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Boyd’s determined to make his relationship with Caleb succeed, no matter what they must do to keep it a secret at work until they can transfer Caleb. The fact that Caleb isn’t freaked out over Boyd’s long-lost daughter, Ella, is more proof, to Boyd that they’re meant to be together.
Caleb never thought he’d find happiness—until a friend’s sneakiness brought him and Boyd together. But Caleb knows his family won’t be happy if they discover his secret. Between keeping the situation hidden at work, and avoiding his family, it’s stressful. Helping Boyd’s daughter is not only the right thing to do, it’s a great distraction.
When Ella’s nearly killed, Caleb steps forward to help the man he loves by taking over to care for her, adding yet another complication to their already shaky situation. But when Caleb’s family decides to meddle, Boyd refuses to back down and will do whatever it takes to fight for his boy…and their happiness.
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Chapter One
 
Then
 
I hate my life.
Caleb stared at the drizzly, cold March day outside. It was easier to sit there in his old Toyota and eat his lunch with the heater running than to pretend to want to socialize with his coworkers.
Too many of them who knew one or more people in his immediate family.
I hate Virginia.
It didn’t matter that he’d been born and raised there. He wanted out. His mother was, once again, dragging him to church all day Sunday. When she’d asked if he had plans on Sunday and he’d stupidly said no without thinking, she’d assumed it meant she could make plans for him.
All he wanted to do on Sunday was sleep late and vegetate.
Nope. He would now be attending church with her, and then some sort of social after.
Where his mom wanted to introduce him to the daughter of a friend of hers.
Ugh.
Not going wasn’t an option, unfortunately. Especially since she’d finalized the plans with her friend and the friend’s daughter. If he tried to cancel, she’d guilt-trip him, or, worse, ask his dad to “talk with him” and convince him to go.
The last thing he wanted was that kind of “talk” with his father. In fact, he avoided contact with his father as much as possible, now that he no longer lived under the man’s roof. Too much risk in his secret being discovered, and Caleb had no illusions what the man would attempt if he figured it out.
His father was six-four compared to Caleb’s five-seven. Years spent working in coal mines meant he was still as strong as ever and quite capable of kicking Caleb’s ass.
If Caleb tried to ignore his mother pounding on his door Sunday morning, she’d just start calling him, and then would call his landlord—her best friend’s brother-in-law—to come outside, walk around the side of the garage, and unlock the door to the tiny efficiency apartment over the garage.
Living less than a mile from his parents’ house, he had zero privacy and didn’t have the funds to move somewhere else.
He already knew how Sunday’s disaster would play out. Worse, all the while, he’d have to pretend to be het when he talked with the woman. He’d end up having to agree to go out once or twice with her due to badgering from his mom and hers, and either letting her down nicely on the first date, or acting like a dick to her to make her go away because she couldn’t take a hint that he wasn’t interested in her.
Just like his mother and three sisters, all younger, couldn’t take a hint.
And his father…
Caleb shuddered.
Maybe it is better to play het for a while longer.
That would metaphorically be less painful than the physical pain he knew he’d experience admitting to his father he was gay.
At least his sisters had stopped trying to fix him up because their friends all complained to them after their dates about what a dick their brother was.
During college he’d recognized he was gay, and kinky, but terror that his family might discover his secret kept him firmly locked in the closet while there. He couldn’t date guys locally. He damn sure couldn’t risk trying to find a kink scene anywhere nearby. He had a PO Box at a UPS store in town where he received his mail and the occasional package he ordered from websites, packages that would curl his family’s hair and have them dragging him to church to repent his sins if they knew the contents.
Those particular toys he kept locked away in the storage trunk he’d taken with him to college, and which now resided under his bed.
Eventually, he would find a job somewhere else. Somewhere far enough away from his family where they couldn’t easily drive to visit him and drop in without any notice.
Far enough away his mother couldn’t guilt-trip him into going to church with her, or fix him up with daughters of friends.
Far enough away he could finally…live.
Authentically.
As a kinky gay man.
A submissive kinky gay man.
I hate my life.
Once he finished his sandwich, he used his iPhone to cruise job listings. A civil engineer, he was currently working for the county zoning department and had been for the past five years. Unfortunately, he was low man on the ladder in a department of five, and he made a salary barely over minimum wage. The good things about the post were the health benefits, the paid vacation time, the relative job security, and the retirement benefits—if he stayed that long.
They nearly always promoted from within. He’d been hired to replace the guy who moved up a step when the head of zoning, Roy Innis, had retired after twenty-five years, and everyone below him had advanced a step as a result. Roy had originally started out in the same position Caleb now occupied.
Probably at the same damn salary as when Roy was first hired, too. Because god forbid they actually pay a real, living wage.
At twenty-nine, he felt like he was stuck in suspended animation. Except, meanwhile, he was still aging and life was passing him by.
There has to be more to life than this.
He was about to shut down his browser when he scrolled a little farther and saw a job listing in Sarasota County, Florida, for the county, working in their planning department.
Hot damn!
One good thing about the past five years—it’d given him valuable work experience that many candidates fresh out of college would not have, and planning and zoning departments worked hand-in-hand anyway, so it wasn’t like he was totally clueless. He copied the link and e-mailed it to himself to look at that night after he went home.
The last thing he wanted was to let anyone at work get so much as a hint he was thinking about changing jobs, much less moving out of the area.
Because the first thing he could count on any of them to do would be to rat him out to his family, since most of his coworkers were either friends with his parents or sisters, or attended the same church as them.
Caleb had forgotten about the job posting when he finally arrived home later that evening. He’d stopped by the grocery store for a few basics for his tiny kitchen that was such only in the loosest of definitions. He had a large sink that also doubled as his bathroom sink, a four-burner hotplate, a small fridge, a large microwave, and a countertop convection oven just large enough to roast a chicken or cook a round pan of biscuits. Maybe a small roast.
The toilet and shower stall were tucked into a small closet-sized corner. At least it was well-insulated, and the large space heater they’d given him to use kept it toasty in the winter. The window-shaker AC unit kept it cool enough on the hottest summer days. He had free cable and Internet, and only paid four hundred dollars total a month.
Cheaper than anywhere else, and no other utilities, either. At least it’d allowed him to pay off his car loan. A car that had seen better days, but it wasn’t eating him alive in repair costs yet, so the money he saved not shelling out a monthly payment went into savings.
He was in the bathroom scrolling through his e-mail when he saw the note to himself about the job listing. After finishing, he grabbed his laptop and looked up the listing, hope swelling within him.
Maybe a long-shot, but he pulled up his resume, freshened it, and followed the instructions to submit an application.
Fingers crossed!
The potential salary at the lowest end would be over double what he made now. Even if he had to buy a shitty RV and live in a trailer park somewhere, it’d be worth it to be living in Florida.
Hope stubbornly tried to peek through, but he firmly tamped it down. It wasn’t smart to get his hopes up too soon.
Still, all he could think about that night as he tried to go to sleep was maybe walking along a beach, hand-in-hand, with a guy.
 
* * * *
 
Now
 
Late that Friday afternoon, Caleb was driving Boyd up to Tampa International so he could catch his flight to Portland. If Caleb thought the past few months of his life were nuts, between his move to Florida and his new job, it didn’t begin to compare to the past several weeks and the crazy-good whirlwind romance that had exploded between him and Boyd.
Who also happened to be his boss.
A situation that almost caused their relationship to not be a thing before it ever had a chance to get off the ground.
Thank goodness for meddling friends.
Even better, Boyd had proposed to him last weekend.
“I’ve never been to Oregon before,” Caleb said.
“Neither have I.” Boyd sighed. “I’m going to miss you.” His hand came to rest on Caleb’s right thigh, and Caleb’s hand settled over it.
“I’ll miss you, too, Daddy.” He smiled as Boyd groaned.
“You know what that does to me when you call me that.” He pulled Caleb’s hand onto his bulge and squeezed it around his cock before putting it back on his thigh. “I’m going to want to ride you like a pony when we’re together again.”
Caleb’s smile widened. His Sir was a sadist, and Caleb got his little tweaks in here and there, even though he was usually a masochist. “It’s only a week.” Caleb would fly out and join him next Friday, spend the weekend in Oregon with Boyd, and they’d fly home together that Sunday evening.
“I know, but I hate being away from you.”
“But this is a good thing, Sir. You’ve missed enough time with her already.”
Boyd’s daughter, Ella, who Boyd hadn’t even known about until mere days before he and Caleb took their relationship to the next level. After dropping the news on Boyd that he was her father, Ella had basically disappeared, and wouldn’t respond to calls or texts. She’d finally broken her silence last weekend and contacted him…but it turned out she actually lived in Oregon.
Now, Boyd was flying out to spend the week with her.
Boyd gently squeezed his hand before playing with the chainmaille bracelet around Caleb’s right wrist—his day collar. “That’s one of the reasons why I love you—because you’re practical and caring and not a selfish jerk. And you put up with me and my sadistic ways.”
“You’re easy to put up with, Sir. I’ve never even flown before. This will be my first plane trip.”
Boyd stared at him. “Never?”
Caleb shook his head. “My parents never had much of a budget to take us anywhere. I went to college less than an hour away.”
“What about when you came down for your job interview with me?”
“I drove. Less than thirteen hours one way.” Caleb felt his face heat. “And I didn’t have to spend money on a plane ticket, hotel room, or a rental car by driving my car. I did the math—paying for gas was cheaper.”
He felt Boyd’s eyes on him. “You seriously drove down for your interview? If you didn’t stay in a hotel, what’d you do?”
“Drove down, napped in a McDonald’s parking lot, made sure I was awake and dressed and not looking horrible before the interview, brushed my hair and my teeth, talked to you, and then drove home after.”
“Buddy, I thought you flew down.”
“I didn’t exactly want you to know how broke I was. Most employers aren’t looking for ‘desperate to escape homophobic family and shitty living conditions’ as preferable qualities they need in a new hire.”
Boyd squeezed Caleb’s hand again. “I hired you because you were qualified and eager and had plenty of the right work experience.”
“And because you love green eyes?”
Boyd smiled. “I’ll never admit it in front of Human Resources, but maybe when I was presented with three qualified finalists who were otherwise equal in experience and education, green eyes might have skewed it in your favor.”
Caleb smiled. “And my cute ass?”
“Definitely your cute ass.” Caleb glanced over at him. Boyd’s blue eyes gleamed with amusement. “Even though I never thought I’d have a chance at it.”
“Never thought I’d have a chance at yours, either, Sir. Thank god for Kent.”
Boyd sighed. “Yeah, thank god for Kent. I told him we’re missing the party next weekend.”
“Totally worth it.”
“You’re really looking forward to meeting her?”
“Of course. She’s your daughter.”
He stared out the windshield, grief brushing his expression. “She’s a stranger.”
“Doesn’t matter. She’s your daughter, Sir.”
He was acutely aware of Boyd turning to watch him again. “We really haven’t talked much about your family. I know you’re not close to them, and I haven’t wanted to push you about it. But I’d like to know more, when you’re ready to talk about them.”
Caleb had wanted to avoid that topic at all costs. “I’m…not close to them. They wanted to be too close in the wrong ways. They thought being related to me gave them the automatic right to dictate my life. Even my little sisters. Especially my mom. Getting this job was the best thing that ever happened to me for a variety of reasons.”
“Including me?” Boyd smiled.
“Definitely including you. You’re the best reason of all.”
Boyd directed him where to park and Caleb walked inside the main terminal with him, waiting with him in line while he went through check-in. Then they picked a restaurant in the main terminal to grab a bite to eat before Boyd headed through security.
“Stay at my house while I’m gone,” Boyd said. “Consider it an order, if you’d like.”
“You might come home to find me completely moved in, Sir.”
“Wouldn’t hurt my feelings. In fact, I’m kind of hoping that’s what you do.” He reached across the table and held Caleb’s hand, lightly squeezing. “I meant it when I said I’m marrying you. This might seem crazy and fast to anyone else, but it’s not like we just met. We’ve known each other for a while.”
“You know my family won’t be happy about this, right? Please don’t think they’re going to magically accept this, or us. They won’t.” Caleb tried not to feel self-conscious at the fact they were holding hands in public. They weren’t in Sarasota. They didn’t have to worry about someone from work seeing them together.
Or his family.
“Doesn’t matter to me what they think,” Boyd insisted. “They’re not here, they’re in Virginia. Even if they were here, still wouldn’t matter to me what they think. You’re mine, and I love you.”
“I just don’t want you thinking they might have some Hallmark-movie kind of adjustment in their mindset and we can be one big happy family. They’re the die-hard kind of Fox News demographic who think Obama was a secret Nigerian terrorist or something.”
“We’ll make our own family. Me, you, and Ella. As much as we can with her living in Oregon.” The wistful shadows in Boyd’s expression highlighted the dark blue flecks in his eyes. “We’re the only family she has.” He squeezed Caleb’s hand again. “And the two of you are the only family I have, but like hell will I let either of you go.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
Boyd hated leaving Caleb for so long this early in their relationship, but this trip was important. He’d been absent from Ella’s life for too damn long as it was, and not by his own choosing.
He brought Caleb’s hand to his lips and kissed it. “You be my good boy while I’m gone, and I’ll be there to meet your flight when you reach Portland.”
Caleb’s green gaze met his. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered, an adorable hint of pink coloring his cheeks.
There were so many ways things could get borked between them, and life could slide sideways off a cliff.
Boyd could literally lose his job for them being in a romantic relationship right now. If Caleb turned against him, he could easily get Boyd fired. Regardless of how their shift from coworkers to lovers had happened, that situation meant Boyd could lose his pension and benefits, in addition to his job.
At work, and around Sarasota, they had to play things very carefully, very coolly, for now. Boyd was on the constant look-out for an equivalent position opening in Zoning or elsewhere for Caleb to transfer into. With Boyd the head of Planning, it wouldn’t be a problem for them to be together if Caleb was in the other department, even though the two departments worked closely together. Boyd wouldn’t be Caleb’s direct-report boss then.
Didn’t even have to be in Zoning. Any other department he could get Caleb transferred into other than his would work.
The sooner, the better.
Although with Caleb being a civil engineer, there weren’t that many departments he could transfer into and be able to make it look logical. Transportation or Stormwater Management, maybe Public Works.
But the pay would have to be equal or greater wherever he transferred to. Otherwise, it’d trigger more questions instead of solving their problem.
After dinner, Caleb walked with Boyd over to the entrance to the monorail he would take to the airside terminal. They stood off to the side, hugging, Boyd’s face buried in Caleb’s soft, black hair.
“I’m going to miss you, boy.”
“I’ll miss you, too, Sir.”
“I mean it—I want you to stay at my place, even though I’m not there.” He nuzzled his way down to Caleb’s ear and nipped. “Hell, move the rest of your stuff in.” Caleb couldn’t change his address to Boyd’s yet, though. That’d look suspicious. “I like the thought of knowing you’re asleep in my bed, even if I’m not there.” He rubbed his chin against the top of Caleb’s head.
“I will.” Caleb’s arms tightened around him. “Please be safe, Sir.”
“I will. You be safe, too. Send me a text when you’re home, even though I’ll be in the air by then.” He pulled back just enough he could look down into Caleb’s eyes. He was six inches shorter than Boyd’s six one, and their bodies fit perfectly together. “But I want to know you’re safe.”
“Yes, Sir. You text me when you’re on the ground there.”
“I promise.” He couldn’t bear to let him go yet. “I’ll see you next Friday, boy.”
Boyd loved the way Caleb’s lips always curved a little into a smile when he called him that. “Next Friday, Sir.”
Another kiss, because he still couldn’t force himself to release Caleb. “Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
One last kiss, then Boyd made himself end their embrace. He walked over to the TSA agent manning the station by the monorail entrance and showed his ID and boarding pass. When he walked down to the doors to await the next car, he glanced back to see Caleb still standing there, watching.
Boyd blew him a kiss and Caleb smiled, blowing him one back.
My boy.
The doors opened and Boyd gave Caleb one final smile before stepping in and grabbing a bar to hold on to for the short ride.
I owe Kent big time for introducing us.
 
* * * *
 
To his dying day, Boyd would never forget the sheer terror he felt when he burst through Kent’s front door that Saturday afternoon a few weeks earlier, thinking he was too late to stop the man from fucking Caleb.
Just to find out Kent—that sneaky bastard—had set him up. He’d found the man standing there, fully dressed and impatient to leave on his own date, while Caleb lay tied up and blindfolded and thinking Kent was about to fuck him with that soda can cock of his.
They’d both been set up by Kent—him and Caleb.
Boyd couldn’t be happier.
He’d never looked back once the fear had knocked sense into him, even though the two of them couldn’t openly be together right now.
Another reason he wanted Caleb to fly out and join him. No one would know them in Oregon, except for Ella.
They could have that whole weekend together, with Ella, being a family.
Maybe I can talk her into moving to Florida.
He wasn’t rich, but he could max out a couple of credit cards to help pay her moving expenses, if he had to. Or even dip into savings. Hell, she could take over Caleb’s apartment and he could move in with Boyd while still keeping that address for now.
Ella was single, didn’t have family in Oregon. She could get her nursing certification in Florida, and there were a lot of open nursing jobs in the area, due to the large snowbird population. A damned nursing shortage.
The more he thought about that idea, the more he liked it and knew he’d have to talk to her. Try to win her over.
Maybe she wouldn’t be ready to make that move yet. But it could be a long-term goal, couldn’t it?
Then there was the other item on his to-do list—tracking down Ella’s maternal grandparents. Unfortunately, his parents had died, which was another reason this whole situation saddened him. Had he known Helen was pregnant, he could have been there for her, for Ella. His parents would have loved being grandparents.
When Helen had been killed, Ella wouldn’t have been alone and struggling. Or maybe Helen would still be alive.
But he would track down Helen’s parents and have it out with them, if they were still alive. He wanted to give them a piece of his mind for throwing Helen out—who’d only been sixteen then—and not bothering to track down Boyd’s parents to tell them their son had gotten her pregnant.
What kind of monster does that?
Unfortunately, he couldn’t remember much about Helen’s parents. If he hadn’t slept with Helen the one time, he’d barely remember her, either. She’d been his beard, even though back then, at seventeen, he hadn’t known that was what it was called. She’d been his attempt to keep his true, secret self exactly that—secret. He’d managed to hide his dad’s transfer to Germany from Helen and other kids in school, just wanting to get away from there so he could maybe have a chance to be…him.
Once he boarded and had taken his seat, he tried not to focus on his nerves. He’d never expected to be a father—especially at this stage of his life. But the regret he’d always carry over not having been there for Ella, or for Helen, would always haunt him. No, it wasn’t his fault he hadn’t known, but logic didn’t matter.
He’d spent a chunk of his adult life in pain over his first heartbreak when he’d still been a damned kid, and all the while Helen had been struggling to have their baby and raise her on her own.
His own issues paled in comparison.
Again, his logic-brain knew he couldn’t change the past and shouldn’t feel guilty for events beyond his control.
Didn’t matter. From this point forward, however, he wanted to be part of Ella’s life, as much as she’d let him. He wanted to get to know her, wanted to be her family.
Be her father.
He’d been blessed with loving parents, even if they hadn’t known everything about him. If they’d suspected he was gay, they’d never said anything to him about it.
When the plane finally lifted off the runway, Boyd closed his eyes and tried not to let his nerves take over. He was no stranger to flying, but it wasn’t his favorite thing. If Ella hadn’t been all the way out in Oregon, he would have considered driving to see her. Unfortunately, with his work schedule, that wasn’t feasible. He’d rather spend those days off with her, not driving.
There was a little irony that Ella was involved in the BDSM lifestyle, too. In that instance, the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. She’d admitted to him in their phone conversations since she’d reconnected with him that her going to Venture and the rope groups hadn’t only been because of trying to get closer to him. Once she’d realized what he was into and had done more research on her own, she’d realized it was an interest she’d also had, even though she was a submissive, not a Dominant.
Maybe the only benefit about meeting her as an adult was the ability to have those kinds of conversations with her without having to fight crippling, ball-shriveling discomfort over also being her father. He had always enjoyed mentoring newbies, and it was one of the reasons he enjoyed participating in Venture’s Knotty Fun rope group.
When the flight attendants made the rounds for drinks, he ordered a white wine, a little something to help soothe his nerves. So many drastic shifts in his life in such a short time, and he hadn’t lost his sanity.
Yet.
A little reward was due.
As he sat back and sipped it, he thought about Caleb, about their future ahead, and the extreme caution that they’d have to live with until Caleb could transfer.
From that point on, he’d be able to proudly and publicly claim that man was his. He’d already picked out the wedding band he wanted to give him. It’d be not only a wedding band but also Caleb’s day collar, in addition to the chainmaille bracelet he’d given him.
Last night, Boyd had made love to Caleb, knowing it’d be a long week before they were reunited. Boyd could barely remember what sleeping alone felt like anymore in the weeks since he and Caleb became an item. They hadn’t spent a night apart since that Saturday night at Kent’s, when the man had suckered Boyd into finally getting past his fear over what might happen between him and Caleb.
Didn’t matter that Caleb was ten years younger than him, either. Whether Caleb was just an old soul, or surviving growing up in his family had matured him, Boyd didn’t know.
The only thing he felt certain about was the perfection between the two of them. Making love, not just sex. Their needs perfectly matched as Dominant and submissive, too. Caleb was never happier than when he was naked and collared and cuddled with Boyd after having his ass striped by Boyd’s implements.
A sweet perfection Boyd never dreamed could really be his.
Until he’d met Caleb, he’d never honestly thought he’d ever find his “perfect” guy. That wasn’t hammered home until after Caleb had worked his way beneath Boyd’s skin and straight into his heart.
Even the way Caleb had reacted when Ella reached out to Boyd proved the man had a sweet, loving heart.
And he’s all mine. If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
It felt a little strange being at Boyd’s without him, but Caleb would have felt weirder going back to his own apartment. Boyd’s had quickly come to feel like home, in a way not even the house he’d grown up in had ever felt.
Even his own apartment, which was his first truly independent residence, never quite felt like he belonged there. Almost like a held breath, waiting for…something to happen. Good or bad, he never knew.
Until Boyd.
Even though he was alone, he undressed as soon as he arrived and donned his cuffs and collar.
His Master’s rules.
He loved them—and the man.
It didn’t matter they couldn’t be open yet. Just knowing there was someone who loved him for who he was felt amazingly freeing in so many ways. The secrecy now was a small price to pay, in the long run.
Because he had a life together with Boyd ahead of him. It felt like he’d stepped into a different stage of his life, a different season, emerging from a cold, frigid spring into a warm and nurturing summer.
He basked in its warmth and relished every second of freedom now filling his life.
He sent Boyd a text that he’d arrived safe and sound and knew there’d be several hours to wait before Boyd could reply. Setting his alerts for the loudest volume so he wouldn’t miss it, he set about taking care of a few chores around Boyd’s.
One benefit of pretty much living at Boyd’s already meant he had no chores to do at his apartment besides checking his mail.
With those completed, he was going to settle in with his personal laptop to check his work e-mail when his phone went off, startling him.
Especially since it was his father’s ringtone.
I’m an adult. I can do this.
He forced himself to answer, even though his father rarely called him for anything good.
“Hey, Dad. What’s going on?”
“Your momma and me are gonna drive down next weekend. Your aunt Kelly and uncle Frank are in Orlando. We figured we’d stay with you.”
Shit.
He hadn’t heard from the man in months, since he’d moved to Florida, and now this?
“Sorry, Dad. I’m not going to be in town next weekend. I’m flying out to Oregon with my boss for a work thing.”
It was close enough to the truth.
“Huh. Ain’t that convenient.” From the man’s dark tone, Caleb knew his father thought he was lying.
Okay, so he was lying, sort of, but he didn’t care. “I’m sorry, Dad. It’s my job.”
“How do we get a copy of your key? Guess we can stay there if you won’t be.”
Why was he afraid of the man? He no longer lived under his roof. “Dad, I won’t be in town. Besides, my place is in Sarasota, not Orlando. You’d be better off getting a hotel room.”
“I don’t want to pay for a hotel room if you live right there.”
“I don’t live ‘right there,’ Dad. You’re not listening. I—”
“Don’t you dare take that tone with me.”
Caleb felt his stomach twist, the old fears trying to force him into stuttering apologies Caleb didn’t even owe the man. “I live over two hours away from Orlando, Dad. South. Even longer if the traffic’s bad. I’m south of Tampa.”
His father’s tone eased back a little, now sounding confused. “Your momma said you lived close to Orlando?”
“I’m not. I’m nowhere close to Orlando. I mean, close as in I’m closer to Orlando than I am Miami, or Tallahassee, yeah. But if you’re thinking you’re going to save time and money by staying with me, you’re not.”
“Then you can drive over and have dinner with us. We’re getting in Friday afternoon.”
It wouldn’t be as easy to disengage as he thought. “I have to work Friday. I leave straight from there for the airport. I can’t take a whole day off like that yet. I don’t have vacation time, and I need to save up my sick leave.”
The dark undercurrents returned to his father’s tone. “Your momma wanted you to meet the daughter of one of Kelly’s friends. They went through a lot of trouble to arrange that. What am I supposed to tell her?”
“I’ll gladly tell her, Dad. Besides, Mom needs to stop trying to play matchmaker for me. I’m too busy for that right now with work, and I didn’t ask her to do it.”
“Why you suddenly have all this work to do? Never had that when you were up here.”
“Because Sarasota County is a lot bigger. I sometimes have to attend evening meetings, especially if I have to make a presentation to the BCC, and I—”
“The what?”
“The Board of County Commissioners. And—”
“You never had to do that here.”
This wasn’t going to end well. Caleb could see that already. “Dad, I do a lot more now than I did before. That’s why I make more money now than I did, and—”
“You so rich you can’t make time for your family, then?”
“What do you want from me, Dad?” Caleb didn’t realize he’d yelled it until his father went quiet on the other end for a long moment.
“Don’t you dare take that tone with me, boy.”
“Then how about listening to me for a change?”
“I knew it was a mistake letting you go to college. Should’ve made you get a job with me at the mine like I wanted to, but no, I let you and your Momma talk me into letting you go to school. You should be married by now and—”
Something inside Caleb snapped. “I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment to you, Dad. Sorry I actually went out and became independent and left home and didn’t have to get married to do it like the girls did.”
Then Caleb did the unthinkable—he hung up on him.
Caleb dropped the phone onto the couch next to him, staring at it in horror as if a phantom hand had ripped it from his grasp.
Oh…shit.
You did not hang up on Jeremiah Prevost.
At least, he never had.
One of the great things about leaving home for college had been dorm life. Sharing a room had meant a freedom he’d never known existed before. He’d still felt too terrified to try to date guys, or even attend any events that might be construed as him supporting the LGBTQ community, because he never knew who he might run into and what gossip might trickle back to his family.
He wasn’t sure if he was more terrified about his father maybe calling back…or not.
As the minutes ticked by and the phone remained dark and silent, Caleb’s tension only ratcheted higher, tighter.
He jumped when the phone rang ten minutes later.
His mom.
Knowing putting this off would only make things infinitely worse, and trying to channel a little of Boyd’s usual calm, he answered.
“Yeah.”
“Why are you yelling at your father?”
He forced himself to keep his tone low and even. “He refused to listen to me. He got pissy at me for informing him I live over two hours from Orlando, then berated me for my life choices. I’m not sorry, and I’ve had enough. I’m an adult and I don’t deserve for him to talk to me like that. He wants respect from me, he needs to give a little in return. And by the way, stop trying to fix me up on dates.”
“Guess you don’t care about your parents anymore, huh?”
“Stop it, Mom.” He rubbed at his forehead. “Don’t play the guilt card. I’m happy here in Florida. That’s not a statement about my feelings about you or Dad unless you try to make it one. You know, I’d think you’d be happy for me.”
“How am I supposed to be happy for you when you won’t even settle down? You’re our only son, and the last boy with the Prevost name!”
You’ve…gotta be shitting me.
“What?”
“You heard me.”
“No, what I heard is this comment out of left-field that you expect me to breed just…because? Seriously?”
“Stop being so crude.”
“Well, then stop making up silly excuses why you think I should get married.”
“You have no idea how hard it is, trying to fight the lies when people whisper that they think you’re... You have to understand how that makes us feel, when they say you’re…gay.”
She uttered the last word in a whispered hiss that made it sound like he might as well be sacrificing babies and skinning kittens, too.
The words left his mouth before he could pull them back. “Well, why should they whisper it when it’s true? I don’t see the big deal.”
He heard her shocked gasp, and it was like the bottle finally uncorked in his soul.
Not just uncorked—exploded into grains of sand.
Sitting up a little straighter on the couch, he barreled through it before she could recover enough to respond. “I’m gay, Mom. I’ve known it since high school and was too terrified to admit it. Especially around Dad, when I knew he’d literally kick my ass. Don’t worry, I never dated any guys while I was up there.”
“You…you—”
“I’m gay. I date men.” Well, that truth, about his relationship status, could wait a little longer. “You want to disown me? That’s fine, I’ve kind of expected it. You’ve got three perfect daughters who can do no wrong in your eyes, no matter what they do, so go ahead and pretend you don’t have a son anymore, if you want.”
She hung up on him.
Well, that’s that.
Setting his laptop aside, he carried his phone into the bedroom with him and curled up on Boyd’s side of the bed, holding Boyd’s pillow in his arms with his face pressed against it. It still smelled like him.
Seven days. I can do that.
Being at work without him would suck, but yeah, he’d be staying here at Boyd’s while alone.
Going home…hell, he was home.
Boyd was his home, and all he wanted to do was remain right there, surrounded by the man, even if the man himself was winging his way to the other end of the damn country.
It was better than nothing. And outside of his current life in Florida, “nothing” was what he now had.
Thank god he lived nowhere near Virginia. That was, if his mother even told his father what Caleb had admitted. Maybe she wouldn’t. That was a possibility, too, that she’d cover it up to keep it quiet, not just from his father but from anyone else who might “whisper it”.
Must preserve the family image, not that they had much of one. Wasn’t like they were rich or anything. Their only claim to local fame was being descended from one of the first families who founded the town.
Since that didn’t translate into money, it meant jack shit. If anything—
Oh.
Now it clicked. Not that he’d ever heard them talking about the “family name” before like that, but he wasn’t an idiot.
Whatever self-worth his father—and his mother by default—had wrapped up in that “distinction,” of being part of a founding family, had to be part of what was fueling this.
And the fact that they were raging homophobes, but in addition to that.
Part of it was wrapped up in their “common man” versus “the elite” bullshit they’d gotten roped into believing, thanks to their hours spent unquestionably soaking up every bit of garbage Fox News spewed at them every night.
That, and the garbage their preacher also spewed at them, that gays were ruining the world, and that the Apocalypse couldn’t come fast enough to suit them.
If he hadn’t earned a scholarship to college, he never would have gone. No way his parents would have helped him, even if they had been able to pay for it. His parents scoffed at people who went to college as book-smart and common-sense-stupid.
Including him, apparently.
I’m the same guy I was growing up as their son, I just happened to go to college because I wanted to be a civil engineer.
Hell, he’d loved playing Sim City as a teenager on the second-hand desktop computer he’d received for Christmas when he was thirteen. Obviously, the real-life version of that wasn’t a fraction as fun or glamorous, but he enjoyed the work, even the boring minutiae.
He inhaled again, envisioning Boyd’s blue eyes as he did.
I’ll talk to Sir once we’re together again.
Maybe even wait until they were on the flight home to tell the man what happened. He didn’t want his family drama overshadowing Boyd’s time with Ella.
I’m going to be a step-dad!
He sadly smiled. It wasn’t exactly something he’d be able to brag about to his parents, or anyone in his immediate family.
Except…knowing it was Boyd he’d spend the rest of his life with, the terror of being alienated by them no longer froze him the way it used to.
All because of Boyd.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Boyd tried to relax as his plane taxied to the gate in Portland, but it wasn’t happening. Tension rolled through him even though, logically, he knew he was wanted here.
Ella wanted to see him and get to know him as much as he wanted to get to know her. He was finally going to see her again.
This is really happening.
When he was able to turn his phone on again, he breathed a sigh of relief to see Caleb’s text that he’d arrived safely at Boyd’s after leaving the airport. He sent him a quick response that he was on the ground and would call him as soon as he retrieved his luggage and had picked up his rental car.
He also texted Ella just before getting off the plane to let her know he was on the ground. He’d opted to meet Ella at her place, wanting a rental car to use while out there since she’d be working some of the time. After retrieving his luggage, he found the rental car counter and, less than thirty minutes later, he sat in the car.
He called Caleb first.
“How was your flight, Sir?”
He thought Caleb sounded a little…tense. “I’m here. Nervous as hell.”
“You’ve got this, Sir,” Caleb said. “I don’t expect you to call me later, so I’ll say good-night to you now.”
“I love you so much, boy.”
“I love you, too.”
Caleb definitely sounded a little off. “Are you all right?”
Caleb’s brief hesitation filled Boyd with fear. “Stupid conversation with my parents. That’s all. I’m fine, Sir. Nothing to do with you.”
Boyd relaxed. “Is everything all right with them?”
“Just my dad being my dad. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
Boyd wasn’t sure Caleb might not be holding back to not worry him, but he wouldn’t press him about it now. “Call me if you need to talk about it later, please?”
“I’m not going to bother you about this while you’re out there, Sir.”
“That wasn’t a request.”
“Yes, Sir. I’m fine, though.”
Boyd knew he was stalling, even though he did want to see Ella. Reluctantly, he said his good-byes to Caleb and plugged Ella’s address into his phone’s GPS.
With that, Boyd was on his way to Beaverton. Deep shadows painted the landscape as the sun set over the far western horizon. The mountains fascinated him. They reminded him of the time he’d spent in Europe, before college, his senior year of high school when his father had been stationed in Germany.
He had lived in Florida ever since leaving Germany for college in Tampa, which, considering the worst of his memories of Germany—getting his heart broken during his first romance with another man—had been an attempt to build his life without painful memories weighing him down.
Maybe he’d only partially succeeded in doing that, until he’d met Caleb.
The man had healed his soul completely in that way.
Still, didn’t have many mountains in Florida. He’d traveled, mostly for work, but never to the Pacific Northwest. Another reason he wanted a chance to gather himself before seeing Ella again, to have time to get the new-location wonder out of his system so he could focus all his attention on her.
They had talked several times on the phone since the night she’d reached out to him, and texted every day. A tentatively growing relationship Boyd hoped would become much closer over time. During the past week, Caleb had helped him scan copies of pictures of his parents and family to bring with him. He wanted to sit down and go through them with her, explain who everyone was.
Show her a few more pictures he had of him and Helen together as kids, pictures he knew she didn’t have. What would hopefully be a sweet surprise for her.
He knew Ella had just received her nursing degree six months earlier and worked at a local hospital, in their ER department. She wanted to continue her education to get her doctorate at some point, but for now her focus was working and building her savings. She’d used everything she’d received in the insurance settlement over Helen’s death for living expenses and college tuition, the last bit of that exhausted on her trips to Florida to locate him.
Something else he felt guilty about, even though he knew it wasn’t logical to feel that way. It’d been her choice to do so.
And, in the end, it meant they’d reconnected.
With his phone’s GPS guiding him, it took him less than forty minutes to find her apartment complex. Not exactly the newest, but fortunately it didn’t look like a total dump, either. The complex sat built on the side of a hill, with the parking lots lower than the buildings. There were a series of steps and sloping sidewalks to negotiate leading up to the buildings.
With his suitcase and his carryon in hand, he headed toward her building.
Why am I terrified?
Terrified was the most apt descriptor of how he felt.
Which didn’t make sense. He’d handled the BCC’s questions during workshops, dealt with the press, and had managed to successfully survive heartbreak, get through college, land himself a job, and adult to the point he had a retirement account and owned a house.
I’m a father.
He’d missed all the little things. Being there for her birth, for all her firsts. Not being able to tuck her in. Not being able to celebrate her accomplishments or mourn her losses with her.
Not being able to hold her when she didn’t feel good.
Not being there for her when she had no one else.
I will find Helen’s parents and chew them new assholes.
They had no excuse for not contacting the military and asking them to track down his father and contact them. He would have taken care of Helen, of Ella.
His responsibilities.
It felt like the longest walk of his life, heading up that sidewalk to Ella’s apartment. Located on the first floor of the three-story building, it was a corner unit. Generic white horizontal blinds hung in the narrow window next to the door and in a larger window to the left of it.
After a couple of deep breaths, he knocked.
When she answered the door, her tentative smile sent his own heart racing. She wore blue scrubs with a grey, long-sleeved T-shirt under her top. Before he could say anything, she threw her arms around him in a strong hug before finally letting him go so he could step inside.
She shut the door behind him and, once he’d set his bags down, she hugged him again, now crying.
He held her, not saying anything, knowing there really wasn’t anything to say at that moment.
Words were meaningless.
But he hoped the fact that he showed up proved to her he was serious about wanting her in his life. Wanting to be a part of her life.
Wanting to figure out how to be a dad to an adult.
“I can’t believe you’re really here,” she tearfully said, not trying to end their embrace. “I wish Mom was still here. I mean…I know she would have wished things would be different between her and you, but…” More sniffles. “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
“I’m here. I wish I could stay here longer.”
“I’m sorry I bolted.” She looked up at him. “Thanks for not being a jerk, and for proving me wrong.”
He smiled. “Oh, I can be a jerk. Just ask the people who work for me. Besides, I am a sadist.”
She laughed. “But everyone I met at Venture insisted you’re such a nice guy.”
“It’s the Minnesohtah accent, ah, you betcha.” He dropped it. “Fools them all. Makes me a tricky sadist.” Back into the accent. “Besides, none of dem dere folks work for me, doncha know.”
Another sniffling laugh, and this time she released him so she could wipe at her eyes. “Come on in and I’ll show you around. I hope you’re okay with spaghetti. I meant to get something better from the store but I had to work later today than I planned. We were short-handed. I’m off for the next three days, though, so we can go grocery shopping tomorrow.”
“Spaghetti sounds great.”
The one-bedroom apartment was small, but she kept it clean and tidy. He wondered if her older furniture had belonged to Helen and decided not to go there yet.
When Ella was ready, she’d tell him.
But his heart broke as he froze in the living room, staring at a picture sitting on an old entertainment center.
Ella and Helen, both of them smiling and dressed in 50s-style poodle skirts and sweaters. Ella looked several years younger in that picture, her hair different, longer than it was now.
Ella followed his gaze. “That was taken a few months before she died. Her boss at her day job threw a big family Halloween party for all his employees and kids. I’d just seen Grease for the first time and wanted us to dress like that. Mom went through every thrift store in the area to find the sweaters and stuff to make our costumes. She bought old prom dresses and crinolines to cut apart and make the skirts. Checked out a sewing machine from the library to sew them and everything.”
She held her arms crossed over her chest and wiped at her eyes with one hand. “She was a great mom. She always tried to make do with what we had and told me to never feel ashamed for not having new stuff.”
The ache once again bloomed inside him. “I’m so sorry.”
“Hey, it’s really not your fault.” She forced a smile. “Like I said, I had myself psyched up that you were going to be a jerk, or at least a raging tool. Blow me off. Mom might have been wrong thinking one day she’d get a happily-ever-after with you, but she wasn’t wrong about loving you because of how nice you are.”
He pulled her in for another hug. “Move to Florida. I’ll pay for it.”
Well, there went his plan to try to work his way into it gradually.
“What?”
“I’m serious. Move to Florida.”
She gently smiled and put her hands against his chest, not to shove him away but as if comforting him. “You might hate me by the time you fly home.”
“You’re my daughter. I want to have a relationship with you, and it’s kind of hard to do on opposite ends of the country.”
“I can’t afford to move. Plus I’d have to get my certifications and stuff before I could work as a nurse.”
“You don’t…” He sighed. “I’m in Florida. Me and Caleb. We’ll be your family. We are your family.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“Yes, it is. Give me one reason why you can’t move to Florida if I’m helping you pay for it and letting you live with us as long as you need to get your feet under you?”
Tears filled her eyes again. “Because I can’t be without a job or health insurance right now. I just found out yesterday I’m pregnant.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Boyd guided Ella over to the sofa. “Pregnant?”
“Yeah.” Her laugh lacked any hint of mirth. “Barely six weeks. Only guy I’ve slept with in over a year, and it was just the one time, so I know the date exactly. Fucker’s an asshole, too. He was a bad mistake to start with, and I damn sure hadn’t planned on having a baby with him.”
“What happened?”
“Series of really bad decisions.” She tipped her head back, staring at the ceiling. “I…I was really angry before I finally told you the truth that night. I mean, a lot of anger. I’d built it up in my head exactly how I was going to respond to anything you said when I told you.” She looked at him. “I knew every comeback I’d use, had everything ready.”
He smiled. “And I screwed it all up because I was a nice guy?”
“A really damn nice guy.” Her gaze dropped to her hands. “And as stupid as it sounds, that’s the one possibility I hadn’t prepared for. That you’d immediately own it—own me—and want to be a part of my life.”
She sniffled. “I didn’t handle that sudden pressure relief well, as you saw. I flew home the next morning, got drunk that afternoon, called Dr. McDoucherag, and…” She shrugged. “Here we are. I’ve been ignoring my symptoms, thinking it had to be stress or something else, and finally took a pregnancy test.”
“You didn’t even know about that when you’d reached out to me, did you?”
“Nope.”
That actually relieved him, because for a moment he worried maybe that was why she’d contacted him.
“What changed? Why did you reach out?” He’d hesitated to ask before now.
“I went to go see Mom.” Another tearful laugh. “Sorry. I go out to her grave and I sit and talk to her. I was hating myself for sleeping with the jerk, and telling her about you and how you’d reacted, and it finally hit me that all the self-loathing I was feeling since that booty call was tied directly to choosing to wallow in the past, instead of embracing what a great thing this was. All because I’d spent the years since Mom died hating you because of what and who I thought you’d be.”
She looked up into his face again, meeting his gaze, those blue eyes the same shade as his. “She thought you were a great guy. We never had money for her to try to find you. She didn’t have a computer, couldn’t afford one. She was too busy working to try to go to the library and use their computers. I mean, she literally worked all day. I never really wanted to look for you, because after seeing what friends went through with their parents divorcing, I assumed she was only trying to make me feel good. I never pushed her to do it. I thought we didn’t need you anyway. I didn’t want her getting her heart broken when you turned out to be an ass. It was better to just…leave it alone.”
When she leaned against him, it felt…it felt right to be able to hug her, hold her.
“The offer still stands,” he said. “You can stay with me, or you can take over Caleb’s apartment for now. I know a lot of people in Sarasota. We can arrange you excellent child care, the schools are pretty good—heck, you were meeting people locally, weren’t you? There’s another side to all of them, a vanilla set of Suncoast Society parties, family-friendly events. Please think about it.”
“I promised Mom I’d never leave her.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “When we buried her that day, I swore I’d never leave her. Everyone in her life left her, and I swore I wouldn’t.”
“I don’t think, given the circumstances, that she’d be upset. She’d want me to do what I can for you. We’ve got a nursing shortage in Sarasota.”
“No one is going to want to hire a pregnant nurse.”
“If you won’t move now, think about moving right before the baby’s born. Then you can have our help, find a new job, a new start.”
She stared into his eyes for a long moment. “You mean it, don’t you?”
“I don’t say things I don’t mean.”
“What about Caleb? What will he say?”
“He’s on-board. He’s…not close to his family. I don’t even know the full story yet. It’s his story to tell when he’s ready.”
Her stomach rumbled, making them both laugh. “I still need to get a shower,” she said. “Sorry I didn’t plan this better.”
“You’re fine, seriously. Can I help? Let me cook while you take your shower.”
“That would actually be great, thank you.” She pointed out where stuff was in the kitchen and then left him alone so she could shower and change.
He was tempted to call Caleb back to talk to him while he cooked, but he didn’t want a moment of his attention distracted from Ella if it didn’t need to be.
I’m really sorry, Helen. I never meant for you to deal with this alone. I swear I’m here for her now. I won’t abandon her.
 
* * * *
 
“This is really good. What’d you put in it?”
“I found some brown sugar in your cabinet, and added some seasonings.”
They sat at her small kitchen table to eat. She’d donned a Seahawks T-shirt and shorts, and had pulled her damp blonde hair back with a ponytail holder.
Exhaustion painted hollows under her eyes, and now without her makeup he could clearly see it even more than before.
“I brought a bunch of pictures with me. For us to go over. I’ll give you copies of the files. Caleb helped me scan them in.”
“Thanks. I guess we have a lot of catching up to do.”
He reached over and covered her hand with his. “I really want to. I know it doesn’t make up for the time we’ve lost together. I’m sorry.”
A sad smile creased her face. “You can stop apologizing…Dad. It’s not your fault.”
He couldn’t help but smile. “How long did it take you to work yourself up to saying that?”
A genuine laugh. “A long time. I couldn’t decide.”
“I’m fine with it. You call me what you want to call me. Whatever you’re comfortable with. I’m just happy to be here.”
By the time they went to bed, him stretched out on her less-than-comfortable pull-out sofa, it was after midnight local time and he felt exhausted. They’d gone through his family pictures, some of them, because that’s where she wanted to start. She wanted to hear about his childhood, his parents—even his time in Germany, brief though it was.
If it hadn’t been so late in Florida he would have texted Caleb, but he didn’t want to wake him up. All these feelings he wanted to share, the…melancholy joy of connecting with her.
A daughter.
His.
For the rest of the evening she’d stayed away from the subject of her pregnancy, and he hadn’t wanted to push her on it.
He wasn’t sure if she planned on keeping it or not, and he hadn’t felt he had the right to pry, either, much less offer his opinion on what to do.
I’m going to be a grandfather.
I hope.
Holy cow, talk about a massive shift in his life in a short amount of time. From melancholy single guy, to happily taken—to eager father and grandfather-to-be.
Despite his exhaustion he stared up at the ceiling. The couch was okay, he’d slept on worse. Totally worth it to be there with her, under the same roof.
What made tonight hard to stomach was not having Caleb’s comforting warmth and presence tightly snuggled against him.
 
* * * *
 
Caleb lay in bed and tried to sleep, failing miserably, his mind spinning, thoughts rattling around in his brain and refusing to allow him to drift off.
Not just because of the earlier calls from his parents.
It wasn’t the same without Boyd next to him. In some ways, the man was like a natural mental relaxant for Caleb. Boyd had no problems shutting Caleb’s brain down for him, forcing him to let go—or focus only where Boyd wanted his boy’s mind focused.
Including at night to go to sleep.
Finally, he pulled Boyd’s pillow over his face, closed his eyes, and fisted his cock. Slowly stroking, he replayed their very first night together, the night when he didn’t know it’d been Boyd, but the mystery Dom had rocked his world hard.
Little had he known the man he’d already been in lust with—his fucking boss—was the sexy-ass Dom who’d been the first to literally claim his ass. The man he’d hoped to actually forget by having the weekend interlude at Kent’s.
The first man to break his heart, but also the man who, only days later, healed him, claimed him.
Owned him.
Caleb hadn’t known Boyd had also been lusting after him for as long as Caleb had worked for him.
With Boyd’s scent faintly filling his lungs, he pretended it was Boyd’s hand stroking his cock while lying in his arms, snuggled against the taller man’s body as Boyd whispered sweet and dirty things in Caleb’s ear.
In his mind, it was his Master’s hand slowing around the head, squeezing, his thumb gliding over the pre-cum flowing from his slit and smearing it down his shaft again. Over and over, until he reached down with his other hand and lightly tugged on his balls, slowing his building release. Wanting it to last.
Knowing Boyd would want a full recounting once they were together again, and maybe even a demonstration.
He felt his cheeks heat as he remembered the first time Boyd ordered him to masturbate for him. Something he’d never done for someone else before that night.
The way Boyd had held him in his arms, whispering in Caleb’s ear what a good boy he was, how sexy he looked.
How he’d buried his face against Boyd’s neck, eyes closed, exposing himself to the other man in a way he’d never exposed himself to anyone before. Even the day at Kent’s hadn’t made him feel so…bare.
“My good boy,” Boyd whispered. “So fucking sexy.”
The man’s warm breath against his flesh, the need in his voice, all of it had filled Caleb with a kind of wonder and had driven him hard into subspace even without any pain. Something that, at the time, had filled him with awe, but results Boyd had been able to replicate with him time and again.
Because he trusted Boyd, because they had a connection that was unlike anything either of them had ever felt before, and because they were perfect together.
With these memories and more swirling through Caleb’s brain, he felt himself spin over the edge, hot cum suddenly slicking his hand as he stroked faster, harder, the tension draining from his body even as his balls emptied.
I miss You, Sir.
As he caught his breath under the pillow, his pulse slowing, he breathed in Boyd’s scent and longing filled him.
This is only temporary. They’d be together again soon.
In some ways, it scared him how quickly they’d come together. How his fantasies had lined up with and been quickly exceeded by reality.
When in his life had things ever worked out so well for him?
Never.
Was that it? He’d finally run through his fill of bad luck so it was time for good luck to smack him around for a change?
He didn’t know, and he felt so damned tired now that he’d busted his nut and could actually shut down his brain.
After cleaning up in the bathroom, he returned to bed and curled around Boyd’s pillow in an attempt to go to sleep.
At least the doubts and fears swirling in the recesses of his mind were a little quieter now.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
It took Boyd a moment to orient himself the next morning after a few hours of restless sleep. He wasn’t on his couch, and he wasn’t next to Caleb.
Ella.
And his body was still on Florida time, so it was only four a.m. locally.
Shit.
Knowing he was wide awake, he sat up and retrieved his phone from where it was charging on the end table by his head. No calls, no texts.
If he texted Caleb right now, it’d probably wake him up and he didn’t want to do that to his boy on a Saturday morning.
I’m going to be a grandfather.
He took his work phone into the bathroom to go over his e-mails while taking care of business. Nothing needing his immediate attention, no texts to reply to, either.
All the while, pulsing in his brain, the steady reminder of his new life.
He didn’t want to think about Ella maybe not keeping the baby, although he’d certainly understand, under the circumstances, if she didn’t want to. Except with all the new knowledge he held, that possibility made him more than a little sad.
After finishing in the bathroom he knew he wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep. Quietly, he rummaged around in the kitchen until he found the coffee and filters and started a pot brewing. Then he dug out his iPad and earbuds to watch Netflix.
I hope Caleb was able to sleep last night.
He and Caleb were overdue for a long and detailed talk about Caleb’s family. The past several weeks since they’d broken through their barrier and become a secret “official” item had been spent working on them as a couple, talking, negotiating.
Fucking each other’s brains out.
It was nearly six o’clock when Boyd was startled by the sound of the bedroom door being thrown open and Ella bolting for the bathroom. He yanked his earbuds out and followed her, flipping the light on as the sound of her retching hit him. He knelt next to her and held her hair back for her as she puked into the toilet.
He knew nothing he said would be right, so he opted to keep his mouth shut and just be there for her.
She started crying, leaning against him even as she spit again, dry heaves now hitting her.
“I hate that fucker,” she moaned. “Goddamn that asshole.”
“Want me to go beat him up for you?”
He was only half-kidding, but she managed a weak chuckle. Then she flushed and sat back, the hollows under her eyes deeper and darker than they’d been last night. “Sorry, I should have warned you the smell of coffee is a massive trigger for me right now.”
“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry. I—”
“It’s okay, Dad. You didn’t know. It especially sucks since I love coffee, usually drink four or five cups a day, so I’ve been in caffeine withdrawals on top of morning sickness.”
He helped her to her feet and she cleaned up in the sink. “I’ll go shut it off and dump it,” he said.
“Thanks.” Her gaze met his in the bathroom mirror, and for the first time he really saw how much they looked alike. She had his eyes, his blonde hair, his fair complexion. Maybe a little of Helen’s nose and chin, but there was no doubt in his mind Ella was his daughter.
“I was thinking about what you said last night,” she started.
“Yeah?”
“About working until nearly time for me to have the baby and then moving.”
He nodded, not wanting to get his hopes up. “Caleb and I will help you move. That’s not an issue.”
“I don’t want to be alone anymore. After I lost Mom, I went through a period where I was so fucking angry over how she had to raise me alone. That she didn’t try to date or find someone to love. And it meant I was alone when I lost her. I don’t want to be alone anymore. I don’t want to raise my baby alone, but I damn sure won’t have its father in my life.”
He didn’t want to assume or raise his hopes too much. “If you’re going to have this baby, he really should know, even if he doesn’t want to be a part of its life. He has a responsibility.”
She turned to face him. “Mom had me. Despite being alone and being taken in by the woman from the church, she did have the option to have an abortion. Believe it or not, the woman offered to help her pay for one if she wanted to go that route, but Mom opted not to.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah. It wasn’t that the woman wanted Mom to do it, but apparently the woman’s sister had been an unwed teenaged mom whose parents threw her out, and it ruined her life. So she had…perspective, I guess? I don’t know.”
Ella leaned against the counter. “I know it’s going to be hard, and this isn’t how my life was supposed to go. Yesterday morning, I actually thought about getting an abortion, tried to talk myself into it, and realized by lunchtime that it’s not a choice for me.”
He struggled not to let his relief show. “You’re not alone, honey. I’m never going to abandon you.”
Tears filled her eyes. “I swore I’d make Mom proud, and here I am, stupid and pregnant.”
Boyd engulfed her in a hug. “You’re not stupid. You’re in a lot of pain that you never should have had to bear alone.”
“Mom always said I was stubborn and closed-mouthed.”
“Well, you get that honestly from me. Sorry.”
Another tearful laugh, and she looked up into his eyes. “He’s actually older than you by a couple of years. He’s forty-two or forty-three.”
Boyd shoved back the irrational wave of protective anger threatening to take over. “He needs to take care of his responsibilities.”
“I’d prefer he didn’t. I don’t want to be tied to him.”
“Maybe he’ll want to be part of his or her life.”
“Yeah, no. You don’t understand—he’s a massive jerk. Gorgeous, but a raging narcissistic douchebag. Patients love him and nurses hate-fuck him.”
“You’re still going to have to tell him. Let’s do it and get it over with while I’m here. I’ll go with you. You work with him and see him a lot there, right? Letting it drag out won’t get any easier.”
From her expression, he could tell she wasn’t a fan of that plan at all. “Let me think about it.”
“I’ll go get the coffee dumped out.”
“Thanks.”
She closed the bathroom door behind him and he retrieved his mug from the coffee table, finishing it so he could pour himself a second mug before dumping out what was left in the carafe and cleaning it and the grounds basket. He had that finished by the time she emerged from the bathroom and joined him in the kitchen.
“Sorry about that,” she said.
“No, it’s okay. I’m sorry I triggered you.”
“You didn’t trigger me. It’s morning sickness. It would have happened anyway. Coffee just makes it worse. Like a sick joke.” She poured herself a glass of water. “That’s one of the reasons I finally broke down and bought a pregnancy test kit. Four days straight of puking in the mornings, and when I smelled coffee, not even being able to drink the stuff, and no fever. I knew it wasn’t a stomach bug or something.”
“So what’s on the agenda today?”
“More talking. And maybe showing you around, if you’d like.”
“I’d like that.”
She stared out the kitchen window for a long moment before turning to him again. “Did you want to go visit Mom?”
He set his mug aside and opened his arms to her, happy when she let him hug her again. “I’d like that a lot, honey.”
 
* * * *
 
Ella’s apartment had a small lanai on the back. While she was taking a shower, he stepped out there to call Caleb.
“Good morning, Sir.”
“How’d you sleep last night, boy?”
“Missed you, Sir.”
“Missed you, too.” He kept his voice low. “Anything to tell me?”
A soft sigh. “I had to jerk off to get to sleep. I missed you and couldn’t get my brain to shut off.”
He’d suspected he might. “My good boy. I had a hard time sleeping without you, too.” Time to see if Caleb was as all-in as he claimed to be. “So, listen. There’s been a development.”
“Development?”
“Ella’s pregnant.”
“I…did you say pregnant?”
“I did.”
“So…we’re going to be grandpas?”
Boyd’s eyes dropped closed and he rubbed at them with his free hand, trying to stave off the relieved tears wanting to break through. “Yeah, we are.”
“That’s awesome!” He hesitated. “That’s…that is good, right?”
“I hope so. Except the guy’s apparently an asshole. I don’t know all the details yet. She doesn’t want to tell him about the baby, but I’m going to try to get her to do it while I’m still here so I can go with her and back her up.”
“How soon can we get her moved here?”
Boyd gave up trying not to cry and wiped at his eyes. “Do you know how much I fucking love you right now?”
Caleb laughed. “Sir, she’s your daughter, and she’s alone. She needs family. We’re her family.”
Boyd needed a minute to recover from this. Everything was happening too perfectly in some ways, and he couldn’t process. “What was going on with your family yesterday?”
 
* * * *
 
Caleb had hoped Boyd wouldn’t remember that. “It’s…just them being them.”
A slight edge sharpened Boyd’s tone, the same tone he used on Caleb when they scened.
Dom tone. “That’s not an answer, boy.”
Knowing there was no way Boyd would let this go now, Caleb opted to tell him the short version, the basics, without delving too deeply into the background.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”
“My family’s homophobic, Sir. It…it is what it is, and I know this about them. It had to come out eventually, because I’m not going to hide who I am anymore. I don’t live there now, and I’m never living there again.”
“What about visiting them for holidays?”
“Frankly? I don’t want to. Especially not now.”
“Are you afraid of your father?”
“Not with, what, a thousand miles between us, no. But I did a damn good job hiding it, or so I thought, when I was living at home. Plus, I won’t be here next weekend when they’re in Florida. Everyone’s a winner,” he tried to joke.
“So you are afraid of him?”
Caleb thought about the last time his father had laid hands on him. He’d been fourteen, and his father had received a report about him being seen coming out of a showing of Brokeback Mountain at the dollar theater in town. He’d snuck in to see it after buying a ticket to see a different movie.
At the time, Caleb had denied it was him, and he’d gotten away with nothing but a hard shaking, but it’d scared the crap out of him. In the past, his father had usually used a belt on him for “issues.”
“Maybe your mom won’t even tell him.”
“Maybe not. I don’t know. Honestly? I don’t even care anymore. I’ve never felt like I belonged in that family. I knew it would come out at some point.”
It sounded like Boyd sighed. “Okay. We’ll deal with that, if there’s anything to deal with, when we get home. Maybe go in and lock down your Facebook privacy settings, huh?”
“I will, but I haven’t posted much on there. I really don’t use it that much. Not like I had much to share on there before I left Virginia, and I think I’ve posted three pictures of sunsets on it since I moved to Florida, and I friended you on it. Shared a couple of things. Liked a few of your posts. I use FetLife way more than I use Facebook.”
Boyd used Facebook every day, was very active on it, even though he had very few people from work friended.
“Still, lock it down.”
“Yes, Sir.”
There was a heavy pause in their conversation, like Boyd was thinking about something, maybe working up to saying something. “I know this is a crazier situation than you signed up for. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t you dare apologize for this, Sir. I want to be part of your life. Ella’s your daughter, and her baby is our family, too.”
Caleb wished he was with Boyd. Especially when the man sounded so choked up right now. “Thank you, Cay. You don’t know what that means to me.”
When Boyd finally ended the call a few minutes later, Caleb leaned against the kitchen counter and stared at his phone, at a selfie he’d taken of the two of them a few days earlier. They’d been in bed, snuggled together, and nothing had felt more perfect, more right.
From the smiles they both wore, Caleb knew the feeling was mutual.
For the first time in his life, he truly felt like he was home. Boyd was his home.
Even if he was on the other side of the country from Caleb right now, Caleb knew the man’s heart belonged to him every bit as much as he owned Caleb’s.
No matter what he had to do to make it work between them, he would.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
After Boyd took a shower he rejoined Ella in the living room, where she was going through the thumb drive of pictures he’d given her.
“All these people I don’t know,” she said. “But you and I look a lot like your mom.”
“Yeah, people always said that about me.” He draped an arm around her shoulders, something knotting inside his heart in a good way when she leaned against him.
“What about the cousins of yours?”
“On my mom’s side, yeah. Not super-close to them. Facebook friends, mostly. Haven’t seen any of them since leaving Minnesota. Not real sure about Dad’s family. I don’t think there are any still alive. I mean, like second or third removed, maybe, but I don’t know them.”
She looked around the apartment. “Mom and I moved here the second year we were out here because we couldn’t afford the two-bedroom apartment on our own after her friend flaked out. She gave me the bedroom and she slept on the couch.”
He suspected this was another reason she didn’t want to leave, because of her emotional attachment to the place. “Where did you live in North Dakota?”
“Fargo, mostly. A couple of places when I was little, but I don’t remember. We moved out here from Fargo.” She laughed. “That first winter was culture shock of the good kind. Everyone was complaining how cold it was, and I was practically running around in short sleeves and flip-flops. Mom couldn’t keep a coat on me.”
“Yeah, I feel ya. My first winter in Florida after Germany was the same way. I was wearing shorts and my roommate in the dorm thought I was nuts. I was like, dude, it’s sixty-one. This is T-shirt weather.”
“Do you love Florida?”
“I do. I don’t think I could live full-time where it’s cold now. I’ve been there, what, twenty years. It’s home. It’s a great place to raise a baby.”
A shuddering breath escaped her. “I’m so scared. I can’t believe I was so…stupid to sleep with the jerk. I was even on the pill. I don’t understand how this happened. I mean, I do, as a nurse, but…fuck.”
“Hey, happens to the best of us.”
“Wouldn’t have been so bad if he’d at least been a decent guy, but…” She closed the lid on her laptop and looked up at him. “Did you mean it when you said you’d go with me to talk to him?”
“Absolutely.” He smiled. “A chance to sadistically put the fear of god into the guy who knocked up my little girl? I’m in.”
She snorted, the laugh that followed a wonderful sound to his ears. “Oh. My. Gawd.” She shook her head. “I think it’s going to take me a while to get used to that.”
“Well, I mean it. I wasn’t able to be a dad to you, but Caleb and I are going to be kick-ass grandpas. You just wait.”
“Did you tell him yet?”
“I talked to him while you were in the shower.”
“How’d he react?”
“Eager. He wants us to be a family. I lucked out when I met him.”
“I thought you knew him from work?”
“Yeah, but…” He smiled. “Again, it’s kind of complicated how we got ‘together,’ if you get my drift. Not through the Suncoast Society, but…similar.”
“Ah.”
“Yeah.”
She felt like eating breakfast, now that her initial nausea had passed. He drove, and she directed him to a small family-owned restaurant that sat in a run-down strip mall less than a mile from her apartment complex. But inside, while simple and older decor, it was immaculate and the aromas making their way from the kitchen set Boyd’s stomach growling.
They didn’t have to wait long for a booth. As they settled in with their menus, he took another look at Ella from across the table.
She’d pulled her hair back in a low ponytail at the nape of her neck, and she wasn’t wearing makeup.
“So how’d you find this place?”
“Mom and I’ve both worked here.” She offered a wan smile. “Even when I was technically too young, they knew our situation and felt sorry for us. They just paid Mom extra to add what I made. I used to pull shifts after school, and she’d come in after her first job to work, and then we’d ride home together when her shift ended. I’d either sit at an empty table or go curl up in the office to do my homework. Depended on how busy they were. They always make everything fresh and they’re really strict in the kitchen about cleanliness.”
Her smile faded. “When Mom died, the couple who owns it, they stepped in and had their lawyer file the emancipation paperwork and everything for me. Helped me arrange her funeral. They offered to let me live with them but they still had five kids living at home. Fortunately, their lawyer was good and smart and was able to finagle an immediate payout from the logging company’s insurance to get me by in exchange for not suing the pants off them.”
“Ah.”
More guilt to process, a fucking mountain of it, and here he was, chipping away at it with a damned grapefruit spoon. That’s what it felt like.
“I didn’t say that to make you feel guilty.”
“I know, but it sort of comes with the territory.” He set his menu aside and gently clasped her hands in his. “Move to Florida with us. I’m going to keep asking you until you say yes. You realize that, right?”
She made no move to pull away as she slowly nodded. “Maybe right before the baby’s born,” she said. “I need health insurance. I can save up enough to pay for COBRA after I quit. But I need to keep working. I can’t guarantee I’ll get another job before I have the baby. I need the money.”
“Make Dr. Dickus pay for it.”
“Yeah, he’s probably broke. I know he’s got an ex-wife and he drives a shitty car.” Her gaze met his. “I really don’t want to talk about him today.”
“You need to talk to him. Before your next work shift.”
“You’re not going to give up on this, are you?”
“No.”
She sighed and pulled out her phone, texting someone. “Let me find out when he’s on the schedule.”
“Good.”
She had her reply by the time the waitress had taken their orders. “My friend Jane looked up the schedule. He’s working Monday.”
“We could go find him today.”
“I’d rather not go to his apartment. Bad enough I had him in mine. Let’s keep it a neutral location. There’s a coffee shop across the street from the hospital where we can meet him on his lunch break.”
“Fair enough. Let’s arrange to do it Monday, then. Do you have his number?”
“Yeah.” She set her phone aside, facedown on the table. “I feel like I’ve disappointed Mom.”
“Why?”
“Because all she wanted was to see me do better than she did. Excel in school, get a decent job that would be a career that would take care of me. And all because the pill isn’t perfect, now I’m in the same position she was in.”
He reached for her hands again, holding them. “Not even close. You’re an adult, you have an education and a good job, and you have a father and hopefully soon a step-father who will have your back every step of the way. Let us in, let us help you.”
Her gaze dropped to their hands and he didn’t break the silence, waiting.
“What if I change my mind and decide to get an abortion?” she whispered.
He struggled to keep his heart from shattering as he carefully weighed his response. He didn’t understand how he could have shifted so hard on his feelings about children in such a short time, but then again, those opinions had always been predicated before in the fact that he hadn’t thought he had a child, much less a grandchild.
“Are you asking for my opinion, my permission, or my forgiveness?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’m here for you, as much as you’ll let me be. If that’s your choice, and you need help, I’ll do what I can.”
“But it’s not what you want me to choose?”
“Please don’t make your decision based on me. I’m your father, but I don’t feel I have any right to place that kind of stress on you.”
“What if I have it and give it up for adoption?” Her gaze bored into his.
“I would ask you to consider giving me and Caleb custody.”
He could tell from the way her eyebrows arched that his answer surprised her. “You would?”
“Yeah.”
“And what if Caleb says no?”
“That’s not his decision to make for me. I would hope, based on how he reacted to hearing the news this morning, that he’d be all in. If not, then I guess I’ll be a single grandpa.”
She blew out a long breath, her gaze drifting up to the ceiling. “I want to keep it,” she said. “I just…my mind’s bouncing all over the place. I’m scared, and I…” She focused on him again. “I’m processing.”
They sat back as an elderly man in a chef’s uniform walked up, smiling. “Ella? You too good to come say hi to me now?”
“Hey, Papa Tom.” She stood and hugged him. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were here. I thought you didn’t work Saturdays anymore?”
“We had a guy call in sick this morning. I was on my way out when I saw you.” Boyd didn’t miss how the man seemed to be sizing him up as he didn’t move his arm from around Ella’s shoulders. “And who is this?”
“Believe it or not, Papa Tom, this is my father.”
The double-take would have been funny in nearly any other context. “Your father?”
“Yeah. I finally tracked him down a few weeks ago. He had no idea about me. Boyd Nyberg, this is Tom Mazzolli.”
Boyd opted to stand and offered to shake hands with him. “Nice to meet you, sir.”
The man’s grip tightened, his expression growing more than a little hard. “She could’ve used you a few years ago, when she lost Helen.”
Boyd didn’t flinch, didn’t squeeze back, refused to blow his cool. “I know. She told me, and I feel horrible I wasn’t here for her. But I’m here for her now, and I swear I’m not going anywhere.”
“He is, and he does,” Ella said. “Please, he’s a nice guy. If anyone’s the villain, it’s Mom’s parents. They never tried to track down his parents. It’s a lot more complicated than I ever knew.”
Tom’s grip finally eased and then he released Boyd’s hand after a terse nod. “So where’ve you been?”
“Florida. I’m trying to talk her into moving down there with me. She could easily find a nursing job, and she can live with me.”
Another appraisal from the older man. “So what do you do?”
“I’m the head of the planning department for Sarasota County.”
“That sounds like a good job.”
“It’s not bad. Help me talk her into this, please? I’ve offered to pay to move her and let her live with me as long as she needs to.”
This time, the double-take was amusing. Tom focused on Ella, whom he still had his left arm around. “And you’re not home right now and packing…why?”
She hugged him. “I’m…thinking about it.”
Obviously she didn’t want to tell him her other news, so Boyd kept his mouth shut.
Once Tom left them alone again and they were both seated, Boyd leaned in. “Why not tell him about the baby?”
A playful smirk filled her face. “Because I have a feeling if I told him that, Dr. Doucherag would literally end up disappearing. I don’t mean Papa Tom’s mobbed up or anything like that, but he comes from a large family and has six brothers and over twenty sons and nephews, a family where someone like Rick would be made an example of.”
The smirk faded. “And I still don’t know how the guy’s going to react. Maybe he’ll surprise me.”
“But you’re not sure?”
“Not even hopeful.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Following breakfast, and after Boyd stopped at a grocery store to pick up flowers, Ella directed him to head west. The cemetery lay not far off a main highway, nestled in a mixed area of farmland, nature parks, and pastures.
From the way she easily picked her path without hesitation, he knew she hadn’t been lying about how frequently she visited. When they reached Helen’s headstone, the wilted flowers tucked into the built-in vase there looked only a couple of days old.
After settling on the ground in front of the headstone, Ella kissed her fingertips and stroked Helen’s name. “Hey, Mom. Look who I brought with me. I told you I found Dad.”
She removed the old flowers and let Boyd unwrap and position the fresh ones. Then she emptied a bottle of water she’d also brought into the vase and wrapped the old flowers in the wrapping.
Boyd sat next to Ella, his arm around her shoulders and relishing the feel of her leaning against him. It was finally…real.
The logical part of his brain had accepted that Helen was dead, but there was no denying the cold granite with her name and the dates of her birth and death chiseled into it, along with something else.
Helen Lily Stinton - Loving Mother
She sniffled. “I sat here after everyone else left. Papa Tom tried to get me to leave and I couldn’t. I wanted to wait until after she was buried. I wanted to be alone. I needed to be…angry.”
“Not at her.”
“No. I know they say sometimes kids get angry at parents who die, but that wasn’t me no matter what the high school guidance counselor wanted to think. I was mad at the world, but not at Mom.”
He wasn’t sure what to say, so he kept quiet.
“Sometimes I’d come out here and wonder what it would have been like with you around. I’d get mad at you for not being here. I’d get mad at her parents for kicking her out. I’d hate the goddamned logging company for their driver being exhausted and making him drive one more load on sloppy roads, when he should have been in the hospital for the chest pains he’d been complaining about earlier.”
“Chest pains?”
“That’s why he jackknifed. He showed up at work with chest pains and when he talked about maybe going to the doctor, his supervisor told him if he didn’t drive that load, he’d fire him. So he drove it, his intention being to make it to the other end and then have them call him an ambulance. The chest pains got worse, and he was trying to pull over so he could call 911, but he misjudged where he was because of the fog. When he braked hard on the icy road, he skidded, and his cab caught the guardrail and he jackknifed.”
“Did he die, too?”
“No, he survived. Barely. But he was damn sure willing to testify against the logging company. Another reason they were willing to settle fast and pay out even faster.”
“Jesus.”
“I was in school when it happened. Papa Tom actually came to tell me himself. The Highway Patrol showed up at the restaurant when they didn’t find anyone at the apartment. I guess she had a paycheck in her purse, plus she was wearing a shirt with the restaurant’s logo, because she was on her way there to work a shift, so they did the math. It was almost the end of the school day, and he and the principal showed up in my class and I…”
She needed a moment, reaching over to stroke the letters on the stone again. “I knew. I knew it was bad. Papa Tom was still wearing his work clothes, like you saw today, and I didn’t even ask what was going on. I just grabbed my stuff and practically ran out of there and to Papa Tom, and…”
She wiped at her face. “I missed a week of school. Because of the circumstances, my teachers worked with me on getting work made up. Papa Tom’s attorney sat down with me and went through all her finances, which wasn’t much. She had no savings, was living paycheck-to-paycheck just about.
“They worked together and taught me how to manage money and pay bills. Crash course. But at least once the insurance company and the logging company paid out, I didn’t have to worry how I was going to afford college. I still focused on keeping my grades up and applying for scholarships, though. I didn’t want to risk it. I figured if I could earn a scholarship, that was more money in savings.
“I sat here one afternoon and swore to her I wouldn’t be stupid. That I’d work my ass off and make her proud.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Now look at me.”
Boyd kissed the top of her head. “You’re not stupid. Stop saying that. Just like she wasn’t stupid when she asked me to…” He knew that was a dumb thing to say. “Things happen despite our best intentions. Just like the seasons turn and change, so do we. We do smart things, we do not-smart things, and sometimes we do both of those things thinking they’re the opposite of what they really turn out to be. And we go through periods of both, no matter what our best intentions.”
“I wanted to make Mom proud of me.”
“Who says you haven’t or aren’t?”
“Who’s going to come put flowers on her grave and remember her?” she tearfully asked.
He turned so he could wrap both his arms around her. “We’re going to remember her. Always. She’s not here anymore. Either she’s in Heaven or she’s reborn or she’s part of the cosmic energy, or whatever you believe. But she’s not here. I have to think she’d want you to be with the man who wants to be your father, and who loves you and wants to be a part of your life and his grandbaby’s life.”
She sobbed, clutching at him, the sound shredding his soul as he held her, rocked her, tried to soothe the pain he knew would forever lay wedged deep inside her psyche. And as clouds blew across the sun, a cool breeze shifted into place, reminding him of how quickly life could change, even faster than the seasons.
 
* * * *
 
“How’s it going, Sir?”
Boyd sat on Ella’s couch. They’d left the cemetery with Ella raw and broken and exhausted, but Ella had wanted to take him to see the Pacific, a beach-side park, one of their favorite places they’d used to visit on the rare occasions Helen could take an afternoon off. Neither of them had felt like having lunch. Then, after a quick stop at the grocery store, they’d returned to the apartment and now Ella was taking a nap before dinner, at his suggestion.
“Today was rough. I’m not even going to try to sugar-coat it.”
“What happened?”
“She took me to Helen’s grave, for starters.”
“Oh.”
“Yeah.”
“I’m sorry I’m not there for you, Sir.”
“No apologies.” Boyd closed his eyes, rubbing his forehead and hoping the headache didn’t take off into a full-blown migraine at this rate. “It’s something she and I have to get through together. It’ll be okay. She’ll be okay.”
He’d taken a couple of pictures of the gravestone before they’d left. It was a piss-poor substitute, but he’d wanted…something.
They had also taken a few selfies at the ocean, both of them managing smiles that looked real enough, and another tourist had taken pictures of them together, the ocean in the background.
Memories he’d cherish with her.
“Is she going to move? Did she decide yet?”
“I think she will. It’s the timing I don’t know yet. I’m trying to talk her into moving now instead of waiting, but I understand her reasons. It’ll all depend on how our talk with the baby’s father goes Monday.”
“Monday?”
“Yeah. She’s off until Tuesday, and he’s not on duty until Monday. We’re going to have him meet us at a coffee shop by the hospital.”
“God, I wish I was out there with you, Sir.”
“I’ve got this.” But his heart swelled.
As much as this whole situation sucked in general, one thing shone bright and sweet and true above all else—Caleb really loved him and was all-in on their relationship.
“But I’m supposed to be there to back you up.”
“You’ll be my eyes and ears at work this week to back me up there. Unofficially.”
Caleb laughed. “I feel like a spy.”
“Kinda are, in a way.”
They talked for a few more minutes before Boyd ended the call. He was still…processing everything. He used the alone time to post pictures he’d taken of them and of the landscape to Facebook, including his favorite selfie of the two of them so far, along with a caption.
 
Me and my daughter!
 
Even staring at the pictures, it almost didn’t feel real.
When Ella emerged from her nap about an hour later, they sat and talked some more before cooking dinner together.
“If I move,” she said, not looking at him, “I probably would have to live with you, at least for a while. That wouldn’t put a crimp in your privacy? You and Caleb?”
“It doesn’t matter. He knows this is important, and he’s all-in.”
She nodded but didn’t reply, and eventually started asking him questions about his parents.
Don’t push.
Maybe once Caleb joined them next Friday she would be able to see for herself that it was the right decision, to move to be with them.
Meanwhile, all he could do was hope.
And pray.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Boyd could see in many ways, beyond appearance, how Ella was just like him.
Including stubborn.
“I still don’t think this is a good idea,” she said Monday in her kitchen before they left for the coffee shop. “Rick’s not going to want to be a part of this baby’s life.”
“Then he should have worn a condom.”
She arched an eyebrow at him. “Really? Because it seems you told me you used one with Mom, and look what happened.”
He sighed. “Good point. Except he’s a forty-something-year-old doctor who should damn well know better. And he’s twice your age.”
“You’re going to go dad on me now?”
“No, I’d like to go dad on him.”
“Well, at least you’re not throwing me out for being knocked up.”
It was her snarky smile that finally did him in and pulled the laugh from him. He wrapped his arms around her as she broke down and started crying.
“I don’t want to be tied to him for the rest of my life,” she choked through her sobs. “He’s an asshole, and I was really freaking drunk. I normally never would have had dinner with the guy, much less have slept with the fucker. He’s great-looking, and I figured if other nurses could hate-fuck him, why not me? He’d hit on me before. I just…didn’t want to be alone that night, and I was really fucking drunk.”
“Even more reason for me to want to beat his ass. Someone who’s drunk can’t give consent. We could file rape charges against him.”
“Except that would never stick this far out from when it happened. Don’t lie to me and tell me it will, because I work in an ER. I’ve seen enough rape kits done, and seen enough detectives with doubt in their faces. I’m not putting myself through that. Plus I don’t want to ruin his life, I just want him out of mine. Doesn’t help that we work at the same damn hospital. And I called him. It wasn’t rape, because at the time, I was totally willing and wanted it.”
She blew out a long breath. “I just didn’t want this.”
“Maybe he won’t want to be involved, but he should at least pay you child support.”
“I don’t want his support, either.”
He stared down into her blue eyes. “I can’t force you to sue him for support, but at the very least, give him a chance. Maybe he’ll surprise you. Stranger things have happened.”
She hitched back another sob and grabbed a piece of paper towel off the roll on the counter. “Only reason I’m going along with this in the first place is because of you. How you reacted.” She blew her nose. “I know you’re right that I at least owe my child a chance to have him in their life. Doesn’t mean I’m going to like it.”
“If he says no, then you’ll have your answer.”
“Any word on Mom’s parents?”
“Not yet. I sent a Facebook message to one of my friends from high school who knew one of her cousins. They haven’t gotten back to me yet.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not holding my breath.”
He finally convinced her to let him drive while she navigated. The coffeeshop was across the street from the hospital, and she had him park in the public parking garage next door.
He wished Caleb was there with him, but this couldn’t wait. The sooner she faced Rick, the better. If for no other reason than it wasn’t healthy for her to be stressing so much when she was pregnant.
If he could prevent his Ella from repeating what happened to Helen, he’d damn sure be a pushy father.
And if he could spare another guy the delayed-reaction shock—and guilt—of finding out decades down the road that he’d spread his genes and created another human being, it was worth that, too.
Maybe she was right and Rick was an asshole who’d tell her to go away.
Maybe he was right, and the guy would be stand-up.
Either way, it needed to be settled.
They arrived first and she chose a booth in the back, in a shadowy corner that offered relative privacy. The guy arrived ten minutes late and was busy scrolling through his phone even as he picked his way back to their table. He wore scrubs and a lab coat and a tense set to his jaw that didn’t look natural. Boyd slipped his cell phone into the front pocket of his shirt, where it sat just a hair taller than the pocket itself.
Rick made no offer to lean in and hug her or even shake her hand. He plopped down in the other side of the booth and finally laid his phone facedown on the table in front of him after sending a dark glare Boyd’s way.
“I need to make this quick,” he said. “I have to be back at the hospital in twenty minutes. What’s going on, and why couldn’t we do this over the phone?”
Boyd was glad he’d elected to be there but managed to remain silent.
Ella took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”
Boyd had honestly expected her to ease into the revelation, not dive in head-first.
Rick sat back. “So?”
“It’s yours.”
His green eyes narrowed, even as his voice dropped. “I don’t know what you want from me.”
“I just wanted to tell you.”
“How do you even know it’s mine?”
Maybe Ella was holding up better to this than Boyd had expected because Rick was basically giving her all the answers she’d expected Boyd to give her when she’d revealed he was her father. “Because you’re the only guy I’ve slept with in the past twelve months, and I don’t believe in virgin births.”
“You said you were on the pill.”
“I am. Was. Guess I’m ‘lucky.’”
He grabbed his phone and started sliding toward the edge of the booth. “I’m going to need to see some DNA results. If it’s mine, let me see the receipts and I’ll reimburse you for half of an abortion—”
“I’m keeping it.”
He froze and stared at her for a long, calculating moment before speaking. His tone dropped. “You try to fucking soak me for child support and I will make sure you never work in another hospital in this area again. I don’t want kids. I don’t even want a girlfriend, and I made that clear when we hooked up.”
“You mean when she was drunk, don’t you?” Boyd asked. “Nice guy, fucking a woman who couldn’t give true consent.”
Now Rick finally pulled his focus onto Boyd. “Who the hell are you?”
“I’m her father, asshole. And you’re older than me.”
He let out a harsh laugh. “Isn’t this the guy you said you’d found? Isn’t that why you were drunk that night? That’s what you told me. Now he’s, what, your fucking sidekick? Unbefuckinglievable.”
Rick leaned in. “Dude, let me tell you something. I’m still trying to pay off the last of my fucking student loans, on top of my malpractice insurance premiums and my daily living expenses and alimony to my fucking ex-wife. I don’t know what fantasy land you’re living in, but I drive a ten-year-old car and live in a shitty apartment. I am not rich, and I do not want a fucking kid. She’s a goddamned nurse. She should have given me a condom if she wasn’t sure if the pill would work, or taken a Plan B pill the next day. I see this bullshit all the time, a nurse thinks she’s gonna snag herself a doctor, and—”
Boyd hadn’t realized he’d started moving, to slide out of the booth and go after the guy, until he felt Ella’s hands clamp onto his left arm.
“Don’t,” she whispered. “Please, don’t. He’s not worth it.”
“I’m not worth it?” Rick laughed. “Honey, I can have any piece of pussy I want in my fucking bed every night. I sleep with nurses all the fucking time, and even hot little residents. Not my fault you weren’t smart enough to go to medical school.”
Boyd tried to move again, but Ella’s grip tightened on his arm. “Listen, you little prick,” Boyd said. “You have a goddamned responsibility.”
Rick slid out of the booth and stood there with a smirk on his face. “Hey, I’m offering to go halves on an abortion. She wants to keep it? That’s all on her. We’re done here.” He jabbed a finger in her direction. “You try to cause me any trouble in the hospital and I’ll have my buddies swear on a stack of Bibles in front of HR that you’re a fucking slut, see if I don’t.”
He turned and stormed out of the coffeeshop.
Ella softly cried next to Boyd. “Told you. This was a waste of time and now he’ll try to ruin me at the hospital.”
Boyd slid his cellphone out of his pocket, hit stop on the video camera, and smiled. “No, he won’t.”
Her eyes widened. “What did you do?”
He tapped the preview square and played the video back. Rick was clearly visible in the frame, and his words perfectly played, completely audible. “Not sure if this would be admissible in court, but your HR rep will probably find it very interesting. Let’s go talk to them.”
Her eyes widened. “What?”
“Pre-emptive strike. Right now. You need this noted in your files before he has time to get his ‘buddies’ together to get their stories straight. This way, once they try that shit, they’ll all drop his ass to save their own. He might be a doctor and older than me, but I’ve had experiencing managing a complex team for years at the county level. He’s a fucking amateur.”
 
* * * *
 
Ella looked stunned and Boyd didn’t blame her. They headed over to the hospital and she led him to the administrative wing. Lorena Calgary, the head of HR, was an older black woman who impassively listened as Boyd summed up the situation twenty minutes after their confrontation with Rick.
Then he played her the video.
Her lips pressed into a severe line when it finished. “Well, this is certainly an interesting turn of events.”
“How so?” Boyd asked.
“Because this is not the first time someone’s approached us about similar behavior. Unfortunately, in the other cases, it was always he said-she said, and we had no proof either way.”
She leaned back in her chair and removed her glasses, laying them on her desk as she pinched the bridge of her nose. “And I didn’t tell you that. They were cases handled by my predecessor, who retired a couple of months ago. So what do you want as the outcome here, Ms. Stinton? A consensual romantic encounter outside of work isn’t territory we enforce, although the fact that he’s a doctor does complicate the matter.”
“I don’t want him trashing my reputation here, for starters. I want my file noted, and his, that he threatened me. I want you to drag him in here, lay down the law to him, and tell him if he doesn’t keep his mouth closed, he’s fired.”
“Do you wish to retain an attorney? Because if they were to subpoena the hospital’s records, especially from my predecessor’s era, they would uncover an interesting pattern of collusion and coverups regarding Dr. McDorman.”
“And you didn’t say that, either?” Boyd snarked.
Ms. Calgary smiled. “I didn’t say a word.”
Ella shook her head. “No. I’m not looking for anything from him, or the hospital. I only want to keep my job. That’s all.”
“Fair enough.” She put her glasses back on and started typing. When she finished, she turned her monitor so they could see it.
It was a basic, no-nonsense statement about the facts of what had happened, as they’d told her, and included the fact that they’d shown Ms. Calgary a video of the confrontation which corroborated Ella’s version of events.
“Is that satisfactory?”
Ella nodded. “Yeah,” she quietly said. “Thanks.”
Ms. Calgary turned her monitor back to face her, tapped a few keys, then passed a tablet and stylus over to Ella. “Signing this means you’ve read it and understand it and that it is your statement of the events.”
Ella signed her name. “Will this go in both our files?”
“Yes. I’ll be calling Dr. McDorman into my office once you’ve left. When is your next shift?”
“Tomorrow.”
“I’ll talk to the head of Emergency Medicine and we’ll transfer him into another department.”
She blanched. “I just want him to leave me alone.”
“Unfortunately, based on that video, that’s not what’s going to happen. And based on his comments, I suspect there are other victims who were too scared to file HR complaints against him. I’ll be scheduling personnel interviews for the whole department.”
Ella’s face paled further. “Why?”
“Because I am morally obligated to make sure this isn’t a hostile work environment, and he’s a lawsuit waiting to happen.” She nodded in Boyd’s direction. “I suspect your father wants to hire an attorney for you.”
“Damn right, I do,” he muttered. “He’s a serial predator.”
“Exactly. Technically, I have enough I could take stronger actions against him now. And based on what I discover through my queries, I still might. Had my predecessor taken these steps against the guy years ago, none of this might have ever happened. He’s been allowed to run roughshod over personnel without oversight, and it stops now.”
She printed out copies of the statement for Ella before they left. Boyd kept an arm around her shoulders as they headed out to his rental. “I wish you’d let me hire an attorney.”
“No. I don’t want that. Any of it.”
“At least you know your job is safe now. Pre-emptive strike.” He held the passenger door open for her and she slid in.
“That doesn’t mean I won’t end up getting run out of the department,” she said once he’d climbed behind the wheel.
“But if anyone tries to retaliate against you now, we will get an attorney and sue. He abused his position of power, and that’s one of the lesser charges against him.”
“What about you and Caleb? Pot, meet Kettle.”
He sighed. “That’s why I struggled for so long. We both did. And it’s why we have to be damned careful at work right now, until we can get him transferred out of my department. I can’t lose my pension, and he can’t lose his job, period. Plus, there were extenuating circumstances surrounding how we ended up together. A literal blind date.”
She studied his profile. “What does that even mean?”
“I’ll remind you not ask questions you don’t really want answered. Because I’ll be happy to tell you the story, but you might not want to hear all of it.”
She seemed to need a moment to process that. “Ah. Okay. Never mind.” She waved her hand in the air. “I don’t want to know my parents’ sex lives.”
He smiled. “Greatly appreciated.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Monday morning, Caleb felt weird getting ready for work alone. In a very short amount of time, he and Boyd had developed a shared routine, deftly stepping around each other, a kiss here or a touch there before leaving for work. Always careful to park away from each other in the employee lot, for now, and careful to let a few minutes spin out one way or the other between their entries to the building.
Still no word from his parents, though. Caleb wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.
What he kept repeating to himself was that he didn’t live anywhere close to them, and by not talking to him, it meant he didn’t have to talk to them.
Of course he loved them. Except ever since he’d come to realize the truths about his sexuality, he fully understood his family’s love for him was completely conditional and situational. As long as they didn’t know he was gay, they’d love him, even if that love came with backhanded compliments and grumbles about his choices in school and career, and poorly founded, inaccurate assessments of the kind of person he was by choosing to set his sights higher. A stereotypical response from his family, who insisted they weren’t “liberal stereotypes of conservatives.”
But he was, in their eyes, also one of the hated “them”—not just an educated “elitist,” but also gay. At least in his mom’s eyes now, even if she hadn’t spilled the beans yet.
Maybe he’d subconsciously factored that into his move, figuring the eventual reveal and accompanying rejection would sting less if he lived farther from them. Easier to make excuses why he couldn’t come home to visit.
It certainly helped his comfort levels.
Monday evening, after returning to Boyd’s, Caleb cruised Facebook to look at the pictures Boyd had posted of him and Ella together.
There was no mistaking that Ella was Boyd’s daughter, even without the picture captions proudly proclaiming her as such. She looked just like him.
Caleb clicked the love button on every picture, even as his heart ached that he wasn’t there with Boyd. It was tempting to call Boyd to see how the talk with the guy had gone, but he didn’t want to interrupt them if they were still talking, and he didn’t want Boyd to think he had some sort of emergency and needed to speak to him right then.
He’d wait to hear from Boyd.
Just a few more days, then they’d be together again. Eventually, Boyd would be able to post pics of the two of them together, but not yet.
Not when they were still hiding the truth from everyone at work. Boyd only had a couple of people friended from work, people he knew were also kinky or, at the very least, openly accepting of alternative lifestyles. Had Caleb friended him on Facebook months earlier, he would have been able to put together the obvious clues that Boyd was not only gay, but kinky.
But eventually…
Eventually.
He could wait for that. He was happy to wait, because on the other side of that wait lay Boyd and his own happiness, and finally being accepted for who and what he was.
 
* * * *
 
Boyd and Ella stopped at the grocery store on the way back to Ella’s apartment. Boyd wanted to fix them dinner and knew neither of them felt like going out to eat.
Besides, he wanted alone time with his daughter. While he’d missed countless dinners with her before, at least this was something he could have a memory of.
Making his mom’s beef stew with her was a good start.
As they cooked and talked, it took every last ounce of willpower Boyd had not to start listing all the reasons Ella would be better off moving to Florida.
He considered that a parenting win.
Instead, he listened to her, let her ask countless questions about his family, his life growing up.
What little he knew about her mom.
In this way, too, he felt like a failure. That he couldn’t give her more information about Helen except what his foggy teenaged brain had somehow managed to save on his mental hard drive. When Helen had left home, apparently she’d managed to take all the pictures she could grab of herself, rightly assuming she might never see her parents again and wanting her child to have a sense of family history. Boyd had been able to identify a few people in the pictures, but not many.
Not nearly enough.
“I’m going to document the hell out of everything,” Ella said. “I want my baby to know who these people are.”
“Good plan.”
She laid a hand on her still-flat tummy and stared at it. “Any news about her parents yet?”
“No, sorry.”
“It still boggles my mind that they just…threw her out.” When she looked at him again, there were tears in her eyes. “Like garbage. How could they do that to her?”
He gathered her into his arms. “Because people are shitty and do shitty things sometimes. If it takes too much time, I’ll find out who you have to contact in the military to see if they have records on them. As their granddaughter, you might be able to do that.”
“I don’t know why I want to find them. Not like they wanted me or Mom. If anything, I want to tell them off. Tell them what assholes they are.”
“It’s human nature to want to come from somewhere, to know your roots.”
“I know she felt discarded,” Ella said, breaking his heart. “Not by you—by her parents. She told me every night how much she loved me, and how she’d never abandon me the way they did her. She wanted to make sure I never felt like that. I could talk to her about anything, no matter what.”
He didn’t have a response for that.
When her phone rang, she frowned when she looked at the screen.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“It’s Rick McDorman.”
“Don’t answer it. Send it to voice mail. Depending on what he says, you might need to save that to play for Lorena Calgary.”
She did just that, both of them waiting to see if he left a message.
Stupid bastard did.
“Listen, you bitch. I told you I’m not paying for your baby. You know fucking well I didn’t coerce you to have sex with me. You called me! You’d better go to HR tomorrow and retract your statement, or so help me, I will fucking ruin you. If I lose my job because of you, you’ll regret it.”
“Guess I’m going to HR first thing in the morning to play that for her,” she said. “And I guess I can forget him willingly paying for anything.”
“Probably for the best. Want me to go in with you to talk to her?”
“No, I can do it.” She laid her hand on her stomach again. “So how do I break it to her that her father’s an asshole who wanted me to abort her?”
“Or him.”
“I’ve been thinking of her as a her. I mean, I don’t know. Just a hunch.” She stared at her stomach and then patted it. “Sorry, kiddo. You deserve better than that loser.”
“She’ll have two grandfathers who will kick anyone’s asses who so much as look at her wrong.” He smiled. “Think of it like that.”
Her sad smile nearly broke his heart. “It’s way better than the alternative.”
“Alternative?”
“Of having no one but me.”
 
* * * *
 
Tuesday morning, Boyd got up before Ella did and was waiting for her in the kitchen to send her to work with a hug. “You sure you don’t want me going to work with you and hanging out in a waiting room or something in case you need me to kick his ass for you?”
At least he got a smile from her. “I can adult, Dad, but thanks.”
“Oooh, I’m getting sarcasm already.” He grinned. “I like that.”
This time, her smile looked a little easier as she hugged him again. “You’re making it hard to want to stick to my plan to work as long as I can before I move. Which is the adult choice, because I need my insurance and I’m supporting myself.”
“And yet your old man is begging you to let him help you out. Self-reliant, but stubborn.” He smiled. “Like I said, you get it honestly from me.” He slipped into the accent. “Ah, you betcha.”
That earned him a giggle. “I promise I’ll text or call you if I feel I need parental backup today. Otherwise, I won’t be back until at least seven. Here’s a spare key for you.”
“Thanks.” He slipped it into his pocket. “I’ll cook dinner tonight.”
He couldn’t interpret her expression even though he sensed she wanted to say something.
Finally, she did. “I really appreciate you giving me a second chance. I know I didn’t make a good first impression that night when I dropped this on you. I think Mom probably would have been ashamed of me for how I acted that night. I’m sorry.”
“In the past,” he assured her. “Forgiven, forgotten.” He hugged her. “I’m not complaining because now you’re stuck with me.”
She snorted. “You might regret that.”
“Never. I have many regrets, but you walking into my life is not one of them.”
Once she was out the door, he brewed a pot of coffee and sent Caleb a text.
 
Call me when you have a moment alone.
 
Five minutes later, as he was sitting on the couch and blissfully sipping his first mug of brew, his phone rang.
“Good morning, Sir.”
Boyd closed his eyes and brought Caleb’s face to mind. “Miss you.”
“Miss you, too, Sir. How’s it going?”
Boyd updated him on the voice mail from Rick. “I suspect today will be interesting for her at work.”
“You’re dying to go there anyway, aren’t you?”
“Duh.” He sipped his coffee. “What I want to do is go punch this fucker.”
“You can’t do that, Sir.”
“Oh, but I can. I think you mean I shouldn’t.”
Caleb laughed at the familiar line. “What’s on the agenda for today besides trying to stay out of jail?”
“I’m going to try to get some work done. Hopefully keep the worst of my e-mail contained.” He set his mug on the coffee table. “Part of me is tempted to jerk off right now with you listening and unable to do anything except get hard and picture me doing it.”
An adorable little squeak made it over the line. “That’s mean,” Caleb whispered.
“No, mean would be me taking pictures of myself jerking off and texting them to you while requiring you lock a chastity cage on yourself and send me pictures as proof, then randomly texting you to go into the bathroom and text me pictures as proof you still have it on.”
Another squeak, making Boyd smile. “That’s just cruel, Sir,” he whispered, but his tone told Boyd he wouldn’t say no.
Except Boyd wasn’t that sadistic. He didn’t want to totally bork Caleb’s concentration for the day. “Yes, it is. Which is why you should consider it a viable threat I’ll hold in reserve for special occasions that warrant it.” He chuckled. “But for now, I’ll let you get going. I’m sure you need to head to the bathroom to adjust yourself so you can return to work.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Oh, and boy?”
“Yes, Sir?”
“No more masturbating. I’m going to go rub one out, because I haven’t come since I was with you, and you jerked off Friday night. Next time you come will be with me here on Friday. Understand?”
Definitely a squeak. “Yes, Sir,” he breathily replied.
“Good boy. Love you.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
Now Boyd really wanted to masturbate. He took his phone with him into the bathroom, where he stripped for his shower and took several pictures to send to Caleb later.
Yeah, I’m not a nice man at alllll.
Then he stood in the shower and jerked his cock, wishing he had Caleb kneeling in front of him to lick and suck it for him. He took his time, stopping so he could actually shower before starting again, finally stroking himself to completion. After he came he leaned against the shower wall to catch his breath.
He hadn’t felt this horny in…years.
Not even Kent’s parties had ever left him feeling like this. Horny…and satisfied at the same time.
Because for the first time, he finally had someone in his life he knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with, and whom he was reasonably sure wanted to spend the rest of their life with him.
 
* * * *
 
Ella looked exhausted when she returned that evening.
“Okay, tell me now,” Boyd said, “because I won’t let it drop.”
She dumped her lunch container into the sink. “As soon as I got there, he was waiting for me in the parking garage and started harassing me. Fortunately, two other nurses were there and basically told him to go fuck himself. All three of us reported it to Ms. Calgary as soon as she arrived at work at nine.”
“What are they going to do about it? And did you play the voice mail for her?”
She nodded, crossing her arms over her chest as she leaned against the counter. “She indicated he’s going to get terminated. Technically she wasn’t supposed to tell me that, I guess, but just like she hinted around at filing a lawsuit.”
“You rethinking that? Because it means you could move and not worry.”
“It wouldn’t pay out in time to pay my bills right now. I just want to do my job and be left alone. He doesn’t want to be part of my baby’s life, fine, but he doesn’t need to be a dick.”
“Well, he is a Richard. Maybe he should be called Dick instead of Rick.”
Finally, the ghost of a smile. She leaned in and hugged him. “Thanks for cooking, Dad. Do I have time for a shower?”
“Yeah, go ahead.”
He watched her leave the kitchen and wondered how difficult it’d be to hire a hit man and get away with it.
And was only a little bit serious.
Maybe.
 
* * * *
 
Boyd insisted on driving Ella to work Wednesday morning, dropping her off at the ER entrance. He didn’t want the asshole to have a chance to harass her.
“Promise to call me if he starts something.”
“I’ll call security first, but yeah.”
What he didn’t tell her was he planned to set up in the coffeeshop so he could be there for her.
Just after ten thirty, she called him in tears. “They just fired him,” she said.
“What happened? Are you all right?”
“He cornered me in a supply room on the ward. I thought he was going to hit me and I screamed. Several people came running, and security dragged him out.”
Relieved, Boyd leaned back in his seat. “You don’t leave the building until I get there, hear me?”
“No worries about that, Dad.” She sniffled. “Thanks for driving me today.”
“I’ll drive you tomorrow, too.”
“No, I’ll be okay. They told me I can park in the patient area right by the entrance for a couple of weeks. He won’t dare start something with me there. Or I can sit in my car in the parking garage and call for a security escort, and they’ll send a cart after me.”
“And you’ll not be stubborn and refuse it, right?”
“I’m not arguing with you. I won’t be stubborn, I promise. I just thought he was a jerk. I didn’t know he was a psycho.”
“This mean you’ll let me and Caleb pack your apartment this weekend and get you moved?”
At least it earned him a laugh. “I’ll pack as much as I can over the next couple of months, then we can schedule you to come out. I don’t want to spend my first weekend meeting my step-dad doing that. I’d rather show him around the area.”
Step-dad.
Boyd couldn’t argue with that reasoning.
Well, he could, but he wouldn’t. “You’re going to love Florida, sweetheart, I promise.”
“Yeah, well, I promise I’m also going to start searching for jobs there online. If I find one before then that won’t mind me going on maternity leave, maybe I’ll move sooner.”
“Really?”
“Even my stubbornness knows its limits.”
He smiled. “Thanks, sweetheart. Love you.”
“Love you, too, Dad. Now let me get back to work.”
He relaxed a little, because at least he now knew. She would move to Florida.
All he had to do was try to coax her into making it sooner rather than later.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Late Thursday afternoon, Boyd drove out to the cemetery again and took another batch of flowers. Maybe it was a useless gesture, but it made him feel a tiny bit better by doing it.
By sitting there and talking to Helen.
Apologizing.
“I will find your parents, if they’re still alive,” he said. “And I’ll give them a piece of my fucking mind for you.”
In all honesty, he couldn’t remember the details of that last night with her, not all of them. Not even specifically of the act itself, beyond how terrified he’d felt and fumbling around. Especially once he realized he needed to think about a guy on the football team to keep his erection and get over.
And, he was ashamed to admit, he didn’t even know if he’d made Helen feel good in the process. He hoped he hadn’t hurt her.
He remembered taking her home later, relief washing through him that he’d never have to do that again, never have to sleep with another girl, and feeling vaguely guilty he hadn’t told her his family was moving, or where. He’d honestly thought the news would have slipped out, but it hadn’t. Not at school, at least.
“I’m sorry I ghosted on you, honey.” He stroked the sun-warmed granite. “I thought you’d meet someone else and go on to have a decent life with them. I never meant to get you pregnant. I damn sure never meant for you to spend the rest of your life alone.”
He pulled out his phone and looked at one of the last pictures ever taken of her, by Ella, at the ocean. Helen wore a sad smile and looked out over the water, the years and strain having aged her far more than himself. Many people thought he was younger than his thirty-nine years.
Helen looked like she was at least fifty, heavy wrinkles and lines around her eyes and mouth, liberal amounts of grey in her auburn hair.
She hadn’t even bothered to try to color it, not wanting to spend the money on herself.
Always putting Ella first in her life, even to her own expense.
More guilt.
More. Fucking. Guilt.
It didn’t matter what logic said—his heart knew he’d spend the rest of his life trying to make it up to Ella, and to his grandchild.
He stopped on the way back to her apartment and went grocery shopping so he could cook them dinner. Today would be day three of Ella’s work week, and she’d have the next three days off, which worked out perfectly.
Tomorrow, she and Caleb would get to meet. Maybe Caleb’s enthusiastic acceptance of the situation would help cement her decision to move to Florida and prod her to accelerate the timeline.
By the time he returned to the apartment it was nearly dark and later than he’d planned to be. He was walking out to grab his cell charger, which he’d forgotten in the rental, when Ella’s car pulled into the parking area and parked in a spot opposite his, facing the other way. When she got out he called out to her, waving and holding a hand up in greeting as headlights from another car swept over her.
She stepped toward him—and the next few seconds passed in a horrific, slow-motion blur. The other car’s tires squealed as the driver gunned the engine and apparently aimed right for her. Ella seemed to realize the car wasn’t swerving or slowing and at the last second, she tried to jump out of the way.
The sickening thump was nearly drowned out by the sound of the car’s engine and his own screams.
“Ella!” Boyd was already running, every sense heightened and his pulse throbbing in his neck as he nearly tripped trying to scramble down to the parking lot.
He heard a crash nearby, but he couldn’t see where Ella landed, at first. He finally found her, facedown and moaning on the pavement, between her car and the one parked on the far side of her.
“Oh, god! Hold on, honey, don’t move!” With trembling fingers he pulled out his phone and dialed 911, putting it on speaker mode as he held her hand.
A woman ran up and she was already on the phone with 911, apparently. He shoved his phone at her, too, as he stayed there with Ella. “Tell them she’s pregnant!”
He heard people shouting nearby and it took every ounce of will he had not to leave her to go see if it was the fucker who’d hit her.
Deliberately hit her.
Shit.
He suspected he knew exactly who would turn out to be the driver, and yeah, it’d be best if he didn’t go see.
Because if it turned out to be Rick McDorman, Boyd knew he’d kill the fucker right there, and Ella needed him more.
The other woman, still on the phone, returned his phone to him after disconnecting with the 911 operator on that call.
Ella was still moaning, crying, and he hoped that was a good thing. That, and she was squeezing his hand hard.
“Don’t move, honey. I’m right here.”
“It hurts. My leg, it hurts so bad.”
“I know, sweetie. The ambulance is coming.” She tried to roll over but he wouldn’t let her, knowing she needed to stay immobile in case she had other injuries.
The next few minutes passed in another confused, painful blur as the ambulance arrived, and police, and another ambulance.
The first officer on the scene wanted Boyd to stay behind and give a statement, but Boyd demanded to ride to the hospital with Ella. The officer finally agreed they’d have another officer follow along and interview him there. After locating Ella’s purse and duffel bag where they’d landed, and running up to lock her apartment door, Boyd climbed in with the ambulance crew.
Only then did he look to see what had happened to the car that had hit her.
It’d crashed into a Dumpster and the concrete enclosure surrounding it. The driver’s door stood open, but on the ground beneath it lay a sheet-shrouded form.
 
* * * *
 
Ella was taken to the closest hospital, not the same one she worked at. She remained conscious the entire ride to the hospital, which was a good thing. An officer arrived minutes later, and while Ella was whisked off to radiology, the officer talked to Boyd and took his statement.
Stunned and now shaking, he kept Ella’s things in his lap and hugged them as he recalled what happened.
“Is he really dead? The driver?”
The officer nodded. “There were several empty alcohol bottles on the front passenger floorboard. He sustained a severe head injury in the wreck. Airbags went off, but we don’t think he was wearing his seatbelt, based on what the windshield looked like. Partially went through it, and a few chunks of concrete came through the windshield, too. Seems like he hit it pretty hard. He was unresponsive when bystanders ran over and pulled him out of the wreck.”
“He was fucking drunk, huh?”
“Have to wait for preliminary toxicology reports, but I’d guess yes.”
“I haven’t seen that car around. Did he live there?”
The officer looked at his notes. “Richard McDorman. Ring a bell?” A look of recognition must have filled Boyd’s face, because the officer’s gaze narrowed. “Sir?”
“Doctor Richard McDorman?”
“That I don’t know. Why?”
“Because it can’t be a mere coincidence that the guy who knocked Ella up, who is a doctor by that same name, and who got fired yesterday from the hospital they both worked at because he threatened her for reporting him to HR, suddenly tried to run her over.”
The officer pulled out a cell phone and called someone. Moments later, they had their answer.
“It’s him.”
Boyd slumped back in his chair. “Motherfucker.”
“I think I’m going to need you to back up and start over with your story, sir.”
Boyd nodded and did just that, including their meeting with McDorman, and with Lorena Calgary, and the events that led to McDorman being terminated from the hospital.
Once Boyd finished his statement, the officer stepped out to make a few phone calls, promising to return shortly so he could talk to Ella.
It was nearly eight local time, meaning eleven in Florida, and he realized he hadn’t called Caleb yet that evening. Hoping Caleb was still awake, he made the call.
“Hey, Sir. I was just about to go to bed.”
“Yeah, it…got crazy here tonight.”
“Crazy?”
There was no other way through the maze than through it. He told Caleb the short version, trying not to hold his breath at the silence from the other end of the line.
“Cay?”
“Can you change your ticket, Sir?”
“My ticket?”
“Yeah. Can you transfer it to her? She can fly home with me on Sunday.”
“What?”
“We’ll pack her apartment while I’m there. You said it’s small, right?”
“Yeah?”
“Fine. We pack her stuff, and you take a few extra days off and drive back. If we can get it packed sooner so you can leave ahead of us, she and I can stay behind in a hotel room and still fly home Sunday. She can live with us until she can be on her own again, and then she can either take my apartment, or eventually find another one while she stays with us. Either way.”
Now Boyd really felt like crying. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah, no question. Why?”
“This is…this is a lot.”
“So?”
“God, I fucking love you so much right now, Cay.”
“Love you, too. We’ll make it through this.”
“Might have to tone down our extracurricular activities for a while.”
Caleb chuckled. “Yeah, well, not like she doesn’t know we’re kinky. And it’s a small price to pay to know she and the baby are safe.”
He was off the call by the time they wheeled Ella back into the room. The nurse left, promising to return shortly, but the female resident stayed behind while she went over Ella’s chart on the computer in the room. Boyd was relieved to see Ella was still awake, although she now had an IV and was apparently being given something for her pain.
The officer had returned, but when Boyd asked for a couple of minutes with her first, he nodded. “I’ll wait right out here,” the officer said. “I only need to talk to her for a few minutes.”
“Okay.” Boyd clasped her hand in his and leaned in. “Hey, there.”
“I’m going to live, Dad.” Her forced smile didn’t fool him in the least. “Minor pelvic fracture, busted left ankle, and my left knee’s swollen from the impact but it doesn’t look like I tore any tendons or ligaments. They don’t think I have any internal injuries.”
“She’s very lucky,” the ER resident said as she went through Ella’s chart. “Ortho looked at her ankle, and she won’t need surgery because of where the fracture is, and it’s minor, but we’re going to put her in a brace to stabilize it.”
“How’s the baby?” he asked.
“Everything looks okay right now, but we’ll want to keep her overnight for observation. Possibly until Saturday. And she’s going to need to stay off her feet for at least four weeks or she could injure her ankle worse.”
“Can she fly?”
The doctor turned from the computer terminal she was working on. “Say what?”
“Fly. Can I put her on an airplane and send her to Florida?”
“Oh, yes, I suppose. Not today.”
“Sunday afternoon.” He met Ella’s gaze, daring her to argue with him.
“She should be okay to fly by then, yes. You’ll need to get a wheelchair, though. To use in the airport. She should not be walking any more than necessary for the next week, at least. And she’ll also need crutches. No weight on that ankle, at all, for right now.”
“She’ll have that.”
“In that case, I don’t see a problem, as long as no complications develop overnight. Let me check on if they’ve got her a room or not.” She left them alone.
“Dad, what are you—”
“I’m going to change my ticket on Sunday, give it to you, and you’ll fly home with Caleb. We’re going pack your apartment, and I’ll drive the moving truck to Florida. Won’t take Caleb and me more than a weekend to pack. You don’t have a lot.”
“But—”
“No. I’m not arguing with you. We’ve already decided it. This is what will happen.”
She looked like she wanted to do just that when she slumped, defeated, and started crying. “Could my life get any crazier?”
“Yeah, a little.”
“How?”
“Because of who tried to run you over.”
She met his gaze. “It was Rick, wasn’t it? That motherfucker. I’m going to kill him.”
“You won’t have to.”
Her eyes widened as his meaning finally hit home. “What?”
“The cops need to talk to you. Let me call the officer back in. I already told him the backstory.”
“But…dead? How?”
“They think he wasn’t wearing a seat belt when he crashed and he sustained a severe head injury in the wreck. He was also probably very drunk.”
She stared at the ceiling as she wiped away tears. “Holy fuck,” she whispered.
“Yeah. So.” He waited until she once again met his gaze. “You can’t live alone right now anyway. You can’t work, so that’s settled, regardless. We good? Any other objections I need to deal with, or are you going to let us take care of you?”
She nodded, which he took as agreement.
He had the officer come in and talk to her. Once they were alone again, Boyd pulled a chair close to her bed and put the side-rail down so he could hold her hand. “I know this sucks, but this could have been so much worse.”
“I know.”
“You’re going to love Caleb. He can’t wait to meet you.”
“He sounds like a great guy.”
Boyd smiled. “Your step-dad.”
It finally pulled a tired smile from her. “I like calling you ‘Dad,’ but I’m not calling him ‘Daddy.’”
Boyd’s mind flashed to Tim and Paul and their dynamic, and how Caleb had started using the title for him, too, and he embraced the evil.
“Yeeeaaah, considering Caleb sometimes calls me that, I don’t think that’s an option.” He smiled.
Her mouth gaped, eyes wide, before she howled with laughter.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Caleb fought the urge to bounce in his seat like a kid as the plane made its final approach to Portland. This week had sucked, and their family leisure weekend had turned into a work weekend.
Worth it.
Totally.
He’d even driven Boyd’s car to the airport at the man’s suggestion because it was larger and would be more comfortable for Ella to ride home in. Caleb couldn’t wait to turn his phone on when they landed, to find out where Boyd awaited him, to find out if Ella had been discharged yet.
To see if the baby was okay.
Yes, his life had taken a seismic shift. The plans he and Boyd originally thought would happen had changed, and changed again now.
He didn’t care.
They had a family—a good, loving, accepting family, not the Dumpster hellfire he’d grown up in. And he still hadn’t heard anything from his family, which he was beginning to look at as a total win.
As soon as the plane finally touched down, he switched his phone on and stared at it, awaiting his text messages. It was the last one he was most interested in.
 
Waiting just outside security area. Love you.
 
He quickly texted him back.
 
On ground, see you soon. Love you, Sir.
 
Boyd loved him for who he was. Despite what others might think were strict demands on him in some ways, they were all demands Caleb felt perfectly fine with. He loved being Boyd’s slave, because he loved Boyd.
He never thought he wasn’t “enough” for Boyd. Boyd wasn’t constantly trying to change him or remake him.
He’d felt far more freedom as Boyd’s slave than he ever had while growing up, or even after moving out of his parents’ home.
Being seated near the middle of the cabin, Caleb had to wait what felt like forever before he could get out, grab his carryons, and head for the door. On the jetway, he wanted to stampede over a couple of slowpokes who were in his way.
At least he hadn’t checked any bags. After the developments of last night, he’d left everything except his tablet behind and used his carryons for what he’d need that weekend. That way, Ella could check a bag in his name for the flight back to Florida on Sunday.
Following the signs, he found his way out to the main terminal, and there stood Boyd, leaning against a column. He practically threw himself at the man, relishing his embrace, in no hurry to move after a week apart.
“Hello, boy,” Boyd whispered against the top of his head. “I missed you so much.”
He squeezed Boyd tighter. “I missed you, too, Daddy,” he whispered. He deeply inhaled, comforted to have the man back in his arms.
“Any checked bags?”
“No, Sir.”
Boyd patted his back and Caleb finally looked up into his smiling face. “Let’s go out to the car.” He leaned in for a quick, public-appropriate kiss.
Out in the car, once they were both inside, Boyd pulled him into his arms for a longer, deeper kiss that left Caleb wanting to blow him right there.
“Thank you for not saying, ‘Fuck this shit,’ and bailing. I wouldn’t blame you for it.”
“Never. You’re stuck with me, Sir.”
“Did your parents give you any hassles?”
“Radio silence from them.”
“So she probably didn’t tell your dad.”
“Probably not. She’ll pretend like nothing was wrong, if I have to guess. How’s Ella?”
“Still in the hospital for tonight. Just a precaution. She was in a lot of pain this morning, and a huge goose-egg had developed on her head last night. They wanted another round of scans to make sure they didn’t miss any brain bleeds or internal injuries or anything, and to make sure the baby’s okay. And it’ll give her another day of no weight on her pelvis or her bum leg.”
“But the baby’s fine?”
He didn’t understand Boyd’s smile. “So far, the baby seems fine.”
“Oh, good.”
Boyd cupped his cheek and turned the full force of his blue eyes on him. “You’re really looking forward to being a grandfather, aren’t you?”
“I mean, I’m never going to be a father, so yeah.”
“You’re actually a dad already. Well, as soon as I marry you. That’ll make it official.”
The familiar thrill rippled through Caleb, the same one he always felt when Boyd talked about marrying him. “I can’t wait, Sir.”
Boyd pulled one of Caleb’s hands into his lap, over his bulge. Beneath Boyd’s jeans, Caleb felt the hard outline of the man’s cock. “Something else I can’t wait for.” Boyd squeezed Caleb’s hand around it. “I bet my boy needs some attention, too.”
He softly moaned. “Yes, Sir.”
Boyd reached into Caleb’s lap, finding his cock already hard, and he couldn’t help rocking his hips against the pressure from Boyd’s hand cupping him. “Just a little while longer, and once we’re alone, Daddy’s going to reward his good boy for being alone all week.”
Caleb moaned. “Thank you, Daddy.”
Boyd kissed him once more before sitting back and removing his hand from Caleb’s cock. “Hungry?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Boyd reached down, squeezed Caleb’s hand, and pulled it from his own jeans. Then he kissed Caleb’s palm before placing it on Boyd’s thigh.
“We’ll stop by and get something on our way to the hospital to visit her. Another thing about her being in there is that she’s out of our way while we’re packing.” He patted the top of Caleb’s hand on his thigh and started the car.
“I know this sucks for her, but is it horrible that I’m glad we’re moving her?”
“No, because that would make me horrible, too.”
 
* * * *
 
The resemblance between father and daughter was both more striking and undeniable when Caleb saw them together in person.
Caleb didn’t bother shaking hands with her—he leaned in to gently hug her when Boyd introduced them upon their arrival in her room.
“It’s so good to finally meet you,” Caleb said.
She looked tired, the dark lines under her eyes aging her. “Nice to finally meet you, too. Dad’s told me a lot about you.”
Caleb smiled and looked to see pride flash across Boyd’s expression over her calling him that. “I’m sorry it took this to get you to move, but I want you to know I’m two hundred percent for this. We’re your family, and we want you with us so we can be there for you.”
Boyd had set their food down on the rolling table over her bed. As her eyes went bright with tears, he reached over and handed her a tissue from a box also sitting there.
“Thanks.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I still can’t believe Rick…”
She didn’t finish.
“I say you should sue the hospital,” Boyd told her. “Lorena Calgary called me this morning to tell me four more nurses have filed statements about McDorman. That he threatened their careers if they spoke out. She suspects there will be more people who come forward now that he’s gone.”
“What’s that going to do, Dad? He’s dead.”
“It could get your insurance and living expenses paid for the next several months, at the very least,” Caleb said. “Don’t dismiss it out of hand.”
“Especially if you ask for a quick settlement,” Boyd added. “Volunteer to sign an NDA if they’ll pay you what you want and pay it off fast. That way, once you can be independent again, we can move you into Caleb’s apartment and transfer the lease into your name. It’s about the size of your apartment now. And that’ll give you breathing room to find a new job. Or if you still need to live with us even once the lease is up on his place, that’s fine, too.”
She looked from Boyd to Caleb and back again. “You’ll both tag-team me until I agree, won’t you?”
“Yep,” they said in unison.
She rolled her eyes, but Caleb didn’t miss the little smile she wore. “Fine, but how am I supposed to file a lawsuit against the hospital if I’m moving?”
“They have these magical things, honey,” Boyd said. “They’re called phones.”
“And computers,” Caleb added.
“Yeah, that,” Boyd said.
Her smile widened a little.
“If you think he’s pushy now,” Caleb said, “wait’ll you’re living with us full-time.”
 
* * * *
 
Boyd resisted the urge to ask them if they liked each other. Because he had an almost desperate need for them to like each other, so they could be a family.
But asking them that right now…
Yeah, like that’d be mature.
From the way Caleb acted, Boyd suspected he liked her. He wasn’t going to try to interpret Ella’s reactions because not only was she not at her best, he couldn’t claim to know her a fraction as well as he knew Caleb.
How fucking sad is that, that I know my fiancé better than my own child. Literally.
It was nearly nine by the time they left the hospital and headed back to Ella’s. Boyd had gone out that morning and purchased moving boxes and arranged for them to pick up the truck tomorrow. He’d spent most of the day packing, including her kitchen stuff and clothes, saving back clothes she’d need in Florida before he arrived with her things. He already had a pile of packed boxes stacked in the corner of her living room, ready to load into the truck.
When they pulled into the parking lot and Caleb got out, he looked around. “Walk me through what happened, Sir,” he quietly said.
The crunched Dumpster had been removed, and another brought out, but it was occupying three parking spaces until the enclosure that usually held it could be repaired.
Boyd pointed. “He came from that direction. Apparently, he’d followed Ella home from work. I was parked three spaces over on this side, right there. Ella had parked on the other side, and she bounced off the front driver’s side quarter panel and ended up between two cars.” He traced Rick’s path. “He crashed there.”
“What did he seriously think he was going to do? Run her over and get away with it?”
“Nobody knows. They didn’t find a note, so they don’t have any idea. I’m sure when the toxicology results come back it’ll turn out he was stinking drunk.”
“He would have had to know they would suspect him first thing, right?”
“You’d think, but then again, apparently he was a serial predator. So…who knows? He’d just been fired, and he knew he wouldn’t get a good reference from them. Maybe he was using a burn-it-all-down approach. We’ll never know.”
Boyd led the way up the walk to her apartment and let them in. When he closed the door behind them and locked it, he grabbed Caleb and slammed him against the door, slanting his lips over Caleb’s in a crushing kiss as Caleb started working on the man’s belt.
“I don’t know if I want to fuck your mouth or your ass, baby,” he rumbled against Caleb’s lips.
Caleb tried to unfasten Boyd’s jeans. “Yes,” he said. “Either. Both. Now, please.”
“I missed you so fucking much.” Boyd stopped what he was doing and pinned Caleb against the door with a hand around his throat. “Tell me what you want.”
“I want to come, Sir.”
“Were you my good boy this week?”
“Yes, Sir. I didn’t come.”
“I guess you didn’t earn a spanking, hmm?”
 
* * * *
 
More heat flared in Caleb’s belly, driving his need even higher than before. “I didn’t say that, Daddy. Don’t good boys get spankings?”
Boyd sucked on Caleb’s lower lip. “Depends on how nicely they beg Daddy for it.”
His knees unhinged and he slid down Boyd’s body until he knelt on the floor in front of him, still trying to get the man’s jeans open. “Please, Daddy,” Caleb begged. “I need a spanking.”
Boyd’s hands closed on either side of his head, and as Caleb finally lowered the man’s zipper and fished out his cock, it was immediately sliding between his lips.
“Hands behind you,” Boyd ordered.
Caleb complied, the beloved feeling of subspace gripping and tugging him under.
Boyd took his time and slowly used Caleb’s mouth, rewarding him with tantalizing drops of pre-cum but not the hard face-fucking Caleb craved.
Caleb needed this man, the peace this part of their relationship gave him, shutting his brain down with trust taking over completely.
“Did you bring your cuffs and collar with you?”
“Yes, Sir,” he mumbled around Boyd’s cock.
“Good boy.” Boyd scratched his head like a beloved pet, and it sank Caleb even deeper.
Unconditional love.
Something he’d never felt from his family.
Then Boyd’s fingers curled around Caleb’s head again. “Take it for me.” He started fucking Caleb’s mouth, hard, deep fast. Caleb’s cock throbbed inside his slacks as he took every thrust, loving the feel of Boyd’s hot flesh against his tongue.
“Not gonna last long,” Boyd grunted, each stroke buried in Caleb’s throat. He was ready to swallow when Boyd exploded. Every drop went down his throat as he moaned, happy to be back with his Sir.
Boyd’s grip on his head eased again, his fingers stroking, not pulling his cock from Caleb’s mouth yet. Caleb had eased up, lightly working the head of Boyd’s spent cock with his tongue, trying to tease every last drop from his slit without overstimulating him.
“Such a good boy,” Boyd hoarsely said. “See if you can get me hard again. If not, that’s okay. I’m sure spanking you will help me.”
It only took him a few minutes to coax interest out of Boyd’s cock. The man pulled Caleb to his feet and kissed him again. “Let’s take this over to the couch.”
Five minutes later they were spread out on the pull-out bed, both naked, with Caleb cuffed and collared and facedown over Boyd’s lap.
Boyd held Caleb’s collar with his left hand, and with his right stroked Caleb’s ass cheeks. “Somebody really wants a spanking, hmm?”
Caleb wiggled his ass at Boyd. “Yes, please!”
“Let’s make this fast and quick so we don’t scare the neighbors.” He proceeded to do just that, hard, quick strokes that made Caleb’s ass burn. His cock rubbed against Boyd’s legs, and he loved how the heat quickly took over, making the pain sweet and dumping another load of endorphins into his system.
“Look at that,” Boyd said as he had Caleb stand up. He fisted his own cock, which had once again gone hard. He handed Caleb the lube. “Get ready to ride, baby.”
 
* * * *
 
Boyd rolled a condom down his shaft and laughed as Caleb eagerly tried to climb on. “Hold on, baby. Little more lube.”
Once Caleb had slicked Boyd’s condom-clad cock with extra lube, he straddled Boyd’s lap and slowly impaled himself all the way to the root, making both of them groan.
He captured Caleb’s mouth with another kiss. “Ride me until you get off, baby. You earned it. Take your time.”
Caleb leaned forward and draped his arms around Boyd’s neck, kissing him as he slowly rose and fell on Boyd’s cock. At this angle, Caleb’s cock was trapped between them and Boyd knew the man had just the right amount of friction to slow-burn his way to a hard orgasm.
Wasn’t their first time like this.
He slid his arms around Caleb, cupping his warm ass cheeks, squeezing, digging his fingers in and loving the moans Caleb made into his mouth as they kissed. Dumping his first load early meant he’d last as long as Caleb needed to get over, and his boy had well earned his release after a week apart.
“Eyes open,” Boyd said.
Caleb wore a deliciously sexy glazed expression, his hooded gaze fixed on Boyd’s as his cock rubbed between them. Pre-cum slicked their flesh, and every stroke rode smoother between their bodies than the last.
Something that had been missing for Boyd with pretty much every other partner he’d had—the deep, personal connection, not just emotional, but like their souls were plugged into each other.
“Such a good boy for me,” Boyd softly said. “So fucking sexy. I didn’t come since Tuesday, either. After we talked I took a shower and jerked off. Since then, I held it for you.”
More of those whimpers, making Boyd’s cock twitch. Caleb’s ass tightly gripped Boyd’s cock as he rode him, grinding at the bottom of every stroke and tipping his hips a little at the top so Boyd’s cock would glide along his gland with every thrust.
It didn’t take him long before his pace quickened, slamming down hard on Boyd’s cock. Boyd quit holding back and grabbed Caleb’s hips, helping him, fucking with him.
“Yes!” Caleb’s cock exploded as he bit back his moan, complete, helpless joy and pleasure transforming his gorgeous face.
As his cum splashed between them, Boyd took over, fucking into Caleb, exploding and filling the condom inside his boy, pulling him close for another kiss as he recovered, happy and, for now, content.
Caleb cuddled against him, sweetly sated and nuzzling his lips against Boyd’s.
“Better, boy?”
He nodded. “Love you, Daddy.”
Boyd smiled. “Love you, too, boy. But you know no matter how damn adorable you are, Daddy’s still a sadist who’s going to put you through the wringer, right?”
Caleb grinned. “I fucking hope so.”
They cleaned up in the bathroom, including a shower, before curling up together on the couch.
“Thank god you’re here,” Boyd mumbled into his hair where Caleb was curled against him. “I missed you so damn much.”
Caleb’s fingers laced through his. “Not as much as I missed you, Sir.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Saturday and Sunday passed in a blur, between bringing Ella home from the hospital and packing all her things. Caleb felt a kinship with Ella in a way, and not just because they had Boyd in common. She was leaving the life she knew behind, hoping to build something better, maybe even with someone.
Caleb had done just that, leading him to Boyd.
Helen had also done it, hoping to eventually find Boyd and reunite with him. To honor Helen’s spirit if nothing else, Caleb would help Ella.
But it was more than that for him, of course. She was his step-daughter—and he was already thinking of her like that regardless of the fact he was less than ten years older than her and he wasn’t actually married to Boyd yet.
Boyd was his in everything but official status.
They finished packing the truck before noon Sunday, and had vacuumed the apartment and cleaned the kitchen and bathroom and turned her keys in. Considering the circumstances, the apartment’s management were willing to let her out of her lease without a penalty, and would mail the check with her security deposit to Boyd’s in Florida.
After loading Ella’s car on the dolly behind the moving truck, Boyd moved the rig so it was out of the way, and the three of them took one last trip to Helen’s grave. Caleb carried the flowers while Boyd carried Ella, because he refused to let her walk across the uneven ground on her crutches despite her protests that she could manage.
He gently set her on the ground in front of the gravestone, then stood with his arms around Caleb.
“Mom, this is Caleb. He seems like a great guy, and Dad’s crazy about him.” She reached out and stroked Helen’s name. “I’m sorry I’m leaving, but Dad’s right, I can’t do this alone. He said you’d want me to be with them and let them help, and I think he’s right. I hope he is. If he’s not, I’m sorry. But at least my baby will have two grandfathers to love her. Or him.”
Caleb brushed away his own tears as she kissed her fingers and touched the stone one last time.
The sad thing was, while Caleb loved his parents and sisters, he didn’t feel as emotional about them as he did right now watching Ella at her mother’s grave.
He pulled Boyd’s arms a little more tightly around him.
 
* * * *
 
On the way back to Ella’s apartment complex, they stopped for lunch. Having stalled as long as they could, Caleb knew he’d once again have to say good-bye to Boyd.
Except now he was being entrusted with taking care of Ella. And he knew if Boyd didn’t trust him, he wouldn’t be doing this.
Next to the truck, Boyd hugged Caleb while Ella looked on from the rental car.
“Love you, Cay,” Boyd whispered in his ear. “Love you so fucking much.”
“Love you, too.” Caleb didn’t want to let go of him. “You drive careful. Don’t you get into an accident or something. Stay safe.”
“I promise. Hopefully I’ll be home by Friday. Thank you so much for doing this.”
Caleb cupped Boyd’s face in his hands. “She’s family. She’s our family. Of course I’m going to do this.”
“Text me as soon as you get to the car in Tampa, then when you get home.”
“I will.”
While Boyd leaned in to give Ella one last hug and say good-bye, Caleb climbed into the rental and gave Ella a smile.
Then, it was time. “Ready?” he asked her.
She nervously nodded. “Yeah.”
It was easier to drop her at the airport terminal first and then return the rental car. He quickly rejoined her, pushing the borrowed wheelchair through the terminal after checking in and getting her bags checked.
“You’d think I wouldn’t be this nervous,” she said. “I’ve been to Florida so many times already when I was looking for Dad.”
Caleb was glad he stood behind her so she couldn’t see his smile. “You’re going to love living there. I know I do.”
“Have you been back to visit your parents since you left?”
“No.” They hadn’t talked much about his family. He didn’t want to burden her with that.
“You’re not close to them, are you?”
“I wish I was. I doubt I’m ever going to be close to them with their current mindset.”
She reached back to pat his hand. “At least you gained a daughter.”
“Yeah, I did.”
“You want to have some fun?”
“How?”
She looked back at him with an evil grin identical to her father’s. “I’ll make sure to call you ‘Dad’ in front of people and watch their reactions.”
He burst out laughing. “Sure. That sounds like fun.”
 
* * * *
 
As their plane descended into Tampa, Caleb didn’t mind when Ella grabbed his hand and held on tight as they passed through a little turbulence.
“Sorry,” she muttered, her eyes tightly closed. “I don’t like flying, even though I did a lot of it the past several months when I was looking for Dad.”
“It’s okay.”
They’d been seated at the front of the plane due to her injured leg, and the airline had a wheelchair waiting for her in the jetway. After helping her into it, he grabbed their carryons and her crutches and followed the airline employee who pushed the wheelchair for her.
It was nearly forty-five minutes later by the time they had her luggage claimed and he’d brought Boyd’s car around to the curbside at arrivals to help her in. For tonight and tomorrow, she could get by without a wheelchair at home as long as she was using the crutches and mostly staying off her feet. Still, he wanted to look into either renting or buying an inexpensive one for her so she wouldn’t be completely housebound for the next several weeks.
His text to Boyd that they were in the car was almost immediately met with a phone call.
“You’d better not be driving,” Caleb said by way of greeting.
“That’s five, boy. And I’m not. I’m stopped for gas and snacks.”
Caleb grinned, biting back his comment that he’d gladly take five strokes for his snark. Ella might be in the lifestyle and know about them, but it didn’t mean he wanted to rub her face in it. “I’ll text you when we’re home.”
“Excellent. Drive safe.”
“Says the man in the truck.”
 
* * * *
 
Boyd stared out at the landscape. He’d made it into Idaho and while he wished Caleb—or Ella—was with him, he was enjoying the drive.
“Want to go for ten, or would that be rewarding bratty behavior?”
Caleb chuckled. “Five’s fine, Sir. Love you.”
“Love you, too.”
Boyd hoped if he pushed hard he could make it back to Florida by Thursday morning. He didn’t mind taking naps in the truck instead of getting a room, and was hoping he could make it as far as Kansas City before he had to pull over and get some real sleep.
It still felt surreal that Ella was moving in with them.
The good kind of surreal.
As he drove, he tried not to plan things in his mind, not wanting to get ahead of himself. They didn’t even know the gender of her baby yet, but he was glomming onto her hunch it was a girl and daydreaming about buying her frilly dresses and princess outfits, while at the same time thinking about teaching her how to take care of her car and fix things so she could be independent.
Wanting to protect her and teach her and love her.
To be there for her in a way he couldn’t be there for Ella.
Her first Christmas.
Helping her do things for Ella on Mother’s Day.
Daycare and first days of school, all the things he heard friends and coworkers talk about but never thought would be part of his life.
Now, it had taken over his life.
Other than when he could finally marry Caleb, and when the baby was born, he knew there would be few, if any, days in his life that could top his current level of joy.
 
* * * *
 
Caleb got them safely home after stopping for take-out once they were in Sarasota. It was great sleeping in his own bed again—Boyd’s bed—but despite sleeping alone, knowing Boyd was making his way to Florida comforted him.
There was also the fact that Ella was there.
Their family.
When he left for work the next morning, he made sure she had his personal cell and work numbers in case she had any problems before he headed in—and he stopped on the way to get coffee. Having already been briefed on the fact that the aroma made her sick, he’d opted not to put her through that.
Small price to pay for having her there, with them.
He also made a note to himself to get some tea so he could still have a morning caffeine infusion when he woke up.
Even better?
Still no contact from his parents, although that morning he received two calls from his aunt’s phone number, but she didn’t leave a message either time.
Fortunately, he was able to buy an inexpensive folding wheelchair from a medical supply store at lunchtime.
Upon seeing it, Ella started crying. “Thank you.” She reached for a hug.
“Um, is this good crying?”
She started laughing as she sat back, even as she still cried. “Yeah. Probably part pregnancy hormones, and part that it’s finally hitting me over the head I have people in my life again who want to help take care of me like Mom did.”
By Thursday afternoon, Boyd was still at least twelve hours away, and Caleb wanted to run to his apartment to get more things to bring to Boyd’s, as well as check his mail. He’d had four more calls from his aunt, but no messages.
He wasn’t sure what was up with that, but he wasn’t going to get sucked into games. If she had something to say to him, she could leave him a message.
If she was going to try to play matchmaker for him, she could forget it.
Ella was going stir-crazy sitting around, so he helped her into Boyd’s car and took the wheelchair with them. It would mean less room for his stuff in the car, but it would give her a chance to see the apartment in case she wanted to live there and take it over.
Except after having her around the house for several days, he knew he’d miss her presence when she eventually moved out. Unlike his three sisters, she was considerate of him, and he was constantly trying to keep her from doing too much.
And she seemed legitimately interested in talking to him, getting to know him, spending their dinners together on the sofa asking him about himself and…in general being a genuinely nice person.
He also felt far more comfortable around her than he did around his sisters.
Once there and after he helped her inside, he watched as she looked around the apartment. “This is really nice.”
“It’s not a bad complex. Even has a pool and exercise room.”
“If I can find a job to afford it before the lease is up, I’d definitely like to take it.”
“But if you can’t, seriously, we’re good with you staying with us.”
“That’s too tempting.” She brushed at her eyes. “I need to be on my own at some point.”
“Doesn’t have to be right now. You’ve been through a lot. Decompress for a while first.”
“I still can’t process Rick tried to kill me.” She slowly shook her head. “Papa Tom’s attorney talked to the hospital this morning. He thinks they’ll be willing to cut me a check fairly fast in exchange for an NDA.”
“Take it.”
“I still need a doctor here.” She stroked her tummy. “For her and for me. I also need to follow up with a doctor about my ankle.”
He was going to reply when someone knocked on his door. “Okay, that’s weird.”
But when he walked over and looked through the viewfinder, he spotted his aunt standing there.
“Shit,” he whispered.
“What—”
“Shh!” He waved at Ella to stay quiet. At least they’d taken Boyd’s car, so unless she’d seen him walk in, she wouldn’t know he was there.
He walked over to Ella, where she sat in her wheelchair, and whispered in her ear. “It’s my aunt.”
“The one who keeps calling?”
“Yeah.” Shit. Well, there went his chance to grab more stuff from the apartment today. “We need to get out of here when she leaves.”
“Hey!” She grinned. “I’ll talk to her. She won’t know who I am.”
“How do you explain being here?”
“I’ll tell her I sublet it from you.”
He thought about it. Did he really care if his family knew he was living somewhere else? He didn’t want them knowing where, exactly, and had already planned to get a PO Box at Boyd’s suggestion to give them as a mailing address.
“You know what? Yeah. Go ahead.” He walked into the bedroom and closed the door nearly all the way, still able to hear but unseen from the entry.
He heard the creak of the wheelchair as she wheeled herself to the front door. Then he heard Ella open it. “Can I help you?”
The woman didn’t reply at first. “I’m looking for Caleb. I’m his aunt, Kelly. I’ve been trying to call him.”
“I’m sorry, but he’s not here.”
“Who are you?”
Caleb had to bite back the laugh threatening to break free as Ella effortlessly channeled Boyd. “I’m none of your business, lady. That’s who I am.”
“Look, missy. I want to speak to Caleb!”
“Then I suggest you call him.”
“He won’t answer my calls.”
“Did you leave him a message?”
“That’s beside the point. Who the hell are you?”
“I’m a friend, and I’m subletting the apartment. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I was getting ready to take a bath.”
“Wait! Why won’t you tell me where he is?”
“Because it’s not any of your business. Frankly, after what I’ve heard about how you people treat him, and how happy he is now, it’s no wonder he won’t answer your calls. Why don’t you leave him alone and let him live his life?” He heard the door slam and the deadbolt lock.
When he stepped out of the bedroom, Kelly pounded on the door again, demanding she open it, but Ella yelled back. “Lady, you have two seconds to leave before I call the fricking cops on you.”
Apparently, that did the trick, because the pounding stopped. Ella wore a triumphant grin and gave him a silent high-five when he walked over and leaned in to hug her.
But now he didn’t want to risk being seen by Aunt Kelly. He peeked out the front blinds, which looked onto the parking area. She was still sitting in her car and seemed to be on the phone with someone. Then, about five minutes later, she left.
“Let’s get moving right now,” he said.
They scrambled as fast as they safely could, and less than five minutes later, they were on their way.
“That was crazy,” Ella said.
“Welcome to my family,” he muttered.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Caleb didn’t want to tell Boyd about the encounter with his aunt until the man made it home. There wasn’t anything Boyd could do about it, and Caleb didn’t want to upset or distract him when he was so close to Florida.
He’d only stopped and gotten a hotel room for one night, choosing instead to take naps in rest areas.
By Friday morning, Boyd still hadn’t made it home before Caleb had to leave for work because of construction traffic slowing him down in northern Florida. Ella promised to text Caleb as soon as he rolled in, but they both expected him to probably collapse, exhausted, immediately after he arrived.
Caleb was sitting in a meeting when his personal cell vibrated in his pocket. He fully expected to see a text from Ella and had to carefully school his expression when instead he found a text from his aunt.
 
You’d better call me and talk to me. Your mother has had enough of this nonsense.
 
If it wasn’t for the fact that Caleb had to pay attention to what was going on and was sitting in a room full of twenty or so other people, he would have called her and told her where to go and what to do on the way there.
Instead, he replied with a text.
 
I’m living my life for ME now. I really don’t care what any of you think anymore. Until you all can accept me for who I am, leave me alone. I won’t allow your bigotry to control my life.
 
When it vibrated again a few minutes later, he was prepared to see an angry response from her, but instead it was a text from Ella.
 
He’s home. :) I told him I’d text you. He’s already asleep.
 
Relief filled him.
 
Thanks. :)
 
At least that was one worry off his plate.
When he returned to Boyd’s that evening, he smiled at the sight of the moving truck parked in the driveway with Ella’s car on the dolly. He supposed that meant Boyd was still asleep.
When he let himself in, she was sitting on the couch with her laptop and confirmed it. “He hasn’t been up. How about I call in pizza for dinner tonight? My treat.”
“Thanks.”
He quietly let himself into the darkened bedroom and stripped, carefully sliding into bed next to Boyd to spoon along his back.
The man stirred, reaching behind him and grabbing Caleb’s ass before he ground against him. “Mmmm. My boy.”
Caleb buried his face against the back of Boyd’s neck and deeply inhaled. “Welcome home, Sir.”
Boyd rolled over to face him and kissed him, his hard cock rubbing against Caleb’s. “Go bring me the cane.”
Caleb felt himself melting, the sweet spin into subspace already starting. Of course Boyd wouldn’t forget about the five.
He didn’t want him to forget, either.
Climbing out of bed, he went to their closet and grabbed the cane Boyd kept there just for this purpose. When Caleb returned to bed, Boyd was sitting up, waiting.
He handed it to him, unable to keep the smile off his face.
“I think you enjoy strokes a little too much, boy.”
“Only when they come from you, Sir.”
His sleepy, throaty chuckle made Caleb’s cock twitch. “Assume the position.”
Caleb bent over the side of the bed, legs spread, hands flat on the mattress, ass in the air.
Boyd stood and walked around him, planting his left hand in the middle of Caleb’s back. “Fast and hard. No counting needed.”
That was all the warning Caleb received before the strokes sliced into his ass and upper thighs like stripes of fire flashing across his flesh. He bit down on the sheets to hold back his moan even as his cock throbbed, trapped between his body and the bed.
Boyd dropped the cane onto the bed and folded himself over Caleb’s body, lacing fingers with him, his full weight pressing Caleb into the mattress. “Good boy,” he whispered, nipping the back of his neck. He felt Boyd’s hard cock nestled along the seam of his ass. “All better.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
But Boyd didn’t let him up. Caleb felt him reach for something, then cool lube drizzled down the seam of his ass. He arched his back and moaned, needy, desperate to be fucked.
He hadn’t come all week despite not being ordered not to.
He knew Boyd wouldn’t, so he wouldn’t, either.
When the thick head of Boyd’s cock pressed against his rim, Caleb rocked back, wanting him now, hard and fast and the man’s body rubbing against the welts already rising on his flesh from the cane strokes. The sound of flesh slapping flesh filled the room, Boyd’s balls lightly smacking against his sore ass at the bottom of every thrust.
“Good boy. Hold it.” Boyd grabbed Caleb’s hips and used him hard. Every deep stroke bottomed out inside him, and Caleb had to bite down on his lower lip to hold back his own climax.
It didn’t take Boyd long to fill him, biting down on Caleb’s shoulder to stifle his own moan. After catching his breath, he straightened and pulled Caleb up with him, his left hand cupped around the front of his throat and the right around Caleb’s needy cock.
“Make it fast, boy.” He jerked him hard, roughly, nothing tender about this at all and exactly what Caleb desperately needed after nearly a week apart from him. No stray thoughts made it into his conscious brain past the feel of Boyd’s fist on him, the man’s cock still embedded inside his sore ass, his warm breath against his shoulder.
Perfection and exactly how he wanted to spend the rest of his life.
Caleb didn’t hold back, quickly exploding. When he moaned, Boyd shifted his hand up, covering Caleb’s mouth to muffle the sound. Caleb sucked and licked his fingers as much as he could, reveling in the sheer pleasure exploding inside him as his cum filled Boyd’s hand.
Boyd nuzzled his ear. “God, I fucking missed you.”
If Caleb could press against him any harder, or get any closer, he would. “Me, too,” he mumbled behind Boyd’s hand.
He chuckled and released him, pulling out and turning Caleb around. “Quick shower.” He wore a sated, satisfied smile.
“Yes, Sir. Ella’s ordering us pizza for dinner.”
“Perfect.” He led Caleb into the master bathroom and they stood under the spray for a moment after cleaning up. “She told me about yesterday.”
Fucking reality. “Yeah, well, there’s a part two.” He told Boyd about the text from his aunt.
“Hmm. Okay. Let me think on the best way to handle that.”
 
* * * *
 
Sure, Boyd had dealt with bigots in his life, but never someone supposedly close to him like Caleb’s family. This was totally new territory for him.
While logically he knew Caleb’s family would likely never have some magical transformation in their thought patterns, he still didn’t want to openly and deliberately antagonize them and create a permanent, irreparable rift.
“Anything else I need to know?”
“That’s it, Sir.”
“Let me think about if we should be responding in some other way. Don’t do anything else without talking to me first. Don’t answer their calls or respond to texts without my input.”
“Yes, Sir.”
They finished their shower and threw on shorts and T-shirts to join Ella in the living room.
“I have a doctor’s appointment for next Wednesday,” she told them.
“What time?” Boyd asked. “I’ll come home and drive you.”
“Uh, no, you won’t. You’ve missed enough work.”
“You shouldn’t be driving yet,” he insisted.
“And I won’t. I’ll call an Uber.” When Boyd started to protest again, she cut him off. “Dad, I’m not an invalid. I’ve got this. I can use crutches. Please, you’ve gone above and beyond already. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but let me adult.”
He looked to Caleb for backup.
“Sir, she’ll be okay. She wouldn’t put herself or her baby in jeopardy.”
Boyd scowled. “I should beat you for using logic against me.”
Ella giggled. “Nah, that’s just not fair, Dad. What do you guys want on your pizzas?”
She placed the order while he and Caleb headed out to start unloading. They got her car off the dolly and unhooked that so Boyd could turn the truck around and back it up to the garage. By the time the food arrived, they had the garage rearranged and about half the truck unloaded, including taking her boxes of clothes into the guest room.
Sitting at the table, the three of them, Boyd felt an unexpected prickle of tears hit him, forcing him to blink them away.
Ella and Caleb both noticed.
“What’s wrong, Dad?” she asked.
“Nothing. I mean, seriously, nothing. Ever since I learned about you, I wanted…something. This, maybe, I guess. And now you’re here, with us. I just…” He felt at a loss for words. “I can’t wait for the baby to arrive.”
She smiled. “So when are we marrying you two off?”
The only drawback right now. “We need to be careful because of work. Once we can get Cay transferred, then we can do it.”
“It sucks you guys can’t be more open right now.”
“It is what it is.” He reached over and squeezed Caleb’s shoulder. “The important thing is we’re a family, and we know it, even if no one else can know it right now.”
By the time Sunday evening rolled around, Caleb hadn’t received any more calls or texts from his aunt, or from other family members. They’d unloaded all of Ella’s things and turned in the truck and car dolly. In addition to that, they’d retrieved more of Caleb’s belongings. Except for Caleb’s furniture, which they didn’t have room for in the house with Ella’s things in the garage, his apartment was empty.
Boyd was under no illusions that this uneasy silence from Caleb’s family was simply a break in the hostilities. They likely would make another play.
The problem was, they couldn’t live their lives anticipating it. Caleb was an adult, his family lived in a different state, and there literally was nothing they could do to him now.
Especially with his secret out.
All Boyd could do was sit back, try to keep Caleb distracted from thinking about them, and buffer him as best he could while they worked their way through being a new family together.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Monday morning, Boyd left home for work over an hour early to try to get caught up somewhat. He’d spent a chunk of yesterday evening in bed with his work laptop and Caleb curled up next to him while he went through his work e-mails and tried to clear things out. It still left a lot of ground to cover after having been out of the office for two weeks, most of the last week spent unable to do more than skim e-mails on his work phone at gas stops and reply only to the most urgent items.
He’d also marked his calendar that he wasn’t available for any meetings that morning in an attempt to slog through the worst of everything before lunch, which he intended to eat sitting there at his desk while he—spoiler alert—worked.
That’s why it surprised him when Ed Thorton, his boss and head of Planning and Zoning, summoned Boyd to his office a little after ten that morning.
Shit.
He was even more surprised to find Caleb already sitting there and looking shell-shocked.
“Shut the door, please, Boyd,” Ed said from where he stood behind his desk.
Hoping he could spin whatever fuckstorm this was into something that would leave both of them with their jobs, Boyd slowly shut the door. “What’s going on?”
“I need you to sit down, please.” Ed took his seat behind his desk.
Boyd slowly crossed the room and rounded the other chair, glancing at Caleb before focusing on Ed. “Why does this sound serious?” He wouldn’t offer anything more than that without knowing what they were dealing with.
“Because it…might be.”
“Might be?”
“I received a very interesting and borderline hysterical call this morning from a woman named Elenora Prevost.”
Oh, fuck. “And?”
“Says her sister is Caleb’s aunt, and she went to see him last week. And, long story short, that Caleb is gay and apparently not living at his apartment, but with some guy he works with or for.” Ed sat back in his chair and leveled a gaze at Boyd. “Care to take a guess the name she gave me?”
Inwardly, Boyd winced. But he refused to blink, to cower, to react without knowing the full story. “Should I?”
“This is a serious allegation, Boyd.”
Boyd glanced at Caleb, who now sat staring at the floor. “I’d like to hear the full allegation before I respond,” Boyd said, swinging his gaze back to Ed.
“She said her sister went to Caleb’s apartment and a woman there said she was subletting. They snooped on Facebook, saw that Caleb had liked and commented on a bunch of your pictures, and the aunt recognized your daughter. That’s how they got your name.
“The aunt cruised by your house, after they used county property tax records to find out where you live, and saw Caleb’s car there. Then, because our county website is so helpful, she Googled your name, found your name on our county website, was able to run up the phone tree to puzzle out what your position was, and that I’m your boss.”
The man leaned forward, his hands clasped together on his desk. “Let me tell you something—that crazy-ass phone call was not how I wanted to start my Monday morning.”
Fuck.
Except Ed wasn’t done. “She demanded I fire Caleb because he’s gay, so he can move back home ‘and be a good boy,’ as she put it. Now, honestly, the woman sounded like a total nutjob to me, so I’ll leave it at that. I told her truthfully that employees’ personal lives were none of my business, and that I would not discuss them with her. When she wasn’t happy with that answer, I informed her that Sarasota County is an equal-opportunity employer who doesn’t kowtow to bigots. Then she hung up on me.
“However…if her allegations are true about a workplace romance, that the two of you are involved with each other, then we actually do need to have a serious discussion. Caleb refused to answer my questions without you here.” He leaned back in his chair and swept a hand at Boyd. “Now you are caught up, and this is where you and I need to talk.”
Boyd pulled in a slow breath and then reached over to clasp Caleb’s hand, gently squeezing. “It’s a long story. Parts of it are very private, and I refuse to tell them. This started outside of work, and we didn’t recognize or realize who the other was when our relationship…grew intimate. Ever since then, however, I’ve been watching for a lateral position to open up to transfer Caleb into outside my department.”
“How long’s this been going on?”
“Only a couple of weeks,” he fibbed, squeezing Caleb’s hand as he did to make him pay attention and hoping Ed wouldn’t do the math. “He’s not officially living with me, but only because we were putting that off until he could transfer.”
Ed rubbed at his forehead. “I’m going to ask a stupid question—how could you not recognize each other when you met outside of work?”
“Let’s call it a costume party and leave it at that.”
“Okay.” Ed leveled a gaze at him. “Have you talked to Calvin, then?”
“Not yet. I was going to, then with the trip out to Oregon, and my daughter nearly dying, it got away from me. It was on my list of things to do early this week.” He realized Caleb’s hand was trembling in his and he gave him another gentle squeeze.
Stay strong, boy.
“All right. Boyd, I need you to return to your office for a little while, please. Stay available, because I’m going to talk with you again shortly. Caleb, you stay. I need to speak with you. Alone.”
Now Caleb looked at Boyd, wild fear filling his sweet green gaze.
Boyd couldn’t help it—he turned in his chair and gently palmed Caleb’s cheek with his other hand. “Answer his questions,” he softly said, hoping Caleb had processed he’d said it’d only been a couple of weeks. “You don’t have to answer anything you don’t want to.”
Fortunately, Caleb only nodded and didn’t let a Yes, Sir slip out. After giving Caleb’s hand one last squeeze, Boyd stood and returned to his office.
 
* * * *
 
Caleb thought he might be sick when he heard the office door shut behind Boyd. He still couldn’t bring himself to look Ed Thorton in the eyes and instead focused on his desk.
“I’ll keep this short—how did your relationship with Boyd start?”
“Outside work, just like he said. We didn’t recognize each other at the party.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Help me understand this. He hired you in and you work with him. You see him every day. How could the two of you not recognize each other?”
“It doesn’t have to make sense.” Caleb drew in a breath. “Mutual friends didn’t know we worked together, and they introduced us to each other at a…costume party. No one was using their real names. We didn’t know each other’s real identities until nearly a week later. Even then, when Boyd found out who I was, before I knew who he was, he wasn’t even going to have a relationship with me, at first.”
“At first?”
“I talked him into it.” It was close enough to the truth.
Thorton leaned forward. “At any time did Boyd pressure you for a relationship, or make inappropriate advances toward you, or use his position of authority to manipulate you into a relationship?”
“No, never. We had lunch the day before I found out it was him I’d met, and I still didn’t know it was him until after the fact. I didn’t even know he was gay, if that tells you anything.”
Ed’s brow furrowed. “I thought everyone knew he was gay.”
“Well, I didn’t. I’m rarely on Facebook, and I wasn’t Facebook friends with him at that point. We never discussed things like that because, hello, work. We were both professional. That’s another reason we didn’t put it together at first, because he didn’t know I was gay, either. Ever since, we’ve been careful at work. If anything, he’s way tougher on me now than he was before. I’m expected to be here earlier and work later, and harder, than anyone else. I’m not cut any slack. We were planning on keeping things secret until after I changed positions, then we knew it’d be okay.”
Thorton picked up a pen and twirled it in his fingers. “Do you want to file a sexual harassment complaint against Boyd?”
Now Caleb found his courage and met Thorton’s gaze head-on. “It’s not a good situation, but we were trying to remedy it without letting anyone know. That should mean something. If you try to file a report about this, I’ll lie and say I have no idea what you’re talking about. That, and that my mother really is a religious whackadoodle trying to cause trouble for me just because she’s mad that I’m gay, which is absolutely the truth. I will claim I feel that you are persecuting me and Boyd because of our sexual orientations, and Boyd and I will probably have a damn good lawsuit against the county for it since there is nothing in either of our personnel records that would show we’re anything other than exemplary employees. I don’t want to do that, but I will not let you ruin Boyd’s career, or mine.”
Thorton rubbed at his forehead. “Okay, okay. Point taken. I’ll talk to Calvin Estes and transfer you over to Zoning without a swap. They have a bunch of heavy stuff coming up over the next couple of months with the comp plan work the BCC has to do. It’d make sense to move you in there early to get you up to speed. Plus you already have an extensive background in zoning. If you and Boyd keep things on the down-low for a while, it shouldn’t raise any questions.”
He met Caleb’s gaze with an icy stare and tapped his desk with the pen for emphasis. “Give it at least a couple of weeks before either of you mention anything around coworkers. In fact, the less you say, the better. I receive any complaints from anyone about the two of you, at that point it’s out of my hands. This is your only mulligan. Got it?”
Caleb felt the sick fear that had been tightly lodged in his stomach start to ease. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”
“I’m not going to tell Calvin the real reason why you have to be transferred, obviously. I’ll parse this so it looks like it’s coming directly from me because of the upcoming workload. There’s no money to hire anyone extra in either department right now, and we were going to have to transfer someone in anyway. It would behoove you both to go along with that story, because that’s how I’m selling it. Understand?”
Caleb nodded, close to throwing up from how relieved he felt.
“All right, we’re done here. Leave the door open, please.”
“Thank you.” Caleb fought the urge to run from his office. Instead of heading to his desk, he stopped by the bathroom and locked himself into the wheelchair-accessible stall so he could splash water on his face. At least he worked in a cubicle by himself, but he’d have to pass Boyd’s office to return to his desk without taking the long way around the office and having that look…strange.
Staring into the mirror, he felt rage wash through him, struggling to dominate the fear already filling him. Part of him wanted to call his mother and scream at her, except he knew that would very likely make the situation worse.
I can’t do anything before I talk to Boyd.
 
* * * *
 
Boyd struggled against the urge to stand in his office doorway and wait for Caleb to walk past. Ed Thorton was a good man, a fair man, and hopefully he’d find his way around this without either of them losing their jobs over it.
He hoped.
His phone rang about fifteen minutes after he’d returned to his office—Ed Thorton.
“My office, please.” Ed hung up without awaiting a response.
Shit.
When Boyd stepped out of his office, he nearly ran into Caleb, who’d been walking head-down as he returned to his cube. Caleb froze, fear splashed across his face.
Feeling like every eye was on them, but knowing in reality no one could see them, Boyd whispered, “Good boy,” then stepped around Caleb without glancing around to see if anyone had been close enough to hear. Usually not, because that corridor ran along a wall, with his office at the end and the flat sides of cube walls lining it, their entries to the inside.
Hopefully this wouldn’t take long.
Ed was alone in his office when Boyd reached the doorway. He was on the phone, but motioned for Boyd to come in and shut the door. Boyd retook the seat he’d occupied earlier and waited until Ed ended his call.
“I’ll keep it short. Caleb swears there was no impropriety at work or on your part. He also swore if I try to file a report that the two of you will counter-file a complaint that you’re both being discriminated against for being gay.”
Boyd struggled and somehow won the battle to not burst out laughing.
That’s my boy. “Okay. Thank you.”
“Calvin’s on his way down here now. He was upstairs talking to one of the commissioners. Here’s how we’re spinning it—the transfer is my idea, because they’re going to need extra help with the comp plan stuff coming up anyway, so I’m not waiting to make the personnel transfer. Caleb is the most junior staffer, lowest salary, easiest to transfer, has the zoning experience, and you’ve signed off on the transfer already. It’s happening today because I didn’t want to bother you while you were out of the office, or I would have done it last week. Got it?”
Boyd’s relief helped him rein in his amusement at Caleb’s quick thinking. “Got it.”
“You follow my lead, and maybe we all get out of this with nothing more than the good start on an ulcer.”
Boyd nodded, relaxing in his seat.
The knock on the door sounded seconds later. “Come in,” Ed called.
Twenty minutes later, the meeting ended with Calvin taking on Caleb and Ed already making the changes in the HR file to move him to Calvin’s department.
On Boyd’s way to his office, he turned and walked through the cube corridor, pausing at Caleb’s. Caleb sat at his desk, in front of his computer but with his hands in his lap and a distant stare in his eyes.
My poor boy. “Can I talk to you for just a second? My office, please.”
Boyd didn’t wait. He was already sitting behind his desk when Caleb appeared in his doorway.
“Door open, please,” Boyd said, when Caleb started to close it, trying to keep his tone normal.
Hopefully Caleb would take a hint that things were okay.
“Sir?”
In some ways, they could get away with that at work, if it wasn’t too obvious.
“Have a seat.” He didn’t want to close his blinds in the window open to the corridor, because that would also be unusual for him.
Pulling his boss mask into place, Boyd didn’t leave Caleb spinning after he took a seat. Boyd knew no one could hear them talking, but in case someone walked by, he wanted a full sell on the story. “Ed Thorton is transferring you to Zoning to ease their workload. Calvin Estes will be your new supervisor.”
He paused as Caleb slumped in his seat, obvious relief painted on his features. “I need you to head over to his office to talk with him,” Boyd continued. “He’s expecting you. He’ll tell you where your new desk will be and get you up to speed there. You can finish anything you’re working on for me that you’re deep into, but anything you’ve just been assigned, that needs to get passed off to other planners. We’ll need to talk to IT about moving your phone and your laptop docking station and stuff when you know where your new desk will be.”
Caleb nodded, a little too eagerly, his smile a little too wide. “Yes, Sir.”
Boyd winked, wishing his cock wasn’t hard as he imagined putting Caleb on his knees under his desk to blow him. “Before the end of the day, please send me a list of what you’re working on and what needs to get handed off.”
“I will, thank you.”
“That’s all.” He turned to his computer and hoped the rest of the day would settle down.
Caleb stood, but didn’t leave.
“Was there something else?” Boyd asked.
Caleb’s voice dropped to a barely audible whisper. “Perhaps Daddy should lock down his Facebook privacy settings the way he ordered his boy to.”
Oh no he didn’t.
Boyd slowly leaned back in his chair and spotted the playful smirk Caleb tried and failed to hold completely in check. Boyd slowly held up five fingers, waggling them at Caleb and arching an eyebrow at him.
Five strokes.
Caleb’s smile broke through and he nodded. It wasn’t often Boyd assigned strokes like that, but usually it was because Caleb had turned a little bratty, just a smidge, deliberately. Like he had on the phone with him before.
Boyd loved his playful spirit. He pointed at the door. “Go on. Good luck over at Zoning.”
“Thank you…Sir.” That one was accompanied by a wink. Boyd struggled not to reach down to adjust himself and give Caleb the satisfaction of knowing he’d done that to him.
I’ll show him later tonight.
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Caleb struggled to focus for the rest of the day. Not just because of the scare at work, but his bubbling rage at his mother for honestly thinking she was going to interfere with his life like that and control what he did.
So much for her silence being a good thing.
All that tempered by more than a little bit of the good kind of anticipation over the five strokes he’d earned himself.
Worth it.
He usually wasn’t mouthy like that to Boyd. Caleb didn’t like being a brat, and Boyd wasn’t particularly fond of bratty behavior.
Except every once in a while, it was fun to test the waters.
He thought about asking Boyd if he wanted to go grab lunch, but when he walked to Boyd’s office, his door was shut and he could see Boyd working head-down over his computer, his back to the windows.
Then again, maybe that wouldn’t be a good idea. Don’t want to push the envelope.
He headed downstairs and to the sandwich shop they’d first gone to. It was tempting to call his mom and bitch her out, but he wanted to talk to Boyd first. Besides, Boyd had ordered him to wait for his input.
Caleb had no more patience, though. After this, he was done with his mom.
Period.
He’d let Boyd decide how to handle this. Plus, the longer he maintained a radio silence with his mother, the more he knew it would likely make her nervous. She was used to dealing with outbursts from his father.
But silence was like a torture of a thousand painful deaths to her.
Before he headed back to work he called Ella.
“How’s it going?” he asked her.
“I’m okay. Bored out of my head, no offense. Going through employment stuff.”
“Sorry.”
“Are you all right? You sound…off.”
“No, not really.” He gave her a very abbreviated version of what happened.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake! So now they’re trying to harass you and Dad for being together?”
“You don’t understand—my parents are very homophobic.”
“But you’re their son!”
“Exactly. I don’t know what my aunt was doing around this area, but don’t let anyone in and call Boyd or me if someone shows up.”
“Screw that, I’ll call the damn cops first, then you.”
At least she’d inherited her father’s spirit. “That’ll work, too.”
By the end of the work day, Caleb had a new desk on the same floor but in a different area. He already had a passing acquaintance with most of his new coworkers, and it wouldn’t take him long to learn everyone’s names. He’d still be working on projects for Planning for a few days, even as he was brought into Zoning to learn the ropes there.
While this was stressful, it also felt exhilarating—one step closer to being married to Boyd and having his dream guy for life.
Boyd was still working with his office door closed when Caleb left work for the day. When he walked into the house, he smelled that Ella had dinner cooking and found her in the kitchen, fortunately sitting in the wheelchair, but she had her crutches propped against the counter. She’d made meatloaf and macaroni and cheese.
“I figured you guys would want some comfort food tonight.”
“Thanks. I’m going to go change. I don’t know what time your dad’s going to be home. He was still working when I left.”
“Are your jobs safe?”
“Seems to be. I’m already moved to my new department. I guess we’ll have to see what happens next.” He headed to their bedroom and changed clothes. After thinking about it, he walked over to the closet, retrieved the cane, and left it on the bed.
He was still in the bathroom when he heard the front door open and close, and the sound of Boyd’s voice. Caleb was finishing up in the bathroom and had just washed his hands when the bathroom door opened.
Caleb spotted in the mirror that Boyd held the cane.
He immediately shoved his shorts and briefs down and bent over, hands on the counter.
In the mirror he watched Boyd smile as he walked over. “Good boy,” he softly said.
He held the back of Caleb’s neck with his left hand and delivered five hard, stinging strokes with the cane over the still fading marks from the last five he’d earned.
Boyd set the cane aside and reached around Caleb, grabbing his cock. “You can come—you earned it.”
Caleb didn’t argue, meeting Boyd’s gaze in the mirror as the man jacked his cock, feeling Boyd’s hard cock pressing against his ass through the man’s slacks. When Caleb came, Boyd brought his hand up to Caleb’s mouth and made him lick it clean. Then he pulled him up from the counter, spun him around, and pointed at the floor.
He dropped like a rock, fumbling for Boyd’s fly and finally freeing his cock, moaning when Boyd took over and quickly fucked a load down Caleb’s throat. Then Boyd pulled him to his feet, holding him.
“Such a good boy,” he whispered. “You did so good today. I’m so proud of you.”
Everything inside Caleb’s brain shut up and shut down except for the sound of Boyd’s words whispered in his ear. All the stress—gone. Melted away with the pain and the love his Sir gave him.
“Are we really okay, Sir? At work?”
“Yeah. We’re safe.” He kissed him. “You know what happens now, right?”
“Sir?”
Boyd smiled. “We get to shop for wedding rings.”
 
* * * *
 
With their secret out at work, there was no longer a reason to delay their wedding.
Since Ella was already a member of Venture, and knew about their relationship, Boyd opted to hold the wedding there two weeks after his return from Oregon. He didn’t need to invite people from work, thinking it was probably better they didn’t attend.
Caleb agreed he was happy with that decision.
Boyd also invited Kent, Tim, and Paul, since Kent especially played a key role in them reaching that point.
That past Wednesday, on their lunch hour, Boyd and Caleb went down to the county clerk’s office and got their marriage license.
Today they were making it official.
With Ella still using the wheelchair, because Boyd was terrified to let her walk and risk hurting herself on the crutches, they gathered at Venture with everyone early before a Saturday evening play party. Boyd had invited a few lifestyle friends as well, like Tristan, Kyle, and Jessica, Cali and her guys, and Loren was performing their ceremony. Jessica had volunteered to take pictures for them, and would be capturing both their collaring and wedding vows.
“Hey, everybody,” Loren called out with a smile to get everyone’s attention. “Looks like everyone’s here, right? Let’s get started.”
Boyd remembered how it wasn’t too terribly long ago he’d felt a little envious of Tristan for getting together with Kyle.
If only he’d known who was awaiting him, he would have happily waited.
He wasn’t just marrying Caleb tonight—he would also collar him, and he wanted to collar him first.
Boyd took Caleb’s hands in his as they stood in front of Loren. He smiled as he squeezed Caleb’s hands and glanced at the floor, then back at him.
Caleb smiled and dropped to his knees in front of Boyd. “You have been through the wringer the past couple of months with me,” Boyd said. “I’ve asked more of you than anyone has a right to, and you’ve kept saying yes to me. As your Dominant, you’ve made me proud. As your Daddy, you’ve always kept me on my toes. But as your Master, you’ve made me weak in the knees and challenge me to be a better man, the best man I can be, someone you can be proud of and want to keep serving. It’s one thing to marry someone, but it’s another to ask that person to give themselves wholly to you. And that’s what I’m asking of you—to be my slave.
“I know it’s a lot to ask, and I know it won’t always be easy. I can’t promise I won’t screw up, because I’m the first to admit I’m not perfect. But I do promise to put your needs before mine, that you are the only person I want sharing my life and my bed, that I will never betray your trust, and I will always have your back. But if you want that, you need to say it in front of everyone before we take our wedding vows. Because your ring is also your collar, just like my ring will be my statement to the world that you own my heart and I belong to you, too.”
Caleb blinked back tears. “You already own me, Sir. I want to be yours, and I want you to be my Sir, my Daddy, my Master—mine. I’m proud to be owned by you because I’m proud knowing you want me just the way I am, and I love you and everything we have together. I’ll gladly be your slave.”
Boyd helped him stand, and this was where Loren took over.
“We’re gathered together to join these two men as husbands.” Then she threw in a line Boyd wasn’t expecting. “Who gives these men away?”
“I do—they’re my dads, and I’ll fight a bitch who says they aren’t,” Ella called out with a playful grin, earning laughs from everyone in attendance.
Loren softly snorted, and Boyd was really struggling to blink back tears as he stared into Caleb’s eyes.
“Love is patient and kind,” Loren continued, “although sadists are given a situational exemption for wanton meanness of the BDSM kind.”
“Damn right they are,” Gilo called out, drawing more laughs from the crowd.
“Before friends and family,” Loren continued, “you have pledged to each other to be Master and slave, but there is more to be said in the eyes of the law…”
Boyd focused on Caleb, on his sweet green gaze, on the way he smiled and kept blinking back his own tears as she led them through their vows and exchanging rings.
“By the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I now pronounce you married. You may kiss your boy.”
Boyd tipped him back for a long, deep kiss he knew would leave zero doubt in anyone’s mind how he felt about Caleb, if there were still any doubts floating around.
When he finally let Caleb stand, the man wobbled a little on his feet with a sweet smile on his face.
“I present to you Boyd and Caleb Nyberg,” Loren announced, as Boyd had asked her to.
If he thought Caleb’s smile was happy before, the man positively beamed now. He rose up on his toes for another kiss as the crowd applauded and hooted their approval.
“Love you, Daddy,” he whispered.
Boyd smiled. “Love you, too, boy.”
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Caleb was sipping his coffee that Friday morning and scrolling through his work phone, looking at e-mails. It’d been several long months before Ella had been able to stomach the smell of coffee again, but totally worth the sacrifice to have her living with them and knowing she was safe.
He and Boyd rode to work together nearly every morning, but part of him missed working directly for Boyd despite the precautions they’d had to take back then to try to maintain secrecy. He also missed not seeing as many e-mails slide through his inbox from Boyd on a daily basis.
Except…this was better. Way better.
Especially when he caught sight of his wedding band, and the one Boyd wore. Even this many months later, it still made him smile.
Still.
He currently smiled at the wedding band on his left ring finger, stroking it with his thumb.
Mr. Caleb Nyberg.
It hadn’t felt real until he went to the DMV with all his paperwork and received his new driver’s license. He kept Prevost as his middle name just in case he had any issues with his degree or licensing, but he’d changed over all his bills and even his car title and plate to say Caleb Nyberg.
Felt damn good.
Felt even better when he’d posted a picture on Facebook of their hands clasped together, their matching wedding bands plainly visible.
The caption he posted read: Married the love of my life, our daughter is expecting our first grandbaby, and life couldn’t be sweeter. #livingwell
And he’d set it to be publicly visible, making it his profile picture just to rub his family’s nose in it.
Still nothing but silence from them.
A little more irony Caleb silently relished was the fact that he and his husband had not only given his parents their first grandchild, but were about to give them their first great-grandchild, and they’d never meet them.
Even though having Ella living with them meant they didn’t have the privacy they once did, it was still wonderful. Especially the way Boyd smiled all the time now, how he proudly told people they were going to be grandfathers.
When they felt a need to let loose, they either attended a play party at Venture, a private Suncoast Society party, or they were always welcomed at Kent’s, whether he was having a party or not, to enjoy the dungeon-equipped back bedroom. When there was a party in swing at Kent’s, they attended merely as voyeurs, not participants in the debauchery. At least, not participating with anyone else—only each other.
Kent still loved watching them, and both Boyd and Caleb were fine with watchers. It was fun watching others and revving their own engines before fucking each other silly.
Ella had told them she didn’t mind if Caleb wore his cuffs and collar around the house, as long as he wasn’t naked—a stipulation the men readily agreed with. So neither man really felt there was much lacking in that area.
They’d attended Lamaze classes with Ella, all three of them cracking up when people assumed Caleb was the father, but then she called both of them her dads and it confused the hell out of everyone.
They didn’t bother to explain.
Perhaps Boyd’s sadistic streak had worn off on both of them.
Caleb gave up his apartment early despite a penalty in doing so, because the rent he would have paid would be way more than losing half his security deposit. Ella had been working part-time as office staff at a doctor’s office, but the pay wasn’t enough for her to live on her own. Boyd had convinced her to live with them until after the baby was born and she could go back to work full-time.
For his part, Caleb was looking forward to having their newest addition in the nursery the two men had fun outfitting. They’d also attended as many obstetrics appointments with Ella as they could, both of them crying with Ella when the ultrasound tech showed them the baby on the screen and told them she was a girl.
Ella had already picked out a name—Lily Lee Nyberg Stinton, Helen’s middle name and Boyd’s middle name, and adding Boyd’s last name, as well.
Yesterday, at the end of the work day after most everyone else had cleared out, Boyd had locked his office door, closed his blinds, and put Caleb on his knees to blow Boyd, making Caleb wait until after they returned home to get relief.
They likely wouldn’t repeat it, but it’d been a delicious fantasy both men had wanted to make happen for months.
He heard a bedroom door open, but it wasn’t Boyd finally making his way to the kitchen. It sounded like Ella’s bedroom door.
When Caleb turned, he spotted Ella leaning against the kitchen doorway and cradling her belly.
“Are you all right?” He finally processed there was what looked like a huge wet area on the front of her pj pants, between her thighs.
She shook her head with a pained smile. “I think this is it, Gramps.” While she called Boyd Dad, she’d playfully taken to addressing Caleb as Gramps over the past several weeks.
He didn’t mind.
In fact, he not-so-secretly relished the title.
Still not fully awake, Caleb wasn’t quite processing. “It?”
“It. You know, time? Baby time? As in she’s ready to upgrade her accommodations to something with a view?”
“Time? Oh. Oh, shit! Boyd! Boyd!” He hurried over to her and was helping her toward her bathroom to get her cleaned up when Boyd flew out of the bedroom, shirtless but with his slacks on.
“What?”
“Get dressed! The baby’s coming!”
“Ohmygod!”
She started laughing. “Gee, Dad, don’t freak out on me now.”
Considering it was no longer a secret at work that the two men were married, Boyd took care of calling them in as missing the day, and possibly Monday, while Caleb drove them to the hospital.
After Ella spent nearly ten hours in labor, they welcomed Lily Lee to the world and Caleb and Boyd both cried as they took turns holding her while one of the nurses took pictures for them.
Before the men left to return home for the night, they had pictures taken of them flanking Ella, with her holding Lily. Caleb assigned one as his Facebook profile picture.
Caption: Welcome to the world, Lily Lee! Granddad and Gramps love you! #happiestdayofmylife #cutestgranddaughterintheworld
By the time they’d returned home, he’d had dozens of congratulations and “love” votes on the post.
And one “angry” one—from his mom.
“Fuck.”
“What?”
He showed Boyd.
Caleb watched as anger flashed across Boyd’s features before he schooled his expression. “How do you want to handle this?” he asked Caleb.
Caleb reached to take his phone back and called up her profile. They weren’t friends on Facebook, and he didn’t have the follow feature enabled, so apparently she’d been stalking him.
He blocked her and showed Boyd.
“You sure that’s how you want to handle it?”
“Yep.” He put his phone on the charger. “It’s their problem, not mine.”
Boyd turned him and pulled him into his arms. “This is one of those times I’m forcing this to be Cay and Boyd, not boy and Sir, or Daddy. Is this really what you want?”
“Yeah. We have a gorgeous, brilliant daughter, who just gave birth to our beautiful granddaughter. Nothing is pissing on my good mood today.”
“Okay. If you’re sure.”
“There’s nothing I’m more sure about.”
 
* * * *
 
The next afternoon, they brought Ella and the baby home and Boyd felt torn between joy and melancholy that not only was Helen not there to be a part of it, but that he’d missed out on this with Ella.
As Ella took a nap in her bedroom, Boyd sat on the couch with the baby cuddled against his shoulder, Caleb dozing with his head in Boyd’s lap.
This is what happiness feels like.
He took his cell phone and held it up, at an angle, capturing all three of them in the picture.
It became his new Facebook profile picture.
Caption: #joy
 




 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Boyd stepped out of the Albuquerque International Sunport a little after nine a.m. local time to a very sunny and dry sixty-six degrees. After locating his rental car, he plugged the address of his destination into his phone and set the GPS app to run.
Barring any unforeseen delays or issues, this was a turn-and-burn trip. He’d fly out at six that evening, back to Tampa, and then drive home from there.
He’d tell Caleb and Ella about it after the fact. Especially depending on how it went. While he hadn’t outright lied to Caleb about his day, he’d parsed it in such a way that Caleb assumed it was a daytrip for work, that he’d be home very late…and he hadn’t mentioned anything about flying.
As he drove, his left thumb constantly sought the wedding band on his fourth finger, stroking it, a self-soothing action. The boy was all his, completely and utterly. Life together, both vanilla and kinky, was a sweetly messy perfection. They could talk as equals when they needed it, but Caleb was always eager to dive back into the role of boy, or however Boyd needed him—husband or submissive or slave or boy or willing fuck-toy. Frequently more than one of the above at the same time.
The woman lived in an aging trailer park in the Alameda area northwest of town. It backed up against an industrial area, and many of the trailers, despite their originally intended color, bore a rust-tinted dusty patina. What little grass there was lay brown and crunchy, like it’d given up all pretenses of trying to live. When Boyd pulled his car to a stop outside the trailer, he almost considered leaving without speaking to her.
Knowing she’d ended up somewhere like this was nearly sweet enough.
Except he needed answers and demanded to know.
There was an older Ford Taurus parked next to the trailer, in what he assumed was its assigned spot. He grabbed his phone and stiffened his spine before heading to the trailer’s front door and knocking.
The woman who answered looked like she was forty years older than the last time he’d seen her instead of just a hair over twenty. A cloud of stale cigarette smoke drifted out of the doorway as she warily eyed him. “Can I help you?”
“Lisa Stinton?”
“Who are you? If you’re one of those debt collectors, I told you people on the phone I don’t have any money, and—”
He held up his phone, displaying a picture of Helen with newborn Ella. “You don’t recognize me, do you?” Although it was clearly obvious to him that she didn’t.
Her gaze narrowed. “Who are you?”
“Name’s Boyd Nyberg.” He flipped his phone around, swiped to the next picture, of him, Caleb, Ella and Lily, a timed photo Boyd had taken of them the week before at his house during dinner. “I was Helen’s boyfriend in high school. I’m Ella’s father. Oh, FYI, Ella is the granddaughter you’ll never lay eyes on, and Lily is her daughter.”
Recognition dawned. “Helen!”
“Yeah. Helen. The daughter you assholes threw away—your teenaged daughter. How the hell could you do that?”
She rebounded fast, he gave her all due credit for that. “You shouldn’t have gotten her pregnant. Is that what you came here to yell at me about? Obviously she found you and—”
“No, she didn’t. My dad got sent to Germany. Helen didn’t know that was happening because I didn’t tell her. She never found me.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Helen showed up in Grand Forks just to discover that I was gone. She was unable to locate me. She had to figure out how to survive, on her own, an unwed teenaged mom who wasn’t even old enough to vote yet. She had Ella, and eventually ended up moving out to Oregon.” He went for the jugular. “Helen died in a car accident six years ago when Ella was only sixteen.”
He paused while that sank in.
“Helen’s…dead?”
“Yep. Dead. Leaving a teenaged daughter alone who had to figure out how to make her way, all because you assholes couldn’t be bothered to have the military locate my parents and tell me what was going on instead of throwing her out. Fortunately, Ella was really smart and was able to get emancipated minor status and make it through college. Ella’s a nurse now, by the way. She found me several months ago. Unlike you assholes, I wasn’t about to turn my back on my child.
“And fuck you, by the way. Hopefully Charles is fucking rotting in hell somewhere for not contacting the military and having them track my dad down so I could have been there for both of them. I sincerely hope you’ll join him there when it’s your turn, which honestly can’t come soon enough for my tastes, you goddamned cunt.”
He spun on his heel and started back toward his car.
“Wait!” He turned. She’d made it as far down as the second rickety metal step at her front door. “I want to talk to her. See her.”
Boyd slowly smiled and flipped her a bird. “She wants nothing to do with you. You tossed her mother out like she was garbage. What the hell kind of parent does that?”
Anger contorted her face. “If you hadn’t fucking seduced our daughter, and—”
“I’m gay, lady. Helen was in love with me, and she asked me to sleep with her because she thought she’d never see me again. Apparently the condom broke or leaked or something. We were both virgins. I was a stupid kid, yeah, I admit it. We both were. But had I known I’d gotten her pregnant, I would have supported her and our baby. My parents would have helped us. She was the only woman I ever slept with.”
“But…” She blinked, her eyes now looking a little too bright. “I don’t even have any pictures of Helen. She took them all with her when she left. We didn’t realize it then, because we hadn’t even finished unpacking. She even took pictures out of the frames.”
He swiped through his phone and found a particularly poignant picture of Helen and Ella at the Oregon shore, the Pacific Ocean behind them and both of them smiling, Helen hugging Ella.
“You mean, a picture like this?” He held up his phone as he walked toward her, hoping he was twisting the knife as hard as he thought he was. “Oh, I have lots of pictures of Ella and Helen together, documenting the years I should have been a part of their lives.” He shook his head. “But you have no rights to them.”
“I-I demand you—”
He laughed, cutting her off. “Lady, you don’t get to demand jack shit. My next biggest regret, besides missing out on my daughter’s birth and childhood, is that Charles isn’t still alive so I can rub his face in this, too, before I punch him in the fucking jaw.” He turned away from her again and headed to the rental. “Oh,” he called out over his shoulder, “enjoy dying alone and unloved, you fucking cunt. You deserve it.”
Behind him, he heard Lisa burst into tears.
Nope. I’m not a nice guy. Not at all.
He barely spared her another glance as he climbed into his rental and pulled away. She was still standing there when he made the turn out of the trailer park and onto the main highway.
The rage that had slowly simmered inside him ever since the night Ella dropped the bomb on him at the restaurant finally began to cool.
And he still had an entire afternoon ahead of him before his flight home.
He stopped for Mexican for lunch, getting it to go. He ate it sitting in a nearby park and staring east toward the Sandia Mountains. He’d never been to this city before, and suspected he might never again.
Sorry, Helen. I don’t know if that’s how you would’ve wanted me to handle her, but it’s how I needed to do it so it didn’t keep eating away at my soul.
He pulled his phone out and looked to see if there was an earlier flight back to Florida. Fortunately, there was, and it left in three hours.
He switched his ticket and grabbed the wrappers from his lunch and tossed them before sliding into his rental.
He felt…satisfied.
There was no way to make right what had happened, to regain what he’d lost, what Ella had lost.
What Helen had gone through.
But he was going to be there for Lily and Ella. Him and Caleb both.
He’d had no other way to get past this.
Fuck being nice, being conciliatory.
Fuck being the bigger guy.
Fuck being a nice guy.
Fuck Helen’s parents.
 
* * * *
 
Boyd called Caleb as he sat at the gate and awaited the call to board his flight. Caleb must have been in private when he answered.
“Hello, Sir. How’s your errand going?”
“Completed far earlier than I imagined.” He sighed, closing his eyes and rubbing his forehead. “I’m going to be home earlier than I thought.”
“That’s good. Any idea what time? I can hold dinner for you.”
“No, don’t wait on me.” He had to admit it, with the tension released and his rage finally sated. “I’m in Albuquerque. At the airport. My flight boards soon.”
Caleb didn’t respond immediately. When he did, his tone sounded wary. “I don’t know of anything on your work calendar that would take you out there.”
“Because it wasn’t really for work. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the full truth.”
Caleb softly swore. “Sir, why did you do that? Why didn’t you take me with you?”
“Because I needed to do it.” He hated that his voice choked up. “I needed to tell her off because Helen can’t. I owed Helen at least that much.”
“Sir, Ella doesn’t blame you.”
“Anymore.”
Another sad sigh. “Anymore. You’re her dad, and she loves you. We can’t go back in time and fix what happened.”
“That’s why I needed to do this now. I needed it…purged.”
“And do you feel better?”
He stared out the windows. “Not really better. But I feel like I can walk past it now. That’s all I can ask.”
“What time will you be home, do you think?”
“I don’t know for sure. You don’t have to wait up for me.”
But when Boyd pulled into the driveway a little after eleven that night, he spotted the telltale glow of the TV through the living room windows, around the edges of the blinds. And when he walked in, he found Caleb, naked except for his collar and cuffs, sitting on the couch and watching a movie.
Only two weeks since Ella had moved into an apartment in the same complex where Caleb’s had been, and it was still weird trying to get used to the fact that they could once again be naked whenever and however they wanted.
Except he missed Ella being right there, and Lily.
At least they were only a fifteen-minute drive away.
Without speaking, Boyd walked over to Caleb, lay down with his head in Caleb’s lap, and sobbed as Caleb wrapped his body around him.
 
* * * *
 
They slept late Saturday. Boyd was happy to stay in bed, at Caleb’s begging, and let his boy take care of him. They didn’t have to be anywhere until early evening, when they were going over to Ella’s at seven to have dinner with her and Lily.
For this morning, Caleb wanted to take charge, in a way. Allow his Sir to unplug and relax, especially upon finding out what he’d been up to yesterday and the emotional toll it’d taken on him.
For now, when Boyd rolled over toward him in bed and draped an arm across him, Caleb’s cock immediately hardened. It’d become an ingrained reaction in bed, especially sweet weekend mornings like this.
And he loved being Boyd’s pillow.
Boyd’s lips pressed to Caleb’s flesh. “Good morning, boy.”
Caleb had guessed right. Usually, on weekday mornings, he didn’t start off their day like that because they were both waking up and getting ready for work. Since they rode together nearly every morning now, that meant making sure they were both ready to go at the same time.
“Good morning, Sir.” Caleb sucked in a sharp breath when Boyd bit his pec, hard, but he didn’t move, didn’t protest. He could take it. He’d taken far worse.
And he loved every second of it.
Boyd eventually released his bite, licking and sucking at the spot, soothing it. “Try again.” He changed places and bit down hard again.
“G-good morning, Master.”
“Not quite.” After soothing that bite, he picked a third spot. Caleb’s cock was throbbing, probably already leaking, another well-conditioned response.
Oh, I’m in for a riiiide this morning. “Good morning, Daddy.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Boyd lifted his head, his blue eyes crinkled in evil mirth at the edges. “That’s what I wanted to hear this morning,” he said. He shifted position, one hand sliding down Caleb’s abs, circling his cock and lightly squeezing.
So much for him doing any kind of taking charge. Boyd knew what he wanted today, apparently had his plan in mind, and Caleb was now simply along for the ride.
And would most likely be ridden.
Knowing Boyd, probably ridden several times that day before they went over to Ella’s.
Boyd’s grip on Caleb’s cock tightened. “I haven’t paid my boy much attention over the past couple of days. I’m going to make it up to you today. What do you say?”
Caleb couldn’t help rocking his hips against the sweet tension of Boyd’s grip. “Thank you, Daddy.”
Apparently, that was exactly what Boyd wanted out of him, making Caleb needy and borderline desperate as he thrust into Boyd’s grip, Boyd holding his cock just firmly enough to give Caleb a distracting amount of traction around his dick without getting him over.
The deep chuckle rumbled through Boyd’s chest and into Caleb. Boyd slid his free arm under Caleb’s shoulders, turning him, pressing Caleb’s back against Boyd’s body. Boyd curled his arm and his hand closed around the front of Caleb’s neck, holding him firmly in place.
Against his ass, Caleb felt Boyd’s hard cock riding along the seam, pre-cum starting to slick his flesh. “Feel that, boy? That’s for you. But I want to play with you a little first.” The hand holding Caleb’s cock tightened around the head, Boyd’s thumb gliding along the slit where Caleb was spilling his own fair share already. “And I think you want to play with me.”
Caleb’s brain had swan-dived into the sweet subspace pool, all the endorphins kicking in as he gave in and gave over totally to Boyd. He hadn’t realized just how much Boyd had needed him this morning.
A smile curled Caleb’s lips.
I’m in soooo much fucking trouble.
 
* * * *
 
Last night, Boyd had needed to decompress, to purge, to think.
The strength of his boy knew no limits.
This morning it was time to pay back some of the energy he’d been given.
He held Caleb’s throat firmly. Not enough to choke off his air, but that hair’s breadth past comfortable to give him the edge of fear and allow him to fall back into trust.
Tension hummed through Caleb’s body against his, then relaxed as Boyd felt Caleb swallow.
“Such a good boy for me,” Boyd whispered in his ear. “Such a very good boy.”
Caleb whimpered, a sweet sound that hardened Boyd’s throbbing cock to nearly painful levels. A sound Caleb only made when deepest inside subspace, every cell in his body focused on Boyd and not pointed back inside his own head.
No thoughts permeated Caleb’s brain at that moment except Boyd and what he was doing to him.
Not his parents, not work—nothing but this.
Boyd took his time teasing Caleb, not letting him get off, changing his hold to play with his balls, tease the head of his cock, smear his pre-cum down his shaft, then more thrusting in Boyd’s fist to drive his need up to the summit again. He lay there playing with Caleb like that for nearly thirty minutes, his own cock eager for attention. Except Boyd knew his boy had needed to unplug for a little while.
Finally, he released Caleb’s cock, which coaxed another needy whimper from him. “Don’t worry, boy. I’m going to give you exactly what you need.” He reached behind him, by feel, and grabbed the lube from where he’d left it on the bedside table earlier when he’d gotten up to use the bathroom. One-handed, he slicked his own cock before getting more lube and working two fingers inside Caleb’s ass.
That coaxed a very needy moan out of his boy as he pressed against Boyd’s body.
“I know,” he cooed. He nibbled Caleb’s ear. “I’m going to make it alll better for you.” He fitted his cock against Caleb’s rim and didn’t even have to thrust. The other man did it for him, impaling himself all the way to the root.
Boyd reached around him again, his hand now slick with lube, and clasped it around Caleb’s cock. “Make me come first, boy, then you can get off. If you come before I do, I’m going to lock a cage on you and it’ll stay on you all day while I edge you, and you won’t get to come for three days.”
Caleb’s hips flexed even as he squeezed Boyd’s cock with his ass, clenching and milking him.
Boyd settled in, nibbling on Caleb’s ear. “That’s it. I like it when you’re eager and desperate.”
He loved the feel of Caleb’s body pressed along his, able to feel every muscle tensing, the heat from his flesh washing through Boyd’s soul.
His man.
His.
If Boyd could get away with it, he’d lie there all morning and let Caleb desperately try to get him off. Except he wanted to come too much, and knew that he could probably get it up a couple more times before they left for dinner at Ella’s.
“That’s it, boy,” Boyd raggedly gasped. “Almost there.”
When Boyd’s orgasm hit he rode it, rode Caleb, now thrusting with him, burying his cock inside Caleb’s ass with a satisfied grunt. Then he rolled onto his back, pulling Caleb with him as he quickly fisted and stroked the man to his own orgasm, his hot cum filling Boyd’s hand as his moans rolled through him.
Boyd eased his hold on Caleb’s throat, nuzzling his ear. “Such a good boy for me today.”
Once they’d both caught their breath they untangled and headed to the bathroom to clean up. Boyd pulled Caleb into the shower with him, holding him under the spray, kissing him, loving the subspacey gleam in his boy’s sweet green gaze. The colors in his eyes always reminded him of spring, of growth and renewals.
Of love.
A constant he could count on to always be there.
“When are we putting up our Christmas tree, Sir?” Caleb mumbled against Boyd’s chest.
That was something else—he hadn’t put one up since he was a kid. He had the small, ceramic Christmas tree with lights on it that his mom used to put up instead of wrangling with a real tree once he’d grown and left home. He’d always set that out and plugged it in.
But this year was different. This year, he was with Caleb.
And this year, they had Lily.
“Let’s go buy one tonight after dinner,” Boyd said. “Take the girls with us.” Lily was too young to even care, and Ella had a small artificial tree she’d put up, one she’d had with her mom for years.
“We need ornaments and lights,” Caleb said. “I don’t have any. And a tree stand.”
“We can buy those on the way to find a tree. At least enough to get us started.” He closed his eyes and pressed his lips against the side of Caleb’s neck.
Caleb’s cheek felt scratchy against his shoulder, morning stubble deliciously rough. “This is going to be the best Christmas ever,” Boyd said, feeling content in a way he never had before.
“You can say that again.” Caleb smiled up at him.
Later that night, after returning from Ella’s and the house now smelling like a pine forest, Caleb snuggled tightly against Boyd. They would decorate the tree tomorrow, after picking up the girls and taking them out for breakfast and shopping for more ornaments. Then back to Boyd and Caleb’s where all three adults could help decorate the tree.
Fresh memories made.
His first Christmas with his daughter, his granddaughter.
His husband.
So many firsts lay ahead of them, so many milestones to mark and make new memories around.
The loneliness he’d felt for so many years no longer a thing.
Looking forward to the future, Boyd drifted to sleep long after Caleb had, soothed by the sound of his boy’s slow and easy breaths in his ear.
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