like to know about your life and the people you love.”

That was a true shocker.

“When is your wedding? That’s another thing.”

“I’ll send you an e-mail with all the details. It’s in four weeks.”

“Four weeks?”

“Yeah.”

“Wow. That’s…fast.”

“He proposed last week. We’ve been dating for over a year. He’s going to be shipping out two weeks after the wedding on deployment to Afghanistan. Army.”

“Oh.” That put it into context. He hadn’t met this guy, even though now he did remember her talking about a guy she’d started dating not too long before he left Iowa.

“Yeah. We want to do it before he leaves. That’s another reason I honestly don’t care what Jake says. The day is for me and John. I’ll be moving after the wedding, and won’t be living near Jake for him to give me a hard time about it.”

“Well, I hope everything works out okay.”

“Me, too. I really love him. If it’s any consolation, I’m sure Jake will be hating too much on John and his family to have time to give you a hassle.”

“What? Why?”

“John’s parents are from Mexico. He and his three sisters were born here, but his parents weren’t legal until about a year ago.”

“Oh, boy.”

“Yeah. He’s a great guy and I love him. His parents work ten times as hard as Jake ever has, and they’re fantastic people. They welcomed me into their family with open arms. One of his sisters earned a full academic scholarship to college and medical school and she’s a cardiologist. Another one is an engineer. The third is an Army officer. But I know once Jake meets them he’s going to be a total ass.”

“How about solving the problem by not inviting him?”

“Because stupid Mark told him. I actually wasn’t going to tell Jake about it.” Mark was their cousin, the one Stuart had rented a room from after graduating high school so he could move out of his parents’ house and have a modicum of privacy.

“You can still uninvite Jake.”

“Then he’ll go whining to Mom and Dad about it and creating even more drama, and I really want them there. I’ve already warned John’s family what a jerk Jake is. They’ve handled worse than him in their lives.”

“This sounds like it’ll be…fun.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“How about telling Jake it’s a few hours later than it really is.”

“I thought about that, too, but, again, stupid Mark is buddy-buddy with him.”

“Yeah, there is that.”

“John will have several of his Army buddies there. They’ll all be in uniform, too. Hopefully Jake won’t act like too much of an ass. He’s a bully, but he’s also a damn coward. He’ll be way outnumbered.”

“How dressed up do I need to be for this?”

“Oh, the guests can wear jeans, or a suit, if you want. Nothing fancy. We have to keep the cost down. We’re paying for it ourselves. I even found a gorgeous wedding dress at Goodwill for fifty bucks. It’s too big for me, but John’s mom can alter it so it fits me. Designer dress, too. Probably close to a thousand-dollar dress, brand new.”

“Wow. That’s great.”

“I know, right? So…please?”

The bad feeling all tangled and knotted in his gut wasn’t getting any better. “I’ll try. E-mail me the info, please, as soon as you can. I’ll let you know once I have an answer.”

“Thanks, Stu. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Sis.” He ended the call.

Great. His good mood had evaporated.

He tossed his phone onto the passenger seat and continued his drive into work. He suspected Cedro, his boss, would give him the time off to go…except Stuart really didn’t want the hassle of dealing with Jake.

Life with Brandon and Jeff had felt like living in a happy bubble after years of feeling he was under siege all the time. Jeff’s health issues aside, this was the happiest he’d ever felt in his adult life.

Hell, it was the happiest he’d ever felt in his life, period. He had a family and large group of friends who loved and supported him. His coworkers and boss respected him. He never felt like he had to explain himself. He never felt like he was looked down upon.

He felt appreciated.

Other than the initial stumble of finding out he’d been catfished by someone when he first moved to Florida, he had literally no complaints about his life, except for the obvious, that he wished he could heal Jeff. Logically, he understood that was out of his control.

Didn’t mean he was okay with it.

Did he really want to go back to Iowa, even for a visit?

On the other hand, he loved Eileen and if she wanted him there…

Plus his parents weren’t getting any younger. Could he handle the guilt if he didn’t go and something happened and he never had a chance to tell them he loved them one more time?

These were all things he knew he’d have to discuss with Brandon and Jeff, and then hand the final decision over to Brandon. He trusted him. Wouldn’t be collared to him as his slave and living with him if he didn’t trust him.

Trust both of them.

 

* * * *

 

Emma and Grace were working on homework at the dining room table when Stuart returned home from work late that afternoon.

Jeff lay asleep on the couch, the TV tuned to SpongeBob SquarePants.

After saying a quiet hello to the girls so he didn’t wake Jeff, Stuart made his way to the master bedroom, where Brandon was talking on his cell phone.

Brandon waved him in for a kiss, even as he kept talking on what was obviously a work call. Meanwhile, Stuart headed into the bathroom to grab his shower.

Hopefully the doctor had some answers for them today about Jeff’s condition. He got it. Jeff felt bad that he couldn’t do more, like he wasn’t pulling his fair share around the house.

Stuart and Brandon didn’t feel like that, though. Jeff’s health was beyond his control, and they preferred he take things easy and actually have some good days, versus doing what he thought he “should” be doing and half killing himself.

Like he’d done on Monday.

As Stuart stood under the hot water and let it sluice over him, he closed his eyes and thought about his conversation with his sister that morning.

Eileen had sent him an e-mail with the details not long after their phone call. They were holding the ceremony and reception at a hotel the next town over from where his parents and Jake lived, which would be a blessing because maybe Jake wouldn’t come. Slated for the first weekend of December. He and Brandon could stay at the hotel and hopefully not have too much contact with the rest of his family.

Or even stay at another nearby hotel and hopefully miss out on seeing anyone outside of the rehearsal dinner, wedding, and reception. That was his preferred option, if they could arrange it.

He heard the bathroom door open and close, then Brandon’s head popped through the front of the shower curtain. “Want company?”

“Always, Master. You never need to ask.”

His head disappeared while he got undressed, then he stepped in with Stuart, pulling him into his arms. “Hey there, stranger.”

Stuart smiled up at him. “Hey there, yourself, handsome.” He almost got swept away by the kiss Brandon laid on him, which was likely to lead to Stuart’s second shower sex episode of the day, until he thought about Jeff.

He rested his palms against Brandon’s chest to stop him before Stuart totally lost his brains. “How did Jeff’s doctor appointment go?”

“He ordered blood work, which we had done as soon as we left there. He basically chewed Jeff out for overdoing it, which we already suspected had triggered the worst of this flare. The weather change contributed, too, I’m sure. The doctor will review the results of the blood work and then call Jeff to let him know if we need to change his medicine or what.”

“Does he have meds to make Jeff stop overdoing it?”

“Yeah, it’s called threatening to put in another PICC line.”

“Oooh. Yikes. Really?

“Possibly. Although that’s not necessarily due to him overdoing it. If he’s having a relapse, he might need a new PICC line anyway. The doc wants to see his blood work first. It’s…” He sighed. “It’s looking more like Jeff’s got the chronic version of this, and he might not get ‘better.’ We need to help him come to grips with this.”

Stuart rested his head against Brandon’s chest. “I wish we could fix this.”

“Way ahead of you, buddy.” Brandon rubbed his chin against the top of Stuart’s head, something Stuart loved when he did it.

“Speaking of fixing things, did Tracey’s car get fixed?”

“It’ll be ready tomorrow. Her roommate was able to drive her home today, and they work close to the same hours tomorrow. Tracey’s going to ride in early with her. Mechanic’s going to have the part tomorrow. Some relay or something.”

“That’s good.”

“So what’s bothering you besides all of that? You looked like something was on your mind when you got home.”

Stuart tipped his head back. “It’s spooky when you do that.”

He smiled. “It’s a Dom thing. And a dad thing, but I’d prefer calling it a Dom thing with you, because otherwise, that’s borderline creepy. Do you want to tell me, or make me cane it out of you?”

Stuart told Brandon about his phone call that morning from Eileen.

Brandon didn’t respond at first. “I thought we established you wouldn’t go see them alone.”

“I know, Master. I don’t want to go alone. If you can’t go with me, or if you say I can’t go, then that’s it. I won’t argue with you about it.”

Brandon’s sigh sounded weary and heavy. “You want to go, don’t you?”

“It’s…complicated. You and Jeff heard what Mom said when I came out to her. I’m not looking forward to a confrontation with them.”

“I won’t let you go alone.”

Stuart hadn’t seen his family since he’d left Iowa and moved to Florida early in the year, but Jeff and Brandon had literally sat next to him and held his hands as he’d made the call to his mom to tell her he was gay and living with two guys. He’d had it on speaker phone, so Brandon and Jeff had heard every word.

“If you can’t go with me,” Stuart said, “then absolutely not, I won’t go. I don’t want to go alone. I know Jeff can’t go.”

“No, Jeff will not go. I don’t want him traveling this time of year. It’ll likely be cold up there, and I don’t want him trying to defend you if your brother acts like a dickhead.”

“I think I’d have to go after Jake if he tried it. Might even have to go after him if he goes after you.”

“I can take care of myself, buddy.”

Brandon’s left hand slid down Stuart’s ass to hold on, fingers digging in.

Now he knew why Brandon wanted to climb into the shower with him.

Not that he objected.

Brandon’s other hand slid up, cupping the back of Stuart’s head and holding him in place. He slanted his lips over Stuart’s for a long, crushing kiss, both of them softly moaning as their cocks hardened between them.

Like this, Stuart knew the only place he wanted to be was right there, in his Master’s arms.

And Jeff’s, too, of course.

Brandon spun him around, facing the wall, a hand between his shoulder blades to bend him over. His hands skimmed down Stuart’s back, grabbing his hips to grind against his ass.

Brandon leaned in, his lips near Stuart’s left ear. “Yeah, buddy.” His voice practically sounded like a growl. “You know what I want, don’t you?”

Stuart wiggled his ass at Brandon. “Yes, Master.”

“Such a good boy for me. I told Jeff earlier today I’d like a chance to nail you in here and he gave his blessings.” He lightly smacked Stuart’s ass, then reached for the small bottle of lube they kept in the shower just for these kinds of situations.

Stuart arched his back, sticking his ass out for Brandon and spreading his legs wide for access.

“That’s my good boy.”

A soft moan rolled out of Stuart when Brandon’s fingers probed his ass, lubing him, getting him ready. The sweet pinching burn he knew would immediately turn to pleasure once Brandon really got started. Stuart’s cock throbbed, rigid and ready for whatever his Master wanted to do to him.

He felt the thick knob at the end of Brandon’s cock press against his rim and didn’t bother waiting. Stuart rocked back, impaling himself and earning an appreciative grunt from Brandon.

“Damn, boy,” Brandon whispered. “Somebody’s eager to get fucked.”

“Yes, Master. Please?”

Stuart had to brace his hands against the wall to keep from getting his head driven into it. Brandon grabbed his hips and started fucking him, hard and fast, deep, really plowing him the way he enjoyed.

Feeling owned and well-fucked by his Master.

Life had gotten in the way over the past couple of weeks, leaving the three of them with barely any energy to really roll around the way they liked to. And with Jeff in pain, Brandon and Stuart were always careful not to hurt him. Which sometimes meant evenings cuddling in bed instead of fucking each other’s brains out.

Brandon’s balls slapped against Stuart’s ass at the bottom of every thrust, his fingers digging in harder as the man grew closer to release. Every long, deep stroke glided across his gland, pulling Stuart close to the edge but not getting him over.

Finally, Brandon built to a finish, a long, satisfied groan escaping him when he buried his cock in Stuart’s ass one last time, his balls pumping a load of cum deep inside him.

Then Brandon reached around him and fisted his cock. “Make it fast, boy, or I might make you wait until tomorrow night. You already got off once today.” He reached around with his other hand and tugged on Stuart’s balls, the combination quickly finishing him off. It didn’t take more than a few pumps for his cock to explode, hot cum covering Brandon’s hand as his ass clamped down on the cock still buried inside him.

Brandon turned them, leaning against the wall, his arms around Stuart holding him even as Brandon’s softening cock remained inside Stuart’s ass. “Such a good boy.”

Stuart tipped his head back to look up into Brandon’s blue eyes. “Thank you, Master.”

Brandon’s throaty chuckle rumbled through Stuart’s chest. Brandon leaned in to kiss him. “Thank you. Sorry it’s been a few days. Under the circumstances, if you want to ask for permission to masturbate, you can have it.”

Stuart drew Brandon’s arms snugly around him. “No, thank you, Master.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m your good boy.”

Brandon nuzzled Stuart’s ear. “Yes, you are my very good boy.”


Chapter Five

 

On the couch, Jeff had dozed off and on ever since they’d returned home from his doctor appointment. His late-night solo bravado had fizzled right out in the harsh light of day.

He couldn’t even drive feeling the way he did now.

How the hell did he expect to work? Seriously?

Even the earlier shower sex, which to be honest he hadn’t had to expend any energy to enjoy, had left him physically drained.

Because of being out of it, Jeff only caught snippets of conversations from the dining room. He was aware of Stuart arriving home, then disappearing for a while. He could hear Emma and Grace softly talking while doing their homework. Stuart and Brandon returned, soon followed by the aroma of dinner being cooked.

Someone rounded the couch. When Jeff opened his eyes, Stuart was kneeling in front of him, gently brushing the hair away from Jeff’s forehead.

“Hey.” Stuart leaned in and kissed him before settling on the floor. “How you feeling?”

“Shitty.”

“Sorry.”

“Not your fault.”

“I’m still sorry. Dinner’s almost ready. Can I bring you a plate?”

Jeff needed a moment to answer that. His stomach both rumbled with hunger and dangerously rolled at the thought of eating anything, even though the house smelled delicious now.

“No,” Jeff finally said.

Brandon suddenly appeared from somewhere. Jeff realized he must have really been out of it to not sense him walking over. “You heard the doctor, buddy. You need to eat. You’re losing weight. If you don’t eat, I’m going to make you start drinking those shakes.”

“They’re disgusting. They taste like—” He’d been about to say ass, and not even good ass, but realized with the girls standing right there in the kitchen that it wasn’t exactly appropriate to say with them within earshot. “They taste horrible. I hate them.”

“I know you do. You still need to eat. At least a little.”

Jeff tried to sit up and realized he had two sets of hands helping to stabilize him. The room spun for a moment, then settled. “I don’t want another PICC line,” he said, not even caring he sounded like a petulant child.

“Then you need to eat something,” Brandon gently said. “I know the meds upset your stomach. We need to adjust your meal schedule so you’re eating a little before you take them. That might help. The doctor said so. Spread it out. Find stuff you can tolerate and let you graze throughout the day.”

Stuart stared up at Jeff, his brow furrowed, his sweet green eyes full of worry.

“Can you please bring me something?” Jeff finally asked him.

Stuart jumped up to do it, leaving Brandon there with him.

Brandon sat next to him on the couch, draping an arm around his shoulders. “No, you are not going back to work right now.”

Jeff glared at him. “How’d you even know I thought that?”

“You were mumbling at me earlier when I checked on you before I called work. Before Stuart got home.”

He really must have been out of it. He didn’t even remember doing that.

Brandon arched an eyebrow at him. “Once you’re feeling better, yes, then we can talk about it. Right now? No. Absolutely not. I didn’t want to make you quit working, but you and I both know it had to happen like this.”

Jeff was torn between wanting to cry and wanting to throw a temper tantrum and realized he didn’t have the energy to do either.

Not to mention Brandon was absolutely right.

He leaned against Brandon. “I hate feeling like this,” he whispered.

Brandon kissed his temple. “I know, buddy. It’s okay. You overdid it and crashed yourself. Part of what you’re feeling right now is due to how exhausted you feel and how much pain you’re in. It’s messing with your emotions. That’s what the doctor said. You need to remember this and learn to take it easy.”

“This isn’t fair. We’re supposed to get our happily ever after now.”

“We have that. We have each other, and Emma.”

Grace cleared her throat from nearby.

“And the bonus daughter, who shouldn’t be eavesdropping on our conversation.” Brandon glanced in her direction.

Grace appeared in front of Jeff. “Sorry, Pop. I came to ask what Jeff wanted to drink. I didn’t want him to have to yell.”

“Do we have the lemon-lime Gatorade?” Jeff asked.

“A whole bunch of it.”

“That, please.”

“Thanks, sweetie,” Brandon added, when she left to get it. Once she was back in the kitchen, he dropped his voice. “I’m going to get you one of the new pills, and you’re going to take it.” The doctor had written the new prescription for Jeff at the appointment after Brandon had told him about Jeff’s mood swings in relation to pain.

Jeff hadn’t wanted the prescription.

Brandon had overruled him.

“I don’t want to take Xanax.”

“It’s only for a little while, and it’s a very mild dose. Just to help take the edge off until you’re feeling better. The doctor said it’d help you. Remember what he said? You’re caught in a stress cycle, and it’s making your pain worse. Once you feel better, you can stop taking them.”

Stuart returned with Jeff’s plate on a plastic tray. Mac and cheese, very tender pork tenderloin, and green beans. Not a lot of any of it, just a few bites of each.

Grace brought him a tall glass of Gatorade with a straw. While Stuart swapped places with Brandon, Jeff took a few sips of the Gatorade.

Then Brandon reappeared with the pill and a cup of water.

Sighing, Jeff took them from him and swallowed the pill.

“What’s that?” Stuart asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” Brandon said.

 

* * * *

 

Yeah, Brandon got it. Jeff felt horrible and was hating on himself and life in general at that point.

And it sucked and wasn’t fair. Not a bit.

Brandon had already talked to Doyle, a friend of theirs from the Suncoast Society group who also happened to be a psychologist, and might be setting Jeff up with an appointment to talk to him in the next week or so if Jeff’s mood didn’t improve. That morning, Brandon had made several appointments with Cherise for Jeff, his next on Friday, early evening. Brandon would take him after he got off work.

When the doctor had suggested the Xanax, at least temporarily, Brandon knew Jeff needed it. Brandon had done research, too, and it was common for people with chronic health issues to experience depression, or anxiety.

Once Jeff’s body climbed out of this flare, he likely wouldn’t need the Xanax. But for the next few days, at the very least, Brandon was going to insist Jeff take it. If nothing else, to give his body a temporary respite from the mental stress.

Brandon went and grabbed his own plate, which Stuart had dished out for him, and brought it and his glass of iced tea out to the sofa to eat with Jeff. No, he couldn’t imagine what Jeff felt like on a daily basis, but it killed him he couldn’t do more for his guy to help him feel better.

But he would always do what was best for Jeff. Sometimes, like having to make decisions as a father for Emma, that might mean making unpopular decisions.

They still had to be made.

“Think of going back to work as a goal,” Brandon said as he watched Jeff push a green bean around his plate with his fork. “Something to earn. I hated having to tell you to stop working, but this had to be done.”

“I know.” The Xanax would kick in any time. Brandon hoped to get him to eat as much as possible before that happened, knowing that the meds might knock him out. Jeff wasn’t used to taking them, and the doctor had warned Brandon that over the first couple of days, it might mean Jeff fell asleep on them.

At least him driving or operating heavy machinery wasn’t an option right now.

Thankfully.

“I was thinking about maybe pricing out hot tubs,” Brandon said. “Especially if you think it’ll help with your pain.” The pool was heated, so at least Jeff was able to get in it several times a week and pool walk for exercise. Low-impact, gentle on his body, and keeping him moving in a way that wouldn’t harm him.

“Is it in the budget?”

“We can make it work. Used ones aren’t bad at all. Not an in-ground one, obviously.”

“If you think so, Sir.” Jeff still poked at the same green bean, but at least he’d finished his mac and cheese and the pork.

“Can I get you to eat some more macaroni for me?”

Jeff let out a long sigh. “I guess, Sir.”

Brandon set his plate on the coffee table and took Jeff’s back to the kitchen. Stuart started to jump up from the table to help, but Brandon waved him back down. “I got it.” He offered him a smile. “Go ahead and eat.”

He didn’t dish very much out for Jeff, not wanting to overwhelm him. When Brandon returned to the couch, Jeff stared at the plate for a moment, where Brandon had set it on the tray on his lap.

“You okay, buddy?”

Another sigh, followed by a shrug.

Houston, we have lift-off. The Xanax must have kicked in.

“Eat that for me, please,” Brandon said.

Finally, Jeff started doing it.

Okay, well, that was a bonus. Maybe they wouldn’t have to wheedle and beg to get him to eat. Jeff hadn’t exactly been obese to start with. Right now, he was perfectly in the center of a weight-to-height chart ratio, except he looked borderline gaunt to Brandon’s loving eyes.

Stuart had privately commented on it, too.

It was usually easier to get Jeff to eat breakfast than dinner. Brandon made a mental note to add more things like instant cream of wheat and oatmeal to the shopping list. Stuff he knew Jeff liked and would eat, that would also hopefully be easy on his stomach and was easy for him to prepare.

But it was difficult, especially if Jeff wasn’t up and about by the time he and Stuart left for work, to monitor Jeff’s morning diet.

Finally, Jeff finished the macaroni Brandon had brought him.

It reminded Brandon in some ways of when Emma was a baby and started eating. She’d been a picky eater at first, until she hit three years old.

From that point on, she’d been like a starving piranha.

But during her picky phase, trying to get her to eat sometimes took a two-person song and dance act between him and Tracey, their own food going cold while trying to make sure more of Emma’s food went in her mouth than it did on the floor or walls.

Or ceiling.

Three times.

Brandon decided to go for broke. “Feel like more macaroni?”

Another shrug.

He took it as a yes and brought him another serving.

That was the limit, though. Finally, Brandon knew he needed to get Jeff to bed or the man would be sleeping on the couch.

Leaving Stuart to help the girls clean up the dishes, Brandon hooked an arm around Jeff’s waist and helped him into the bedroom. After getting him on the bed, Brandon closed the bedroom door and then stripped Jeff, helping him into the middle of the bed. Tonight, he and Stuart would sleep with him to make up for leaving him alone the night before.

He still felt bad that Jeff had awakened alone. Brandon had thought he would sleep all night. If he’d known he would wake up and be upset about that, at least he would have slept with him, or he would have ordered Stuart to.

Brandon stretched out next to him in bed as Jeff rolled toward him. “I love you, Master,” Jeff whispered, nuzzling his head in close.

Brandon pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “Love you, too, boy. So, so much. That’s why I need you to let your body heal and listen to the doctors, okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Aaannd…like that, Jeff was asleep, softly snoring.

Brandon gave it about ten minutes before carefully extricating himself.

Stuart and the girls were almost finished cleaning up the kitchen.

“So what is the new medicine?” Stuart asked.

“Xanax,” Grace said, holding up the bottle from where all of Jeff’s medicine bottles sat together on the counter. “For his mood, right?”

Brandon crossed his arms and leaned against the counter. “Yeah. Temporarily. To see how he does. Once his pain levels off again, he might come off it.”

“I’m honestly shocked he hasn’t been put on it sooner,” Grace said.

Very little the genius-level girl said surprised Brandon anymore. “Why is that?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I researched Lyme disease. Anxiety and depression are very common in chronic, long-term patients. Xanax is a commonly prescribed drug, especially short-term. It’s logical.”

“You really should go for pre-med.”

Grace shrugged again. “Not sure if I want the hassles of dealing with malpractice insurance and trying to bill insurance companies. I’m thinking about it, though.”

He caught the way Emma smiled at her, though, and the way Grace looked at her, the loving side glances.

Part of him was rooting for them, hoping they would make it for the long-haul as a couple. At least they had things easier than he’d had.

They didn’t have to go through the same level of pain as he had coming out to a wife, getting divorced—all of that collateral damage.

He wasn’t under any illusions that they had a completely smooth road ahead, but maybe it would be easier, in many ways, than what he’d gone through.

Or Stuart.

At least, in that way, Jeff had life “easy.” His parents and sister had accepted him fully when he’d first come out to them as gay, and then accepted Brandon and Stuart as Jeff’s partners when he’d told them about their triad.

Emma had to drive Grace home. Once Brandon and Stuart were alone, he pulled Stuart close, holding him tightly.

“Love you, boy. Thank you for being understanding with him this morning.”

“I know he doesn’t mean it. I sometimes have to make myself remember he’s hurting and it’s the pain that does it.”

Brandon kissed him, their sweet subby boy. Dubbed their “Alpha” subby, since Jeff got to actually marry Brandon, but it was in title alone. Stuart didn’t have a truly toppy bone in his body.

“Can we hook up a hot tub on the lanai?” Brandon asked.

Stuart looked up at him. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t understand what you don’t understand.”

Stuart seemed to need a moment. “Are you asking my permission to hook up a hot tub on the lanai? Because…I’m pretty sure you’re the Master and don’t need my permission.”

Brandon snorted as he realized the source of Stuart’s confusion. “Would we need to put a new electrical circuit or something out there? You are an electrician, are you not?”

“Oh. Oh! Okay.” He laughed. “Sorry, Master. It would depend on what we got. I’d have to look at the specs. I think some of them run off 110. If so, we might be okay. If not, I’d just add another breaker to the panel and run an outdoor conduit. Couple of hours of work, that’s all.”

“So we could do it?”

“Sure. For Jeff?”

“I was thinking so, yeah.” He smiled down at him. “And for fun, too.”

Stuart smiled back. “I would enjoy that kind of fun.”

“I’m sure you would.”

They headed for their bedroom once Emma safely returned. They managed to climb into bed on either side of Jeff without waking him. As they settled in, Brandon tipped his head close to Jeff’s and inhaled, comforted by his scent. It wasn’t the same with the three of them not in bed together.

It finally hit him he’d never given Stuart an answer about going to his sister’s wedding.

I’ll let it stew overnight. He didn’t want to start a discussion about it and wake Jeff.

Frankly, he wanted to say no. It was his gut instinct, and any time he’d ignored that in the past, bad things had happened.

Except…it was Stuart’s family. And Stuart seemed to want to go, at least for his sister’s sake.

It can wait until morning. 


Chapter Six

 

“We haven’t talked about Thanksgiving yet,” Jeff mumbled early the next morning when the alarm went off on Stuart’s phone.

Stuart thought maybe he’d misheard him, but then on the other side of Jeff, the lamp snapped on and Brandon raised his head. “Huh?”

“Thanksgiving.” Jeff’s eyes were still closed, and he winced as he rolled to his right side, now facing Stuart. “We haven’t talked about it yet.”

Stuart looked over Jeff at Brandon, who appeared as perplexed as Stuart felt. But before Stuart could ask Jeff where that thought came from, a soft snore escaped him.

Sound asleep again.

Stuart couldn’t help it. He stifled his giggles and somehow made it out of bed and to the bathroom, where he realized it was difficult as hell to pee standing up while also trying not to laugh loudly enough to awaken a man asleep in his bed.

Brandon stumbled into the bathroom to await his turn, also softly snorting. “I guess that Xanax really did knock him on his ass.”

“Well, he doesn’t even drink. Look what happens if he has a beer, not that he has lately because of his meds. It puts him out like a light.”

“True.”

Stuart finished without dribbling anywhere and stepped aside to wash his hands while Brandon had his turn.

“I don’t smell coffee,” Brandon said. “I take it Emma didn’t have swimming this morning?”

“I don’t honestly know, Master. I forgot to look at the calendar last night.” Stuart grabbed his robe and headed out to the kitchen to get the coffee started. And yes, Emma’s car still sat parked in the driveway when he peeked out the front blinds.

He hit the button on the coffeemaker, then he verified with the calendar that Emma didn’t have swimming that morning.

But when he checked the time, he realized Emma still should have been up by then, getting ready for school and to go pick up Grace, since she was Grace’s ride.

He’d just reached her bedroom door to knock when it flew open and Emma smacked right into him, scaring the crap out of both of them.

“Sorry! Crap, I overslept!” She and Stuart did a back-and-forth dodgy dance before she finally grabbed his arms to hold him still, darted around him, and bolted for her bathroom across the hall.

Down at the end of the hall, the bedroom door opened and Brandon stuck his head out. “What’s going on?”

“Emma overslept.”

“Ah.” He smirked. “Is that why I don’t yet have coffee?”

Delaying the man’s morning coffee wasn’t just a cardinal sin, it was like ignoring a survival tactic. Stuart resisted the urge to shoot him a playful bird that morning. Definitely not the time for it.

Especially before coffee.

And with Emma home, he couldn’t give Brandon a snarky, “Yes, Master,” answer, either.

“It’s brewing now.”

“Thank you.” Brandon disappeared into their room again, the door closing behind him.

This was already starting out to be an interesting morning, and it was only Thursday.

He fixed Brandon’s mug, and his own, and carried them down the hall, barely managing to get out of the way when Emma’s bathroom door flew open and she bolted out, heading toward her bedroom, where her phone was ringing.

“I know, I know!” she muttered. “I’m late!”

Stuart suspected that was Grace calling.

Somehow, he made it to the bedroom, coffee unspilled. He carried the mugs into the bathroom and stuck Brandon’s through the shower curtain.

“Thank you, boy.” He took a long sip and then handed it back to Stuart. Stuart set it on the counter, along with his own, so he could jump into the shower with Brandon real fast. All he needed to do was shave, but the morning wake-up was worth it.

Especially since it gave him a couple of minutes alone with Brandon. For forty-two, the man was still in great shape. Any time he fixed those blue eyes of his on Stuart, he was a goner for him.

His Master.

His husband. Maybe not “legally,” but that didn’t matter. All three of them wore wedding bands, even though Stuart had to wear his on his necklace while working to keep it and his finger safe.

Brandon’s next question caught him by surprise. “Do you really want to go to your sister’s wedding?”

He had to think about his answer. “I want to go for her. Not because I want to go see everyone else. She specifically asked me to come. Maybe I’m asking for trouble for wanting to go, but she made an effort.”

“Okay.” Brandon leaned in and kissed him. “I’ll put in for the time off today. We’ll fly out late that Thursday, fly home Monday morning. We’ll book the flights, rental car, and hotel room tonight.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Brandon cocked his head. “Why do you sound shocked?”

“Yesterday, you didn’t seem…thrilled when I talked to you about it.”

“I’m still not thrilled, but you’re not going alone, and I’m not telling you that you can’t go.”

“Thank you, Master.”

“No, this is a Brandon and Stuart thing.” He palmed Stuart’s cheek. “I love you, and I want to support you.” He grinned. “Just remember this at Thanksgiving when we have to deal with my family.”

“Thanksgiving?”

“Jeff’s mumblings this morning reminded me I need to talk to my family. I’d already told them a couple of months ago that we’d have Thanksgiving here, when they were here for the wedding. I need to confirm they’re still coming.”

“I didn’t think they’d want to come here. Because of me and Jeff.”

He shrugged. “Emma and Tracey will be here. And they showed up for the wedding, so they can’t claim they’re totally boycotting us without sounding like assholes. If they want to see their granddaughter on Thanksgiving, I guess they’ll have to show up, won’t they?” He smiled.

It was the playful smile of the Master Stuart knew and loved and respected.

And feared, just a wee tiny bit.

They heard a muffled shout from Emma and what sounded like the front door slamming shut.

They stared at each other and burst out laughing again. They were just getting themselves under control when they heard the bathroom door open.

Stuart stuck his head through the shower curtain and saw Jeff staggering toward the toilet alcove. “Hey, buddy. Hurricane Emma wake you up?”

“Was that what it was?”

“Yeah. She overslept. Come join us.” He’d have to get out shortly, but it would be good to spend at least a minute or two with Jeff and Brandon.

Lately, getting all three of them alone, vertical, and conscious at the same time was difficult.

When Jeff finished his business, he stepped into the shower with them. They shifted position so Jeff stood between them, their arms around him, his head resting against Brandon’s shoulder as Jeff stood under the water.

“Good morning, buddy,” Brandon said.

“Good morning, Master.”

“How you feeling?”

“Groggy as hell. Do I have to take the Xanax again?”

“Just for a couple of days, please?”

“I don’t like feeling like this.”

“How’s your pain level this morning?”

He seemed to be taking inventory. “Not as bad as yesterday.”

“Okay, here’s the deal. You promise to make and eat a good breakfast. Then take your meds—including a Xanax—and spend the day on the couch or in bed. If you do that, we’ll talk tomorrow morning about you not taking one, depending on how your pain levels are.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Wow,” Stuart said. “He’s not arguing. Now I know he still feels like crap.”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon could tell from the deep lines at the edges of Jeff’s eyes that he felt like crap.

But if he was improving a little, that meant Brandon was doing the right thing to force him to stay still for another day, at least. Jeff might hate the Xanax, but if it knocked him out and made him sleep, that would help his body heal.

“Later this afternoon, start working on the Thanksgiving Day menu, please?” Brandon asked him. “If you feel up to it.”

Jeff looked up at him. “That’s weird.”

“What?”

“I was dreaming about Thanksgiving just before I woke up.”

Brandon couldn’t help it. He and Stuart both burst out laughing, made even funnier by Jeff’s confusion.

“What? What’s so funny?”

Brandon told him.

“Ah. Well, okay, then. I guess I’m planning Thanksgiving.”

“The past several years, Em and I went to my brother Edwin’s house, when Em was with me. He usually hosted for all of us, and our parents would fly in. I’m really looking forward to having Thanksgiving in our home this year.”

“Our first Thanksgiving together,” Stuart said, resting his chin on Jeff’s shoulder. “The first Thanksgiving I haven’t been with…” He didn’t finish.

“With who?” Brandon asked.

“I was going to say with my family, except you are my family. I mean my parents and my sister and brothers and everyone. Everyone always goes to my parents’ house. All the aunts and uncles and cousins and kids. Thirty or forty people.”

“Well, we won’t have that many here,” Brandon said. “I don’t think I want that many here. But we’ll have a cozy crowd. And speaking of crowds…” He told Jeff about them flying up to the wedding in a few weeks, carefully watching his expression for his reaction.

Jeff turned to hold Stuart against him. “You sure you want to put yourself through that?”

“No, but Eileen asked me to come. If I don’t go, I’ll regret it. I know I will.”

“I could go, too. Tracey could stay here with Em and—”

“No,” Brandon said. “The stress of flying and traveling and whatever happens there is not worth putting you through. I’d rather have you here taking care of the girls.” Brandon slipped his arms around Jeff’s waist. “Call me a big meanie if you want, but I have plans for Christmas. That means I’d like you as healthy as possible before then.”

“What kind of plans?”

Brandon gently nipped the nape of Jeff’s neck. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”

 

* * * *

 

Jeff stayed in the shower for a few minutes after Brandon and Stuart got out and started getting dressed. The hot water did help, and as he slowly and carefully started moving around and stretching, he could tell he definitely felt better that morning than he had the past couple of mornings.

When he got out, Stuart had Jeff’s coffee ready and waiting and offered to make him a bowl of oatmeal before he left for work.

Jeff let him, which earned him a smile and kiss from Brandon, who had to leave.

Stuart had to pick up the pace or he’d be running late. So after getting the bowl of oatmeal made and bringing Jeff’s meds to him, he leaned in for a kiss. “Sorry I have to leave.”

“No apologies necessary. Thank you for taking care of me.”

Stuart’s bright smile as he headed out of the kitchen went a long way toward helping Jeff get over his own mood.

Okay, not get over it. That was being too generous.

Something along the lines of making peace with it fell closer to the mark.

At least for that morning.

The longer he was vertical, yes, he was definitely feeling “better” as opposed to the other day when he could barely move and the pain made him nauseous.

The oatmeal, however, tasted delicious. Stuart had nuked frozen blueberries to put in it, along with adding cinnamon and honey.

Their boy was becoming quite a cook. Stuart had never really had to cook before moving in with them. Not beyond boiling water or nuking a hot dog or something. Living at his cousin’s house, his cousin’s wife had always cooked and he’d eaten with them.

Jeff had enjoyed watching Emma and Grace teaching him basics, like how to sauté vegetables and how to bake.

In those moments, beyond all the kinky stuff the three of them had done together, beyond the sexy times in bed, he saw his true family. Vanilla snapshots of life that when he quit kvetching about his health, he could easily see were what mattered most to him.

Family.

His family.

After finishing his oatmeal, he stared at the group of pills. Not only prescription meds, but also some supplements.

He hated taking them.

Ironic that he had no trouble deep-throating one of his guy’s cocks, but swallowing a pill or capsule filled him with dread and nearly made him gag.

I’m stalling.

Once he got started taking them, one at a time, it was a little easier.

Leaving the Xanax for last.

He picked up the tiny pill and stared at it, delaying.

He’d slept really good last night.

Damn good.

Best night’s sleep he’d had in weeks, especially with his high pain levels the past several days.

Except he hated the way they made him feel. Hell, he didn’t even drink very often, because it didn’t take much to knock him out.

“Don’t get too used to being here,” he mumbled at the pill before dropping it into his mouth and washing it down.

That done, he rinsed his bowl and spoon, put them in the dishwasher, and headed for the bedroom to lie down. He didn’t want to be on his feet and out and about until he got used to the kick these damn things had.

In bed would be safest.

If nothing else, I can sleep through my pain. 


Chapter Seven

 

“I am not riding in that damn thing, so forget it.”

Jeff stared at the two determined girls, who insisted he should use the motorized cart at Publix for their grocery shopping trip for Thanksgiving dinner ingredients.

“Dad told us to keep an eye on you,” Emma said.

“He did not say to make me use something that I don’t need to use.”

“You’d totally rock it,” Grace said.

He glared at her.

She held up her hands. “I’m just sayin’.”

“Come on. Don’t make me pull dad-rank on you two. That thing is for people who can’t walk around at all. I can walk pushing a regular grocery cart.” Late that Monday afternoon, a week after his massive flare hit, and Jeff was feeling worlds better than he had that same time the week prior.

He wasn’t feeling “well,” and certainly not “healthy,” but currently hovered at a functional level of pain and mobility that might as well be either or both of those adjectives, all things considered.

Grace lightly backhanded Emma’s shoulder with a playful grin. “Told you. That’s five bucks you owe me.”

“You didn’t try very hard to help me convince him.”

“I told you to go for guilt and puppy-dog eyes right from the start, and you didn’t. Not my fault you wasted an opportunity like that.”

He held up a hand. “Hold on. You bet each other on whether or not you could get me to use the electric cart?”

Emma blushed. “It was Grace’s idea.”

Grace grinned. Showing lots of teeth.

He pointed at her. “You, girl, are a menace.”

“But you love me. I’m the bonus daughter.” Her grin widened. It looked all the more playful—and was thereby all the more deceptively dangerous—because of her diminutive stature, which housed a borderline demented and definitely genius-level mind.

Laughing, Jeff grabbed a regular cart and headed for the first aisle, his phone out and displaying his grocery list. “Come on, Frick and Frack. Let’s get this done.”

Emma had driven him to the store after they’d arrived home from school, mostly because while the Xanax didn’t totally knock him out anymore, unless he took one right before bed, he didn’t like the way they made him feel. Fuzzy-headed, responses slow, and admittedly less than safe to drive. When Brandon had suggested the girls go with him to the store, Jeff had been happy to take the suggestion.

Especially since they wanted to help.

They were going to pick up the bulk of their Thanksgiving dinner needs now, saving a few perishables for closer to the date next week. This way, they were beating the rush and had time to discover if they’d forgotten anything.

He wouldn’t refuse the girls’ help schlepping the groceries inside the house and putting them away, either.

In fact, Brandon had forbidden Jeff from doing that part.

“What about dinner?” Jeff asked halfway through their shopping, realizing that was one thing he hadn’t nailed down yet.

“Ooh, can we grill hamburgers?” Grace asked. “Please? I’m sick of chicken.”

“Your dad still trying to perfect that recipe?” Grace’s father was an amateur barbecue competitor. Man could grill like crazy, and had won several contests for his ribs and briskets. Now he was determined to win medals in poultry.

“He swears he’s going to get this chicken rub recipe down, even if it kills all of us. I haven’t had red meat in about four weeks. I’m probably getting anemic. I keep wanting to take bites out of people.”

Emma snorted. “No, that’s just you on a normal day.”

Grace playfully nudged her.

“Sure, go get what we need. And the good buns, not the cheapo ones.”

The girls rushed ahead to get what they needed as he paused and consulted his shopping list.

A year ago, he’d been living alone and puttering around with his old Edsel.

Now he was a…dad.

Okay, on this side of the worst of his pain, he could appreciate how lucky he was, that he had not one but two husbands who had jobs which could provide for them.

And that he had both Emma and Grace to help him out during times like this.

They were going to have family over for Thanksgiving. Including Brandon’s parents, two brothers, and their families.

Brandon had a slightly strained relationship with his family. They had not been happy with him when he’d come out and divorced Tracey, and Brandon suspected had it not been for Emma, they might have disowned him. To their credit, they hadn’t acted like full-on assholes—yet—since Brandon had become involved with Jeff and Stuart.

Especially since they doted on Emma, and Emma flat-out told them how much she loved Jeff and Stuart, referring to them as her bonus dads.

Jeff’s family would also be in attendance. Grace and her parents were coming, too, and would bring a second turkey with them.

Smoked, natch.

It would be a full house, for sure. Jeff had felt so nervous during their wedding, and had felt so crappy physically, that he really hadn’t spent much time talking with Brandon’s family. Jeff wasn’t very close to either of Brandon’s brothers, or with Brandon’s parents. A month ago, they’d met for dinner at a restaurant with Brandon’s younger brother, Steven, and the man’s family, to celebrate Steven’s wife’s birthday.

It hadn’t been tense, exactly, but it hadn’t been the casual, easy dinners they’d had with Jeff’s family, or even with Grace’s parents.

The girls caught up with him a few minutes later, carrying meat, buns, and even a half-pound of the good cheddar, freshly sliced for them by the deli counter. By the time they got out of there, Jeff was openly glad to have their help.

He felt exhausted.

Emma noticed and handed him the keys. “You sit in there with the air on. We’ll handle this.”

“Thanks, sweetie.” He collapsed into the passenger seat and cranked the engine, pointing one of the dash vents at his face. Today it was in the mid-eighties out, and humid, whereas this time last week, it’d been cold and drizzling.

Welcome to Florida winters.

At least he wasn’t in massive pain on top of exhaustion. Not pain any worse than he dealt with on a daily basis, at least.

When they arrived home, Emma and Grace shooed him inside, ordering him to the couch under threat of calling Brandon and snitching on him.

Jeff complied after taking his meds.

Including a Xanax.

What felt like minutes later, he heard Stuart talking with Emma in the kitchen, the smell of burgers on the grill, and realized nearly two hours had passed.

Shit.

Stuart had already showered and everything, and Jeff had slept right through his arrival. Through the sliders, he spotted Grace out on the lanai, manning the grill—their designated expert on everything cooked outdoors—poking at a burger with the barbecue fork they kept hanging out there on the side of the grill, along with the grill spatula.

He walked into the kitchen and kissed Stuart. “Sorry I crapped out on you guys. Is Brandon home yet?”

“Will be shortly. Got caught at work with a personnel situation. He told us to go ahead and eat.” He pulled out a chair at the table with a smile. “Sit.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Stuart grinned, shaking his head after tossing him an adorable little eye roll.

Grace stuck her head inside. “Jeff, you want yours rare or medium rare?”

“Rare, please.”

She gave him a thumbs-up before closing the sliders again.

Emma and Stuart set the table and had everything ready when Brandon managed to walk in just as they were starting to eat.

“Couldn’t have timed that any better if you tried,” Jeff told him.

Brandon leaned in and kissed him, then Stuart. “How’d shopping go?”

“We are happy to report that he obeyed us, sir,” Grace said.

Jeff had been taking a drink of water and nearly choked on it.

Grace continued, clueless. “He let us get stuff for him at the store, we loaded everything into the car, and back here he came inside, took his meds, and fell asleep on the couch while we unloaded everything and put it away.”

“Yeah,” Emma said. “He didn’t even try to argue with us.”

“Good.” Brandon dropped him a playful wink. “See? When you listen to us and don’t overdo things, you spend more time vertical.”

Later, cuddled in bed, Jeff had to say it. “Either Grace has really freaky luck at what she says, or she damn well knows what kind of dynamic we have and is a sadist in training.”

Brandon nodded. “I already thought of that. But is that really a conversation you want to have with her right now?”

“Not particularly, no.”

“Question answered.”

 

* * * *

 

The closer they drew to Thanksgiving, the more nervous Stuart felt. Legally, he wasn’t Brandon and Jeff’s husband, even though Jeff and Brandon both referred to him as that.

He knew Jeff’s family accepted him.

How would Brandon’s family really feel about him?

The date of the men’s wedding had been rushed out of necessity because of Jeff’s health. This was a far less stressful situation—supposedly—but that meant more time available to talk with Brandon’s brothers and parents.

Stuart desperately wanted to put forward a good impression.

His boss, Cedro Luzon, gave them Thursday and Friday off, paid, in addition to the weekend. So at least he’d have three days to emotionally recover if Thanksgiving dinner went badly. The girls were going with Tracey to Disney for the whole weekend, an early Christmas gift, leaving from Brandon’s after Thanksgiving dinner and driving to Orlando.

That would work out perfectly, actually. Because once everyone had cleared out after Thanksgiving dinner, Stuart planned on trying to call his parents. His mom usually served lunch at one, so even with the time difference, if he called in the evening, hopefully the bulk of their guests would be gone, his dad and brothers would be engrossed in football games, and his mom would have retreated to the bedroom to relax and read while her daughter and daughters-in-law headed out to try to grab early Black Friday deals.

That was, usually, the pattern.

Stuart still left the option on the table to cancel the wedding trip at the last minute if he felt he’d be too much of a disturbance. He didn’t want to disrupt Eileen’s big day.

The Thanksgiving phone call would be his barometer.

By Thursday, he’d talked to Eileen a couple more times over Messenger, and she still assured Stuart he was welcomed to attend the wedding. She actually wouldn’t be spending much of Thanksgiving Day with their parents, only stopping by long enough to say hi before they drove over an hour away to her fiancé’s parents’ house.

Lucky her.

Thursday morning, Stuart was the first one awake and started prepping the turkey for the oven.

Their first Thanksgiving together.

Tracey’s family all lived out of state, and rather than spend the money to go travel to see them, she’d opted to spend it on making memories with her daughter and Grace with the Disney trip. She’d also volunteered to come over early in the day and help them prepare, which would take some of the stress off Stuart and Brandon and give them an extra person to corral Jeff back to the couch when he tried to do too much.

Which, of course, he tried to do from the moment he crawled out of bed after Brandon got up. Most of the guests were scheduled to assemble around one. Grace and Emma spent the night over at Grace’s house the night before and would be home before then.

At one point that morning, not long after Emma and Grace arrived, Brandon pulled Stuart aside and forced him to take a deep breath.

“This is okay. Today is fine. Don’t let your stress about later ruin today for you.”

“I’m an adult. I should be able to deal with my parents. Why can’t I deal with them?”

Brandon pulled him in for a long, strong hug. “Because you’ve felt what it’s like having a ‘normal’ family, and you wish you could have that with your parents, and you can’t.”

Stuart blinked as he realized that was exactly how he felt. “How—”

“While not as extreme as your case, ditto me and my family.” He smirked. “Living well is the best revenge, they say. Forget about tonight. Let’s have a good first Thanksgiving.”

Stuart knew he had to trust Brandon.

Correction, he did trust him.

“Yes, Sir.” 


Chapter Eight

 

Jeff ended up appointed the photographer for the day, since they wouldn’t let him do anything else. His pain levels weren’t even that bad.

But when no one was looking that morning, Brandon leaned in and bit the side of his neck, hard, almost sinking Jeff deep into subspace.

“I have plans for you later tonight, boy,” he murmured into Jeff’s ear. “Why do you think I want you taking it easy and saving your energy?”

“Oh. Oh!”

Brandon dropped him a wink before returning to the kitchen to help.

All right, so that helped boost his mood.

A lot.

It also kept him from sinking into a funk when Brandon’s family arrived and were about as interesting to talk to as a piece of dryer lint stuck to a sweater.

He even gave Tracey all due credit for hamming it up and doing her level best to put on a good show for Brandon’s family with him and Stuart. He guessed her thought process was that if she showed that she was good with the men’s relationship, maybe it would help her ex-in-laws loosen up.

She got an A for effort, but it didn’t do a whole heck of a lot.

Brandon’s family—the adults, since the kids behaved like normal kids—still acted stiff and polite, but not necessarily eager to reach out and be more…friendly.

Jeff had wondered how they’d react to Calvin and already had agreement from Brandon that they’d kick them out if they so much as blinked wrong at Iris’ black boyfriend. But if anything, they acted a little warmer to Calvin than they did toward Jeff and Stuart.

Hell, they acted friendlier toward Tracey than they did to him and Stuart, despite Tracey going out of her way to try to smooth things over and show how close she was to the two men.

Jeff silently fumed, understanding it wasn’t a problem with him and Stu, it was a problem with Brandon’s family.

Still, it stung.

It also provided valuable insight into why Brandon had felt such immense pressure to not come out sooner.

Jeff now understood why Brandon had suggested to Emma and Grace they not come out to his family quite yet, unless they were absolutely prepared to face the potential fallout.

When everyone else had left, and it was down to Emma, Grace, and Tracey preparing for their drive over to Orlando, Emma hugged him, holding back so she didn’t hurt him.

“I get it,” she mumbled against Jeff’s shoulder.

“Get what?”

“Why Dad and Mom said it would be better to not tell Grandma and Grandpa Z and all of them about me and Grace.” She looked up at him. “I really feel bad for Stu now,” she whispered. “I wish I could go with them and punch anyone who picks on Stu.”

He smiled. “That’s sweet, kiddo, but let them handle it. They’re adults.”

“Did I tell you I love your mom and dad? I mean love them. I’m not just calling them Grandma and Grandpa for fun.”

“I could tell. They love you, too. And I love you.”

“Thanks for being my dad.”

Jeff blinked back tears. “Thanks for accepting me. And Stu.” He nodded toward the kitchen, where Stuart and Tracey were playing Tetris with plastic leftover containers in the fridge. “Maybe make sure you tell him that, too, huh? He tends to forget how much he’s loved.”

She gave him a peck on the cheek and headed into the kitchen to do just that.

Grace stepped over, leaning in conspiratorially. “You know I’m running out of names for you guys, right?”

“What?”

“Well, my own is Dad. Then Mr. Ziegler is Pop. I can’t call him Brandon. I don’t feel right calling you and Stu by your first names, and if I call you all Pop, or Dad, or whatever, no one will know who the heck I mean. And I love all three of you like dads.”

He opened his arms for a hug. “I love you, too, kiddo. Even if you do scare me a little.”

“Was it the growling that day at the swim meet? It was the growling, wasn’t it? It’s always the growling.”

He laughed as a playful smile filled her face. He held up his thumb and index finger, nearly touching. “Just a little. But that’s okay. You fit right in here.”

 

* * * *

 

Once it was only the three of them, they locked up the house and retired to the bedroom.

Stuart knew he couldn’t delay the call any longer.

“Can I take one of your Xanax?” Stuart only half-joked to Jeff, who sat on Stuart’s left on the edge of the bed. Brandon flanked Stuart on his right.

Brandon cupped his chin. “You don’t have to make this call if you don’t want to.”

“Yeah, I kinda have to.” He stared at his phone. “I need to learn to stand up to them. I can’t let my emotions about them control my life with the two of you.” He finally called up their house number in his contacts and dialed, putting the phone in speaker mode.

It rang three times before his mom answered. “Hello?”

His throat threatened to lock up. “Hey, Mom. It’s me.”

A slightly awkward pause followed. “Hi, Stuart.”

He took a deep breath and plunged in with the feel of Brandon and Jeff’s arms around him. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Happy Thanksgiving to you, too.”

It immediately became painfully obvious to Stuart that he had nothing in common with his mother, and he was hesitant to bring up discussions of Emma and her swimming or school, or anything relating to his life there in Florida except maybe his job.

She damn sure wasn’t making it easy on him.

“I talked to Eileen,” he said. “She invited us to the wedding.”

“I know. She told us. We’re okay with it. I told you that I love you. I don’t agree with what you’re doing, or understand why you’re doing it, but my pastor said if you want to go to hell, that’s your business. Love the sinner and hate the sin.”

He could tell Brandon wanted to snatch the phone from his hand and tell her to go to hell, but he somehow resisted.

“Brandon’s coming with me,” Stuart said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“Is that one of those men?”

Stuart closed his eyes. “Yes, he’s one of my husbands.”

“You’re not married to them, so they’re not your husbands.”

What he couldn’t understand, beyond the obvious, was how her tone could remain so steady and even, as if discussing any bland topic.

This bread is stale.

That cat is pretty.

They’re not your husbands.

“I won’t argue semantics with you, Mom. They are my husbands. I’m sorry you don’t agree with me being happy with two men who love me.”

“I’d rather not talk about that, please. You have no idea how upset that has me and your father, that you’ll be going to Hell.”

I already lived through hell once.

But he didn’t say that. “Since I disagree with your religion, I’d rather not talk about that, please.”

Stalemate.

“So why isn’t the other one coming with you?” she finally asked.

“Jeff has Lyme disease.”

“And how did he get that?”

“The same way anyone else gets it—a tick bite. He was helping his sister’s friend move up in New Hampshire, and her dogs had ticks.”

“Oh. Carla Edmonton’s sister has that…”

And Stuart let her ramble for five minutes about people he doubted he’d ever met, or if he had, that he didn’t remember.

At least she wasn’t telling him he was going to Hell.

For now.

Once she’d run that conversational weasel through the wringer, Stuart hoped they’d taken a turn for the better, until she veered onto the topic of grandchildren.

“Kevin started playing high school football this year. We go to every game.” That was Jake’s older son, and an obnoxious bully of younger kids last time Stuart had seen him.

“That’s…nice. Emma is a fantastic swimmer. She’s on her high school team and it looks like she might earn herself a scholarship to college for it.”

“Who’s that?”

“My step-daughter.”

“She’s not your step-daug—”

“Yes, Mom, she is. I’m one of her dads, and that’s what she calls me and Jeff, okay?”

“I think it’s horrible you’re exposing a child to that lifestyle, but my opinion doesn’t matter. Hopefully her mother has her in a good church. Why would she want to play a sport to get into college? How will she find a husband like that?”

A few things hit Stuart at the same time. A mixed bag of revelations and memories that nearly took his breath away.

Of remembering the way their parents basically ridiculed Eileen when she’d talked about trying to get financial aid to go to college. How they told her if she wanted to go to trade school to be a hairstylist or nail tech or something, fine, but they weren’t putting her through college.

What boy would want a girl smarter than him?

Then how would she get married?

How Eileen had retreated to her room in tears.

How he’d heard his parents derisively talking about a cousin who’d graduated college with a doctorate in mathematics, acting as if she were some sort of traitor to the family.

Their own relief when he’d mentioned going to school after high school, and he’d told them he wanted to be an electrician.

How they’d said they were glad he wasn’t wanting to waste money on college.

The word almost spat, as if it was something dirty, unclean.

How neither of his parents had high-school diplomas.

How he’d overheard an argument between his cousin, Mark, and Mark’s wife one night when she’d talked about her maybe taking some accounting classes at the community college so she could apply for a different position at the warehouse she worked at. Mark had been against her spending the time and money to do it, even though it would mean she could make more money later.

And how Stuart realized most of his family’s circle of friends thought exactly the same way, their lives centered around working, usually agriculture-based jobs, family, and church.

How anything outside those spheres was belittled as a waste of time, energy, money, or all of the above. Trying to better oneself meant you didn’t think they were good enough.

You were seen as “elitist.”

This all flashed through his mind in an instant.

“Because she’s smart, mom. She’s literally a genius. They gave her an IQ test and she was able to join Mensa.”

“What’s that?”

“An international society for really smart people. She’s going to be a criminal profiler.”

“What’s that?”

“Someone who studies and catches criminals.”

“So she wants to be a policeman? You don’t need some fancy degree to do that. I don’t even think Sheriff Jackson has more than a high school diploma. He was a year ahead of me in school, and he’s been elected to four terms now. Plus he ran a farm for years.”

Futility.

Stuart clearly saw it now.

Somehow, he’d managed to peel back the blinders his family was extremely fond of wearing, envisioned a different life for himself, and jumped into the drink to sink or swim.

With Brandon and Jeff’s love to buoy him, he’d easily floated.

“I’ll let you get going, Mom.” He realized he was squeezing the phone so hard in his hand that it was painfully digging into his palm. “I love you. Please tell Dad I love him, too. We’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”

“We love you, too. If you ever decide to get right with God and come home for good, we’ll be waiting for you.”

He hung up instead of responding, and didn’t realize he was crying until Jeff got up and brought him some tissues.

“I need to call Eileen,” Stuart finally choked out.

“Why?” Brandon said. “Are you cancelling?”

“No. I…I just need to talk to her.”

Stuart leaned against Brandon, feeling safe with the man’s arm around his shoulders. With the phone in speaker mode again, he was a little surprised she answered after the first ring.

“Hey, Stu.”

“Hey. Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure. What’s up? Are you still coming?”

“Yeah. I just talked to Mom.”

“How’d that go?”

“It went. Hey, listen. When you graduated high school and wanted to go to college. How did Mom and Dad act?”

She went quiet, but the call showed it was still connected. It sounded like she stepped into another room and closed the door, because the background noise died off.

“Why?” she softly asked.

“Just…tell me. Please?”

“I thought you were there that night.”

“Refresh my memory.” He also wanted Brandon and Jeff to hear it, to give them first-hand insight.

She did, nearly verbatim what Stuart remembered had happened.

When she finished, it sounded like she choked back tears. “John wants me to go to college. That’s the main reason why I’m moving, even though he’s going to be overseas for a while. He’s going to be stationed out of Fort Benning, and he’s got a cousin who’s already stationed there. I’m going to live with him and his wife and go to school at a college near there and get my nursing degree. I already applied and was accepted.”

She sniffled. “I didn’t tell Mom and Dad that. That’s the other reason John wanted me to marry him now. So I can get benefits. I start classes in January.”

Eileen had spent her first couple of years after high school struggling, until she’d gone to work for a farm equipment dealer, in their parts department. Having been raised on a farm and being familiar with the equipment had helped her get the job.

Their parents had been proud of her, although they’d warned her several times not to get too “pushy” with male customers, in hopes she might meet her future husband there.

“I’m proud of you, Sis,” Stuart said. “I’m really proud of you. I know you can do it.”

Now she did break down into tears. “Thanks. You’re the first one outside of John’s family who knows. I wasn’t going to tell Mom and Dad or anyone until after I got my degree.” She sniffled again. “I wanted to be able to throw it in their faces later. If I tell them now, they’ll just tell me it’s a waste of time and money.”

“I know, Sis. I’m sorry.”

“You’re still coming?”

“I am. I promise. Brandon and I will be there. Say hi to them. Jeff and Brandon are sitting here with me.”

She let out a shnurffly laugh. “Hi.”

“Hello,” Brandon and Jeff said.

“This is Jeff,” he said. “Sorry I won’t make it, but congratulations.”

“No, it’s okay. I understand. I don’t want you to be in pain. It’s already cold here. We might even get a snowstorm that weekend if the long forecast holds.”

“This is Brandon. I’m looking forward to meeting you and your fiancé.”

“So how much of a jerk was Mom on the phone to Stu when he talked to her?”

Brandon nuzzled his head against Stuart’s. “Not enough to scare me off, that’s for sure.”

“Good. I’m really happy he’s happy. I hope one day I get to meet Jeff and Emma.”

“If you and John want to send us both friend requests on Facebook, feel free,” Brandon told her.

“Thank you.” She let out a sigh. “I should get back out there. Happy Thanksgiving to you guys, and I love you, Stu.”

“Backatcha, and I love you, too, Sis.”

Stuart ended the call and stared at the phone for a moment. Jeff and Brandon didn’t interrupt, didn’t speak while he tried to compose his thoughts.

“I wanted you to hear that directly from her so you understood what I finally realized when I was talking to Mom. My parents will never change. They don’t want to change.”

He retraced his mental steps for them, including other memories.

“So take that mindset, and multiply it by a factor of five for Jake,” Stuart finished. “That’s what we’ll be dealing with.”

Jeff turned Stuart’s face so he could kiss him. “I’m sorry I can’t go with you,” he said. “I’d love a chance to call them all out.”

“See, that’s the thing, if you do, it won’t change them. The harder you try to change their minds, the harder they’ll fight against it anyway. It has to be…organic. Like me and Eileen.”

“What about your other brother?” Brandon asked.

“I don’t know. Robert was never like Jake, but we’re not super-close. He’s stayed friends with me on Facebook. Maybe because me and Eileen were bullied by Jake, we saw the world differently. I don’t know. I don’t know if Robert does, too, or not. I don’t want to kick that bear before the wedding, though.”

“Agreed,” Brandon said. 


Chapter Nine

 

With Stuart’s call out of the way, Brandon took the phone from him and set it on the bedside table. “Okay, time to shut a good boy’s brain off for the rest of the night.”

“Yes, please, Master.”

“Oh, my god,” Jeff said. “I just realized we’re going to be child-free until late Sunday. That’s the longest stretch of nakey time we’ve had in months!”

Brandon laughed and pulled him in for a kiss. “You’re just now figuring that out?”

“I’m on some heavy-duty medications, Master. I blame them.”

“True.” Brandon gave Jeff a gentle shove, sending him back onto the bed. “I think you get to be bottom-bottom tonight. If you’re feeling up to it?”

Jeff grabbed Brandon’s hand and put it on his bulge, which had already started growing. “I’m feeling up to it.”

He grinned. “Good boy.”

“Me in the middle, Master?” Stuart asked.

“Nope.” He pulled him in for a kiss. “Me in the middle. I think a certain good boy should get to fuck my ass tonight. You’re in desperate need of throwing a good fuck, I’m in desperate need of receiving one, so everyone’s a winner.”

Stuart finally smiled for him. “Yes, Master.”

Brandon wasted no time getting Jeff naked, with Stuart’s eager help. The only good thing about his health issues was that they could tag-team the man without any protests from him, loving up on him, without him having to put any work into it.

They explored his body with lips and tongues, fingers stroking, building heat and need for all three of them in the process. Brandon loved this, being able to shut either man’s brain down for a while, show them how he felt.

Words could never be enough to express how much he loved them. Ever.

Both of them.

With Jeff’s cock hard and throbbing and the man begging for more, Brandon and Stuart finally stripped and prepared. Stuart grabbed the towels while Brandon enjoyed going down on Jeff, teasing him some more, enjoying the needy tones in his voice as he begged for release.

Brandon grabbed the lube and had more fun getting Jeff’s ass ready, licking and sucking his cock even as he scissored two fingers inside him. Meanwhile, behind Brandon, Stuart was having similar fun with him. And with every move Stuart made, it drew moans from Brandon that were transmitted straight into Jeff’s cock.

Finally, Stuart and Brandon both donned condoms. Jeff spread his legs wide, pulling them back, holding himself open for Brandon. Once Brandon had eased his cock deep inside Jeff, with Jeff’s legs wrapped around his waist, he paused, waiting for Stuart to get into position.

Below him, Jeff stared up at him with his sweet hazel eyes looking glazed and full of need.

“My good boy.” Brandon smiled down at him. “Been a while since I got to fuck this sweet ass.”

Jeff’s hands reached for him, pulling him in for a kiss as his hard cock rubbed between them. “Please fuck me, Sir.”

“Oh, I will. Let our boy get into position.” Brandon didn’t want to start moving yet anyway. What Stuart was doing to him felt too damn good already, before he even started thrusting.

Stuart’s hands stroked Brandon’s back, settling on his hips. “Okay, Master.” His voice sounded strained, tense. “Maybe you should do the moving?”

Brandon snickered and glanced back at him. “You close already?”

“Yes, Sir. Sorry.”

Instead, he leaned in and sucked on Jeff’s lower lip. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

“Please, fuck me hard.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I need it hard tonight. Please?”

Brandon slid his hands under Jeff’s shoulders, cupping the top of them as he stared down into his eyes. Like that, Jeff’s cock was perfectly trapped between them.

“Free for all, boys. Come as you can.” Brandon slowly started fucking Jeff, Stuart adjusting his position a little so Brandon was actively fucking himself back and forth, between Stuart’s cock and Jeff’s ass.

As Brandon picked up the pace and force of his thrusts, Jeff held on tighter, his breaths short and shallow as he tried to get there, to get off like that. Both men really enjoyed it when Brandon could fuck one out of them without touching their cocks in the process. Although with Jeff’s cock currently getting a slight assist, it still counted. Technically.

“Come for me, baby,” Brandon said. “Give it to me.” He nuzzled the side of Jeff’s neck as he pistoned his hips against the man, timing it, waiting for him to build enough that a bite would shove him over the edge, not delay his orgasm.

Behind him, Stuart had picked up the rhythm and drove his cock deep into Brandon’s ass on every withdrawal Brandon made from Jeff’s. It only added to Brandon’s need and he knew at that rate he wouldn’t be able to hold back long.

Finally, he bit down, hard, and Jeff’s entire body tensed. As Jeff’s ass flexed and grabbed at Brandon’s cock with the force of his orgasm, Brandon released his bite and fucked him, hard, fast, quickly finishing as behind him, he heard Stuart’s moan start as his climax hit him.

Sated and happy, Brandon gently dropped his weight on Jeff as the man held on even tighter. Jeff kissed him, a sweet, gentle exploration as Stuart’s breath caressed the back of Brandon’s neck.

“Not too hard?” Brandon asked.

Jeff wore a happy smile. “Perfect. Damn, I needed that.”

“So did I.”

“Me, too,” Stuart added.

“Anyone check the pool temp today?” Brandon asked.

Jeff tapped his arm. “I turned on the heater late this afternoon. It should be around ninety.”

“Excellent. Let’s go.”

They untangled limbs and headed to the bathroom first, cleaning up and grabbing beach towels before stepping out the bedroom sliders onto the lanai. Stuart immediately cannonballed into the deep end, breaking the surface a second later.

“It’s perfect!”

 

* * * *

 

Jeff knew the men didn’t want to hurt him in bad ways. He got it. He appreciated their concern.

It didn’t mean he didn’t want them to use him, fuck him hard, the way they used to.

Sure, some of their impact play and intricate bondage positions were now on the back burner for him, but dammit, he wanted one part of his life to not give way to his fucking health.

Sometimes, if it wasn’t the pain that took his desire away, it was the side effects of the medications. He had another appointment for more blood work next week. He didn’t have to have another PICC line—yet—but the doctor told him in no uncertain terms if either his blood work or his physical symptoms didn’t make a drastic improvement soon, he’d be putting Jeff back on one for another round of heavy-duty IV meds.

As Jeff floated on his back in the pool, Stuart swam over to him, getting under him, cradling Jeff against him to nibble on his left ear. Already, their boy’s cock was showing renewed signs of interest.

Ah, to be twenty-six again. Jeff reached under him and found Stuart’s cock, stroking him and quickly getting him fully hard. Then he positioned the head of it at his ass.

“Go ahead.”

Stuart’s grip closed on him, a soft moan brushing his ear as Stuart’s cock easily sank into his well-fucked ass. They were close to the wall, so Stuart put his feet down and turned them, holding on to the edge so he could really fuck Jeff.

Brandon swam over, smiling. He kissed Jeff, his arm draped around both of them as Stuart fucked Jeff. Then Brandon’s other hand dropped to Jeff’s cock. Jeff wasn’t sure he could get it up a second time, but that didn’t stop Brandon from trying to stroke him hard again.

“Fuck him good, boy,” Brandon said to Stuart while staring into Jeff’s eyes. “Show him what he does to you.”

Jeff moved his arms, now holding on to Brandon’s shoulders as the man leaned back against the edge of the pool. Stuart usually took longer to reach a second orgasm, especially that close to the first time he’d come.

Which Jeff now realized had been Brandon’s plan all along.

As Jeff smiled, Brandon returned it. “What?”

“Nothing, Master.” He kissed him, deeply. “You’re sneaky.”

“I can be. Fuck him nice and long, Stuart. Make it last.”

Stuart whined. “I’m so close.”

“Then you’d best slow down for a minute,” Brandon told him. “I’ll try to see if I can coax another one out of him for you before you come.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Brandon released Stuart, and instead slid his hand up Jeff’s back, grabbing a fistful of hair and tipping his head to the other side. Jeff’s eyes dropped closed and he was already anticipating the delicious pain of the bite when it hit him.

He felt his cock trying to thicken and stir in response to Brandon’s hand stroking him, and to how good Stuart’s cock felt in his ass.

Brandon wasn’t done, though. He bit up and down the side of Jeff’s neck, to his shoulder, back again. Hard, painful bites that finally finished hardening Jeff’s cock and making him softly moan with need.

“There you go,” Brandon said, pulling him tightly against him. “Come for us, baby.” Brandon’s hand expertly jacked him, knowing his body, just the right amount of force and pressure and the perfect twist of his hand around the ridge of the head.

It didn’t take long for Jeff to get to the edge. “Almost.”

“Give it to me,” Brandon said, his hand closing hard around Jeff’s cock as he suddenly sped up his strokes.

That finished him. His eyes fell closed as his orgasm hit, his ass squeezing Stuart’s cock and amplifying the pleasure racing through him. This was what he’d needed to make this a perfect night, having pleasure literally wrung out of him, almost to the point of the good kind of pain. Stuart’s hands closed on his hips and he quickly fucked him, hard and deep and holding on tight with his cock buried deep in Jeff’s ass when he came.

Now Brandon wrapped arms and legs around Jeff, kissing him again, lovingly this time. Sweet, slow, no rush.

“What about you, Master?” Stuart asked, his voice back to their sweet subby boy.

Brandon lifted his head, breaking his kiss with Jeff. “Oh, I’m good for the night. Remember, you’re younger than both of us.” He smiled at Jeff. “I just wanted to hear both of you come again. I love that sound. Should record it and make it my ringtone.” He grinned.

Both Stuart and Jeff exploded with laughter.

They spent a little while longer in the pool, swimming, cuddling, talking. Finally, when all three of them were yawning, they got out, shivering as they quickly dried off and returned to the house.

Times like this, Jeff wished they had a hot tub. The pool was fun, but fucking in a hot tub—or even just cuddling in it—would be even better.

As they snuggled together in bed, Brandon in the middle tonight, Jeff lay with his arm across Brandon and his hand on Stuart’s arm. Stuart’s hand rested on Jeff’s hip.

“I love you both so much,” Jeff said. “Thanks for putting up with me like this.”

“Hey,” Brandon said, “we love you. There’s no ‘putting up with.’ This is what you do for the person you love.”

“Yeah,” Stuart echoed. “You’re stuck with us for life, dude.”

A happy sigh escaped him. “I can live with that.” 


Chapter Ten

 

Stuart talked to Eileen a few more times before he and Brandon were scheduled to fly out of Tampa, including making plans to have dinner together that Thursday night.

Without their family.

The plans also included spending time with Eileen and her in-laws on Sunday, just Brandon and Stuart, not the rest of the Powell clan, to give the siblings some additional low-stress time together.

That wasn’t something they were advertising to everyone else, either.

Just like they weren’t advertising that Eileen and John were having dinner with Brandon and Stuart on Thursday night.

Since they were flying out of Tampa, Brandon opted for them to take his car and leave it in the long-term parking garage. It’d be the easiest option since they were flying home Monday morning. Thursday afternoon they packed, and Stuart almost felt reluctant to leave Jeff behind. He stood in the living room, hugging him long and hard.

“I’m sorry you can’t go with us,” Stuart mumbled against Jeff’s chest. The girls weren’t home from school yet.

“Hey, it’s forty fucking degrees there today, buddy. It’ll be in the upper thirties tomorrow, and raining. I looked. I wish I could go with you, but I’m not complaining that I can’t.”

Stuart looked up into his hazel eyes. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss both of you, too. But someone has to stay home and keep an eye on the two supervillains. Make sure they don’t poison Gotham’s water supply, or short-sheet our bed.” He smiled. “Go have fun. Enjoy spending time with your sister. Don’t wear Master out too much.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” Brandon teased as he stepped in to hug both of them. “I might be begging for mercy by the time we fly home.”

“You can always safeword,” Jeff reminded him.

“True, but it’s a matter of pride at that point.” He smiled down at Stuart. “If nothing else, this’ll be fun, getting to spank you in a hotel room.”

Stuart blushed a little. “Yes, Master.”

Stuart was looking forward to that.

Even more, he was looking forward to turning over all worries about the weekend to Brandon, trusting him to make sound decisions about what was happening.

For the first time in his life, Stuart didn’t feel like he was having to face down his family alone.

That was…huge.

He wasn’t scared.

Concerned? Yes, absolutely. Worried about their reactions? Somewhat, but he knew he couldn’t control what they said or thought and it wasn’t his job to do that, anyway. What they said or thought was a reflection upon them, not him. After his talks with Eileen, at least he knew she was on his side and had felt similarly isolated while growing up.

He was happier than he’d ever been in his life, living with two men who absolutely loved him for exactly who he was. He had a good job with a boss who was happy with his work, and coworkers who respected him and with whom he got along pretty dang well. Some of them had even become friends.

They had kinky friends in the Suncoast Society.

He had two daughters, considering Grace was their bonus daughter. Just like she considered them “bonus dads.”

There was Tracey, who had finally become a friend, too, now that she’d dumped Pat and was working on rebuilding her life in a healthy way.

Stuart had no complaints and only wished Jeff had his health back, but that was beyond Stuart’s control.

After one long, last hug, Stuart stepped back so Brandon could have Jeff to himself for a moment.

“Don’t overdo things, okay?” Brandon warned him. “Let Em and Grace help out.”

“I will. I promise.”

Grace had permission from her parents to spend the whole weekend, including Sunday night, at their house. The two of them would be studying for mid-terms, since Emma didn’t have swim practice or meets for a couple of weeks because of Thanksgiving.

“I’m sorry you can’t go with us, but I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

“It’s okay, Bran, seriously. I’m good. I’m more worried about you two dealing with his stupid brother.”

“If Eileen’s right, her fiancé’s friends will help keep the peace,” Stuart said.

“I hope so. I’d hate to have to hop a flight and go kick someone’s ass for putting hands on my Master or my boy.” Jeff smiled.

“I’m no hero,” Brandon said. “I’ll call 911 and smile as people get led off in fancy metal bracelets.”

One more round of hugs and kisses and I love yous later, Brandon and Stuart got in his car and headed north, with Brandon driving.

“If at any time this weekend you feel you can’t deal with them, you say the word and we leave,” Brandon assured him. “I mean it.”

“I’m not going all the way up there to chicken out.”

“You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. I love you.” He reached over and patted Stuart’s thigh. “This is about celebrating your sister’s wedding, meeting your new brother-in-law and his family, and letting everyone see what a hot hubby you have.” He smiled, finally coaxing a laugh out of Stuart.

Stuart had never flown before. Brandon held his hand as they sat at the gate and waited for their flight to board.

“Nervous?” Brandon asked.

“Yeah.”

“Flying’s easy.”

“That’s not what has me nervous.” They were supposed to meet up with Eileen and John that evening for dinner, a chance to see each other and relax, just talk without worrying about their parents.

Or Jake.

“The worst your parents and Jake can do are be assholes. Hopefully, your parents won’t be any worse than your mom was on the phone. If Jake tries anything…” Brandon shrugged. “Let me deal with that if it even happens.”

“Yes, Master.”

The flight wasn’t bad. Stuart felt too nervous about the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night to really appreciate the view from his window seat. He spent nearly the entire flight holding Brandon’s hand, taking comfort from him.

Once they landed, Stuart was desperately glad Brandon had come with him. If he’d come by himself, he’d be tempted to turn around and fly home immediately.

It was fucking cold.

The miserable kind of damp, biting chill that was lost in memories when huddled in a storm cellar during spring and summer storms and the tornado sirens wailed their deadly song through the air.

When they left the terminal and headed for their rental car, Brandon stared down at him.

“This is fucking ridiculous weather. You realize that, right?”

“Yes, Master.” He shivered. “I’m in no hurry to come back here after this weekend, trust me.”

After locating their rental car and getting in and letting the heater warm them, Stuart gave Brandon directions to the hotel they were staying at, one just a few blocks from the hotel where the wedding would be held. He didn’t miss how Brandon drove far more conservatively here.

“Do you want me to drive, Master?” The roads weren’t icy despite the weather being wet and drizzly and grey, although it was possible they could see snow flurries later that night.

“Believe it or not, this Florida boy has driven in ice and snow before, and it’s not that bad now.”

“That’s a no, Master?”

Brandon smiled. “That’s a no, boy.”

They made it to the hotel and checked in. Once they reached their room, Brandon sent Jeff a text that they’d arrived. Then he took off his coat, kicked off his shoes, and stretched out on the bed, where he crooked a finger at Stuart.

After shedding his shoes and coat, Stuart walked over and climbed in with him, snuggling close.

“That’s better,” Brandon whispered. He wrapped his arms tightly around Stuart. “Just breathe for a couple of minutes.”

Stuart closed his eyes and took a deep breath, holding it for a moment before letting it out again. “How can you feel so calm?”

“Because I didn’t endure the trauma you did growing up with them. They’re just people to me. Shh.”

They lay there for a couple of minutes, Stuart’s ear pressed against Brandon’s chest and listening to the sound of his heart pumping in his chest. This was for life. This was real. Every time he ran his left thumb over the wedding band on his ring finger, it comforted him.

He never let himself think about a distant future where he might lose one or both of them before he eventually died, a fear driven into him the day Jeff had collapsed in the garage.

He desperately never wanted to think about the distant future, even though he knew life was one hundred percent fatal.

What he wanted to do was focus on now, on them, on keeping Jeff healthy and raising Emma.

And Grace.

He wanted to focus on their life together, the three of them.

Brandon nuzzled his forehead. “How long until we have to meet them for dinner?”

“About an hour.”

“Okay.” He rolled on top of Stuart, propped on his arms, a playful smile curving his lips.

Stuart’s cock responded even before Brandon did anything beyond that.

Brandon noticed and lowered his hips to Stuart’s, gently grinding against him but not anything close to trying to get him off. “After dinner,” Brandon softly said. “I want something to help distract you from your anxiety. Being horny’s always been a good distraction for you.”

Brandon increased the pressure a little, denim grinding on denim, with Stuart able to feel Brandon’s bulge, too. “When we return from dinner, Master’s going to have some fun and help his boy sleep. For now, you need to get our shirts and slacks for tomorrow, and our suits for Saturday, unpacked from our luggage so they’re not wrinkled.”

“Yes, Master.”

Even though Eileen had told Stuart with the cold weather that jeans were fine, Brandon had insisted they’d wear suits.

Had even gone shopping with Stuart to buy him one, since he didn’t own one. Several pairs of slacks and dress shirts and a couple of ties, but he’d never owned a suit.

Brandon wanted them to look good, as he’d explained.

Brandon leaned in, mouthing the side of Stuart’s neck, and nipped him. “Who’s my good boy?”

A pleasant shiver rippled through Stuart’s body. “Me, Master.”

A sexy, throaty chuckle rumbled from Brandon. “Yes, yes you are. Remember not to call me that in front of others, though, okay? Don’t scare the ’nillas.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good boy.” Brandon sat up on his knees and reached down, palming Stuart’s bulge and squeezing just enough to make Stuart moan, needy, hornier than hell now.

Jake, who?

The man was a Master in more ways than one.

“And I want to talk to you about something.”

“What, Sir?”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon had already run this past Jeff earlier that morning, while Stuart was finishing their packing. He’d opted to save it back as another mental distraction for Stuart to focus on. Jeff had been fine with it, eager, even.

Hopefully, Stuart would be, too, and it’d give Brandon one more weapon in his arsenal of mass distraction for helping Stuart cope this weekend.

“You two boys seemed to have a lot of fun with the DP training. I’ve decided I’d like to try it, at least once.”

He watched as Stuart’s green eyes widened, a smile filling his face. “You do?”

Bingo.

The smile alone told him what he needed, much less added in with Stuart’s happy tone.

“Yes. Since you and Jeff are now old hands at it, you’re going to need to help me with it.”

Stuart sat up, kissing him. “Oh, it’s…amazing. I mean, yeah, I agree with Jeff that it’s not something I’d want to do all the time, but…it’s hard to describe how amazing it feels.”

“I know it’s felt good from the other end,” he teased. “You won’t think it unmasterly of me to do that?”

Stuart shook his head. “No, Sir! Not at all.” His smile widened to a grin. “Does this mean you’ll sometimes be wearing a butt plug to work?”

Brandon sighed melodramatically. “I suppose I’ll have to make that sacrifice, won’t I?”

Stuart let out a giggle, and it was the first sign of true levity he’d seen in his guy in over a week.

Damn good thing to see.

“Sir, it’s almost addictive, because the larger plugs are always…there. You’ll feel horny all of the time because of the places they hit inside you.”

He sucked on Stuart’s lower lip. “Then I guess my boys better keep their asses lubed and prepped for Sir to bend them over and fuck them at will, hadn’t they?”

The soft whine that escaped him almost sounded like the approach of subspace. “Yes, Sir.”

Brandon wrapped his arms around Stuart, sliding his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. There, he cupped his hands, holding Stuart’s ass.

“When we get back to the room tonight after dinner, we’re going to take a long, hot shower. Then we’re going to go to bed, and I’m going to make love to you nice and slow and wear you out.”

Brandon feathered his lips across Stuart’s forehead. “Tomorrow night, after the wedding rehearsal and dinner, we’re going to come back here, and I’m going to give my boy a long, hard spanking, and then fuck your brains out.”

Stuart whined.

Yep, definitely subspace.

Brandon climbed off him after one final kiss. “Luggage, baby. Take care of it.”

“Yes, Sir.” His eyes bore the telltale glazed look Brandon loved to see.

Brandon took his work cell into the bathroom with him to multitask and skimmed through his e-mails to see if there was anything he needed to take care of. Once he’d finished, he returned to the room to find Stuart had done as asked.

And was waiting, kneeling, on the floor by the bed.

“Good boy.” Brandon put down his phone and walked over to him, leaning over so he could ruffle Stuart’s hair. “Such a good boy for me.” Stuart didn’t get a lot of “slave” time in at home with Grace and Emma always around. Factoring in Brandon was hesitant to have Stuart doing a lot of kneeling and stuff when Jeff couldn’t, because Jeff would want to try, or feel bad he couldn’t do it, too.

This weekend, at least, when they were alone, Stuart could be the good boy he longed to be.

Brandon had an idea.

He sat on the edge of the bed. “Come here. Stand up.”

Stuart did.

Brandon smiled as he reached out, unfastened Stuart’s belt and jeans, and tugged on them. “Just pull them and your briefs down.”

An adorable furrow creased his brow, but he did it.

Brandon patted his lap. “Assume the position.”

Stuart nearly knocked Brandon over in his eagerness to climb onto his lap. But once he was there, head to the left since Brandon was right-handed, Brandon held a fistful of his hair tightly in his left, stroking his ass with his right.

Then he gave him a fast, hard, and short spanking, one enough to redden both cheeks and tense his entire body across Brandon’s lap, but not nearly enough to satisfy Stuart.

He squeezed his left ass cheek, then the right. And, like that, he patted his ass and helped him stand.

Stuart wobbled a little but remained vertical.

Barely.

Brandon smiled. “Better?”

He sank to his knees in front of him, tucking his head in Brandon’s lap. “Thank you for coming with me, Master.”

Brandon stroked his boy’s head. “I’m not going to leave you to face something like this alone. Never. I promise.” 


Chapter Eleven

 

They called Jeff and talked to him and Emma—and Grace—to wish them goodnight before heading to the restaurant. Stuart nervously held Brandon’s hand during the walk across the restaurant parking lot. When Stuart had texted Eileen before they’d left the hotel five minutes earlier, she and John had just arrived at the restaurant.

Eileen and John stood waiting for them near the hostess station. Eileen smiled and grabbed Stuart, giving him a long, strong hug.

“Thank you, Stu. I really appreciate you coming.”

“I wish we’d talked more before. Neither of us would have felt so alone.”

“Yeah.” She offered him a smile as she stepped back. “This is my fiancé, John Martinez. John, my little brother, Stuart.” He had dark brown, nearly black hair buzzed military short, but he wore jeans, work boots, and a button-up shirt under his jacket.

Stuart went for a handshake, but John pulled him in for a hug. “No, we’re family.”

Already, this felt a lot different—in good ways—than his own family. When John released him, Stuart introduced Brandon. “This is my husband, Brandon.” Stuart still felt his tongue wanting to stumble over that word sometimes, despite the ring on his finger.

It didn’t feel…real. He got his happily ever after with not one prince, but two of them. That was still sinking in.

And he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. He couldn’t be this lucky…could he?

John hugged Brandon, too. “Sorry your other husband couldn’t make it. Eileen told me he’s sick?”

Stuart was too pleasantly surprised by John’s response to say anything, but at least Brandon was on his toes. “Lyme disease. It’s chronic, unfortunately. Jeff pushes himself too hard and crashes.” Brandon chuckled. “So we left him at home to fend for himself and wrangle two teenaged girls.”

John smiled. “Poor guy.”

They were seated in a cozy booth and after the waitress took their drink orders, Stuart decided to go right for the meat of the topic. “Eileen told me you’ll have a bunch of friends there Saturday?”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve already warned them to stay alert and to step in if Jake acts up. Most of them will be there tomorrow night at the rehearsal dinner, too.”

“Have you actually met him yet?” Brandon asked.

John smiled. “No, but I’ve met plenty of guys like him. I’m not concerned. My family’s ready.”

“One of your sisters is a doctor?” Stuart asked John.

“Yes. Lara is a cardiologist in San Antonio. She’s flying in tomorrow morning. Ariana is the engineer, and Miranda outranks me.” He smiled. “She’s taking great pride in rubbing that in. They’ll be there tomorrow night.”

“We might have to sic Gracie on Lara, then,” Brandon said. Then he clarified. “Our daughter’s girlfriend. She’s thinking about becoming a doctor.”

Stuart wasn’t sure he’d ever be as smooth as Brandon.

“That’s cool. Lara’s on Facebook. She can find her through me. Do you have one or two daughters?”

“Eh, yes.” Brandon laughed. “Grace is Emma’s girlfriend, but we call her our bonus daughter, because she might as well be. If they ever break up, it’ll be hard not to try to get visitation with Grace. She’s been a part of our family for years now. Well, I’ve known her for years. Jeff and Stuart haven’t known her that long.”

And from there…Stuart realized about twenty minutes in that John was not only a genuinely nice guy, but that Stuart had finally found himself actually relaxing.

By the time they returned to the hotel nearly two hours later, Stuart felt like the evening had gone…normal. Easy.

Like things felt with their friends at home.

In Florida.

Iowa was no longer his home, and the more Stuart thought about it, the more he realized it hadn’t felt like much of a home even before he’d moved.

From the get-go, he’d felt a sense of belonging in Florida.

Home.

They’d had a pleasant dinner with none of the usual stomach-churning drama or backbiting or easily hurled complaints about random “others” who didn’t seem to fit some nebulous vision of perfection their parents held up.

“Is it my imagination,” Brandon said as he found a parking space, “or did that go well?”

“It went amazing.”

“Feeling better?”

“Yeah. A lot.”

“For what it’s worth, your sister seemed happy to see you.”

“Yeah. I’m really glad she’s getting out of here. She’ll be able to do something to make her happy.”

“Glad you didn’t cancel?”

“I’ll let you know after the wedding. You haven’t met Jake yet.”

They headed inside. “He sounds like some sort of bogeyman.”

“He was,” Stuart muttered.

 

* * * *

 

Brandon had also wanted to use this weekend to finally start digging a little deeper into Stuart’s family history. After meeting and talking with Eileen, it helped bring things into a clearer focus about their oldest brother.

Once they were safely locked in their room, and had climbed into the shower together, Brandon asked it. “Did Jake abuse you guys?”

“He bullied us. Treated us like crap.”

“I mean…did he sexually abuse you?”

“No. I mean, he didn’t me. I can’t speak for sure about Eileen and Robert. I didn’t even realize how much he’d bullied her. I thought it was just me and Robert.”

Brandon held him close for a long kiss. “I’m going to pull rank on you, as both husband and Master. John and his friends will keep Jake in line. If they don’t, I will. Under no circumstances are you to get into it with Jake. Understand?”

Stuart stared up into his eyes. Their subby boy had gorgeous green eyes that had hooked him that very first night Brandon had met him in the office at Venture.

“Yes, Master,” he whispered.

Brandon touched his lips. “My very good boy.” Slanting his lips over Stuart’s, Brandon pressed him against the wall and delivered a long, crushing kiss, wanting to totally shut Stuart’s brain off again and keep it that way until he fell asleep.

Stuart had emotionally tied himself in knots ever since Eileen’s first call to invite him to the wedding. Now they were here, and it was time for Stuart to let go and just be in the moment.

There was one sure-fire way to do that.

Stuart’s cock hardened between them. Brandon grabbed his hands and pinned them against the wall, over his head, as he continued delivering searing kisses, swallowing every soft moan escaping his boy’s mouth.

As tired as Brandon felt from his work week, and then the flight, he knew he was only good for one tonight and wanted to make it last.

Stuart, on the other hand, they could almost always get more than one out of him if it’d been a day or two since he’d last come.

And Brandon hadn’t let him come since Tuesday night.

Planning ahead.

Brandon pressed the length of his body along Stuart’s. He stood five inches taller than Stuart’s five nine and loved the way his boy’s body fit against his. Perfectly matched, slim, trim, a tight bubble butt he loved to fuck, in shape from doing physical work all day.

All his. Well, and Jeff’s, but since he owned Jeff, too, still all his by default.

He didn’t mind sharing Stuart with Jeff. More than once, having a second man to keep their horny boy busy had been a blessing. And it was fun watching the two of them together, especially when Jeff was in a slightly toppy mood and took control.

“How’s that spanked ass,” Brandon rumbled.

“In need of Master’s cock inside it.”

“Good answer.” He stepped back and turned Stuart around to face the wall, pressing his palms against the tile, over his head. “Stay.”

He grabbed the soap and nudged Stuart’s legs wider apart. Brandon started teasing him, washing him with his bare hands, sliding his fingers along the seam of his ass and under his balls. Stuart’s cock jerked with each touch and Brandon knew if he tasted him, pre-cum would already be dripping from his slit.

It hadn’t taken much to condition his boy’s body to crave their hands on him. Eager to please, loving to be on the very bottom of whatever the two of them wanted to do to him.

Brandon leaned in to whisper in his left ear. “I should have made you wear a butt plug for the flight today. It would have made going through airport security interesting.”

Stuart’s fingers clenched, his hips automatically rocking against Brandon’s hand as he explored and teased. “Yes, Master.”

“Oh, I did bring one, if you didn’t see it in my luggage. You will wear it all day tomorrow. I plan on fucking your sweet ass as soon as we get back from the rehearsal dinner, and I want your brain focused and in the right mindset all day long.”

“Yes, Master.”

He nipped Stuart’s ear. “Such a good boy.” He reached around with his other hand and squeezed Stuart’s cock, then released it. “Wash me up, then let’s go have some fun.”

He handed Stuart the soap. Now, his green eyes looked glazed and soft, one of his deep subspace tells.

At this point, Brandon could ask nearly anything of him and Stuart would gladly agree to it.

He turned to face the wall, legs spread. Stuart’s soapy fingers trembled a little as they slid up the crack of his ass, around his rim, down again. “You’re going to have your tongue up there for a while, baby, so make sure you do a good job.”

He felt Stuart’s lips feathering along the back of his left shoulder, his body pressed against Brandon’s as both hands cleaned and explored. Brandon’s cock, which had been thick and semi-erect for most of the shower, finished hardening at the contact. Stuart cradled Brandon’s sac in one hand even as the other soaped and cleaned his crack, teasing.

“Good boy.” He arched his back, sticking his ass out farther. “You always take such good care of me.”

If he ever hit the lotto, he would have both his boys stay home, able to serve him and each other full-time. Stuart was such a natural, giving person, a nurturer. That his asshole family hadn’t driven those instincts out of him as a child was amazing.

That he’d ended up in Brandon’s life, and with Brandon’s ring on his finger, was a blessing.

He felt Stuart’s rigid cock brush against his thigh as his fingers slipped and slid, until, finally, Brandon needed relief. He turned and took the soap from him and set it aside.

“Rinse off. Bed.”

After Brandon shut the water off and they stepped out, he handed Stuart a towel. “Dry me off.”

As with everything else, Stuart threw himself into it, even dropping to his knees to dry Brandon’s legs and feet.

When Stuart stood, Brandon grabbed another towel and started drying his boy, taking his time, kissing his flesh as he did and making sure to gently tease his raging cock with the towel.

After hanging up the towels, Brandon led Stuart out to the bedroom and snapped his fingers, pointing at the floor next to the bed. Stuart immediately complied, kneeling, head bowed.

Waiting.

Brandon turned on the TV for light and a little background sound, then turned off all the lights in their room and stripped the covers off the bed. He also grabbed lube, condoms, a hand towel, and the short piece of rope he’d tucked into his suitcase.

“Hands.”

Stuart offered them up. Brandon made quick work binding his wrists together, nothing fancy, just a simple tie Stuart could easily escape from, if he wanted.

The point being he didn’t want to get free.

“Bed. On your back. Hands over your head.”

With his hands bound it was a little awkward, but Brandon enjoyed watching him get into position.

Brandon straddled his face and stared down into his eyes. “Time for you to earn your orgasm tonight, boy.” He reached down and stroked Stuart’s damp hair. “I suggest you get comfy.”

Stuart smiled. “Yes, Master.”

Stuart’s mouth obediently opened as Brandon lowered himself, his balls bathed with Stuart’s warm breath before his tongue eagerly laved over them.

Brandon braced himself against the headboard. “Yeah, perfect.” He and Jeff were the first men Stuart had ever been with, and the man hadn’t hesitated to learn what they loved. After a few minutes of that, Brandon moved up, reaching back and spreading his cheeks.

Stuart’s tongue slicked down his taint, rimming him, softly moaning the entire time and sending vibrations rippling through Brandon’s soul.

One Saturday afternoon when Emma and Grace hadn’t been around, and before Jeff’s health issues hit, he and Jeff had tied Stuart up and spent over an hour taking turns edging his cock with their mouths while the other sat on his face.

Stuart had enjoyed every second of it and begged for more.

They never needed to beat him to drop him into subspace—he loved being used, being of service, bringing pleasure.

Brandon never took him for granted or forgot how lucky they were that Stuart had come into their lives. Stuart never had to wade through the dating pool, he’d never had a bad experience, other than the near-miss catfishing that had been more a warning than a bad lesson.

“You are sooo damn good, baby. So good.”

Another whining moan in reply, and a redoubling of his tongue’s eager efforts.

Finally, when Brandon’s cock ached and he knew he couldn’t hold it much longer, he lifted himself from Stuart’s face and slid down his body, stretching out on top of him.

“Does my good boy need a good fucking?”

“Yes, Master, please!”

The lovely shade of desperation in his voice made Brandon’s cock twitch. He sat up, rolled Stuart onto his stomach, and quickly prepped and lubed him. After rolling a condom onto his own cock and slathering it with lube, he slowly entered Stuart, stopping just after the head of his cock breached his tight rim.

Stuart arched his back, angling his ass up, thighs spread but his lower legs hooked around Brandon’s. “Yes!”

Brandon took his time, knowing Stuart wanted a deep, hard pounding and determined to make him beg for it. Right now, he knew the last thing on Stuart’s mind was his brother, or Jeff’s health, or any other thought except busting his nut.

Brandon braced his arms on the bed on either side of him and slowly pressed forward, just a little, before withdrawing until the head of his cock was barely inside him. Again and again, a little more depth with each stroke, it was all Brandon could do not to slam home, hard and deep inside him, the way he knew Stuart wanted. Stuart’s gorgeous ass tightly fisted his cock and all Brandon wanted to do was plow him hard.

“Beg me, baby,” he hoarsely said, wondering if Stuart had any idea how frayed Brandon’s control really was.

“Please, Sir! I need it!”

When Brandon’s thighs pressed against Stuart’s ass, he had to pause, catch his breath, so close to exploding. “Whose ass is this, baby?”

“Your ass, Master!”

After another breath, Brandon took a long, slow stroke, out until just the head remained inside him, before slamming into him again, all the way to the root and making both of them moan.

“Is my boy horny?”

“Yes, Sir! Very!”

“Maybe I should get me some, and then put a butt plug in you and let you think about how to talk me into letting you come in the morning.”

When Stuart tried to rock his hips against Brandon, he dropped his weight onto Stuart again, biting the back of his shoulder, hard, where it wouldn’t show.

Didn’t need to rub the locals’ faces in it.

“Stop moving, boy. I didn’t give you permission for that.”

A low whine escaped him, but Stuart fell still.

Brandon rolled them onto their sides, Stuart’s body spooned along his. Brandon wrapped his arms around him, one hand holding the base of Stuart’s cock, the other free to pinch his nipples.

He pressed his lips to Stuart’s ear. “Maybe I’m going to take my time and fuck my boy all night long.” He felt the gooseflesh rippling Stuart’s skin, something delightful that always happened when one of them did that to him, sending shivers throughout his body. “Maybe I’m going to take hours fucking my boy. I have plenty of stamina.”

Well, usually. Tonight, that was a lie, because he was horned up over how gorgeous Stuart sounded and felt in his arms.

And Stuart wasn’t the only one who’d not come in over a day.

Brandon shoved a thigh between Stuart’s, making him hook his leg over Brandon’s and spreading him wide open. “All you need now is Jeff’s mouth on your cock, hmm? His cock in your mouth so you can suck it for him?”

Stuart had slipped past the realm of coherent speech and was now whining in what approximated vowels and consonants, making Brandon chuckle.

“Our sweet, horny little fuck boy. I think maybe we need to get you a chastity cage and lock you in it for a week. Make you wear one of the larger butt plugs, too. See how well you focus when you can’t do anything but service our cocks.”

He slowly fucked him, addicted to this man, to his love, to his sweet, pitiful sounds.

 

* * * *

 

Stuart had long since given up questioning how Brandon—and Jeff—could worm their way into his brain stem and take control of him so effortlessly.

He didn’t care how they did it.

All he cared about was that the men owned his heart and soul and body, every cell of him, from the inside out.

Moments like this, where Stuart could willingly give himself over with complete abandon and be who and what he wanted to be, no guilt, no worries, no second-guessing.

Loved and cherished because he willingly submitted, praised for it.

Making no apologies for it, either.

Brandon’s cock filled him, and the feel of Brandon’s hand gripping the base of his cock threatened to send him over. The bite on the back of his shoulder still stung in that delicious way all the pain did when Brandon or Jeff meted it out to him, adding to the throbbing in his balls and cock, every nerve begging for release.

Brandon’s grip on his cock tightened even as his Master’s cock slowed inside him. “Fuck yourself on me, boy. Maybe I’ll let you get off if you amuse me enough.”

Frantic, he started rocking while Brandon’s other hand pinched his left nipple, the pain distracting him just enough he couldn’t quite climb over the edge. Then Brandon’s hand slid down, cupping Stuart’s sac, lightly tugging.

“I saw a really neat ball stretcher ring I might get for you. Heavy, metal, with a section that comes out and is held in place by magnets. Stretch you out a little. You could wear it all day long at work and think about me tugging on you like this.” His fingers encircled the base of his scrotum and gently pulled, just enough, before fisting his cock again.

Brandon had barely swept his fingers up to the head before Stuart’s orgasm hit, his ass clamping down on Brandon’s cock and pulling a long, satisfied moan out of him.

“Good boy.” Brandon started fucking him hard, fast, flipping him over again before driving his cock deep one last time and burying it in his ass. Breathing heavy, he pressed his lips against Stuart’s neck, below his ear. “My sweet, perfect boy. I love you so much.”

Stuart’s eyes fell closed. “I love you, too, Master.”

He was barely aware of it when Brandon untangled himself and withdrew. He heard water running, felt Brandon return with a warm, wet washcloth to clean him up, then the mattress dipped again as Brandon returned for good and spooned around him after untying his wrists.

“Sleep, baby.” He pulled the covers up over them and Stuart snuggled tightly against him, eager to obey.


Chapter Twelve

 

Friday morning, Stuart startled awake at the sound of a room door slamming nearby.

“Shit,” Brandon muttered. “That wasn’t the wake-up I’d hoped for.” In sleep, they’d ended up back to back. Brandon rolled over and draped an arm around Stuart’s waist, spooning against his back.

“Me, either, Master.”

Brandon kissed the back of his neck, morning stubble feeling scratchy against Stuart’s flesh. “For the duration, it’s okay to call me by name or just say Sir. We don’t need to scare the ’nillas, or antagonize your brother. I don’t want you to forget and call me Master in front of them.”

When the girls weren’t around, Stuart preferred to call Brandon Master, even though Brandon had relaxed that rule with Emma and Grace present nearly all the time. Except Stuart preferred to call Brandon that.

He was his Master.

And he’d been looking forward to doing that all weekend…except Brandon had a point.

Yes, Sir,” he finally said.

Better start now and get used to it.

Brandon closed his left hand around Stuart’s, lacing fingers with him, their wedding bands touching. “It doesn’t matter what we call each other. We’re still husbands.”

Stuart stared at the two simple wedding bands that, better than anything, quietly explained to the world what and who they were to each other. “Yes, Sir. I hope Jeff’s okay.”

“He’ll probably be calling pretty soon and begging me to tell Emma and Grace to stand down, if I know our boy.” He nuzzled the nape of Stuart’s neck. “I might have left the girls with orders to not let Jeff lift a finger to do anything around the house, except personal care stuff and to watch TV on the couch. Unless he wanted to take them out to eat, or they needed to go to the store. Then Emma could drive him.”

Stuart snorted. “That’s evil, Sir.”

“I know. Hey, I have to get my sadistic fix with him where and how I can, when I can.” He squeezed Stuart’s hand. “It’s not all about canings and sex. Although that is a lot of fun, too.”

No arguments from him there. “Yes, Sir.”

He’d slept…beautifully. All night. No bad dreams at all.

“How do you feel about showing me around after we find something to eat?” Brandon asked.

“There’s not a lot to see around here, Sir.”

“That wasn’t exactly a request.”

Stuart had been afraid of that. “Yes, Sir.”

“I thought we could stop by your parents’ place and you can introduce me to them.”

Now he felt wide awake, his pulse pounding. He rolled over to face Brandon. “Why?”

Brandon wasn’t so sleepy he couldn’t arch an eyebrow at him.

“Why, Sir,” Stuart corrected.

“Again, this isn’t exactly a request.”

Shit. Stuart had been afraid of that, too.

“How’d you sleep last night?”

Stuart had to struggle to think to answer him while still processing what Brandon had just said they were going to do. “Good, Sir.”

“And how did last night’s dinner go?”

“It…went well, Sir.”

“Rather than waiting until tonight, and piling your nerves on top of nerves with me meeting your parents and Jake and everyone at the same time, let’s chip away at it. Your parents might be less defensive about us if we meet them alone.”

“I…” He swallowed hard. “I don’t have any idea how it’ll go.”

“Exactly. If it goes bad, you’re already anticipating that. If it goes okay, then it’s one more worry off your plate. And I do want to see where you grew up. It’s part of who you are.”

Brandon reached behind him to the bedside table, where his phone was charging. “Holy crap.”

“What?”

He showed him. It was a little after eight locally, meaning nine Florida time.

“I’m shocked we slept that late,” Stuart said.

Brandon kissed him. “I’ll call Jeff. You please make me a cup of coffee, unless you want that butt plug in right now.”

Stuart jumped from the bed and got Brandon’s coffee started in the room’s tiny one-cup maker. Then he took a piss and by the time he made it back to bed, Brandon was holding the phone to him to take and was climbing out of bed.

“Hey.”

“Hey, you.” Jeff sounded like he was smiling. Stuart closed his eyes and imagined Jeff’s hazel eyes and blond hair. “Sounds like last night went okay?”

“It did. He’s a nice guy…” They talked until Brandon returned from the bathroom. “We’re going to go eat breakfast and Sir wants me to show him around.”

“He told me.” Jeff’s tone changed, serious now. “Trust him, okay? Lean on him. You know he’ll take care of you.”

Warmth exploded in his heart. Even deeper, in his soul. How these two men knew him so well, loved him so hard and thoroughly.

“I know.”

“And get him his coffee before he tortures you.”

Stuart laughed. “Will do. Love you.”

“Love you, too, buddy. You got this.” Stuart heard one of the girls yelling in the background and Jeff pulled the phone away from his face. “I’m sitting on the bed, thank you very much!” He came back. “Sheesh. I’m gonna kill Bran for siccing them on me like this.” I so much as stand up, one of them’s nearly on top of me ordering me to sit down.”

Stuart grinned. “Enjoy.” He returned the phone to Brandon so he could say good-bye and got up to fix the coffee for him and start a second one for himself. When he brought the steaming paper cup back to bed, Brandon accepted it with a smile where he sat propped up against the headboard.

“Thank you, boy.” Then he pointed.

At his cock.

Stuart carefully climbed onto the bed so he didn’t jostle Brandon and make him spill his coffee. He settled between Brandon’s legs, and eagerly sucked down his cock. Brandon sipped his coffee and plunged his other hand into Stuart’s hair, holding him pressed against his abs, his cock growing thick and hard in Stuart’s mouth.

Brandon’s gaze never broke from his, watching him, silent, the corners of his eyes crinkled in that way he got when something amused the fuck out of him.

Stuart was almost ready to signal he needed Brandon to let him up so he could breathe when Brandon did just that. His hand never left Stuart’s head, but he eased up on the pressure so Stuart could pull back a little and gulp in air around the man’s member.

Then Brandon set the coffee on the table, picked up the remote and turned on the TV, set it to the morning news, and then picked up the coffee again.

Took a sip.

All while Stuart eagerly serviced him. He slurped at the thick, rounded head, tracing the ridge and slit with his tongue and lips, going deep and sucking as he pulled back. He kept one hand curled around the base and, balanced on his elbows, used the other to massage Brandon’s sac.

Brandon’s fingers raked through Stuart’s hair and lightly tugged him down, wanting him deep.

Stuart complied. His good boy.

Always his good boy.

With his mind spinning fast and hard into subspace, Stuart lost himself in the service, in the warmth of Brandon’s body against the slight chill in the room, the sweet, musky scent of him, the hair on his thighs brushing against Stuart’s shoulders.

Everything.

Him.

Yes, he trusted him.

Absolutely.

Completely.

Without question.

Finally, Brandon set the cup aside and cradled Stuart’s head with both hands. “Take care of your Sir, boy.” His fingers curled around Stuart’s head, digging into his scalp now with pleasant pressure.

Under him, his own cock was hard and rasping against the stiff hotel sheets, so close to getting off himself. The only thing keeping him from humping one out against the mattress was knowing he’d be punished for it later.

And not wanting to disobey his Master.

Never.

Stuart tasted salty pre-cum, warm, rolling it down his tongue and wanting more, wanting to suck his balls dry.

His good boy.

Always.

“Get ready.” Brandon’s cock hardened and he pulled Stuart deep, again pressed against his abs and the head of his cock down Stuart’s throat. Ready for him, he swallowed, moaning with Brandon, loving having done this to him, knowing he got to be the one to do this to him, alone with him and missing Jeff at the same time. There was nothing he enjoyed more than the rare weekend mornings that both men were in the mood and they didn’t have to be somewhere early, where he could suck them both off and then wait to see if they’d reward him then or make him wait.

Or make him do more to earn it.

Finally, Brandon’s cock deflated enough Stuart could breathe again. He stopped sucking but held it in his mouth, Brandon’s grip easing as he stroked Stuart’s hair. He kept his cheek pressed against Brandon’s belly, happy.

“Good boy,” Brandon whispered. “Very good. Let’s cuddle.”

Brandon slid down and Stuart climbed up, his head in the crook of Brandon’s arm and his cheek pressed against his ribs. He loved listening to his heartbeat.

Brandon turned toward him, draping his other arm and a leg over him, possessively. Forehead to forehead, he nuzzled Stuart’s nose. “And that’s how you’re going to wake me up tomorrow morning,” he whispered. “Like a good boy should.”

Oh, he was down the rabbit hole. Even as his own cock rubbed against Brandon’s hip, he sighed with aching relief. “Yes, Sir.”

Instructions.

Orders.

Order to the day.

A plan.

“My very good boy. I love you so fucking much.”

“I love you, too, Sir.”

Brandon kissed him, slow and sweetly, savoring him. When his tongue demanded entrance, Stuart willingly gave it, moaning into his mouth and knowing his Sir tasted himself there.

He smiled. “Go get your coffee, baby. We have a long day ahead of us, and we need to eat breakfast.”

Sooo…

No release yet for him.

Another sigh escaped him. “Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon barely held back his laugh. He knew Stuart was hornier than hell now, but that’s the way Brandon wanted to keep him. He could drop Jeff hard and fast into subspace by a well-timed bite.

Stuart didn’t need anything that obvious, if Brandon primed the pump, as it were, ahead of time.

Kept horny, Stuart would be easy to manipulate with something as simple as Brandon’s hand pressed between his shoulder blades—something Brandon frequently did to him during sex or during scenes. Or holding and pressing his wrist. Even holding his hand and squeezing.

Stuart would have to wait for release until after tonight, following the rehearsal dinner.

Provided nothing serious happened to truncate their visit ahead of that.

After hearing Eileen talk about their brother last night, Brandon had a feeling things might get…interesting once Jake was tossed into the mix. But it was possible Jake would get himself disinvited to the wedding by John tonight, depending on how Jake acted. John was in agreement it might be easier to put up with and simply ignore the asshole rather than direct confrontation. Most bullies fed off the energy given to them. If no one was playing Jake’s game, he might take his ball and go home in the mistaken feeling that they were the ones losing out.

It’d be a win-win.

Whether or not that would be the strategy to beat remained to be seen. 


Chapter Thirteen

 

Brandon didn’t have to worry much about being distracted while driving. It was farmland…farmland…some pastures with cows, followed by—spoiler alert—farmland. Considering it was nearing winter, most of the fields were brown and picked over.

Between that and the nasty, grey day, low cloud cover, and bitingly cold, intermittent drizzle that seemed to seep through his bones, Brandon wasn’t very impressed with this corner of the Midwest.

At all.

Nothing against it personally, except after having lived in Florida all his life, he was admittedly spoiled.

After breakfast, they headed out. Stuart’s parents lived about forty-five minutes from the hotel. Not exactly next door, but for Brandon’s purposes a comfortable distance, meaning they likely wouldn’t drop in on them unannounced.

He’d never again gripe that the interior of Florida was a vast ocean of nothing, that was for sure. At least if you drove long enough there you hit an Interstate, the Turnpike, Lake O, or a large body of salt water.

Or, at the very least, a Publix.

Here, it felt like rolling hill after rolling hill of nothing but…nothing.

Stuart’s parents lived in an old two-story farmhouse plopped in the middle of a windbreak on four sides of some nondescript evergreen trees Brandon didn’t care to identify. The grey shingled siding would have blended in perfectly with the grey sky if it was a slightly darker shade of blah.

The muddy, rutted driveway led up to and past the farmhouse. Stuart nervously directed him to park in the front yard, next to an older Buick with mud splashed on its fenders, and an older Ford truck that seemed to be mud-colored.

When Brandon shut off the engine, he started to reach for his door handle and realized Stuart wasn’t moving. “You all right?”

He had relented and hadn’t made him put the butt plug in.

Yet.

But he’d brought it with him, tucked into the side pocket of his laptop case, along with a bottle of lube. That was sitting on the floor of the backseat, behind the driver’s seat.

“Yes, Ma-Sir.”

Brandon snorted. “That was cute.”

“Sorry.”

He patted Stuart’s leg. “Not even going to ding you for forgetting to get my car door for me yesterday and today.”

His head snapped around and his eyes widened. “Oh, crap! I’m sorry, Sir!”

“It’s okay. I know you’re nervous.” He pointed at himself, circling his finger. “Saaaadist. Not asshole.”

Stuart finally smiled. “Thank you, Sir.”

“Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

He climbed out and waited at the front of the car for Stuart to join him. He knew the chances were slim of some gang of corn rustlers coming along and robbing their car, but he hit the door lock on the key fob anyway before slipping it into his jacket pocket and following Stuart up the yard and to the front door.

 

* * * *

 

Stuart was beginning to regret this. The closer they approached his parents’ house, the tighter his stomach felt, wound dangerously taut, pain setting in.

Familiar pain he hadn’t recognized, at first.

Until he realized it was something he’d nearly always felt, to some degree, when he’d lived here in Iowa. Since his teenaged years when he realized he was gay, what it meant, and that it also meant he couldn’t come out to his family while he was living under their roof and within Jake’s punching distance.

Despite Brandon’s comforting presence to his left, he still wanted to turn tail and run.

He forced himself to walk up to the front porch, open the storm door, and knock on the wooden door, knowing the doorbell didn’t work and doubting it’d been fixed since he’d last been there, considering it had never in his memory ever worked.

The one time he’d offered to fix it, after getting his vo-tech training, his father had almost angrily brushed off the suggestion.

Stuart hadn’t offered again.

When he stepped down and let the storm door swing shut on its wheezy pneumatic arm, Brandon’s fingers brushed the back of Stuart’s left elbow before falling away. Comforting without uncomfortably smothering him with physical affection.

The man’s a genius.

He heard footsteps and it was his mom who opened the front door. Her eyes widened. “Stu!” She called over her shoulder. “Carl, it’s Stu! Get down here.” She shoved the storm door open and reached out to hug him.

Only when she leaned back and was going to wave him inside did she seem to notice Brandon standing there, holding the storm door open.

Her gaze swept him up and down. “Hi.”

Brandon offered a charming, handsome smile. “Hello, Mrs. Powell.”

Stuart cursed himself for his stupidity. “Mom, this is Brandon Ziegler. My husband.”

He was prepared for her to continue the pointless argument that Brandon wasn’t his husband. She pleasantly surprised him with a too-tight smile, but a smile nonetheless. “Nice to meet you, Brandon. Won’t you come in?”

Stuart let out a sigh of relief. Polite voice. That meant she wasn’t exactly happy, but she wouldn’t be rude.

He’d take it as a win.

He heard his father trudging down the stairs as they walked back toward the kitchen after hanging up their jackets in the entry. “Ellen, what’d you yell?”

“It’s Stu, Carl. Put in your dang hearing aids.”

“I need new batteries.” They came face-to-face with him at the bottom of the stairs. Stuart was surprised to see Brandon stood at least two inches taller than his dad, who was a little taller than Stuart.

Somehow, he’d had it in his mind that his father would be…taller.

Brandon took point and extended his hand with a smile. “Mr. Powell, Brandon Ziegler. Nice to meet you.”

Stuart wasn’t sure his dad would shake with him, at first, until he finally took Brandon’s hand. “Nice to meet you. Carl.”

“Thank you, Carl.”

His dad scratched at the back of his neck. He’d obviously shaved that morning, and looked like his mom had made him get a haircut in the past day or two. “We’re having lunch in a minute. BLTs, if y’ant some.”

Brandon touched the back of Stuart’s arm again, gently prodding him forward. “Thank you very much, we’d love that.”

Stuart waited for his dad to follow his mom, who’d already gone ahead. When Stuart glanced back, Brandon dropped him a wink that hardened his cock right there.

Oh, boy.

 

* * * *

 

Stuart mostly kept his mouth shut unless he was asked a direct question. His parents were church-social polite, meaning he could tell they weren’t exactly thrilled to have what they perceived as one of the reasons for their son’s express ticket to Hell sitting at their kitchen table, but his mom wouldn’t let Brandon get up and help with anything while his dad sought refuge in the safety of asking Brandon about his job.

He also seemed suitably impressed when Brandon gave him the details about his job, of how he was a district manager, yet Brandon didn’t drift into bragging, which his father would have hated immediately.

He also seemed impressed that Brandon had worked his way up from high school and a part-time entry-level position to where he was now. And that he didn’t get his college degree until his thirties, and only because at that point he was trying to support a child and move ahead in the company.

Finally, his dad turned his focus on Stuart. “That electrician’s job working for you a’right then?”

“Yes, sir. They paid for me to get my state contractor’s license. The owner’s a very nice guy, Cedro Luzon. Small, family-owned company. We do a lot of new construction work for developers. Keeps us really busy. Great group of people I work with, too.”

His father nodded as he stirred milk into his coffee. “I wan’t sure ’bout you goin’ to vo-tech, but glad it worked out. Bein’ an electrician’s a good trade.”

“Thank you. Me, too.” He’d spent a lot of afternoons and weekends busting his hump working during high school to save up the bulk of the tuition, until his parents kicked in the last couple grand for him as a loan, which he’d long since paid back.

His father glanced at Brandon for a long, uncomfortable moment before his gaze returned to his coffee. “You happy?”

“Yes, sir.” Under the table, he reached out with his left leg and pressed his foot against Brandon’s. “I’m very happy.”

He finally nodded. “Okay.” He shot a glare at Brandon. “Guess I won’t say anymore, then. Glad you came back to support your sister.”

“Thank you for…letting me.” He realized too late maybe that wasn’t the right thing to say, but now it hung in the room, heavy and thick in the warm, stale kitchen air that smelled like bacon and desperation.

Another uncomfortable set of feelings from childhood.

His mother forced a smile. “It’s the bride’s big day, and she’s not pregnant. That’s all that should matter.”

He suspected Brandon’s sudden coughing attack masked laughter.

 

* * * *

 

Fortunately, Brandon didn’t need Stuart’s guidance to get them back to the hotel. Stuart sat slumped in the passenger seat, staring out the windshield while wearing a sullen expression Brandon had never seen on his boy before.

Instead of trying to prod him to talk, he let him sit and have time to absorb the visit. They’d spent nearly two hours with Stuart’s parents, Brandon finally leaving with the excuse that he had to return to the hotel and do some work before the rehearsal dinner.

As far as Brandon could tell, the visit went well. No screaming, no pointed fingers, and not a single homophobic slur uttered.

He called that a win, although from the way Stuart acted, Brandon wasn’t sure his boy felt the same. He wasn’t going to try to dissect Stuart’s apparent mood without letting him speak his mind first. That’d be a pointless waste of energy.

They were still fifteen minutes from the hotel when Stuart reached over and took his hand, holding it tightly.

Desperately.

“Feel like talking?” Brandon gently asked.

“I don’t know how to feel.”

“That’s okay.”

Stuart fell silent for a long moment. “I guess that went…well? I don’t know. Better than I thought it would.”

“That’s good then.”

“I guess.”

“If Jake starts in tonight, you listen to me, and you let me and John handle him. Understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Brandon squeezed his hand. “This’ll be okay.”

He hoped.

 

* * * *

 

It wasn’t a complete lie that Brandon had to work. He needed to check his e-mail and return a call to one of the store managers. He did all that with Stuart naked, his hands bound behind him, kneeling on the bed with the butt plug in.

While Brandon sat up against the headboard, naked, his legs spread wide so Stuart could lick and suck his balls.

It quickly drove every other thought out of Stuart’s mind, and made it damned hard for Brandon to focus.

But he got through it.

He also knew he’d be giving himself a case of blue balls, but he didn’t let Stuart get him off. Instead, once his work was finished, he straddled Stuart’s back, facing his ass, and bare-handed spanked him with both hands, interspersed with biting the sweet, pink globes of his ass and raking his nails up and down them.

Every few blows, he’d press on the base of the butt plug, or palm Stuart’s sac, or give his hard cock a pump.

His poor boy was begging to come, but Brandon wouldn’t give in, no matter how much he really wanted to reward him.

It’d be far more effective to make him wait.

Stuart got a brief respite from the butt plug during their shower. Then it went back in before Stuart used the room’s iron to freshen the button-up shirts and slacks they were wearing to the rehearsal. They were dressed and ready to go in plenty of time to drive to the other hotel and meet Eileen and John in their room, where two of John’s sisters, Ariana and Lara, and his mom were huddled with Eileen on the bed and discussing the final details.

After introductions—and another round of smiling hugs—they were talking when someone knocked.

A woman in neatly pressed Army fatigues stood there and burst into a wide grin when John opened the door. “Johnny!”

He grabbed her and picked her up as he hugged her. “Miri!” Then he turned. “Stuart Powell, Brandon Ziegler, this is my older sister, Miranda.”

She playfully smacked his shoulder. “That’s Major Martinez, to you, private.”

He snorted. “Yes, ma’am.”

His mom and other sisters swarmed her for hugs. Then two of Eileen’s friends arrived, and from that point on the room devolved into chaos and the three men basically stepped into the entryway and tried to stay out of the way.

The sibling resemblance was strong. They all had deeply tanned complexions, compared to pale Brandon, Eileen, Stuart, and Eileen’s friends. While they all had dark brown hair, nearly black, Lara and Ariana both had their mother’s hazel eyes, while everyone else had their father’s blue eyes.

John grinned. “I need to get dressed, so I get to escape into the bathroom. I don’t know what your plan is.”

“We can go wait in the lobby,” Brandon said.

Stuart didn’t want to leave the safety of the room—or the numbers of friendly people gathered—and risk running into Jake early.

Fortunately, someone else knocked. John opened the door and there stood three men in Army fatigues. They engulfed him in hugs and delivered friendly shoulder punches, until Miranda walked up behind John and loudly cleared her throat.

As one, the new arrivals straightened, snapping to attention and saluting. “Ma’am,” they said.

She grinned. “That never gets old. At ease, guys. This is family time.”

Brandon and Stuart looked at each other, grinned, and whispered, “Sadist.”

They fist-bumped. 


Chapter Fourteen

 

Fortunately, the arrival of John’s friends—and his father—meant that John could escape to his parents’ room next door to change, and Stuart and Brandon could make their way to the lobby to await everyone else.

Alejandro and Maria Martinez were nothing like Stuart’s parents, Stuart was happy to see, even if that made him vaguely feel like a bad son for thinking it. They were warm and friendly, inviting.

When Stuart and Eileen’s parents arrived, along with Robert and his wife, Stuart didn’t feel nearly as much stress and tension as he thought he would, and it had nothing to do with the distraction provided by the butt plug buried in his ass, either.

I guess Brandon was right. Having Brandon’s initial introduction to his parents out of the way had helped lower Stuart’s stress levels a lot.

They were all heading into the large ballroom area where the wedding and reception would be held when the lobby doors opened behind them.

As if riding ahead of the wave of cold, damp air blowing in with his arrival, Jake’s presence hit Stuart in the back of the head even before his booming voice made him cringe.

“Not starting without your big brother, are you?”

Brandon snagged Stuart’s hand and kept walking. In fact, everyone kept walking, as if they hadn’t even heard him, except for Stuart’s parents.

They turned, and his dad snorted, sounding disgusted. “Get yer lazy ass in here, then. World don’t revolve around ya.”

As Stuart and Brandon walked into the ballroom behind Eileen and John, she glanced at Stuart and winked.

He winked back.

 

* * * *

 

Brandon was glad the minister performing the wedding had to leave by seven thirty, so there was no time to go through introductions with Jake before the rehearsal. It gave everyone the perfect excuse to basically ignore Jake, his wife, and his two sullen and obviously bored sons.

There was actually no reason for Jake to even be at the rehearsal, since he wasn’t in the wedding itself. Eileen had specifically invited Stuart and Robert to be there, with their significant others, and had posited to them at dinner on Thursday that Jake was probably looking for a free meal for him and his brood.

The man was loud and obnoxious, reeked of cigarette smoke, and wore probably a hundred extra pounds of fat on him. Considering he stood three inches shorter than Brandon, Brandon wasn’t even slightly intimidated by him physically.

But he’d had to manage jerks like Jake and immediately knew the type. Jake’s best days had been in high school, where he’d been a big man on campus, and he had never managed to top those times.

Everything else was downhill for the rest of his life, because he wasn’t smart enough to better himself, and wasn’t likable enough to get other adults to want to hang around him out of anything but fear or business obligation.

Jake resembled Carl Powell a little, except for the extra flab on him, and the way his beady green eyes were set deep inside his pudgy cheeks. Broken capillaries scattered across Jake’s nose and cheeks made Brandon suspect alcoholism when combined with the wafting hint of stale beer.

Stuart’s parents had only briefly talked about Jake during their earlier visit. He still worked at the tiny used car lot his friend owned. Presumably the “manager,” but it seemed the only thing Jake did was walk around bragging he was the manager, and drive to auctions to buy cars. He apparently showed little to no interest in actually doing anything close to requiring physical labor.

And it wasn’t like Jake was rich, either. They lived in the same crappy trailer he’d lived in with his roommate when he’d married Shelly when he was nineteen. The roommate had moved out, and Shelly had moved in. She’d spent years working part-time at a daycare in town where their kids went, then working there full-time once they’d started school. She was still working her ass off and basically supporting Jake, according to Carl Powell.

They didn’t even own the trailer, were still renting it. Jake had a propensity for pissing away any money he received as soon as it touched his fingers.

From what Brandon could see, Shelly looked like a woman who’d been emotionally beat down by her husband. She looked years older than he now knew her to be, her shoulders hunched, a permanent furrow creasing her brow and a resting bitch face mode that seemed to be her default.

Once they finally finished the rehearsal, and Eileen and the other women, except for Shelly, were discussing how to handle the decorations tomorrow, Jake hauled himself up from his chair and strutted over.

Brandon didn’t miss that John’s three friends, who’d been talking with John, Brandon, Stuart, and Robert, immediately straightened and circled around on either side of them, glaring at Jake.

Jake stopped in front of John first, blatantly looking him up and down in an obvious challenge. He finally stuck out his hand. “Jake Powell. Eileen’s big brother.”

Brandon didn’t miss that John stared at Jake’s hand for a long moment before finally shaking with a smile. “John Martinez.” From the way John kept the smile on his face, unflinching, Brandon also knew that meant Jake was trying the oldest and bullshittiest tactic on the face of the planet, squeezing his hand.

Jake flinched first and finally let go.

“How long you been in the country?” Jake had the balls to ask.

“Since I was born here, I guess that makes it my whole life, doesn’t it?”

“Thought you were one of those, what are they called, Dreamers?”

“The US Army agrees I was born here. Considering they’ve owned my ass for the better part of a year, and will continue to do so for a while, I’m not going to argue with them.”

Miranda walked over. Brandon could see every bit of her military training in her posture and manner, even if she hadn’t been in uniform.

“There a problem here?” she asked

Brandon struggled not to burst out laughing.

Jake apparently didn’t know how to process this. It ran totally contrary to his frame of reference and previous experiences in his minuscule view of the world. “Who are you?”

She smiled as she got right in Jake’s face, making him take a step back. “Major Miranda Martinez, US Army. Sister of the groom. And you are…”

“Major, huh?” Jake huffed. “How’d you manage that?”

The smile never left her face. “Lot of hard work, lot of training, lot of hours spent flying helos.”

“You’re a pilot?”

This was getting better by the minute.

“I specialized on a CH-47. That’s a Chinook, if you didn’t know. I’ve also trained and qualified on the Apache, Black Hawk, and Kiowa.” Her smile widened. “I was a little bored. What do you do for a living, again?”

Of course Brandon knew a setup when he heard one.

She damn well knew.

Jake hemmed and hawed for a moment before finally answering. “I manage a car lot.”

“Used car lot,” Carl Powell piped up. “It’s a tiny corner buy here, pay here place with maybe thirty crappy cars at the most.”

Brandon finally let the snort escape him. If he held it in too much longer, his eyes were going to pop out.

“Oh. Well, I guess little towns need car lots, too.” Miranda patted Jake on the shoulder as if consoling him, and then turned to John, who also wore fatigues now, to ask him a question about the decorations.

Jake chewed on his lip for a minute, apparently realizing that picking on the Martinez family wasn’t going to provide him with the sport he’d thought it would. Now that he was being ignored by them, he turned on Stuart and sized him up.

Brandon watched him do it and reached over with his left hand to catch Stuart’s arm and back him up a step behind Brandon.

“Stewie! You ready to give up Florida yet, you rude little shit? What the hell you block me on Facebook for? We’re brothers. Brothers don’t do that shit to each other.”

Brandon smiled down at him. “I think you have that backward. You’re the rude one.”

“You must be one of his queer buddies.” But Brandon didn’t budge, didn’t flinch.

“I’m his husband. Brandon Ziegler.” He didn’t extend his hand to shake with Jake, refused to participate in that pissing match. And this close, Brandon noticed that the man really reeked. Not just cigarette smoke but the aroma of stale alcohol and body odor also washed off him.

“Don’t care whatchoo call it, it’s a sin, and still don’t make it legal.” Jake grinned, thinking he’d scored a point.

“Oh, Stuart’s legally a partner in the house that we own, and all our assets, including our retirement accounts.” Brandon tipped his head to the side. “I hear that’s a quaint little trailer you’ve been renting since high school.”

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “You listen to me, you uppity—”

“Starting in high school,” Brandon continued as if Jake hadn’t spoken, “I worked my way up from stock boy to store manager, to district manager. I now supervise five stores with millions of dollars of inventory. Each. Put myself through college. Raised my daughter. Bought a house. Renovated the house myself.”

Brandon pretended to examine his fingernails before finally returning his gaze to Jake. “What is it you do, again?”

Jake jabbed a finger at him. “You don’t know me. You have no right to—”

“I know you’re a bully, and you aren’t welcomed here.” He sensed Miranda, John, and John’s friends closing in behind and around him and Stuart. “Stuart, Jeff, and I are happy. Stuart has a great job working for good people and making excellent money. Frankly, I think you’re jealous over how successful and happy we are. All your siblings have done better than you, quite frankly.”

“I ain’t jealous of no perverts, and that’s all you are! It’s an abomination.”

“What, having ambition and a strong work ethic is an abomination?”

“No, what the three of you do!”

Brandon crossed his arms over his chest, really enjoying this game now that he knew he had Jake’s number and the man was obviously rattled. “And what do we do? Explain how being gainfully employed homeowners is an abomination?”

“You—” Jake had apparently lost sight of the fact that he was outnumbered and everyone had fallen quiet and was staring at him. “You do those pervert things!”

“You mean going to our daughter’s swim meets? Housework? Being gainfully employed? I’m not tracking.”

“That’s not what I mean and you know it. You’re homosexuals.”

“So?”

“You’re worthless! All of you!”

Miranda stepped forward, and the dark glare in her eyes would have made Brandon take a step back if her look had been directed his way. She got right up in Jake’s face again and held up her left hand, where a simple gold band circled her ring finger.

“You mean you have a problem with me and my wife, despite the fact that she spent twelve years in the Army, including a tour of duty in the Middle East flying medivac choppers and saving soldiers’ lives? How long were you in the Army?”

“I-I—”

“For God’s sake, Jake,” Carl Powell said. “Shutcher damn trap for once in yer stupid life. Ain’t nobody here want to hear a damn thing comes out yer mouth. You look like a friggin’ idiot.”

Jake didn’t know when to stop. He found Stuart, side-stepping Miranda and aiming for him. “You should stop this bullshit and move back home. Dad isn’t getting any younger and he could use your help. It’s your duty. Ain’t like you’re legally married to this guy. Everyone in town talks about my queer brother.”

Brandon edged himself between Jake and Stuart. “Why don’t you quit your job and do it? Seems like anyone could sell cars. And you are the oldest son, right?”

John had apparently hit his limit. “You know, I’m sorry, Jake, but we don’t have room for you at the restaurant for dinner tonight. The table we reserved isn’t big enough. Sorry about that, but we did tell you not to come tonight.”

Jake sneered at him. “Oh, so I see how it is. You too broke to pay for it, huh? That why you can’t do right by my sister?”

Lara stepped up. “Actually, I’m paying for it,” she said. “As a wedding gift to them. And I’m not paying for you.” She was dressed in jeans and a blouse, her dark brown hair pulled back in a tidy ponytail. “How much did you offer to chip in for this weekend, by the way?”

He ignored her taunt. “And what do you do to afford that, huh? Sell drugs on the side while you clean rooms at a hotel? Who the hell are you?”

She slowly shook her head. “My name’s Dr. Lara Martinez. Sister of the groom. I’m a cardiologist. Oh, sorry, that’s a complicated and a really big word. Let me simplify it so you can understand.” She slowed her speech, as well as raised the volume, like she thought she was talking to an idiot. “That means my specialty is blood systems, like veins and arteries, and the heart.”

Jake’s face went red. “Listen, bitch—”

“Pendejo, you haven’t seen a bitch, yet.” Their third sister, Ariana, stepped forward. Lara and Ariana high-fived. “Tagging you in, chica.”

Ariana grinned. “Dr. Ariana Martinez. I’m a structural engineer. Spent my education and career working around men who thought they were better than women simply because they were born with a penis.”

She turned both palms up and wiggled her fingers at him. “Bring it, bruto. I’ve dealt with far worse from far smarter than you. Not to mention better-looking than you. And for fuck’s sake, make it original. Because, damn, boy, your Saltine American-ass is sorely lacking any kind of game. You’re just some poor dumb hick who never learned how to have a life beyond bullying people and talking smack to people stupid enough or scared enough to listen to you.”

Jake seemed to be at a loss for words.

 

* * * *

 

Stuart wasn’t sure that maybe he’d dropped into an alternate dimension. Both Eileen and Robert wore wide grins as they watched the Martinez siblings systematically take Jake out, one by one.

“You’re an asshole, Jake,” Stuart heard himself say, breaking the silence.

Jake rounded on him. “What the fuck you say to me, Stewie?”

“You heard me!” Stuart yelled, his voice echoing through the room. “You’re nothing but a damn bully, and you’ve never been anything but a bully all our lives.”

“I took care of you when you were a kid, you ungrateful little shit!”

“How? By picking on me?”

“You were a dick to us,” Robert said. “And you’re a bigger dick now.”

Eileen slowly shook her head. “Jake, all you had to do was keep your mouth shut and not show your ass, but you couldn’t even do that, could you? Everything’s always got to be about you and your overinflated ego.”

Jake started to take a step her way but John and Miranda stepped between Jake and Eileen.

“Oh, please try something,” Miranda said. “Please, I’m begging you. I’d love to take your ass down. I’ve called dibs on the first punch, and they’re just dying to jump in once it starts.” She motioned to John and his friends. “We even have a side bet on whether I can make you cry like a little puta or not before punch number two.”

Jake apparently wanted to score some sort of perceived hit before he turned tail. He refocused on Stuart. “You’re not a man, and thanks to you, my friends are fucking laughing at me. Pervert little brother living with two guys, must mean I’m gay, too.”

“Then maybe you need new friends, asshole,” Stuart shot back. “You ever think about that? You so desperate for any shred of recognition you’d hang on to people who’d talk to you like that? What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“What the hell’s wrong with me? I got a wife and two kids. I ain’t gay. Nothin’ wrong with me.”

“Aaannd, we’re done,” Shelly said from where she’d been sitting. She stood. “Kevin, Paul, car. Now. Jake, if you want to keep being an asshole, you can walk home. I’m done. You’ve embarrassed me for the last fucking time.” She turned her back on them and headed for the door.

Jake looked over his shoulder at her. “I didn’t tell you we were leavin’!”

Without turning or stopping, she held up the car keys, jingled them, and kept walking as her sons quickly followed.

Brandon pointed at her receding back. “I think that’s your ride, Jake. I suggest you follow her. Nobody here will drive you home.”

Jake finally turned on his heel and stormed after them.

Carl sat down, rubbing at his chest. “Well, that went better than I thought it might.”

Ellen smacked his shoulder. “I told you I should have been spanking him for that behavior as a kid.”

“Yes, you were right and I was wrong. I admit it.” He shook his head. “Boy’s too big for his britches. Always has been. About time he got put in his place.”

Everyone laughed.

Later, at dinner, Stuart cornered Eileen for a moment before they all took their seats. “Why didn’t you tell us about Miranda last night?”

She smiled. “We kind of had a plan. I didn’t want you to get too nervous. I could tell you were already stressing enough as it was, and we wanted to sideswipe Mom and Dad with it since we weren’t sure how they’d react to you and Brandon. John’s sisters have been dying to light into Jake since I told them about him. Miranda and Susan aren’t legally married yet. She’s overseas on duty right now, or she’d be here. Once she’s discharged next year, then they’re going to get married-married. But they’ve been together for five years. John’s parents have met her and given them their blessings.”

He hugged her. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” She whispered in his ear while they were hugging. “Mind if I include Mom and Dad and Robert with the Sunday plans?”

“Not if you don’t mind.” They ended the hug. “You think Jake’s going to show up tomorrow?”

“Ooooh, yeah. For starters, free food. Plus he spent too much time running his mouth to people about being here over the past couple of weeks. Remember, he thinks he’s bigger in town than he is. If he doesn’t show up, that makes him look bad. Not that anyone but him gives a shit.”

“What if he acts like an asshole tomorrow?”

“Well, hopefully he got it out of his system tonight. If we ban him he’ll still show up, and that means we have to call the cops on him at that point to drive it home he’s not welcomed. I really don’t want to do that on my wedding day. Hopefully, he’ll preen for his friends and act like some mythical doting big brother who doesn’t exist. Otherwise…”

She shrugged. “I think this went well tonight.” She grinned. “Worth every penny we’re spending this weekend to see him finally get taken down a few notches.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

That night, when they returned to the hotel, Brandon made good on his promise to spank and fuck Stuart into sweet oblivion. Although, based on how well Eileen and John thought the night had gone, it wasn’t nearly as hard to downshift Stuart’s brain as Brandon thought it might be.

By the time Brandon finally turned Stuart loose, he’d pulled two orgasms out of him, another for himself, and they’d both crashed into sleep exhausted and satisfied.

The next morning, they headed over to the other hotel early to join the wedding party for breakfast. Miri, John, and John’s friends wore civilian clothes this morning, jeans and hoodies or sweats, as they all sat talking and laughing around the tables reserved for them.

John’s parents, who’d insisted Brandon and Stuart call them Mom and Dad, wanted Stuart and Brandon sitting close to them so they could spend more time talking to them.

Brandon wished his own family had been this warm and accepting of him growing up, much less of his family situation now. “If you all ever want to come to Florida to visit, we’d love to have you. We live in Sarasota. Great beaches nearby. We have plenty of room. I’m sure Emma and Jeff would love to meet you.”

“Thank you,” Maria said, “that’s very kind of you. We might take you up on that.” She playfully poked her husband. “It’s difficult to get him to take time off, and we aren’t getting any younger.”

Stuart got Eileen’s attention. “Is Mom coming over today?”

She shook her head. “This evening. I told her we have it under control. Do I look stupid?” She, her friends, and the Martinez sisters all burst into laughter. “I have enough help. We’re not doing a lot of decorations, just putting the centerpieces together and setting the tables and stuff. We kept this low-budget.”

Using his phone, Brandon made sure to get plenty of candid pictures for them of breakfast, including some video they could post on Facebook. Then one of John’s friends offered to hold Brandon’s phone and take pictures so he could be in them.

The way Stuart beamed when he looked into Brandon’s eyes, he knew in his gut this had been the right call, despite the irritation Jake was proving to be.

It still wasn’t a fraction as bad as Stuart had obviously built it up in his mind.

Something Stuart even admitted later after they returned to their hotel so Brandon could check e-mail and they could call home.

“I don’t know why I was so scared of him all these years. Why any of us were.”

“Because you were legitimately scared of him as a kid. He’s eight years older than you. That kind of early conditioning is hard to overcome. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

 

* * * *

 

It was kind of all Stuart could do. Beat himself up over it. Maybe he’d suddenly grown a spine in the better part of a year since leaving Iowa, but it couldn’t be that simple.

Could it?

The bogeyman from his youth was now nothing more than a sad paper tiger. With the entirety of the Martinez clan standing up for him, as well as his own family, he’d been sorely tempted to walk up to Jake and punch him.

As the afternoon wore on, Stuart’s elation at how Jake had been deflated last night waned and then completely faded. Not even Brandon giving him another spanking and working him up without release could help.

As they dressed for the wedding, Brandon helped Stuart retie his necktie when it was obvious he was so nervous he kept fumbling it. Brandon stood behind him at the mirror, reaching around to tie it. Once he had it—perfect, of course—he held Stuart and met his gaze in the mirror.

“Just breathe,” he said. “That’s all you have to do. The worst is over.”

“Is it?”

“We don’t know if Jake will show up tonight.”

“Oh, he’ll show up.”

“Maybe, maybe not. He might have taken a big enough hit to his ego to leave it alone now that he knows it won’t be any fun. Or he might show up and behave himself and leave. But worrying about it won’t help.”

Stuart leaned back against Brandon, reaching behind him and wrapping his arms around the man. “I wish Jeff was here. Safety in numbers.”

“I know. Me, too. But having John’s sisters as backup was more than enough. We also have his friends. Nothing’s going to happen tonight. If it does, you step back and let us handle it. Okay?”

“Yes, Sir.”

Brandon nuzzled his head against Stuart’s. “You look good in a suit, boy. I like this look on you.”

He smiled, feeling Brandon’s rigid cock pressing against his ass through their dress slacks. “I have a feeling I’m going to be ordered to dress up more often.”

“You’d better believe it. Not that I don’t think you look sexy normally, because you do. I guess I have a suit fetish after all. Stay.”

Brandon disengaged himself from Stuart, grabbed his phone, then retook his previous position except with one arm holding his phone in front of them, the rear camera activated to take a selfie of them.

Cheek-to-cheek, Brandon said, “Smile, boy.”

Stuart did, and Brandon snapped the pic.

Then he texted it to Stuart, and a copy to Jeff.

Jeff replied almost immediately.

 

Rawr! I’d do them! ;)

 

Brandon laughed as he showed Stuart the text. “Are we agreed? You’ll try to relax tonight? Focus on me, if nothing else. You know we’ll at the very least look better than Jake if he shows up.”

“Yes, Sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon was glad to see Stuart appeared somewhat less stressed than he had earlier.

Whether that would hold or not remained to be seen.

Eileen had told them to be there early, because she wanted them seated in the front row with their parents, Robert, and his wife, Kim, and their two kids.

There was no room for Jake, and the chairs had been set up accordingly for just that reason. At the very least, Jake would have to sit a row back, probably farther, because she’d also asked her friends to come a little early, too, and fill up the rows immediately behind the first row on the bride’s side.

Once the wedding service ended, everyone would be asked to grab a chair and move them to the tables in the back of the room for the reception part of the festivities while the DJ turned the front half into a dance floor and the photographer took family pictures.

As they sat and waited, and more people arrived, it was starting to look like maybe Jake wouldn’t come after all.

Twenty minutes before it was scheduled to start, Stuart nudged him. Shelly and her two sons had arrived, and she immediately directed them to sit in the last row. She sat on the far end, leaving no chairs next to her for Jake, should he also be arriving. She also wore a dour look but Brandon couldn’t tell if that was her usual resting expression or due to something else.

Five minutes before it was going to start, Jake finally walked in. When he spotted Shelly and his two sons, he then looked around the room, realized most of the chairs were taken near the front, then finally sat on his sons’ far side.

Shelly didn’t speak to Jake, barely looked at him.

Brandon was curious if they even rode together.

Shelly wore a dress, dark navy, nothing special but at least she’d made an effort, as had many people despite Eileen’s instructions that casual was okay due to the cold and the setting.

Jake was dressed in jeans and a button-up short-sleeved shirt that was barely holding onto its grip around his ample gut.

John’s friends, and Miranda, were all dressed in their formal Army uniforms and looked nearly as gorgeous as the bride.

They weren’t having a formal procession of the bridesmaids and groomsmen—the latter who were all John’s buddies and in uniform—just Eileen walking down the center aisle on her father’s arm.

Stuart’s mother had put her husband into a blazer and tie over khakis and had worn a grey dress herself. Absolutely nothing wrong with that, they looked great.

Damn sight better than Jake did.

Even Robert and Kim and their kids were dressed in Sunday best.

Once the procession ended and Stuart’s father took his seat, Brandon held hands with Stuart, fingers laced, gently squeezing to keep Stuart focused. The ceremony was short and sweet, the couple having written their own vows. The love in their expressions as they looked at each other made Brandon’s heart ache that, in that one last little detail, he couldn’t fully make Stuart his husband.

His thumb traced Stuart’s wedding band as he watched the couple kiss. Then everyone cheered and applauded. That’s when Stuart turned his head and met his gaze dead-on.

Those sweet green eyes of his always hardened Brandon’s cock.

He brushed a quick kiss across Brandon’s lips with a playful smile. “Love you, hubby.”

Brandon knew what a massive feat of courage that had taken him, and he squeezed his hand again. “Love you, too, hubby.”

 

* * * *

 

Stuart hoped maybe this day would go smoothly after all. The ceremony went off without a hitch, as far as he could tell. Now to get through pictures and survive the reception.

Eileen looked gorgeous, and he never would have known the dress was a deeply discounted second-hand find if she hadn’t told them where she’d bought it and how much she’d paid. John’s mother had done an expert job with the alterations. Between that and John’s uniform, they looked like a million-dollar couple.

Stuart noticed Eileen didn’t even acknowledge Jake’s presence in the back of the room while waving their parents, him and Brandon, and Robert and Kim in for photos. Stuart simply did what he was told, smiled, and was happy that at least up to this point, Eileen had good memories.

Of course it couldn’t last.

Jake, apparently realizing he was being left out of the family pictures, ambled up to the front.

“What about me?” he roughly groused.

Eileen’s smile didn’t falter. “What about you?”

“I’m your big brother. Don’t I get to be in the pictures?”

“I don’t know. Did you change your attitude?”

This had apparently been prepared for, Stuart could tell. John’s wide, knowing smile beamed. “I don’t mind if we take a quick picture with him, sweetheart.”

Shelly made no move to approach the front, and Stuart didn’t miss that Jake didn’t wave her or their kids forward, either.

So it was another round of pictures with Jake added to the back row, on the outside. Stuart got a whiff of him and smelled alcohol and cigarette smoke.

Drinking already. This’ll be interesting.

Stuart wondered if those pictures would even be visible in the wedding album, or if Eileen would tuck them behind another one.

Not that it mattered to him.

Once that was done, Jake made his way back toward the tables. Shelly and her sons had each grabbed their chairs and she’d directed them to a table far from the front, almost in a corner.

Away from the spotlight.

That left Jake to grab his chair and follow them with a scowl.

Several tables in the front had been reserved, and bore place markers. Brandon, Stuart, Stuart’s parents, Robert, Kim, and their kids perfectly filled their table with no extra room, and sat right next to a table for John’s family.

The implication was crystal clear.

As the DJ started them off for the first dance between the couple, Brandon leaned in.

“If she signals for you to dance, do it.”

His face heated, but he nodded. He hadn’t even talked with her about this part.

But yes, that’s exactly what happened, Eileen cycling through dancing with John, her father, her new father-in-law, Robert and Stuart, then Brandon, while John danced with his mom, mother-in-law, his sisters, and Kim.

Then the buffet opened, and Jake and his brood were once again left to wait with everyone else while the first tables were directed up after the happy couple got their food.

Eventually, as the evening progressed, Stuart noticed Jake starting to make the rounds of the room, speaking with people, shaking hands, acting like this night was about him and not Eileen.

Pretending to be a loving, doting big brother he had never once in his life been to any of them.

Brandon and Stuart had a dance of their own, gently tricked into it when Miranda and Lara had gotten them up on the floor to dance with them, then playfully switched off so the men had to dance together while the sisters danced.

Brandon smirked. “I think we have been given orders.”

“I think so, Sir.”

The song had been halfway over when the sisters pulled their switcheroo, and once it ended, Brandon leaned in and brushed a kiss across Stuart’s lips before the sisters swooped in again and hugged the men for being good sports.

“Eileen asked us to get you up dancing,” Miranda admitted as she hugged Stuart.

When he glanced over to his sister, who was sitting at her table, she lifted her water glass at him in a toast with a wide, playful smile on her face.

It felt…good.

In a way his family had never felt before.

Stuart should have known it was too good to last.

He had to use the bathroom and wanted to do it before the cake was served. He’d literally ignored Jake today, especially his attempts to get Stuart to look him in the eyes. The bathroom door had no sooner swung shut behind him than it opened again and…he knew.

Jake stalked over to him before Stuart had even staked out a urinal. “Disgusting.”

“It’s a bathroom, Jake.”

“Dancing like that with that guy. Letting him kiss you? What the fuck’s wrong with you? You’re embarrassing the fuck out of me in front of my friends, and embarrassing our parents! When are you giving this shit up and moving home?”

As far as Stuart knew, Jake hadn’t even spoken to their parents since his arrival at the event. He was honestly still trying to process the insanity Jake had just spouted, and that he’d actually said what he’d said, when the bathroom door swung open again.

Enter Brandon, closely followed by John’s three friends.

“There a problem here?” Brandon asked.

He noticed Brandon had ditched his jacket since Stuart had left him only a minute or two earlier.

Brandon was a slightly above-average forty-two-year-old man in terms of physical condition, but compared to Jake he was a fucking Adonis on steroids. Stuart knew damn well what kind of physical strike Brandon was capable of.

Stuart backed up and to the side and kept his mouth shut.

Jake seemed to understand he was outnumbered and with a snarl pushed his way out of the bathroom.

“Damn,” one of John’s friends muttered. “I was really looking forward to punching him.”

Brandon walked over to him. “You all right?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he say?”

“Same shit, different day. It’s fine.”

John’s friends returned to the reception, but Brandon waited until Stuart had finished, then he used the bathroom, and they finally returned together.

 

* * * *

 

Brandon cursed himself for letting Stuart leave the room alone. He’d been watching him walk out. He’d immediately spotted the way Jake’s head tracked his progress and how he left his table to follow a few steps behind his little brother.

Motherfucker.

John’s friends, who’d also watched, were already moving toward Brandon as he shucked his jacket and hurried to follow.

They returned to the reception room and Brandon immediately noted the three empty chairs where Shelly and her sons had been sitting. Glancing around, he realized they’d left.

Jake, however, was still there, now talking to someone and shooting dark glares at Brandon.

For the rest of the evening, Jake kept his distance. Carl had taken his suit jacket off, and Brandon couldn’t help but notice he occasionally rubbed at his chest while wincing.

Lara seemed to notice, too, because several times, Brandon caught her watching him.

Finally, when the older man was sitting down again while Ellen was up talking to a cousin, Brandon leaned in. “You feeling okay, sir?”

Carl shrugged. “Heartburn. Ellen’s been bugging me to go see the doc, but I don’t have time for that. I took something a few minutes ago. It’ll settle down.”

Jake must have driven himself, because he clung to the party like a sandspur on a sock, even as people started filtering out. When someone he was talking to made their departure, he’d latch onto another poor victim. Several times, Brandon spotted him handing out business cards.

Clueless fuck.

There were still about twenty guests there, in addition to the families and John’s friends, when Jake made his last-ditch attempt to regain his perceived lost manhood. He sauntered over to their table and stared down at Stuart.

“If you had a decent bone in your body, you’d be living with Mom and Dad and helping him with the farm.”

Not this again. “I have a job. A career. And a family.”

“I can’t believe you had the nerve to bring him here.”

There’d been minimal alcohol served, champagne for the toast, and beer and white Zin. It appeared Jake had managed to get more than his fair share. His breath blew across them with a hops-scented funk.

Brandon slowly stood, his gaze locked with Jake’s. This time, Jake stepped in, but it was a miscalculation. It forced Jake to have to look up at him.

“At least I’m not a drunk,” Brandon said, not blinking.

Jake had drawn back to hit him when Miranda, who’d walked up behind Jake without him seeing her, caught his fist and used the leverage to shove him back, hard, throwing him off-balance.

“Out, asshole,” she said. “Now. You’re done.”

He stared at his parents, who sat there watching. “You gonna say anything about this? You gonna let these worthless spics talk to me like this? I’m your son!”

Carl shrugged. Brandon didn’t like his color. The man looked paler than he had at the start of the evening. “The major said get out. I’d listen to her, if I were you. She looks feisty. I think she can kick yer ass.”

“How can you take their side over mine? I’m your son! I gave you two grandchildren! I’m not a—”

Carl stood, but now Brandon totally focused on him. The older man swayed on his feet a little and had to reach a hand out for the table to steady himself. “Let me tell you something, you drunken, self-righteous little…”

Carl’s eyes rolled back in his head as his knees gave way. Brandon caught him and eased him to the floor as cries of alarm went up. Lara shoved her way through the throng and knelt next to Carl, her face serious as she took his carotid pulse.

“Call 911!” she yelled. “And someone get me the AED from the lobby!” Then she ripped his shirt open and started chest compressions. Someone brought the emergency defibrillator, and she got it hooked up, activating it once it beeped it was ready.

From there…

Brandon had all he could do wrangling Stuart and keeping him out of the way as Lara took charge of the EMS crew that arrived. She climbed in with them, barking orders and asking for stuff as the doors swung shut behind them and it peeled out.

“Let’s go,” Brandon said. He’d grabbed their jackets and overcoats and jogged for the rental car as the rest of the wedding party scrambled behind them.

“Mom!”

She waved them on. “I have my car. You go—I need my purse.”

Brandon already had the car started when Stuart climbed in. He’d lost sight of the ambulance, but Stuart gave him directions.

Fuck.

This wasn’t exactly how he’d pictured the end of tonight, and hoped it didn’t undo everything he’d tried to do for Stuart’s confidence against Jake.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Stuart had never been so glad for Brandon as he was that night. Brandon and John took charge, making sure everyone had coffee, that people had information…everything.

As Stuart sat huddled with his mom, Eileen, Robert, and Kim, he tried to…

Breathe.

This was too…real. It was too easy to imagine himself sitting in a waiting room like this at some point in the future and awaiting word about Jeff or Brandon, especially when he remembered the scare they’d had with Jeff.

That was something he didn’t want to contemplate, because the thought of losing either of them made every cell of his being painfully ache.

Lara finally made her way out to the waiting room. “He’s going into surgery now. They’re going to place a stent. Hopefully he’ll pull through this, but I can’t promise you that.”

His mom jumped up, tearfully hugging her. “Thank you! Thank you so much.”

The waiting began again. Jake showed up at some point, sullen, quiet—fortunately—and didn’t speak to anyone.

Which was fine, because no one wanted to talk to him, either.

It was only then that Stuart realized Jake hadn’t followed them from the hotel, and he wondered what the man had been doing in the interim.

It was close to midnight when a doctor wearing scrubs came to talk to them. “He should recover. He’s going to be in the ICU for tonight to monitor him. And we’ll have to talk about him going through a cardiac rehab program. But everything looks hopeful.”

His mom, Stuart, Eileen, and Robert went to see him.

His mom ordered Jake to stay out in the waiting room, and Brandon, John, and John’s friends were happy to make that happen.

While they were in there, his dad opened his eyes, smiled at them, and told him he loved them.

And asked them not to let Jake come back.

By the time his mom insisted everyone return to their hotels or go home, it was nearly three in the morning. Jake had already departed, once he realized he wasn’t going to be allowed to see his father.

Stuart and Brandon stripped and fell into bed, Stuart clinging to Brandon.

Breathing.

Brandon held him close, his chin resting on top of Stuart’s head and a leg draped over him. “This’ll be okay.”

Obviously, the plans for tomorrow had been discarded. Everyone would converge on the hospital in the morning.

“I feel like this is my fault,” Stuart finally whispered.

“It’s not your fault.”

“If I hadn’t been here, Jake wouldn’t have started in.”

“Jake would have started in on someone. That’s what the Jakes of the world do. It’s their reason for being. You did not give your father a heart attack.”

The next morning, Brandon sicced Jeff on Stuart over the phone and left the two of them to talk while he went into the bathroom.

“Buddy, listen to Master. You know he won’t bullshit you. It sounds like your dad was having health problems before this. Brandon said he saw him rubbing at his chest on Friday.”

“I still feel guilty.”

“Just because you feel guilty doesn’t make it valid. Isn’t that what you keep telling me when I’m whining because I can’t work?”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

“It…” Stuart tried to think of a way to answer him. “It just is.”

“Buddy, stop and try to clear your head. If your dad was going to blow up at you, he would have done it when you and Brandon showed up at their house unannounced. And he didn’t. Did he?”

“No.” In fact, his parents had surprised him by their reactions.

“See? Please try to logic this out in your head, okay?”

He blew out a long breath. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, buddy. Put Master back on, please.”

Perfect timing, because Brandon had just emerged from the bathroom to wash his hands. “He wants to talk to you again, Master.” Then he headed into the shower to get started. It was a little after seven local time, and he wanted to go see his father.

The irony that he now wanted to go see his dad didn’t escape him.

 

* * * *

 

Late Sunday afternoon, Stuart’s mom hugged him. “What time you flying out tomorrow?”

He glanced at Brandon, because he hadn’t had a chance to talk to him about this. “I was thinking about delaying my flight.”

“Why?”

Stuart blinked. “Why?”

“Why?”

“Um, Mom, Dad just had a heart attack.”

“And he’ll be in a regular room tonight. Discharged in a couple of days. You heard them.”

He stared at Brandon for advice. Brandon only arched an eyebrow at Stuart and cocked his head.

Stuart took a deep breath. “Won’t you need my help or…something?”

She placed her hands on his shoulders. “He’s not dying. Lara said so, too. I think they know better than we do.”

Robert had come back to the hospital while his wife had stayed home with their kids.

Jake had not returned.

“It’s okay, Stu,” Robert told him. “Eileen and John are here for a few days yet. It’s all right. You have a job to get back to. We’ll keep you posted.”

“I can ask for time off.”

His mom shook her head. “They’re depending on you. Now, if things were not looking good, I’d feel differently. But you heard the nurse. He was fussing at her for not letting him have coffee and bacon this morning. That is not a man on death’s door.”

“But…last night. He almost died.”

“I almost died a couple of months ago when the truck in front of me lost a hay bale and I had to swerve to avoid it. You think you needed to come home for that?”

“That’s different, Mom!”

“No, it’s not.” She pointed at Brandon. “You understand what I’m saying?”

He nodded. “I do, ma’am.”

“I’m not trying to run you off, Stu. Honey, like I keep tellin’ you, I love you. Differences of opinion aside, if I thought you needed to be here, I’d tell you. If I think he’s going downhill and you need to come back, I’ll tell you that, too. If Eileen and John had to leave tomorrow, I would be saying the same thing to them. Or to Robbie, here. It’s okay.”

It still didn’t feel…right.

But with everyone obviously of the same mind, including Brandon, as he cuddled with him that night in their hotel room, Stuart tried to go to sleep. They’d have to be up and out early in the morning, before five, to make their flight.

He only hoped this wasn’t a decision he’d hate himself later for making.

 

* * * *

 

Monday afternoon, Stuart called his mom when they reached their car at Tampa International.

He put it in speaker mode, too, so Brandon could hear. “How’s Dad doing?”

“Lara said he’ll be discharged tomorrow, probably. He’ll be fine. Thank goodness for her. She is amazing. And he argued with the nurses this morning over his breakfast.”

Stuart logically knew he shouldn’t feel guilty, that he didn’t cause this, but he couldn’t help it. “That’s good. I’m sorry I had to leave.”

She made a noise. “Honey, again, we told you to go. Wasn’t like you could do anything but sit there staring at him, and he doesn’t like people hovering over him anyway.”

She sighed. “Look, I don’t agree with what you’re doing, but you have a life down there, and you’re happy. Brandon seems like a nice enough guy and he obviously loves you. I’m sure that other guy does, too. Forget any nonsense Jake said. I don’t know why Jake has that in his head, but it’s bullpucky. Your father and I don’t want you to move back here and work on the farm. You paid good money and worked hard to go to vo-tech. We’ve got men working for us. That’s why we pay them. Jake was out of line, and there’s no two ways about it. If he is so hot to trot to help your father, he should quit his job and do it. Jake doesn’t make the rules around here. And since he’s too lazy to work at a real job involving physical labor, he needs to butt out.”

Stuart was honestly a little shocked to hear her talk like that.

Sticking up for him.

Sort of.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“And no, I don’t think Jake being a jerk caused this any more than I think you showing up with Brandon caused this. Dr. Corning has been nagging him for five years to get a stress test. His cholesterol has been high and he won’t do anything about it. Your father’s just plain stubborn. He’d been having some chest pains on and off for weeks and insisted it was heartburn. Well, now he has to listen to the doctors. If anything, it was God’s will that John’s sister was there and able to save your father and prove what a good family they are. I take that as a sign. Jake might not like that, but oh, well. John’s family are perfectly wonderful people, and Eileen’s lucky to have married that boy.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Which was the truth.

“I don’t expect you to say anything. I’m sorry we don’t see eye-to-eye on things, but you’re my son, and I do love you. Just like Jake being a jerk and a bully doesn’t mean I don’t love him. I can love him and still hate that he is the way he is.”

Well, the elephant had at least been addressed.

Sort of. “He’s been a bully for years. Ever since we were kids.”

“I know. Your father told me early on to stay out of it. That either you other kids would learn to stand up to him, or you wouldn’t. I had too much on my plate to worry about it. You weren’t beating each other up, so I let it go. Although I had hoped he’d grow out of it.”

“No, now he’s raising two as bad as he is.”

“Don’t be too sure of that. I think he might be divorced in a few more months. I think Shelly is sick of him. Never saw her grow a spine the way she did Friday night. And they drove in separate cars to the wedding.”

“I don’t blame her.”

“As much as I don’t believe in divorce, neither do I. Blame her, that is. I’m surprised they stayed together this long. The only reason she married him was because he knocked her up with Kevin.”

That shocked him. “What?”

“You didn’t know that?”

“No, I didn’t know that!”

“Oh, sure. I thought you did? No, wait. You would have still been a kid. Maybe we never told you. Yeah, her father showed up at Jake’s with her in the car. Jake was living in that trailer. Back then, he was sharing it with a buddy from high school. Showed up with a shotgun, too, and marched them down to the courthouse. Literally. Said Jake was going to marry Shelly, or he wasn’t going to be able to father any more kids, and he should pick quick before his trigger finger got itchy. She’d just turned sixteen four days earlier, and Jake was nineteen. He could have gotten Jake arrested for statutory rape.

“Her father brought them by our place after they did it and told us. Can’t say I disagreed with him. I didn’t want Kevin to be born a bastard, either. Besides, Jake’s lucky he’s not in jail. That’s why Jake didn’t fight the guy when he showed up. Well, that and the shotgun. Shelly’s father’s just plain mean.”

Aaaand that explained a lot. It also explained why he didn’t have any memories of Jake’s wedding, and it wasn’t talked about a lot—as in at all. He’d assumed, due to their parents’ income, that the two had eloped.

It also explained why Shelly always looked especially miserable at family gatherings in the early days.

Brandon was obviously paying attention to the Tampa traffic, but Stuart could tell he was amused by that factoid, slowly shaking his head, that smirk on his face.

“Anyway, I’ll tell your father you called. I’m getting ready to head over there now to visit. He’ll be fine, and so will we. I’m still trying to talk him into either leasing the land to someone else to farm, or sell altogether. I’m tired, and friends of ours sold out and moved down to Florida last year. They love it there. Just outside of Brooksville. Maybe this will help me talk him into it.”

This conversation still felt…weird. Like he wasn’t awake or something. “Maybe that’s what you need to do then.”

“If only it were that easy. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Mom.”

He stared at his phone after ending the call. Brandon finally lost his battle not to laugh. “I’m sorry, but after this weekend, that was like a miracle or something.”

“I know, right? I swear I didn’t know that’s why Jake married Shelly.”

“Sounds like he didn’t want a lot of people knowing it.”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon had worried that, now they were home, Stuart might sink into feeling guilty about what had happened with his father. Hearing Stuart’s mom tell Stuart it wasn’t his fault meant Brandon had the best leverage of all to keep Stuart’s mindset focused on the healthy side of this.

Jake was no longer some mythical beast waiting in the wings to ruin Stuart’s life.

Jake had been publicly taken down and humiliated. Exposed for the abusive jerk he was.

Stuart was now reconciled with his sister and with Robert.

Add to that Stuart now had a dialogue with his parents about his life and family in Florida.

For Brandon, it was a total win.

All he and Jeff had to do was reinforce those positives to Stuart and make sure he internalized it.

It would be hard to change a lifetime of thinking, though.

For now, Brandon couldn’t wait to get home and be with Jeff again. He’d missed him like hell over the weekend, but it was better he hadn’t been there. It would have gotten him upset and, combined with the bitterly cold, damp weather, and the stress, it would have crashed him for sure.

This had been better.

Far better.

Well, would have been even better without Stuart’s father having a heart attack, but overall, it was still a win.

Jeff walked out as soon as they pulled into the driveway, hugging them hard when they emerged from the car.

“I am so fucking glad you two are home.”

Brandon grinned. “How’d Emma and Grace do this weekend?”

“You sonofabitch.” But Jeff smiled. “Did you have to order them to basically sit on me this weekend?”

Brandon pointed at himself and circled his finger. “Saaaadist. What part of that don’t you understand, boy?”

It finally pulled a laugh out of Stuart, Brandon was happy to hear. “I’m so glad we’re home.” 


Chapter Seventeen

 

Jeff felt badly he hadn’t been there for Stuart. Once Brandon fully debriefed Jeff the next morning after Stuart left for work, he realized everything had been under control.

Thanksgiving had gone so well that Brandon had told everyone they were hosting Christmas Day, too. Now Jeff was charged with making sure the shopping and meal planning was taken care of.

As for decorating, Tracey brought over what she’d taken with her when she’d left Pat, and one afternoon she and the girls helped Jeff put up a tree and decorate it as a surprise for Stuart and Brandon. When the men returned home from work that evening, they found them eager to show off what they’d been up to.

It…felt like home. Jeff had lived by himself for several years, and had never really done anything for Christmas. He and Iris had always converged on his parents’ house for dinner that day, and enjoyed helping them put up their tree at Thanksgiving.

Another level of “real” had set in.

This was his family, with Tracey and Grace as a part of it.

He had a suspicion Brandon and Stuart were up to something when Tracey showed up the Tuesday before Christmas to take him and the girls shopping.

When they’d returned home hours later, Brandon and Stuart were home when they shouldn’t have been.

Both wore big, wide grins.

“What’d you do?” he asked as he laid shopping bags on the couch.

Everyone was apparently in on the surprise, from the wide grins on Tracey and the girls’ faces.

Brandon walked over and covered Jeff’s eyes while Stuart took his hands. It felt like they were leading him through the kitchen and out the back sliders to the lanai.

Brandon leaned in. “We did get you little things to unwrap, and it is sort of for everyone, but especially for you.” He uncovered Jeff’s eyes.

He gasped. “No fu-reaking way!”

Stuart giggled. “Way!”

Before him sat a hot tub. He stepped forward and looked inside. It was full of water, had two lounging bench seats, and looked like it could seat about six people.

“This is great!” He turned and hugged them. “Thank you!”

“It’ll take a while to heat up,” Brandon said. “But hopefully, it’ll be ready for tonight.”

“No more emptying the hot water heater in the shower,” Stuart teased.

It literally sat steps outside their bedroom sliders. He could get up first thing in the morning and get into it. “Wow. Guys, this is…wow. Was it expensive?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Brandon said. “It was a gently used one. I got a good deal on it, and Stuart hooked up the new electric circuit for it. It’ll be worth it to help you.” He leaned in as he hugged him again, but he pressed his lips against Jeff’s ear. “And I plan on getting a lot of use out of it.”

“We brought dinner home,” Tracey said. “Let’s get you boys fed, and then we’ll clear out.” The girls were spending the night at Grace’s tonight—another prearranged part of the gift for Jeff, apparently.

“Guys, this is awesome. I love it—thank you.”

Stuart kissed him. “Nothing’s too good for our house elf.”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon didn’t want to give the girls the bum rush out of the house…but he was eager to get Jeff and Stuart alone in the hot tub.

For non-therapeutic reasons. Ever since getting back from Iowa, he’d been using a very effective evening distraction tactic on Stuart—letting him help Brandon work on inserting the ever-increasing butt plugs he’d been using.

Brandon hoped to take that final step tonight. Jeff’s pain was currently low and he still had energy, and they had the house to themselves.

Once they were alone outside, Brandon sank into the water up to his neck and let out a happy moan. “This is amazing.”

“You ain’t kidding.” Jeff was stretched out in one of the lounger sections, several jets hitting him in the back. “I could go to sleep out here.”

“Not tonight, I hope,” Brandon teased.

“No, Master. Not tonight. I think someone had something they wanted to try out tonight?”

“Damn right. I want to christen this thing in a very special way.” Brandon straddled Jeff where he lay on the lounger seat. Brandon had already prepared in the bathroom, including lubing himself extremely well to make up for the effect of the water.

His own cock had shown up for the party, too, hard and eager to play with his boys. As he leaned in and kissed Jeff, steam from the hot tub drifting around them, Jeff’s cock also stiffened, rubbing against his own. Brandon reached down into the water and fisted both of them together, stroking, swallowing Jeff’s moan.

“Yeah, baby. You two get to do something with me I’ve never done with anyone else. One more check on the bucket list.” He rose up, holding Jeff’s cock still, and impaled himself on it, all the way to the root. Considering he’d spent most of the morning with a large butt plug in, he was easily able to take him.

Behind him, Stuart also knelt over Jeff. Brandon turned his head to kiss him. “Get that cock in there, boy,” Brandon said as he slowly stroked his own.

Brandon leaned forward, his forehead resting against Jeff’s as the man’s hands stroked his chest and played with Brandon’s nipples.

“Breathe through it,” Jeff advised. “It’ll feel super intense there at first, like you can’t take it. That’s when you have to relax and let it happen.”

Brandon stared into Jeff’s eyes, heart pounding as he felt Stuart get into position. Jeff reached up and held Brandon’s head, meeting his gaze.

“You fucking gorgeous man,” Jeff whispered. “I love you so goddamned much right now for trusting us.”

Stuart’s cock pressed in, on top of Jeff’s. Brandon’s ring stretched, tight, the familiar burn soon almost unbearable for a moment until Stuart pushed through. Brandon nearly collapsed onto Jeff, and then everything magically shifted. He went from overwhelmed to extremely full…and his cock throbbed in his hand from how Jeff’s cock was now pressed against his G-spot.

Jeff grinned. “Aw yeah. You feel it now, don’t you?”

“Yeah,” Brandon gasped, still trying to process it.

“Fuck,” Stuart gasped from behind him. “I forgot how good this is!”

Jeff reached down with one hand and wrapped his fingers around Brandon’s, slowly jacking his cock for him. That…

Holy fuck!

Just that extra bit of stimulation suddenly transformed it into an intensity he wasn’t sure he could endure for long without exploding. And he didn’t want this to be little more than a damn crotch sneeze and done.

He wanted this to last.

Brandon pulled his hand out from under Jeff’s and let the man take over as he braced his arms against the hot tub and leaned in to kiss Jeff. Stuart’s hands settled on Brandon’s hips as he took a slow, careful stroke out and then in again with his cock.

Fuck!

“I think Master’s speechless,” Jeff teased, smiling up at Brandon. “I think he now sees why we enjoy this.”

Brandon nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

“Hold still,” he finally gasped. With Jeff and Stuart’s cocks deep inside him, Brandon took over, rising up before slowly sinking down again. The low moan escaping him made Jeff and Stuart laugh.

“That sounds like a well-fucked Master if I ever heard one,” Stuart joked. “Damn, now I want to do this again, but in the middle.”

“You think you’re limber enough to take both of us tonight?” Jeff asked.

“I don’t know. It’s been a couple of weeks since I tried the big butt plug.”

Brandon’s head drooped, Jeff’s hand slowing around the head of his cock, gently squeezing, holding. Jeff’s thumb brushed over the head, tracing the slit.

“Yeah, should have warned you to grab a cock ring for this, Master,” he said. “I have a feeling you and I are one-and-done tonight.”

Brandon nodded but started another slow rise and fall on their cocks.

He shivered. It felt sooo…

Fucking…

Good…

Intense in a way he’d never had a butt plug or intercourse feel before. He’d known it would feel good, based on what Jeff and Stuart told him, but…

Damn!

“I’m going to want another one,” Stuart whined. “You guys didn’t let me come for three days.”

“We’ll get one of the toys and fuck you, baby,” Jeff assured him. “Don’t worry.” He grinned up at Brandon. “I can’t wait to see your face when you blow.”

He finally kissed Jeff to shut him up. The man’s voice was threatening to toss him over the edge. If his brain hadn’t felt so damn disengaged from his body, he would have told him to let go of his cock, too, because the intensity was overwhelming.

Finally, Brandon had to have them, had to have this. He started riding them, picking up speed, until water splashed against the edges of the hot tub and he wasn’t altogether sure his balls might not explode.

He broke the kiss with Jeff just long enough to gasp, “Now!”

Jeff’s hand quickly stroked him, hard, milking his orgasm out of him. As his ass clamped down on their cocks, a second intense wave of pleasure shot through him, making him cry out—fuck, nearly black out!

Jeff and Stuart picked up the slack as soon as they knew he’d finished, holding on and fucking him, soon adding their loads to his ass until all three of them fell still. They cuddled there, the water taking some of their weight off Jeff, his arms around both of them and Stuart’s arms also around them.

As their cocks went soft inside Brandon, Stuart kissed his back. “Can I get the big blue one, Master? I need it, please?”

Hell, Brandon was still trying to catch his breath. He turned his head to kiss Stuart. “Better lube yourself up, too, while you’re in there.”

After quickly sliding his cock from Brandon, he jumped out of the hot tub and raced inside.

Jeff laughed. “Holy cow, that boy’s insatiable sometimes.”

Brandon crushed Jeff’s lips with his. “That was sooo fucking good.”

“You’ll feel a little achy in the good ways tomorrow, but yeah, it’s fucking good.”

Stuart returned with the large fake dong a few minutes later. His own cock, despite being wet and the chilly air, was still semi-hard. Typical for their boy.

The blue cock was not quite as big as the two of them together, and a stout nine inches long. Brandon and Jeff untangled themselves and then changed position so Stuart could sit between Brandon’s legs, leaning against him with Stuart’s legs spread wide and held open so Brandon could grip his ankles.

Jeff knelt in front of Stuart, slowly jacking Stuart’s cock and getting it hard again in just a few pumps. “Such a horny boy.”

“Please, Master,” he gasped. “I’ve been so good!”

“Yes,” Brandon said, chuckling. “You have been. Go ahead and let him have it, Jeff.”

Jeff slowly slid the dildo inside Stuart. The younger man gasped, moaning. Brandon turned his head and kissed Stuart, muffling him so the neighbors didn’t think they were murdering someone on their lanai.

Jeff and Brandon were old hats at using toys to keep their boy satisfied. As Jeff stroked Stuart’s cock, he started picking up the pace with his other hand, no doubt fucking Stuart hard and deep with it, based on the nonstop moans rolling from the man’s mouth.

It only took a couple of minutes to fuck and jack a second one out of Stuart. Brandon released his ankles and wrapped his arms around him, still kissing him as Jeff nudged in close to join them.

“Better?” Brandon asked.

“Mmm hmm, Master,” he whispered, sounding like he was about to fall asleep. “That was sooo good.”

“You are a little slut, baby,” Jeff teased.

A sated smile filled his handsome face. “Only for you two.”

“Damn well better only be for us two,” Brandon joked.

They finally climbed out and took a quick shower before heading to bed. As Brandon was drifting off to sleep, he nudged Stuart. “Did you get the dildo out of the hot tub?”

“Um…no, Master?”

He felt for and found a nipple and pinched it, making Stuart squeal. “Go get it. We can’t leave that around for the girls to find.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” He climbed out and retrieved it from the hot tub while Jeff laughed.

“Guess we need a new rule.” He moved closer to Brandon, rolling toward him, snuggling with him. “Hot tub toy check.”

“Yeah.” Brandon’s arms closed around him. “Definitely.”

Stuart returned with it. “Had to use the pool dip net to get it. Guess this one sinks.”

“Good to know.”

“Ooh,” Jeff said.

“What?”

“We can make our boy go diving for dildos in the pool.”

Brandon snorted. “I think that’s a private party game Tilly’s already trademarked for the Suncoast Society.”

Jeff laughed as Stuart rejoined them in bed. “That sounds like something she’d do.” 


Chapter Eighteen

 

The Monday after New Year’s, Jeff actually felt really good that morning. He’d been using the hot tub several times a day, and it certainly seemed to help. In fact, he felt good enough to take a drive over to Brooke’s garage to spend a couple of hours there.

Learning about carbs. Something his own auto tech training had been sorely lacking in, simply because the cars he’d worked on at the dealership, the majority of them had fuel injection systems.

On his way home, he had to pass the dealership he used to work at and decided to stop in to say hi.

Even better, the shop manager saw him talking to one of the mechanics and walked over.

“Hey, how are you doing?”

“Not perfect, but better. A lot better than I was before they diagnosed me.”

“When you going to turn wrenches again?”

“That’s not going to happen any time soon. I still get tired too easily. I can’t be on my feet all day, either.”

“How about sitting on a stool behind the parts counter?”

“Huh?”

“Bob Edmund hurt his back playing with his grandkids over Christmas. He’s going to be out a couple of months, at least. He needs surgery. They haven’t even advertised the job yet. You interested?”

Jeff wasn’t sure he’d heard him correctly. “I thought Bob was only part-time?” Bob was a nice guy, had retired from his first career as an airplane mechanic before starting work at the dealership part-time.

“He is. Twenty hours a week or so. You should go talk to Carl Dorsey, the parts manager.”

“I…I will.”

Technically, he should be talking to Brandon and Stuart, but this was too good an opportunity to pass up. Sitting behind the parts counter part-time?

That was perfect!

He hurried inside to find Carl and talk to him.

Twenty minutes later, Jeff was sitting in his truck and thinking about the conversation he’d just had.

The job could be his. It was only guaranteed for four months, though. After that, they’d talk to him and see if there were other options, or if they could keep him on part-time once Bob returned to work.

If Bob even returned to work.

But Jeff would have to let them know by tomorrow morning, or they’d advertise the position.

It wasn’t even the money at that point. Jeff had health insurance through Brandon’s job. Anything he made he could put toward their household funds. Maybe toward the mortgage, or even their retirement accounts.

Start really contributing again.

And it wasn’t even full-time. Five mornings a week, Monday through Friday.

Perfect!

He headed home and barely remembered he needed to get dinner started for everyone.

Maybe his luck had finally changed for the better. He’d been taking it easy, and between using the hot tub, doing the gentle exercises his doctor prescribed, and seeing Nate once a week, it seemed to be helping.

Was he “cured?” No. The doctors warned him that, at this point, it looked like this was his new normal.

Okay, so he’d deal with that.

But a chance to go back to work, doing something he was qualified to do, and which was physically easy to do?

He had to take the chance.

While he thought about calling Brandon to ask him, he knew this conversation was best had in person. Stuart needed to be involved as well, because it would impact him.

Em and Grace were sitting at the dinner table with them when Jeff’s opportunity arose.

Brandon had been asking the girls, then Stuart, about their day.

Then came Jeff’s turn. “So what’d you do today, buddy?”

He took a deep breath. “I ran up to Brooke’s to hang out for a while. And then I stopped by the dealership to say hi to some of the guys.”

“Yeah? I’m guessing you didn’t wear yourself out today.”

Jeff fought the urge to let his body respond to Brandon’s implied tone, and the way the corner of his mouth quirked up, that Brandon would be interested in having some fun that night.

“No, but I had an interesting conversation at the dealership.” He went for broke and laid it all out, all four of them now motionless and listening as he told them about the job offer.

No one spoke, awaiting Brandon’s response.

“What did you tell them?” he finally asked.

“I said I’d let them know tomorrow morning.”

Brandon’s blue gaze met and held his. “I’m guessing you really want to take the job?”

“I do.”

“They know about your health issues? I won’t agree to you working if you’re going to be killing yourself.”

“Yes. I won’t have to do any deliveries, or heavy lifting, just man the counter and answer phones and look up parts. It’s inside, air-conditioned. Part-time, in the mornings when I’m feeling my best anyway. And I can sit for most of it.”

He saw more than heard Brandon’s sigh, the way his shoulders dropped a tad as he stared at Jeff. “Is this something you feel you can do?” he finally asked.

“Absolutely.”

“It’s not that much money. Are you willing to have that trade-off for your energy and pain levels?”

“I thought I could put it in our retirement account, or toward paying off the mortgage principal. I know it’s not a lot, but I figure every little bit helps, right? And if we’re paying our bills now, that would probably be the best place for it.”

Ed had set up a trust for all of them. Even though the house and mortgage were in Brandon’s name, they all were partners in it. That way, if something happened to Brandon, they wouldn’t be left unable to access anything. As Brandon’s legal husband, Jeff wouldn’t have as difficult a time, but Brandon wanted to make sure Stuart was protected, too.

Brandon slowly nodded. “Let’s put it toward the mortgage principal. Anything we pay early saves us interest in the long run.”

Jeff grinned, for the first time in nearly a year feeling like he was actually contributing again.

And understanding that comment meant Brandon was going to say yes.

“When do you start?” Brandon asked, confirming Jeff’s suspicion.

“I can start as soon as I want to. I told them I’d call them in the morning.”

“Okay, then.” He reached over and patted Jeff’s hand. “One condition you must agree to before I say yes.”

His smile faded. “Yes, Sir?”

Brandon’s blue gaze bore into his. “If, at any time, I feel your health is being negatively impacted, I have the right to tell you to quit. I don’t mean if you have a bad day here or there. I mean if you start on another downward trend like you were before, and it’s not getting better. If your health chronically sinks. No arguments, either. Deal?”

Jeff’s grin returned. “Yes, Sir. Deal.”

Although Jeff couldn’t imagine how this would possibly hurt his health. It literally wouldn’t be doing much more than he already did in a given day. Sure, he’d be driving back and forth to work every day, but driving wasn’t hard work. And he’d feel useful, get to be around people all day long. No more isolation.

This is going to be great!

 

* * * *

 

From the blatant hope painted on Jeff’s features, Brandon knew he couldn’t say no.

Not yet.

Not this time.

He’d wait and see. Hopefully, Jeff’s health had taken a turn for the better and would hold. If so, he’d loosen the tight grip he’d held on his man and let him once again take control of his life in that way.

Because if Jeff had proven one thing to him and Stuart both, it was that Jeff was never the best barometer of his overall health. He would push himself past the point of no return, repeatedly, to the detriment of his body and soul.

Brandon and Stuart had watched this pattern repeat itself, both before his Lyme diagnosis, but especially after.

Jeff would feel better, push himself, crash himself, and sink into a depressive funk, hating on himself.

Which only made the pain worse.

Lather, rinse, repeat.

Yet Brandon knew if he forbade Jeff from taking the job, it could lead to resentment from him. An unanswered what-if.

Should Brandon have taken the conversation private, just the three of them? Maybe, but he wanted Emma and Grace to hear it, because they spent more time with Jeff during the day than he and Stuart did.

They were his willing spies.

They wouldn’t hesitate to rat Jeff out if he wasn’t feeling good, or if he was pushing too hard, so Brandon wanted them to hear the full conversation. Witnesses for when he had to put his foot down.

And his early-warning defense system if Jeff’s health spiraled downward.

Once dinner ended, Jeff stood to help the girls clear the table while Brandon headed toward their bedroom. Stuart hurried after Brandon, and once they were alone, he pounced.

Stuart kept his voice low. “No offense, Bran, but are you fucking crazy?”

The fact that Stuart used his real name meant he wanted a no-bullshit talk, husband to husband, not slave to Master. “No, but we have to let him try.”

“He’s going to crash himself. Again. How long then before he pulls out of it?”

“He’s not a baby. He’s almost forty. But this is the last chance I give him. Maybe he’s right and he’ll be fine. If so, it’s a win-win. He feels better mentally and emotionally, and we pay the house off a little sooner.”

“His health isn’t worth saving six months’ of interest fees.

“I know that, and you know that. The only way he’s going to know that is for him to try. If you and I are right, we’ll be there to help him climb out of it again, and we’ll have the final proof that you and I are right.”

Stuart ran a hand through his brown hair. “I don’t like this, Bran. I don’t.”

“I didn’t say I liked it. But I also swore to both of you I wouldn’t control your careers. I hated ordering him to quit work before. I can’t put my foot down this time, either. Not yet.”

“Sure you can. You’re his Master and husband. You simply tell him no!”

Brandon rested his hands on Stuart’s shoulders. “My income is enough to pay all the bills around here. You quit your job and stay at home with him.”

Stuart blinked. “What?”

“It’ll be tight, sure, because I’d have to pay your health insurance, but we can cut back on some expenses.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m ordering you to stop working. Call Cedro in the morning and quit.”

“I can’t!”

“Sure you can. I just told you to. I’m your Master, right? Isn’t that what you just said I should do to Jeff?”

“But I don’t want…” Stuart’s eyes dropped closed as the sigh escaped him. “Okay,” he said. “I get it.”

“Do you?”

“Yeah.” He opened his eyes again, green, sweet, flecks of amber and brown giving them a darker shade in the bedroom’s low light. “I get it.”

He squeezed Stuart’s shoulders. “Then you understand why I have to let him try.”

“Yeah.”

Brandon pulled him in for a hug. “Master does not mean asshole. I refuse to do that to either of you. You have to want to serve me and follow my orders. Or at least understand and agree with the logic, even if you don’t like the order. If I have to force you to do something, usually it means I’m doing something wrong as your Master.

“But more importantly, as your husband, I refuse to treat you like an object without feelings. Maybe some people are happy being treated like that, but it’s not something I can do. Not and still look at myself in the mirror every morning.”

“When do we pull the plug? Because you know that’s what’s going to happen.”

“We’ll know. We wait. We talk to the girls. What we absolutely do not do is constantly pester him about how he’s doing. He’ll stubborn-up and make it worse on himself by trying to hide how bad he feels. I know that’ll be hard to do, but we have to be hands-off. We’ll know when it’s time.”

“Do I get a say in that?”

“I get the final say, but you can come to me and talk to me about what you see, yes.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing, Master.”

“Me, too, boy.” 


Chapter Nineteen

 

Despite his ever-present levels of pain, when Jeff got out of bed the next morning with Brandon and Stuart, he actually felt better than he had in months.

Emotionally, at least.

He was going back to work. Yes, it was only part-time, and working the parts counter.

He didn’t care. It was work.

It meant he wasn’t a total waste of skin and bones anymore. Was it contributing to their household budget? Not in a meaningful way, but it meant he could actually feel like he was.

He still couldn’t believe Brandon and Stuart hadn’t overruled him on it. That proved how much they loved him.

Instead of calling Carl, he was going to drive there and let him know in person. If he was lucky, maybe they’d put him on the parts counter today.

Otherwise, at the very least, he’d have to fill out employment forms and update his information with human resources.

Emma had already left for the morning, her swimming practice schedule back on track now that the winter holidays were over.

“What time do you think you’ll be home today?” Brandon asked Jeff.

“Probably around one. Earlier, if they don’t have me start today.”

“Make sure to leave the girls a note so they don’t worry if you don’t beat them home.”

“Good point.”

Brandon leaned in to kiss him. “Have a good day today. Good luck. Love you.”

Emotionally, Jeff felt lighter than he had in months. “Thanks. Love you, too.”

Stuart also kissed him and wished him well. By the time he was on his way to the dealership, a travel mug of coffee in hand, Jeff knew this was a great new start for him.

Carl was already at work when Jeff arrived. Twenty minutes later, Jeff was filling out forms and barely able to contain his smile.

Absolutely, he could work today. They were short-handed and needed the help.

Within an hour, he was familiarizing himself with the computer system. He already had experience with it from when he worked there before. Now he’d have to become an expert in parts instead of repairs.

He didn’t mind. It was a good challenge to have.

It was actually close to two o’clock when he finally clocked out after the other guy had a chance to go eat lunch.

“Thanks for coming in today,” he told Jeff. “This is great. Glad to have you back.”

“Feels good to be back.”

“Sorry you’ve got Lyme disease, but it’s nice having a guy behind the counter who understands repairs. It helps a lot. Especially when you have to deal with DIYers who don’t know the names of what they’re looking for.”

Jeff had already dealt with a couple of those that day, both on the phone and at the parts counter. The bulk of what he did was look up and pull stuff for the mechanics, or local repair shops, some of whom already had the parts numbers for what they needed.

When he returned home, Emma met him at the door. “Are you all right?” Grace watched from where she sat at the dining room table. It looked like they’d been working on their homework.

“I’m fine, sweetie. Didn’t you see my note?”

“Yeah, and I told Dad I’d rat you out if you had trouble.”

“I’m okay.” He grinned. “Had a great day. I’m going to go sit in the hot tub for a little while.”

His theory was if he proactively did that after getting home, maybe it would help him counteract the pain. He even did some light stretching while he was in there. He followed that by a few minutes in the pool to cool off, then grabbed a shower.

When he emerged from the bedroom again, he smelled dinner underway.

Grace and Emma both turned when he walked into the kitchen, staring at him.

“What?” he asked.

Grace wagged a finger at him before nudging her glasses up her nose. “We’ve got our eyes on you, mister. You’d better take it easy.”

“I appreciate the concern, but I’ll be okay. It’s super-easy. I sit on a stool, look stuff up on the computer, talk on the phone, and sometimes walk to get something. The parts aren’t heavy. If something is too heavy, I swear I’ll have someone get it for me. They know I have restrictions. It’s okay.”

Emma walked over and kissed his cheek. “Don’t overdo it. Remember how bad you were before Thanksgiving.”

“Yeah, and I admit that was my own fault, too. This is nothing.”

 

* * * *

 

Wednesday morning, after the alarm went off and Stuart and Brandon climbed out of bed, Jeff lay there for an extra minute.

Everything.

Fucking.

Hurt.

Not as badly as when he’d crashed himself before Thanksgiving, but definitely more than he’d expected.

I need to wear my old work boots. He’d worn sneakers yesterday, and they didn’t have the arch support his work boots did.

That’s the problem.

He waited for Brandon and Stuart to hit the shower before downing some ibuprofen and his morning meds. He wasn’t on as many as he had been, and it was easier on his stomach. He’d nuke a frozen breakfast sandwich and take it with him for the drive.

I just need to get used to my new routine is all.

 

* * * *

 

By Friday morning, Jeff’s pain levels hadn’t increased past what he’d awakened with on Wednesday morning.

They also hadn’t decreased, despite including extra stretching in the morning and in the afternoon, as well as spending time in the hot tub every afternoon after work. He suspected his pain would be a lot higher if he wasn’t taking those extra steps, but he didn’t want to test the theory.

His fatigue also increased. To the point that when Saturday morning rolled around, he opted to stay in bed despite their family plans to go out to breakfast and then attend an art festival in Venice.

Brandon sent Stuart out of the bedroom to go get in the car with the girls. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and nailed Jeff with the intense blue gaze he knew meant business.

“This isn’t good, buddy.”

“I’m okay, Bran. Seriously. I just need a few extra hours of sleep. That’s all. My body has to get used to being in a routine again. I am taking care of myself by not going today. When I get up, I’m going to take my meds, eat something, and climb in the hot tub for a while.”

Brandon didn’t look convinced. “If the job is that easy on you, why is it doing this to you?”

“I’m not crashing, I swear. I’m going to take it easy today and tomorrow and I’ll be fine on Monday.”

Brandon finally leaned in and kissed him, cupping his cheek and stroking it with his thumb. “Okay. I trust you to tell me the truth about how you’re doing.”

“I will. Absolutely.”

One more kiss, then Brandon headed out. Once Jeff was convinced he was alone, he forced himself to sit up in bed and it took every ounce of energy he had not to cry at how badly it hurt.

After a trip to the bathroom, he slowly made his way to the kitchen and took his meds, made a bowl of oatmeal, ate it, and carried his coffee out to the lanai. There, he sank into the hot tub and waited for it to work its magic. Thirty minutes later, he felt worlds better and settled on the couch to nap.

That’s all I needed. Just some time. I’ll be fine.

 

* * * *

 

That night, as Jeff lay snuggled in bed with Brandon and Stuart, Stuart started nibbling on Jeff’s ear.

Jeff’s heart sank.

Not even his cock wanted to play, despite it having been several days since he’d busted a nut.

Not a single damn twitch from it, where usually Stuart doing that to him would make him instantly hard.

Jeff kissed Stuart. “I want to watch tonight, buddy.”

Brandon scowled. “Are you all right?”

“Just saving my energy for tomorrow.” Jeff forced a smile he didn’t feel. “I think our boy needs a cock hammered in his ass, and you are just the Master to give it to him.”

Jeff prayed Brandon didn’t press him any harder than that, because he didn’t want to admit the truth.

And he knew he couldn’t lie.

Brandon leaned in for a long, tender kiss from Jeff. “Okay. If you say so.”

Stuart eagerly flipped onto his hands and knees while Brandon grabbed a condom and lube and prepared both Stuart and himself. Jeff helped out by kissing Stuart and reaching under the man, where his cock was already hard and leaking pre-cum.

“That’s it,” Brandon said as he knelt between Stuart’s legs. “Let him take care of you while I pound this sweet ass. I would suggest not coming before me, because I’m in the mood to last a while. By suggest, I mean don’t.”

Stuart kissed Jeff, whining, sweet needy vibrations against Jeff’s lips and tongue as Brandon worked his cock into the other man’s ass.

Jeff shifted position slightly, so he could press Stuart’s mouth against his shoulder and hold his hair tightly fisted with one hand, while still able to reach and jack his cock with the other.

He wasn’t so much jacking at that point as Stuart was humping Jeff’s hand while Brandon fucked him.

And Brandon fucked him, shaking Stuart and the bed, long, slow drags out and fast, hard thrusts in that Jeff knew would have Stuart begging to nut pretty soon.

The fact that Jeff’s cock remained totally soft, even as the two men he loved fucked in his arms, bothered him. Bad pain and fatigue did that to him, though. This was just…an adjustment period.

It’ll be better next week.

But later, after Stuart and Brandon had exhausted each other and fell asleep on either side of him, cuddling against him, Jeff lay awake and wondered if it really was that simple.

 

* * * *

 

Sunday morning, Stuart stood in the kitchen, waiting for the coffeepot to deliver enough hot go-juice to fill Brandon and Jeff’s mugs so he could take it to them in their bedroom.

He didn’t like how exhausted Jeff had seemed yesterday.

It’d been a topic of conversation between them yesterday while they’d been out, including Grace and Emma. Brandon wanted them keeping an eye on Jeff’s condition. They reported he’d seemed more tired and in pain lately, even though he apparently stubbornly refused to admit it.

When Stuart had suggested simply confronting Jeff about it, Brandon put his foot down.

“He’s an adult. We have to let him work through this. I don’t want you harassing him about it.”

“But he’s going to crash himself again!” Stuart protested.

“I know.”

Even Grace and Emma had stopped and stared at Brandon as if they couldn’t believe what he’d just said. “What?”

“I know he’s going to crash himself.” Brandon turned to them. “We have to let him. It’s the only way he’ll listen. If I tell him to stop working now, before he realizes it, he’ll eventually blame me when he feels better. We are his safety net. We will stand there and be ready to catch him and love him when he falls.”

“Pop, I love you,” Grace said, “but you sure?”

“I’m sure.” He’d turned his gaze on Emma. “Just like I couldn’t have forced you to move out of your mom’s house before you were ready.”

Emma’s face pinkened. “Yeah, I get it. I guess.”

“I don’t like it either,” Brandon agreed, “but it’s how we’re approaching this. Making him defensive will only make it worse as he tries to hold out longer. If we love him and let him figure this out on his own, he’ll admit it sooner than if he thinks he needs to prove something. Okay? I’m serious. You three are not allowed to bug him about this.”

It would seem Brandon had been correct.

When he had enough coffee for the men, Stuart fixed their mugs and took them in. Jeff still lay sound asleep, his face looking pinched with pain even now.

Brandon, who was lying with Jeff half sprawled over him, nodded. “Thanks,” he whispered.

Stuart leaned in to kiss Brandon, stroking his hair. “Breakfast?”

“Bring his water and meds in first. I’ll get him moving in a minute.”

“Okay.”

It was apparent by noon that day that Jeff was in massive pain.

But Stuart and Brandon didn’t say anything about that, pretending all was well, even when Stuart saw how Jeff was barely able to climb into the hot tub by himself.

Brandon walked up behind Stuart, where he stood at the kitchen sliders, watching.

He kissed Stuart’s neck. “Let him admit it in his own time.”

Stuart sighed. “I know.” His hands closed over Brandon’s, where the man had wrapped his arms around Stuart. “Doesn’t mean I like it.”

“Me either, but it’s the only way.”

Stuart laid his head back against Brandon’s shoulder as they stood and watched Jeff try to mask his pain.

If only we could get him to admit it. 


Chapter Twenty

 

After Jeff clocked out a little before one that Thursday afternoon, he sat in his truck and struggled not to burst into tears.

Only two weeks and two days into his job, getting technical if you counted from the very first day he started working, and he knew deep in his gut what had to happen, even though he still didn’t want to admit it. Not like he’d been working very strenuously, either. Wasn’t turning wrenches. Got to spend most of his shift sitting, or at least standing still and leaning on a counter.

In air-conditioning.

He hurt.

Everything hurt.

Even his goddamned hair hurt.

Not in the fun-time, oh, goodie, someone’s getting their ass caned kind of hurt, either.

This was the bad kind of pain. The bone-deep, teeth-grinding pain he knew meant he’d be in misery later that night, hurting so badly he’d feel nauseous. Hell, he almost was already. He recognized the signs.

Worse, he knew from the brain fog settling in that it wouldn’t simply make driving difficult, it’d make him dangerous on the road, to himself and others. He couldn’t focus, could barely see straight. Not something he could blame on Xanax, either, because he hadn’t been taking those since before Christmas. He still had half a bottle of the damn pills he hadn’t touched since then.

Plus his coordination sucked, another gift of Lyme that kept on giving, neurological symptoms to add to the happy-funtime mix of bullshit he had to deal with. He’d dropped things all morning, making it that much worse when he’d had to lean over to pick them up.

Before Lyme, he would have said this was the cushiest, easiest job he’d ever held.

There was no denying what had to happen next. He’d tried and…well, he couldn’t do it. His condition had quickly slid downhill, even though he’d done his best to deny, ignore, and explain away his worsening symptoms.

Brandon and Stuart hadn’t been haranguing him about it, either. Never pestering him, just the usual questions they asked the girls about how their day went.

Never asking him beyond the general how he felt.

And now, he couldn’t even fucking drive.

Brandon was working down at the Ft. Myers store today, and wasn’t due home until close to eight o’clock.

Stuart was working at a construction site in North Port.

Emma was in school for another two hours. Ditto Grace, who couldn’t drive, anyway.

Grace’s parents would be at work, as would his own parents and sister and Calvin.

Hating himself, he called the only person he could think of who might possibly be off work, or at least able to get off work easily, and who was close by.

When Tracey answered her cell, it took every ounce of will he had not to start crying. “Hey, Trace.”

“Jeff?”

“Yeah.” He swallowed, trying to choke back his emotions. “I’m sorry to call you like this.”

“What’s wrong? Is Emma okay?”

“Yeah, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s…it’s me. I’m at work. I…” He sucked in a deep breath. “I can’t drive home. I’m sitting here in my damn truck, and I realized I can’t drive. I feel horrible. I’m sorry I’m calling you like this. If you can’t, I understand. But could you, please, come get…”

He dissolved into tears, all while she was trying to calm him down, which somehow made him feel even worse.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’ll come get you, honey. Where are you?” He told her. “I can be there in about twenty minutes.”

“Thank you. I’m sorry.”

“No, hey, it’s all right, sweetie. Let me finish what I’m working on real fast and get clocked out.”

He walked inside to tell his boss he had to leave his truck parked there until later—and that he wouldn’t be in tomorrow.

Possibly not for the rest of the week.

And why.

He could tell from the look on his boss’ face that he was sympathetic to Jeff’s plight, but probably already figuring how long he could wait before advertising the job without looking like an insensitive asshole.

By the time Jeff trudged out to his truck again, Tracey was pulling in. When he climbed into her car, he struggled to even get the seat belt fastened. It took him five tries to make the buckle line up right and he barely had the strength to push it into place to make it click.

She didn’t try to help him, didn’t take over and do it for him. She patiently waited until he’d fastened it and carefully leaned back in his seat.

“Thank you,” he hoarsely managed.

“Does Bran know?”

“No. He’s in Ft. Myers.”

“Stuart?”

“North Port. I didn’t call them.”

“You realize I have to rat you out to them, right? I cannot in good conscience not tell them. Even if I didn’t, Emma and Grace will.”

He sighed. “I know.”

“Why are you doing this to yourself, sweetie?”

“I don’t know anymore. I thought I did.”

She didn’t just drive him home. When she found out he hadn’t eaten lunch, she made him lie down on the sofa after he’d changed clothes and she fixed him soup and a glass of Gatorade and watched him take his meds.

Including a Xanax.

He officially declared defeat. He needed one today.

“I’m sorry I called you out of work for this. I’ll be okay now.”

“It’s okay, seriously. You’re family. Besides, Emma and Grace would kill me, if Brandon didn’t, if they knew I had a chance to help you and didn’t.” She smiled, so he took it the way he hoped she’d meant it, as a joke.

“Thank you.”

“I’m going to stay with you until somebody else gets home. I really don’t like your color. You’re too pale, and I can tell you’re having trouble with your coordination.”

“Yeah,” he quietly admitted. “I am. But you don’t have to stay. I’ll be okay.”

“Since you’re too stubborn to call Brandon or Stuart and tell them you’re having trouble, it means I’m staying.” She settled into one of the comfy chairs and grabbed the TV remote. “Let’s find something funny and mindless to watch, okay?”

“Okay.”

He managed to get the soup down and keep it down. Then he snuggled in with the two pillows he’d brought out from the bedroom and napped.

Jeff didn’t know if it was worse or better that it was Emma and Grace who returned home first and found out what happened. Emma had raced inside upon seeing her mom’s car parked in the driveway, closely followed by Grace.

As soon as Tracey told them what had happened, before Jeff could even beg Emma not to call Brandon, Emma was already on the phone with him and heading down the hallway to her bedroom, leaving Grace standing there and slowly shaking her head at Jeff.

“What?”

“You’re stubborn. You know that?”

“What happened to respecting your elders?”

Grace jabbed a finger at him. “What would have happened if you’d gotten halfway home and had an accident, huh? Hurt someone? How would you live with that?”

She had a point and he damn well knew it.

He pointed at Tracey. “That’s why I called her. Don’t I get credit for that, at least?”

Grace wasn’t finished. “I don’t know what it’ll take Pop and Stu to get through your stupid head that they don’t want you to work and they’re worried about you. We all are. I love you, just like Emma does. You’re one of my bonus dads, too, okay? When are you going to realize we love you and want to take care of you?”

This wasn’t a conversation he should be having with a not-quite seventeen-year-old and he knew it. “It’s not as simple as that.”

“It actually is,” Tracey said, standing. “I know I’m not exactly speaking from a secure spot because my glass house already has dozens of cracks in it. But Bran and Stu love you. Let them do what they want to do, which is take care of you.” She leaned in and kissed his forehead. “I’ll clear out once Emma’s off the phone.”

The girl herself called from the hallway. “Mom? Dad wants to talk to you.”

Tracey smirked. “Oooh, you’re in trouble now.” She followed after Emma. After a few minutes, she returned with Emma’s phone and handed it to Jeff. “He wants to talk to you.”

Jeff almost didn’t want to take the phone, but he knew that would only put off the inevitable.

“Hi, Sir.”

He heard Brandon’s sigh from the other end of the connection. “Now will you please quit fighting us on this?”

He closed his eyes. “Yes, Sir,” he softly said.

“Thank you. Tracey’s agreed to hang out until after dinner. By the time I get home, you’d better have a doctor appointment scheduled for as soon as he can fit you in. If he says you’re getting another PICC line, you’re getting one. I’m done screwing around and being a nice guy about this. You’re putting your health at risk, so I’m playing both the Master card and the husband card. And this time, you’re not talking me out of it. It was against my better judgment to let you go back to work, except I knew how miserable you felt being at home all day. This isn’t helping—it’s only hurting you, in very bad ways. So now you tried it, it’s not working, and you’re going to listen to me. Deal?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good. Love you.”

“Love you, too, Sir.”

“Give the phone back to Tracey, please.”

He didn’t open his eyes as he held it out.

She took it. “Yeah?” He heard her talking to Brandon as she walked down the hall toward Emma’s room.

If he opened his eyes, he knew Grace would still be staring at him with whatever look she was going to give him.

Probably a look full of condemnation and I told you so’s. Which he fully knew he deserved at this point.

Didn’t mean he liked it.

“Just say it,” he finally said.

When he heard her sit on the far end of the couch, he finally opened his eyes.

“We love you,” she gently said. “You aren’t the only stranger to medical problems, okay? How do you think I feel sometimes? You think I like not feeling secure enough to drive yet and having to rely on people? When I was little, there was a lot of stuff I couldn’t do, and it upset me. I finally got around it by figuring out what I could do and getting really good at that.”

“Like what?”

“My brain, for starters. You’re not a stupid man. I know Pop and Stu would be happy to send you to college. You don’t have to have a job that’s physically taxing. Start a car blog or something. Write about stuff and monetize it with ads and affiliate links to Amazon. Write about the local car club scene. Blog about the work you’ve done on the Edsel. You’ve taken all those pictures as you’ve worked on it. Write blog posts. Use your imagination. I can help you with the website stuff, teach you how to set one up. It’s not hard.”

Tracey returned. “We have our marching orders. You two get your homework done and then I’ll help with dinner. Brandon’s going to try to get home earlier than he’d planned, and he’s calling Stuart.”

“They don’t need to do that,” Jeff said, now feeling worse that they were also disrupting their work schedules over him.

Three people who had jobs who he was now inconveniencing.

She pointed at him. “You have a doctor’s appointment to make.”

He sighed, retrieved his phone from the coffee table, and made the call. They could fit him in the next afternoon at four.

“What about getting his truck?” Grace asked Tracey.

“Brandon said we’re leaving it there. He and Stuart will go get it later tonight or tomorrow.” She retook the seat she’d occupied earlier. “I have a feeling he’s going to hide your keys,” she said to Jeff. “And I don’t blame him.”

“I’m not a child,” he muttered.

“No offense,” Em said, “but you’re acting like a big damn baby.” She walked over and kissed the top of his head. “Get used to being taken care of, like it or not. We’re not letting you do this again.”

Grace stuck her tongue out at him before smiling. When she got up, she also kissed the top of his head before following Em into the dining room to do their homework.

Tracey wore a playful smirk. “What?” he finally asked.

She shrugged and dropped her voice. “I have a feeling there’s a bad spanking in your future, once you’re feeling up to it.”

“I’m sure there is.” He settled in to try to nap, knowing he’d face an ass chewing, at the very least, when Stu and Bran got home.

 

* * * *

 

Stuart got it. Jeff felt helpless and useless, regardless of how wrong he was to feel like that. He and Brandon did not feel Jeff was useless or mooching or any of those other things. Those emotions lived only in Jeff’s head.

But now Stuart wanted to take a paddle to Jeff’s ass and spank some damn sense into him, and he wasn’t even toppy!

He couldn’t leave until he hit a stopping point on the job he was working on. Fortunately, it was a new construction house, not a repair job, or he wouldn’t be able to leave early at all. They still had two more days slotted for this job, and he could easily finish it in one with plenty of time to spare. He’d hoped to stay a little later today and make even more headway, but getting home to Jeff was more important.

I know he’s in bad shape if he called Tracey for help.

Despite his early dislike for the woman, Stuart now admitted Tracey wasn’t a bad person. Sure, she’d made bad choices, but then again, so had he. The difference was he’d lucked out, and his catfisher had been immediately outed by people who turned out to be compassionate and caring, saving him from himself.

He was packing his work van when his cell rang. Being in a hurry, he answered without looking at the call screen. “Hello?”

“Stewie?”

He nearly tripped over his own damn feet as his body instinctively froze in fear. “Jake?”

“Yeah. I want to talk to you.” His voice sounded odd, slurred.

Pulse now pounding, Stuart struggled for something, anything to say. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“You’re going to listen to me whether you like it or not. You need to get your ass home to Iowa and forget this bullshit. You need to work with Dad on the farm and help him. Man up and do what’s right. They need your help.”

“You help them.”

“This isn’t about me! It’s about you being a pervert.” He sounded drunk.

Stuart straightened, anger taking over. “Who the fuck do you think you are to tell me what to do?”

“Because of this bullshit with you and your little faggot friend, Shelly fucking left me and took the boys. She filed for goddamned divorce today. And I’m sick and tired of my friends ribbing me for having a brother who—”

“Fuck you, asshole. I don’t have anything to say to you. Forget this number.” Stuart hung up on him, fingers trembling as he tried to figure out how to block Jake’s number. He had to send two more calls from Jake to voice mail before Stuart finally figured it out.

Son of a bitch!

This was not the fucking day for this kind of bullshit. While he knew he should call Brandon and tell him, this could wait.

He’d spent enough of his life in fear from the asshole. He was done giving him any space in his head.

Plus he was in fucking Iowa. What the fuck did Jake think Stuart was going to do?

Seriously?

Master’s right. Jake is nothing more than a stupid bully.

Not to mention it sounded like Jake had gotten himself drunk and full of self-pity. If Shelly had left him, finally, it was probably the best thing she could have done for herself and her sons.

Stuart wouldn’t waste any more time thinking about him. At Jake’s age, it wasn’t like he was going to magically change and suddenly be the kind of older brother he could respect.

After taking a deep breath to pull himself together, Stuart went back to cleaning up the job site and securing it so he could go home. If they didn’t lock everything up, thieves could come through and strip the wire they’d already pulled to sell in scrap yards for the copper.

The sooner he finished, the sooner he could get home to his guy.

To his real family. 


Chapter Twenty-One

 

Once Brandon and Stuart had both arrived home, within ten minutes of each other, they asked Tracey and the girls to step onto the lanai for a few minutes so the men could talk in private. Brandon apparently didn’t want to make Jeff get up from the couch and walk to the bedroom.

Jeff was desperately glad about that, because he wasn’t sure he could make that walk and then return to the living room to eat dinner. Once he headed for the bedroom that night, he’d be going to bed.

He was barely able to remain sitting upright.

Brandon sat on the coffee table and stared at Jeff. He sat with his hands clasped, elbows propped on his knees, and a lovingly stern expression in his blue eyes.

Stuart stood next to him, arms crossed over his chest and staring down at Jeff.

“We going to need to discuss this?” Brandon asked.

Jeff shook his head. “No, Sir,” he quietly said. “I apparently don’t have Lyme as much as I have a case of the dumbasses. I’m done fighting.”

Brandon reached out and cupped his cheek. “We have a case of you. We both do. We love you. You are not stupid, so stop saying that. We tried, you tried. The bottom line is you’re meant to stay home and be a kept man.” His handsome smirk belied his words. “So get used to it.”

“I’ll even give up my Alpha subby title to you, if you want it,” Stuart offered. “Not like I’m toppy.”

Jeff managed a small laugh for him. “That’s okay, buddy. I don’t care about the label.” He held his arm out to Stuart.

He climbed onto the couch, lying down with his head in Jeff’s lap. Jeff ruffled his hair before returning his focus to Brandon.

“My life,” Brandon said, “revolves around those two girls out there, and you two. I don’t care that it’s not perfect. I don’t care that you’re sick. When I married you, I meant it for life. Hell, I meant it for life when I collared both of you, and I’d be lying to deny it. Right now, my focus is on you. Because you need me the most. And that’s the way it should be.”

Jeff hated that he couldn’t hold his tears back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, buddy. We love you so damn much, and you don’t know how fucking hard it’s been on me and Stu and the girls, standing back and watching you hurt yourself in bad ways the past few weeks.”

“Thank you.”

Brandon touched his forehead to Jeff’s. “Have we made our case, mister?”

“Yeah. Yes, Sir.”

“No. Brandon and Jeff and Stuart. You’re our husband.”

Jeff stared into his eyes. “My doctor appointment’s at four tomorrow. I don’t want another PICC line.”

Brandon stroked Jeff’s cheek with his thumb. “If he says that’s what you need, then that’s what you need. Let’s let him decide that, though.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Stuart spoke up from where he lay in Jeff’s lap. “Let’s talk about you filing for disability. If you get it, fine. If not, oh well, we got you covered.”

“Okay.”

“We need to hear you say it,” Brandon told him. “We aren’t going through this again.”

Jeff took a deep breath. “I’m not working outside the house.”

“Thank you.” Brandon kissed him, long and tenderly. “We can talk about you going to school, or…something. But it needs to fit with your health. Making barely above minimum wage and killing yourself isn’t acceptable.”

“Nakey house slave when the girls aren’t around?” Stuart suggested.

“I actually really like that idea,” Brandon said. After one final kiss pressed to Jeff’s forehead, he stood and waved Tracey, Grace, and Emma back inside. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

 

* * * *

 

Stuart felt relief set in when Jeff finally agreed with them. One less worry on his plate. Maybe Brandon told them they should let him worry about stuff, but it was hard not to worry.

Jeff ate on the couch, and Emma and Grace volunteered to sit with him, leaving the other three adults at the table.

Brandon kept his voice low. “Thanks again, Trace. We owe you big time.”

She shrugged. “He’s family. Hey, you came and rescued my ass on I-75 that night. This was easy.”

“I really appreciate it, though.”

She cocked her head as she stared at him. “Bran, I pried my head out of my ass that day at the pool. Maybe it’s a good thing you weren’t there for that. You might have ended up in jail.”

“Might?”

“Exactly. Anyway, it taught me two very valuable lessons that I will never forget. That Pat was an idiot, that I should never put someone above my daughter, and that Jeff and Stu love Emma as much as I do. Make that three lessons. And I can’t ask for better than that. You found not one, but two men who love her. You did a damn sight better than I did.” She shrugged again. “Would have been nice if one of them was bi, just sayin’.” She grinned.

Stuart’s face heated, pleased at the praise, but he only smiled and didn’t say anything. This was more between Brandon and Tracey.

Brandon chuckled and shook his head. “The Frightful Five are ready whenever you are.”

“Yeah, well, it’s going to be a while.” She glanced toward the living room. “I want to make sure I’ve completely rebuilt my bridge with Emma first.”

Brandon reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “If it means anything, I think you’ve redeemed yourself.”

“Oh, I get off work at three tomorrow. I can come take Jeff to the doctor.”

“You sure? That’d be a huge help.”

“Yeah. I’ll stay with him until the girls are home. And I promise to go you on him if he argues with the doctor. My mom game has improved lately. You’re a great influence.”

Brandon smiled. “That’s my girl.”

Once they finished dinner, Brandon and Stuart headed out to retrieve Jeff’s truck. Maybe all the commotion was why Stuart had forgotten the call from Jake and didn’t remember it until they were almost to the dealership.

“Jake called me before I left work.”

“Your brother, Jake?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he want?”

“Same shit, different day. He sounded drunk. Apparently, Shelly left him and filed for divorce. I hung up on him and blocked his number.”

“He went out of his way to harass you now? That makes no sense.”

“He told me some bullshit that I had to move back to help Dad out.” He snorted. “That’s not happening.” He pulled out his phone. Jake had left one voice mail. “I wonder what he said.”

“Play it. Just out of curiosity.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. I want to hear it.” They turned in to the street behind the dealership, where Jeff’s truck sat parked, and Brandon pulled in behind it.

Stuart put his phone in speaker mode and hit play.

“Listen, you sonofabitch. Dad fucking needs help, and I’m done being a laughingstock in this town. You fucking embarrassed me, made my wife leave me, and that shit ain’t right. Get your ass back here, now, or so help me I will come down there and drag you home. You have a responsibility to your family, and we damn sure can’t count on that spic Eileen married. This is your last warning.”

Rage filled Stuart. He started to delete it, but Brandon stopped him. “No, you need to hold on to that.”

“Why?”

“In case he tries something else.”

“He’s not going to come to Florida. He’s fucking drunk off his ass. Tomorrow he probably won’t even remember he called me.”

“We didn’t seriously think he was going to cause trouble at the wedding, either.” Brandon’s gaze met his. “Tomorrow, we’re getting you a new phone.”

“I blocked his number. Besides, I get a new phone, I’m going to give the number to my parents and others, any of them might give it to Jake. At least this way, he’s blocked. Look, he’s fucking drunk. Shelly left him—best thing for her, finally—and he’s just being an asshole. I’m not worried about this. Seriously.”

Brandon stared out the windshield for a moment as he tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “I guess you’re right. Still, save that message. Please? At least for now.”

“Okay.” He gave Brandon a kiss before getting out and walking over to Jeff’s truck.

It felt…weird to be driving it. Especially without Jeff being there.

Weird in a way he didn’t want to think about, because it pushed him too close to the small, dark corner of his soul that he wanted to keep relegated to some distant future he hoped he’d never have to face.

One he’d been forced to glimpse while sitting in the hospital and awaiting word on his dad’s condition.

Once they returned home and did a car shuffle to park Jeff’s truck closest to the garage, they headed inside and helped Jeff to bed.

“I’m sorry,” he softly said as he lay there, in the middle, Stuart and Brandon cuddling him on both sides.

“Please stop apologizing,” Brandon said. “Show us you love us by letting us take care of you.”

He squeezed their hands and the pain in his voice nearly broke Stuart’s heart. “I love you two so fucking much. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Any of you, the girls, or even Tracey.”

“That’s why you’re going to stop fighting us,” Stuart said. He nuzzled Jeff’s shoulder, pressing a kiss there. “Because we love you.”

Stuart had asked Brandon not to say anything to Jeff or the girls about Jake’s call. It didn’t matter, and it would only upset all of them, especially Jeff.

Right now, he wanted Jeff’s mind focused on climbing out of this flare and feeling better. Relatively speaking.

What Stuart refused to do was waste any more time or brain cells on his stupid older brother. Hell, if his own mother had discounted Jake’s feelings on the matter, who was he to give Jake’s opinion any weight whatsoever?

He’d gotten out of there, made a life for himself, and had struck a peaceful balance with his parents and with Eileen and Robert. The siblings were active on Facebook, chatting nearly every day now.

He called his parents at least once a week to chat. They’d even asked about the four of them—Stuart, Brandon, Jeff, and Emma—maybe coming up for Christmas that year.

His mother assured him Jake would not be invited, and had told Stuart they did want to meet Jeff and Emma.

She also raved about John’s sisters, including positive things said about Miri and her wife.

His mom still referred to Brandon and Jeff as Stuart’s “friends,” but he’d take the win. They’d made far more progress than he’d ever dreamed imaginable, and it felt damned good.

Stuart closed his eyes and settled in, relieved that, at least in this way, their lives were swinging back into an easy, peaceful rhythm. Maybe tomorrow night, if Jeff felt a little better, they could sneak in some hot tub time. Snuggling or sex, it didn’t matter. He wanted to spend time cuddling with his guy instead of Jeff collapsing, exhausted and in pain at the end of the day. 


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Monday morning, Jeff lay in bed while Brandon and Stuart got ready for work. Stuart brought Jeff coffee and water and his morning meds.

Including a Xanax.

Jeff didn’t even fight him when Stuart helped him sit up and handed him the water and medicine.

“Grace and Emma will be home after school to take you to your appointment for blood work.”

“I know,” Jeff muttered. He hated that even the girls now had to help with his medical care.

“Hey, you promised,” Stuart said, a slight tinge of hurt in his tone.

“I know. I did, and I will.”

“Do you want me to take off and come drive you?’

“No. It’s just a blood draw.” The lab had already closed Friday afternoon by the time his doctor appointment had ended.

And if the doctor decided he needed another PICC line…that’s what he’d get.

He’d finally resigned himself to that.

His health and his happiness and his family were worth more to him than having a “job.”

Over the weekend, the girls, and Brandon and Stuart, had gently showered him with love and attention and he finally understood this needed to happen.

His family needed him, and they deserved to have him. If he was too exhausted and in pain to actually be with them, it wasn’t fair to them.

Once he had the house to himself, he spent time in the hot tub, then did some stretching.

Then he realized the dip net that had been propped against the wall next to the hot tub following Stuart, once again, rescuing the dildo from the bottom of the hot tub Sunday night, was still propped there.

He didn’t have it in him to stow it in the bracket overhead. He damn sure wasn’t going to get a chair or a stepladder and attempt it.

Fuck.

So he left it propped up by the kitchen sliders, easily visible, so Brandon or Stuart could put it away later when they got home.

He spent the morning not doing much except getting a shower and watching TV. And making himself more appointments with Nate for that week, something else he’d let slide.

Now? He hurt. He felt…exhausted.

Almost as bad as the pre-Thanksgiving crash. Except maybe he’d caught this one in time.

He hoped.

It was almost time for the girls to get home. He was sitting on the sofa with the blinds open, watching TV and ready for his appointment, when a car pulled into their driveway. He watched a guy he didn’t recognize, large man, climb out and head for their front door.

Jeff had managed to peel himself up off the couch, slipping his phone into the pocket of his cargo shorts as he headed for the door to answer it before the guy knocked. A couple of times, they’d had people show up looking for the former residents. The couple who’d owned the house, prior to the people who’d lost it to the bank and trashed it before Brandon bought it, had been an elderly couple. Sometimes people who didn’t know they’d died showed up, and it fell on them to pass along the unfortunate news.

“Can I help you?”

The guy stared at him for a moment. “I’m looking for Stuart Powell.”

“I’m his husband, Jeff. Can I help you?”

The guy grinned, and Jeff rocked back, letting go of the door and staggering when the guy cold-cocked him. Pain exploded behind his eyes, combined with trying to reconcile that this guy had just hit him out of the fucking blue!

“So you’re the other fucker who ruined him, huh?”

“What the fuck?” The guy was already in the doorway and Jeff stepped back, confused and trying to catch his breath.

“Goddamned wife left me. Friends fucking mocking me. All Stuart’s goddamned fault.”

Now he realized who this was—Jake. Jeff stepped back. “Get the hell out of here, asshole!”

“Not until I get what I fucking want. Kick his fucking ass and drag him back to Iowa. Fucking parents won’t even talk to me. Siding with the little queer boy. I’ll show them and everyone else. Make a man out of that goddamned kid.”

Jeff realized this man was seriously unhinged, and he smelled like he’d already downed a six-pack. Jeff had never before in his life wished he owned a gun…until now.

Stumbling, still reeling from the punch, he knew he was in serious damn trouble. His cell phone was in his pocket but if he took the time to dig it out, the guy would be on him. If he could get outside and start screaming for help, maybe he could attract a neighbor’s attention.

Fuck! The girls would be home any minute!

Backing across the living room away from the guy as Jake drunkenly lurched his bulk at him, Jeff snagged one of the barstools at the kitchen counter and toppled it, briefly slowing the guy as he tripped over it.

Jeff ran for the sliders and yanked them open, but there was no way he could outrun the guy.

And he realized this was a tactical mistake. If the guy got him in the pool, he’d probably drown Jeff.

“Help!” he screamed. “Call 911!”

The guy lunged for him but Jeff ducked, dodging toward the other side of the lanai. He could dive through the screen and run around that side of the house, where the gate was closer to the street and easier to get opened in a hurry.

Except then he tripped and went sliding along the concrete pool deck, pain slamming the air out of his lungs as skin peeled off his palms, elbows, and knees.

He tried scrabbling around the far end of the pool, past the barbecue and patio furniture, maybe if he could put room between him and the psycho—

The man clamped a hand around his left ankle. Jeff reflexively kicked back with his right foot, hearing a satisfying crunch of bone as he got the guy in the nose. The man let out a roar of pain and released his ankle.

Jeff scrambled to his feet again and turned, horrified to see Emma and Grace racing through the house toward the patio. But he didn’t dare turn his attention toward them for fear of the guy getting to them first and hurting them.

“Yeah, come get me, asshole,” Jeff yelled, trying to keep the guy’s attention on him. “You want a piece of me? Tell everyone the faggot busted your nose. How will that play when you crawl back to Iowa with your nutsac tail between your legs, huh?”

The man still howled, but now with rage as he let go of his ruined nose. Blood poured down his face. “Gonna kill you now, you fucker. Was only gonna beat you up before. Fucking asshole perverts did shit to my brother. Wasn’t like that before he moved here. All your fucking fault!”

Jeff kept his eyes focused on the guy. Behind Jake, the girls exploded into a sudden flurry of movement. Emma grabbed the pool dip net from where he’d left it next to the sliders and swung for the bleachers. She whacked the guy behind the backs of both knees, taking him down with a fresh howl of pain erupting from him.

Grace had snatched the barbecue fork from its hook on the side of the grill. She dropped onto the guy’s back with both knees, the fork gripped tightly in her hands like a sword and now pressed against the base of his skull.

“Mister, I don’t know for sure if this would kill you or put you in a bed for the rest of your life,” Grace growled, “but if no one told you, Florida’s a castle doctrine, stand-your-ground state. Guns, sharp, pointy things, doesn’t matter. Oh, and FYI, I’m a fucking minor. I don’t mind doing jail time because I’ll be out in a few months, if I even do any time at all.”

Jake started to move and she jabbed the fork into Jake’s skin, making Jake screech and Jeff wince. “You that fucking stupid? Seriously? I have a goddamned genius IQ and was a preemie. I doubt any fucking jury in this state will convict me.”

She leaned in and even Jeff felt his balls shrivel at her cold tone. “We can kill you painfully and tell them you put up a fight. Crazy asshole breaks in and tries to hurt our dad, who’s got Lyme disease and is disabled? His daughters protected him? We’ll make a fortune on the TV interviews.”

She jabbed Jake again, yanking another piercing, high-pitched shriek from him.

“Nooo! Please!”

Meanwhile, Emma had dropped the dip net pole over the backs of his knees and stood on it. “Yeah, she also forgot to mention she’s a damn sadist. Borderline sociopath, except she has a conscience. She’s spent enough time in hospitals over the years to know how to make shit hurt. So unless you want your obit to say a half-blind little girl killed you with a barbecue fork, I’d hold very fucking still, if I were you. You’re lucky she didn’t pin your nuts to the concrete with it.”

“Good idea,” Grace growled. “Go get the other fork from the kitchen.”

“No!” the guy shrieked. “Please, no!”

Jeff would talk to Brandon about excusing the F-bombs later. He finally rolled onto his back and fumbled his phone out of his pocket, fingers shaking as he dialed 911. Now pain washed over him, and definitely not the good kind.

“911, what is your emergency?”

“Intruder attacked me and my daughters. We’ve got him pinned down, but he threatened to kill us…”

 

* * * *

 

Brandon paced in front of the couch. On it sat Jeff, Emma, and Grace.

All three wore identical grins.

The last deputies had finally left two minutes earlier, nearly two hours after their arrival following Jeff’s 911 call.

Until then, Grace and Emma had put on a really good act of crying, sobbing, acting terrified once Jake was handcuffed and they could let him go and let the deputies deal with him. They’d swarmed Jeff, clinging to him as the paramedics treated him. Jeff had managed solemn, stoic anger and pain in the face of his injuries.

Brandon had no sooner shut the front door than their grins had appeared.

That’s when he’d ordered them to sit.

The fuck.

Down.

They would be driving Jeff to the hospital shortly. Brandon had wanted to let the ambulance take him, but Jeff refused to get in because he’d had one ambulance ride in his life and didn’t want another. So the paramedics cleaned him up as best they could.

Brandon had already called Grace’s parents and assured them she was not only fine, but apparently ready to star in her own anti-hero comic.

“You can’t punish them, Bran.” Jeff’s grin widened. “They saved me.”

“A barbecue fork? Really?” He stared at Grace. “You were going to kill him?”

She nodded. “Damned straight I was. He fucked with my family.”

Emma and Jeff both gave her fist bumps, although Grace was obviously more gentle with Jeff, due to his scraped hands and arms.

Jake had begged the deputies to get him out of there before Grace murdered him, insisting that she needed to be arrested for being violent.

That’d only made the cops laugh harder.

An initial blow into a Breathalyzer showed Jake was twice over the legal limit to drive. Brandon and Stuart had arrived home just as they were loading Jake’s car onto a wrecker to haul it away. Upon Brandon’s arrival, Jake had ranted and raved at him from where he’d been handcuffed in the backseat of a cruiser.

Brandon wondered if deputies frequently got to laugh that hard over arrests, but apparently the guy had also pissed himself in fear on the lanai. And Jake could barely walk, because Emma had bounced on the dip net pole as she stood on it, injuring Jake’s knees and bending the pole.

The barbecue fork, which had left several deep, bloody gouges in Jake’s fleshy neck, had been taken into evidence.

So had the dip net.

“By the way, we need a new dip net,” Stuart said from the chair. “Do you think they sell barbecue forks at the pool supply store?”

Brandon pointed at him. “That’s not helping.”

“Sir, they saved Jeff. How can you be mad at them?”

“That’s not the point! They put themselves at risk!”

“Would have been more risk if they hadn’t snuck up on him,” Jeff said. He sat with his raw and bandaged hands cradled in his lap, more bandages wrapped around his knees. “I mean, I didn’t want them there, but looks like they took care of themselves pretty well. Seriously. They saved me, Bran. I’m not too proud to admit I was in serious fucking trouble. Jake likely would have killed me if he’d gotten his hands on me.”

As it was, Jeff looked like he was getting off easy, despite the fact that he’d have two black eyes tomorrow from how Jake had sucker-punched him.

“Hey, don’t I get points for not killing him, Pop?” Grace asked in a remarkably calm voice, her head tipped to the side. “I could have easily punched that fork right through the base of his skull and taken him—”

Brandon held up one hand, the other now covering his mouth as his stomach threatened to upend over that mental image.

Stuart snorted. “She’s got a point, Bran.”

“That’s not the point!” he shrieked from behind his hand.

“Dad, she’s practically memorized Dexter,” Emma drawled, looking amused. “It’s her favorite show. Don’t even get me started on how she loves American Horror Story.”

“And you’re going to be a criminal profiler,” he mumbled around his hand.

“I think it works for us.” Emma grinned. “I can study her. Channel her powers into good instead of evil.”

Jeff snorted.

“My brother’s an asshole,” Stuart said. “Seriously dangerous. I’m not happy Jeff got hurt, but I’m also not upset that Grace nearly shish-kabobbed Jake.”

She leaned over and high-fived him.

Jake was going to be checked out at the hospital, then Baker Acted for evaluation.

Especially since he kept claiming the girls were “psychopaths” who’d threatened his life.

Stuart had received a frantic call from Emma and had raced home to find out what had happened, Brandon arriving only minutes later. Stuart had played Jake’s voice mail for the deputies, and then downloaded it as an audio file to send them for evidence.

As far as the deputies were concerned, it was cut-and-dry. Self-defense.

Brandon stared at them. Even Stuart was smiling now.

Finally realizing his stomach was going to behave, Brandon dropped his hand. “Okay. Step one, we need to get Jeff to the ER to get looked at. Step two…”

He stared at his house, which a short while ago had been filled with deputies and EMTs.

Other than Jeff’s injuries, everything was back to normal.

He slumped into a chair, shaking his head. “What. The. Fuck?”

Emma got up and walked over, leaning in to hug him. “Sorry, Dad. But you always taught me to stand up for myself and people who can’t take care of themselves. I wasn’t going to stand there on the phone while he was trying to kill Jeff. If you want to ground me, I get it, and I won’t be mad over it.”

Grace stood and walked over, joining their hug. “Me, too, Pop. If you tell my parents I’m grounded, I get it.”

A ragged breath escaped him. He was still trying to process this. “You guys could have been hurt or killed.”

“But we weren’t, Dad. We knew we could take him.”

“Yeah,” Grace said, grinning. “At least I didn’t resort to my first idea.”

“What was that?”

“Before Em took him down with the dip net, I was going to charge him with the barbecue fork, impale a kidney, and start twisting.” She mimed the action. “Big, meaty target. I figured that’d at least slow him down.”

Brandon barely got turned before he vomited on the floor. 


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

“Good morning.”

Jeff opened his eyes and managed to turn his head to see Brandon sitting next to his hospital bed.

The doctors had wanted to keep him overnight for observation. Plus his primary doctor, when he heard about it, ordered in-hospital bloodwork for his Lyme, since he’d never made his appointment yesterday.

It was the next morning, and Jeff now sported a spiffy new PICC line.

They were already administering meds to him through it, and his stomach was revolting in protest.

But he wasn’t complaining too much, because they’d also started an IV on him, to push antibiotics for his abrasions, and to give him pain meds for them.

Damn good thing, because he could barely move. Even turning his head was almost too much for him.

“Shouldn’t you be at work, Master?”

Brandon scooted closer and pressed a kiss to the tip of his nose. “I had to see how my guy was first.”

“What time is it?”

“Nearly eight. I made Stuart go to work. He wanted to come by, too. It took me threatening to take away her car to make Emma and Grace go to swimming and school.”

Jeff managed a weak smile for him. “Meanie.”

Brandon brushed the hair from Jeff’s forehead. “How you feeling?”

“Like I died and forgot to stop breathing.” The pain had hit thick and hard late the night before, leaving him in tears that even Brandon’s hardest cane strokes usually couldn’t draw out of him.

“I talked to the nurse before I came in. The first round of blood work came back and you’re flaring again.”

“I know.” He barely lifted a bandaged hand and waved it vaguely in the direction of his PICC line. “I have new hardware. No hot tub for me for a while.”

“Sorry, buddy.”

“It’s okay.” He closed his eyes against a dizzying wave of nausea. “Talk to the cops?”

“Yeah, I called the detective in charge before I left home. The plan is no bond, since he’s a flight risk. Stuart called his parents last night. Shelly called Stu back soon after and apologized for not warning us. She said he was making crazy threats to her. He basically lost his flipping mind. They’re thinking, based on some other stuff, that it might be related to his alcoholism, and possibly even an undiagnosed mental disorder. They’ll have to evaluate him. Shelly admitted the drinking was the main reason she left him. He’s apparently been deteriorating for the past year and she was too scared of him to say anything. The boys have been wanting her to leave him.”

“Well.” Anything else he wanted to say got lost in a wave of pain flooding his system. “Sorry you yakked,” he finally managed.

“Thank god it’s tile.” He smiled. “So the girls were good, huh?”

“Yeah. Fantastic.” He forced a smile. “I think we should probably lift their restrictions, Bran. They’re almost seventeen. Don’t ask, don’t tell, huh? You know they’re going to make it for the long-haul. They almost committed murder together to save me. They’re like the Joker and Harley Quinn, only…cuter.”

“I think you mean Harley and Poison Ivy.”

“Maybe.”

Brandon stared at him for a long, quiet minute. “They did save your life,” he finally said, tears welling up in his eyes. “The deputies said he might have killed you, the way he was ranting.”

“Why didn’t you guys tell me about the calls and voice mail?”

“Because you were in pain and I didn’t want to put something else on you. And then I forgot.”

“Well, I guess I was stupid to open the damn door.”

“This is not your fault.” He leaned in, his forehead gently touching Jeff’s. “I cannot lose you. Either of you. I love you.”

“You’re not losing me, Master. Unless the doctors told you something they haven’t told me yet.”

Brandon managed a snort. “No. You’re stuck with us for life.”

“Good. I kind of like it here. Crazy, psychopathic teenagers or not, it’s a fun family.” He smiled.

“I think only Grace is psychopathic. Emma’s her handler. Your parents are coming in today to sit with you, by the way. They should be here soon. Let them help you, you fucking stubborn guy.”

“No arguments from me today. I promise. How long am I stuck here?” Actually, between the pain meds and the bed, he wasn’t very inclined to move.

“They’re going to evaluate you later this morning. You should be able to come home tonight.”

“Okay.” Jeff made fish lips at Brandon, finally getting a shnurfly smile out of him before he kissed Jeff. “You need to get to work, Master. Don’t get in trouble because of me.”

“I’m the boss. I got this.” He sat back. “Oh. The Sarasota TV station wants to talk to you and Grace and Emma. They want the story.”

“Oh, jeez.”

“I told them once you were home.”

“I guess we might as well. Maybe they can add it to their college applications or something.”

Brandon laughed.

 

* * * *

 

Three weeks later, and Jeff was feeling improved enough to go with them to watch Emma’s Saturday morning swim meet. Grace, resplendent in a wide, floppy hat, long-sleeved fishing guide’s shirt and trousers to protect her from the sun, and wraparound dark sunglasses, hurried back and forth with the coaches, helping out and doing whatever it was genius psychopathic junior supervillains in training did at swim meets.

Stuart tried not to hover around Jeff, but it was a hard habit to break. He wanted to take care of his guy.

Grace’s parents, and Tracey, sat with them. There were a couple of college scouts here today, and Emma had felt more nervous than usual ahead of the meet.

“Anything else on Jake?” Bill Moller asked. He and Faith had been fine with lifting the girls’ restrictions on sleeping in the same bed, considering everything that had happened.

Whatever they’d been doing behind closed doors had been happening before the adults knew it was, and it would happen again. A few months wasn’t going to matter much.

“He was transferred to the medical wing at the jail,” Stuart said. “He’s being treated for alcoholism and bipolar disorder. Right now, he’s really out of it.”

“Still pressing charges?”

“Hell yeah,” Stuart said. “He’s not skating on this.” He’d talked to Cedro’s daughter, Kimbra, the attorney. She’d agreed to represent Jake for a reduced fee, but would get him to plead guilty in exchange for a reduced jail sentence.

Part of the terms of Jake’s plea deal meant he would continue to get mental health treatment, stay on the meds, and not contact Stuart, Jeff, or Brandon ever again.

He would be looking at a minimum of five years in jail for the attack, possibly ten if he didn’t plead out.

“I’m glad Grace got into USF in Tampa,” her mom said.

“Emma’s letter arrived yesterday,” Brandon said. “It’ll be good having them close to home.”

“They have a bad case of love for each other,” Bill said with a smile. “I warned you we were going to be in-laws.”

“Yes, you did,” Brandon agreed, first kissing Stuart, then Jeff. “And it certainly looks like we will be.”

Stuart leaned his head on Brandon’s shoulder. “Yep. Sure does.” He held Brandon’s hand on that side, while Jeff held Brandon’s other hand.

Eileen was enjoying nursing school and sending Stuart almost daily updates.

Lara and Grace had connected, and Lara was giving the girl information she’d need to excel in pre-med. Grace hadn’t decided on a specialty yet, but now she was heavily leaning toward maybe being a pathologist.

Somehow, that didn’t surprise any of them.

Emma was researching what it’d take to attend Quantico after graduation from college.

“So, Tracey,” Stuart asked. “When are we getting you out in the dating world again?”

She shook her head. “Not yet. No way. I’m no idiot.” She pointed down at the pool, to where Grace held a stopwatch and a clipboard. “Are you kidding? If I get the wrong guy, she’ll bite him or something.” She smiled.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”

“I’ll venture into it maybe once they’ve graduated. For right now, I’m happy and life is peaceful.” She arched an eyebrow at Jeff. “As long as someone doesn’t keep scaring us with health crises.”

“To be fair, the last one wasn’t completely my fault,” he said.

“True.”

“You guys want to come over tonight for barbecue?” Bill asked. “I’m working on a new brisket recipe. Nice and juicy. You poke it with the fork, and it’s like—”

Brandon jumped up and bolted out of the stands.

“What?”

Stuart laughed, standing to head after him with a bottle of water. “Nothing, Bill. It’s okay. Just a visual he didn’t need.”

As he reached where Brandon had just yakked into a garbage can, he handed him the water. “You going to live?”

Brandon spit. “Not funny.”

“Yeah, it is.” Once Brandon had rinsed his mouth out, he looked at Jeff, who grinned. “Love you.” He blew Brandon a kiss.

Brandon rinsed and spit one more time before kissing him back. “Love you, too. I’m beginning to think you have a sadistic streak in you.”

He grinned. “I learned from the best two out there.”

“Me and Jeff?”

He snorted and pointed toward Grace. “No, you and her.”

As they headed back to their seats, Stuart realized, finally, life had adjusted, settled.

He couldn’t wait for whatever happened next.

 

 

THE END
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