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COME IN FROM THE COLD
Suncoast Society
 
Tymber Dalton
Copyright © 2018
 
Chapter One
 
“Anytime, day or night, promise me. If you ever need me, you’ll call or show up on my doorstep. I will never turn you away. I don’t care if it’s been a week or a decade. Promise me!”
“I promise.”
“I love you, Douglas. I always will.”
“I will always love you, too. I will always be yours, Sir.”
 
The words Douglas had pledged so long ago, and had meant every bit as seriously as the two sets of vows he’d taken since.
Vows that, in retrospect, he realized were vain attempts to hide from a truth that had always unavoidably lain in front of him.
The choked and gutted sound of Connor’s voice would never fade from his memory, even as they’d both known it’d likely be the last time they saw each other.
Ever.
Not even the better part of twenty-five years could drive it out of his heart and soul. A multi-flavored guilt he’d carry to his grave, first for what they’d done, and later—and for much longer—for the pain he’d caused both of them by stupidly thinking he could run from who he truly was.
By wrongly thinking he was saving Connor’s soul by leaving.
He’d only succeeded in damning his own in the process.
He stared at the grille in front of him, not knowing the priest on the other side and thinking in some ways—many ways—that was probably for the best.
“It’s pretty telling that in my entire life I’ve only truly loved three people, and I’m not on that list.”
“Is this your first confession, my son?” the elderly priest asked.
Only then did Douglas realize he’d said it out loud when he hadn’t meant to.
With his right hand, around which he’d wrapped his amethyst rosary, he made the sign of the cross before closing his eyes. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s been…over fourteen months since my last confession.”
Jesus, had it really been that long?
Zee was only three weeks old, so…yeah. It had been.
It felt a shit-ton longer.
Apparently he fell quiet for a while, because the priest spoke again. “Yes, my son? What do you wish to confess?”
On his left shoulder, where he had Zee resting on a burp rag, she fussed a little.
“I’m sorry,” Douglas said before the priest could speak again. “I didn’t have anyone to watch her, and I couldn’t leave her sitting out there alone.”
“It’s all right, my son. I’m sure God doesn’t mind. I know I don’t. Where do you wish to begin?”
Douglas thought back to his years spent sitting on the other side of the grille, and the fact that there’d been no one else waiting out in the sanctuary because he’d let the four people who’d arrived after him go ahead of him.
“How long you got?”
 
* * * *
 
The tears in Mackie’s eyes back then as they’d said their good-byes, a haunting echo as Douglas had told her he hadn’t changed his mind and was still entering the seminary, would still become a priest.
“I’ll always love you,” he’d said. “But I’m sorry, I can’t be who you need me to be. I’ve never lied to you about that.”
“I know.”
“I will always be your friend. Promise me, if you ever need me, you’ll come to me. Day or night, anytime. Even years from now. My door will always be open to you. I will never turn you away. Promise me.”
“I will, Doug. I promise.”
How he’d kissed her, the only time they’d ever kissed like that, and what he’d thought would be the last ever such kiss he’d give or receive in his life.
Hating himself for once again causing someone pain, and knowing the only penance there truly was lay in the lonely path he’d chosen.
And then, eighteen years after he’d last laid eyes on her, answering a late-night knock on his rectory door to find her standing there, sobbing, her body bruised and bloodied.
Pregnant.
He resigned from his position the next day, they were married, and he started a torturously long process to officially withdraw from the priesthood.
Because he was only a man and he wasn’t strong enough to turn his back and walk away from her or what he felt for her a second time.
Less than a month later, she lost the baby.
Two months after that she was pregnant again—with Zee.
And now…
They’d left the incense-scented sanctuary and moved to the priest’s office to talk. It was Friday afternoon and his schedule was free with morning mass and confession over.
Father Rowling looked to be in his late sixties and wore glasses, a long-sleeved black shirt with a white clerical collar and his sleeves rolled almost up to his elbows, jeans, and blue-and-grey Asics sneakers. Broad-shouldered, he stood about two inches taller than Douglas’ five-eleven, beefy, like he was used to doing hard work around the old church grounds on a regular basis.
Douglas stared down into Zee’s angelic face. “Does it fall under pride, thinking you can single-handedly save someone in a meaningful way and make a difference in the world?”
“Under the circumstances, you could apply to return, could you not?”
“No.” Douglas sadly laughed. “I’m a father, Father. She’s mine. I’ll never give up my daughter. Not even for the Church.”
“Ah, I’m sorry. I misunderstood. I thought you said she wasn’t yours.”
“She lost his baby a couple of weeks after we were married.” He adjusted the blanket around Zee. “She’s mine. Mackie was faithful to me. We loved each other.”
“But you were prepared to claim her baby as yours when she showed up that night?”
“Absolutely.” He looked across the desk at the elderly priest. “I’d never stopped loving her.” The priest didn’t need to know the full truth. Some stuff he could hold back, some of Mackie’s secrets.
He didn’t want the man thinking any less of her.
Or feeling more pity for Douglas than he could already tell the priest did.
Besides, he’d promised Mackie he’d never tell anyone.
“What are your plans now?” Father Rowling asked.
“A friend of mine passed me a job lead in Sarasota, and after a couple of phone and Skype interviews, they hired me. I start next week. Soon as I can get down there.”
“In Florida?”
“I know. Long way from Milwaukee.”
“Forgive me, son, but I’m confused how you ended up here.”
“I stopped for gas and saw your church sign. Everything we own is packed in a U-haul trailer on the back of my SUV and sitting out in your parking lot right now.”
Father Rowling slowly nodded. “Ah. I was wondering what brought you to Murfreesboro.” The priest settled back in his chair. “And this friend of yours who passed you the job lead is the same one you hope to perhaps…reconnect with?”
“No.” He’d left out the more…intimate details about exactly what he’d been to Connor besides lovers.
And he didn’t tell the priest—had never even told Mackie—the things Connor had tearfully confessed to him so long ago.
Douglas also didn’t reveal to the priest the actions he’d taken once he’d entered the priesthood to make things as right as he could for Connor, even though Connor might never know that.
“I met Doyle through a mutual professor when I returned to college for my doctorate,” Douglas explained. “We’d interacted over Facebook and became friends. Sorry, I’m exhausted, and not at my best right now.”
Douglas ran a hand through his brown hair, which was longer and shaggier than he usually kept it. He hadn’t had time for a haircut. Ditto the three weeks’ worth of scruff on his face since he’d stopped shaving. Hadn’t shaved since the day before Zee was born.
Zee made a noise in her sleep and Father Rowling smiled. “She’s beautiful. How old is she?”
“Three weeks today.” He struggled to blink back his tears and finally gave up. He wouldn’t be the first person the priest saw cry, that was for damn sure.
“She’s so tiny.”
“I know. She was born small, only four and a half pounds. Babies in Mackie’s family run small. But she was full-term and healthy. Our perfect little angel.”
Father Rowling remained quiet for a moment, looking as if he were weighing something in his mind. “May I ask you a personal question, son?”
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Has she been baptized yet?”
Douglas shook his head. “With everything that happened, I…” He shrugged. “I didn’t even bother asking at my old parish, or any nearby parishes. I didn’t want to put them on the spot. I knew there were priests in the diocese who wouldn’t say no, but if the bishop heard about them doing it, they’d catch a ration of shit from him over it.”
Sometimes it surprised people to learn yeah, priests sometimes swore. The younger ones like him, anyway. Or the older ones beyond giving a shit. Not in front of parishioners, of course.
A wry smile curled the priest’s lips. “Most likely they would have. You didn’t do it yourself?”
Douglas thought about all the babies, and a few adults, he’d baptized throughout his previous fifteen-year career.
Of everything involving his former life, it’d been his favorite duty. “Not sure that would count, would it? I’m not a priest anymore.”
“You’re still a priest in the eyes of God, my son.” He stood. “Come with me.”
“What?”
“I doubt God will tattle to my bishop.”
Douglas stood and brought her diaper bag with him. “Not going to make me take a class first?” he tried to joke, although he knew it came out sounding more ragged and harsh than he’d intended.
The older man kindly smiled. “I think it’s safe to say you already know the curriculum, son.”
“Her mother wasn’t Catholic.” Although Mackie had been fine with him wanting to have her baptized…before. She’d been kind and gentle and supportive of him keeping his faith as long as he understood she didn’t share it, and that he agreed he wouldn’t force their baby to be Catholic “just because.”
“Are you going to raise her in our faith?”
Douglas nodded, even though it felt like he was…lying, in a way.
“Then she should be baptized. Come with me.”
And that’s why, five minutes later, Douglas was crying again as the priest performed the rite, anointing Zee with oil, sprinkling water on her head.
“I baptize you, Mackenzie Leanne Koenig, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…”
She awoke as the priest said the words, staring up at Douglas with her blue eyes—Mackie’s blue eyes.
She was his whole world and that broke his heart all over again.
But then again, I’m pretty much used to living heartbroken.
 
* * * *
 
Father Rowling invited Douglas back to the rectory, a small but comfortable house that sat directly behind the main church building. The man unfastened the top button on his shirt and removed his clerical collar, left it sitting on the eat-in counter while he turned to retrieve sandwich fixings from the fridge.
Douglas stared at the collar, transfixed. His were buried somewhere in the trailer, in a couple of boxes, along with his stoles, cinctures, robes, things like that.
Had been boxed up for over a year now.
Another life behind him, one he could never return to. He didn’t really know why he’d held on to them, but Mackie had persuaded him to, said maybe he’d want them, one day. Made the point that he could become ordained as a minister in another faith. It wasn’t uncommon for Roman Catholic priests who left to “change teams” and become Episcopalian priests, especially when they wanted to get married.
But with work, and a baby on the way…he hadn’t even bothered trying to look into that.
Plus he’d lost so much already, he hadn’t had the heart or strength to throw them away ahead of the move. It was easier to simply pack the boxes—which had remained sealed since leaving the rectory—along with the few other things he’d kept.
Douglas sat on one of the barstools at the counter and fed Zee a bottle as Father Rowling began preparing their lunches. Ham and cheese on wheat, with potato chips on the side.
“Do you have any family you could call?” Father Rowling asked. “Your wife’s family, perhaps?”
Douglas shook his head. “No siblings. Her parents are both dead.”
“Your family?”
Douglas snorted. “Not hardly. When I told my parents I was leaving the priesthood and getting married because Mackie was pregnant, they told me how ashamed they were of me and to never contact them again. My two older brothers pretty much agreed with them.”
“That was rather harsh of them, considering you’re their child and brother. A grandchild.”
“They thought I’d broken my vows.”
Father Rowling arched an eyebrow at him.
“I mean, before I resigned. I didn’t. I submitted my resignation first, the morning after Mackie arrived, after performing morning Mass. Although I understand why my family thought that. It’s the way I sold the story, after all. That’s on me.”
“Ah. And I take it you didn’t tell them the truth? Even to preserve your relationship with them?”
Douglas shook his head and focused on Zee again, her chubby cheeks, the sweet little sounds she made as she sucked on her bottle. “I wouldn’t have put it past them to report that to someone. I couldn’t risk it, at the time. I just needed to handle it.”
“Why did you lie to everyone about it? Why give the impression you were guilty of something you didn’t do, instead of simply resigning and saying you wished to marry her?”
“Because when we thought she was having his baby, we worried he’d come after her if he knew she was pregnant.”
“He didn’t know she was pregnant?”
“She hadn’t told him yet. She’d just found out that week, and she was about two months along. Then they had the fight, and she escaped. She worried he’d kill her. They weren’t married. He never wanted kids. Something to do with an inheritance or something, selfish bastard. That baby wasn’t planned. She thought it happened after taking a round of antibiotics for strep throat, maybe it messed with her being on the pill. So when he left the house after beating her up, she packed three suitcases, bought herself a bus ticket with emergency cash she’d hidden, and prayed I wouldn’t turn her away when she showed up at my door.”
“Ahh. Now I understand the larger picture. You chose to tell a lie for the greater good.”
“Yes.” In more ways than one.
“That’s very admirable.”
“Not really. If I’d been truly admirable, I never would have fallen in love with her in the first place back in college, or let her fall in love with me, given my…history. I would have kept my distance as a friend.”
“We aren’t in control of what other people feel, or who they love. Mostly, we’re not even in control of who we fall in love with. Not really. If we were, there wouldn’t be a fraction of the problems in the world as there are now.”
“You can say that again,” Douglas muttered.
Father Rowling set a plate and a glass of iced tea in front of Douglas. Douglas closed his eyes as the priest said a blessing and they both made the sign of the cross when he finished, saying amen in unison.
“So what did you do after you resigned your position?” The priest stood on the other side of the counter to eat.
“I’d already earned my doctorate in psychology. I’d focused on psychology as an undergrad. After seminary and getting ordained, I returned to school for my doctorate. I only wanted to help people, be a pastoral counselor. Once I left the Church, because of the way I left, working as a lay counselor or minister was obviously out of the question. At least, it was in that diocese, or anywhere nearby. The bishop made himself abundantly clear on that point when I resigned. I didn’t have enough of a cushion in savings I could afford to take a lot of time looking around. I found a job just outside the city, working for an addiction clinic. Didn’t pay the best, but they did have good health insurance.”
“And the position you’ve accepted in Florida?”
“An addiction rehab center. It pays more than I was making in Milwaukee. Maybe not the highest salary I could have found, but again, great insurance. I need that for me and for Zee. It’s not as expensive to live in Florida. The wife of one of my friend’s co-workers has agreed to be Zee’s nanny for now. At least until Zee’s a little older, and I have time to research child care in the area. That way, I have someone I can trust to watch her.”
“Why did you decide to move?”
“I couldn’t stay where we were on my salary alone. Not with a child to raise. It wasn’t the greatest area or apartment to start with, but it was all we could afford at the time. I was already in contact with Doyle because when I lost Mackie, I needed someone trusted and nonjudgmental who I could talk to, who wasn’t one of my coworkers. A few days later, he called me and told me they’d just had an opening, and that he’d recommend me for it if I was interested in applying. So I did.”
Douglas shrugged. “I decided to leap and pray the net appeared. There was nothing keeping me in Wisconsin. What little I had built up in savings would have quickly evaporated if I had to pay all the bills on my salary alone. Plus paying for child care. I’m not originally from that area, it’s just where I was assigned. There was nothing to keep me there except very sad memories.”
“I am truly sorry for your losses, son.”
“Thank you. So am I.”
“There was nothing they could do for her?”
Douglas struggled not to remember the sound of the alarms suddenly going off, the look of fear and pain on Mackie’s face.
The way the nurses had rushed him and Zee out of the room, because he’d been holding her and feeding her a bottle at the time.
Seeing the grim-faced hospital chaplain hurry down the hall toward him as a nurse and a doctor tried to talk to Douglas, but their words weren’t making sense—
He blinked away the memory. “No. Sometimes it happens. It was a pulmonary embolism, and they didn’t catch it fast enough for the blood thinners to help. She’d had some aches and pains in her chest and back off and on during the last several weeks of her pregnancy, but she was terrible about not talking to the doctors and telling them her symptoms. She’d played a literal punching bag for years with that sonofabitch, was used to living in pain. I tried to get her to talk to me about her symptoms, but she didn’t want to ‘bother’ me, she said. She’d only admit them if I actually caught her looking like she was in pain.”
Another bout of tears to blink away. “I take responsibility for not pushing harder. I should have. But it was a really long labor and delivery, nearly twenty-four hours. They were about to do a C-section when Zee finally arrived. Mackie was wiped out, I was exhausted, and I just…”
He looked down into Zee’s face. “I was too focused on our baby.”
“That’s not your fault, son.”
“It feels like it. If Mackie hadn’t met me, she might still be alive.”
“It sounds like you’re pretty good at beating yourself up.”
Douglas sighed again. “I do have a lot of experience at it.”
They talked until late afternoon, when the sun cast golden light at steep angles across the church grounds. Douglas knew he should press on, but he was physically exhausted after driving all night, and emotionally exhausted after his long talk with Father Rowling. He didn’t want to risk Zee’s life.
He didn’t really care about his own. Not anymore.
But Zee, he would die to protect her without a second thought. Plus, it was now getting into Friday evening rush-hour traffic. He didn’t have the will to deal with it, especially around Atlanta.
After leaving the rectory—with Father Rowling’s cell number and a gentle admonishment to Douglas to feel free to call him if he wanted to talk—he checked into a motel near I-75, unloaded what he needed for them for the night, bought a sandwich from a sub shop next door, and then locked the two of them in their room.
Douglas kicked off his shoes and removed his shirt. Once he had Zee bathed and changed, and after she took her evening bottle, he sat up in the bed with her cuddled against his bare chest as she fell asleep, one of her light blankets draped over her. The hospital had recommended this for bonding, called it “kangaroo care,” and it was a method of nurturing commonly used for premies. Even though Zee wasn’t a premie, considering the circumstances they said it would only help her—and him. Especially important since Mackie wasn’t there to breastfeed her.
That was good enough for him.
Zee needed this critical bonding time with him. He made sure to spend time every morning and evening doing this with her, and in the middle of the day, when time allowed. With the move the midday ones hadn’t happened for as long or as often as he’d like, and he wouldn’t be able to do the midday ones on weekdays once he started working again. But he would get up earlier and stay up later, if he had to, to have extra time in with her in the mornings and evenings.
Truth be told, it was a comfort to him, too, allowed him time to meditate, to focus only on her.
To pray.
To silently grieve.
Finally, once he was certain she was deeply asleep, he carefully moved her to the makeshift nest he’d made for her on the other bed. Then he pulled his rosary from his pocket, knelt on the floor at the end of his bed, and clasped his hands after making the sign of the cross.
At first, a prayer didn’t come to him. He felt…drained after his hours talking with Father Rowling, the first person he’d been able to sit down with in person and tell the full story to.
Most of it, anyway.
Enough of it.
Thank You for putting Father Rowling in my path today. I desperately needed to talk to someone in person. And thank You for him being open to baptizing her and offering to do it. That was an unexpected blessing. Please give me the wisdom to spot and recognize the little ways Your grace comes into my life, because it’s hard to feel thankful for much of anything right now. I know this, too, shall pass, but it all hurts so damned much…
After twenty minutes of praying on his knees—something he hadn’t done much of lately in any position, between his grief and taking care of Zee and the move—he took a shower and crawled into bed with the rosary wrapped around his right hand and memories of a blue-eyed boy with shaggy, honey-colored hair wrapped around his soul.
 
Chapter Two
 
In his dreams, Douglas remembered the handsome, skinny kid Connor had been, who’d stood an inch shorter than Douglas, his blue eyes and shaggy, dark honey-colored hair.
The ready smile that usually didn’t reach his gorgeous blue eyes.
Only when they were alone together did Connor’s eyes also smile.
He remembered the day Connor and his mother moved in next door, a week after Connor’s fourteenth birthday, and Douglas was still thirteen.
Connor rarely smiled back then. Except the two of them quickly became best friends, Connor teaching Douglas about manga and anime, and Douglas sharing his love of music.
Connor’s father had died three years earlier, and Douglas wasn’t sure at first why they’d moved to Sarasota from Tampa. It wasn’t something Connor or his mom talked about, so Douglas didn’t push.
He remembered the scowl that darkened Connor’s face when, only a couple of weeks after Connor had moved in, Douglas invited him to come to church with him one Sunday evening when Connor’s mom had to work that night. It’d been a special program, not a Mass, but the choir was going to sing and the children’s group was going to put on a play, followed by a potluck dinner.
“No thanks.” But Connor might as well have said “fuck you” for the unspoken anger boiling in those two clipped, terse words.
It was the last and only time Douglas invited Connor to church. He hadn’t missed the way Connor didn’t want to discuss anything about the subject, even though he learned Connor and his mother had been Catholic.
Connor called him Douglas, not Doug, the way most others did.
Something about that felt…different. Special.
He’d liked it.
Connor had always unquestioningly accepted him for who he was. He was always good enough for Connor.
Unlike his family, who could find fault with any- and everything he did. Spending time alone with Connor was a respite, in many ways. What little Douglas saw Connor’s mother, she always acted gentle and sweet toward him in a way it sometimes felt his own mother was incapable of.
They spent nights together, at his house or Connor’s—nearly always Connor’s—and it was when watching Cowboy Bebop together one night alone at Connor’s that Douglas realized he was in love.
Douglas had asked him a question about a plot point. Connor paused the DVD and their gazes met and held, which was when Douglas spotted the way Connor’s gaze softened, thoughtful.
Vulnerable.
He remembered long afternoons studying together, mostly over at Connor’s because they could be alone and Douglas’ two older brothers wouldn’t bother them.
After school, during the summers, and on weekends, Douglas practically lived at Connor’s house.
It was where, locked in Connor’s bedroom, they’d shared their first kiss one afternoon after school.
Where they’d crossed the line from best friends to first loves, and where Douglas first felt truly torn between his heart and happiness, and his eternal soul.
Where the conflicting feelings Douglas had long experienced, even before he’d met Connor, had finally been given a name and a face.
How his parents would, ironically, excuse him from church to go over to Connor’s since Connor was alone so frequently, and Douglas had lied and said he and Connor prayed together. They’d liked Connor a lot and felt sorry for him because of his dad being dead.
But that wasn’t exactly the kind of praising of a deity going on between them.
Back then, Douglas had been unable to simultaneously parse the two equally powerful emotions of love and fear.
And he’d wanted to make right the wrongs, wanted to try to undo the damage to Connor’s soul that had been done by those who’d been trusted to help him.
The man who’d driven Connor away from God and the Church in the first place.
As an adult with over forty-one years of living under his belt, a psychology doctorate, and fifteen years of being a priest, Douglas could accept and be at peace with the fact that the God he’d come to know throughout the years manifested as love, regardless of what some in the Church might think of the way he personally expressed it, or of the Church’s dogma regarding it.
They’d been boys, with almost five years of secrecy between them before Douglas had left for college and they’d both known it was the end between them, even if neither of them could actually say those words. Connor had stayed in Florida, while Douglas had left for college in Texas, where he’d received a full academic scholarship.
Except Douglas had known that he needed to move forward with something he’d thought about his first night in the dorm after having spent an hour that afternoon in silent, solitary prayer at the university’s chapel, as if God had spoken to him personally.
He knew he could never love someone else the way he’d loved Connor. He had pledged his heart and soul to Connor and had meant every word of it, even if it meant it damned himself.
The next best thing he could do was pledge the rest of his life to God and spend it trying to make something right for Connor.
That would count for something, right?
Thus he’d entered the seminary after obtaining his undergrad degree in only three years.
Douglas’ parents had moved to Georgia for his dad’s job six months after he’d left for college, so he didn’t find out about Connor’s mother dying until three weeks after it’d happened. Back then, they didn’t have cell phones, no laptops or e-mail, the way they did now. Even if they had, he knew Connor couldn’t afford anything like that due to limited funds.
When Douglas had tried to call Connor’s house after finding out about his mom’s death, he’d discovered the number had been disconnected.
A door quietly shut in Douglas’ heart as he’d accepted that part of his life was over forever.
Then he’d met Mackie.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas met Mackenzie Lee Wallace at the start of his third semester in Texas. She shared a philosophy class with him, and they could spend countless hours talking and debating and discussing. The cute, snarky, blue-eyed atheist didn’t mind that he was a devout Catholic who had plans to become a priest.
In some ways, it simplified things between them. They could spend time together caring for each other and know that it wouldn’t go any farther than philia, or perhaps even agape. She never pressed him for sex, and he didn’t mind cuddling with her, even if he took plenty of cold showers later.
Another heart he’d broken.
Another vow made upon a tearful good-bye, only this time with him the one extracting the promise from her.
She’d been the only other person who knew about what he’d felt for and shared with Connor, the things the two of them had done together as teenaged boys when pain and pleasure became inextricably entwined in Douglas’ brain and heart and soul, the only other person besides Connor who knew he was bi and kinky.
The only other person who knew why kneeling in prayer was such a familiar comfort to him, because in some ways it reminded him of the mental peace that had always settled over him when kneeling at Connor’s feet. Especially when wrapped in Connor’s ropes.
The only other person who knew he considered the vow he’d pledged to Connor at their parting as the kind of common-law marriage that, at the time, was the only type they could have had, legally or spiritually.
Damn sure not in the eyes of the Church.
The person who’d even tried to convince Douglas to return to Florida, to seek out Connor and reunite with him instead of becoming a priest, even though Douglas knew by then that she was in love with him.
He’d loved her, too.
He’d worried about Mackie when she did date, what few times she met guys she felt like going out with, because she apparently gravitated toward men who were the polar opposite of him. She’d even joked once that if she couldn’t have him, she needed someone not like him.
But while they were inseparable as friends for those three years, even sharing an apartment for a while, they’d never slept together sexually and she never slept with anyone else. He’d felt thankful that she didn’t treat his determination to become a priest as a “challenge accepted” kind of situation for her, trying to make him give in to her. He’d had to distance himself from more than one coed over the course of his college years for just that reason.
He and Mackie had mostly maintained contact throughout the years, more infrequently as she had relationships, jobs, and life in general to distract her from him.
When Mackie showed up at his door that night it’d been over three years since he’d last heard from her. The older female Lyft driver who’d brought Mackie from the bus station carried her bags to the door for her, then waited there with her until Douglas had answered and it was clear he wouldn’t turn her away.
And, apparently, only after she was satisfied a priest would be someone safe to leave Mackie with.
Once he’d shoved back his homicidal rage and wanting to go kill the fucker Mackie just escaped from, and processed her tearful confession, Douglas had quietly and immediately accepted his fate. She’d refused to let him take her to the hospital out of fear her ex would discover her location. He’d had to help her undress and climb into the shower because she could barely move her left arm at that point. She’d been wearing the same clothes for over two days, the clothes she’d had on when her ex attacked her before he left to go drinking with buddies.
The purple and black bruises on her body had enraged Douglas, especially the ones around her stomach and kidneys, where he’d kicked her with his steel-toe work boots.
She’d packed what she could, well aware she’d lose anything else, and the Uber driver who’d picked her up had loaded the suitcases for her and waited with her at the bus station because he’d felt sorry for her and worried when she refused to let him drive her to a hospital, or at least a police station.
The last time she’d called the cops on her ex for hitting her, the good ole boys had let him off with a warning. They’d no sooner pulled out of their driveway than he’d told her she’d disappear if she ever did that again.
The night before she showed up, Douglas had lain in bed, sleepless, the rosary she’d given him wrapped around his right hand the way he frequently slept with it.
Earlier that day, a series of three songs in a row played on the radio and had triggered nut-punched-painful memories of Connor—“21 Summer” by Brothers Osborne, “Objects in the Rear View Mirror May Appear Closer Than They Are” by Meat Loaf, and “Beam Me Up” by Pink.
Douglas always aurally self-flagellated with his iPod playlist when he went through his daily workout, music that emotionally scoured him raw as he relished the pain he inflicted upon himself with weights or cardio or reps on a machine, or even getting out and running the sidewalks in the neighborhood, trying to escape from his thoughts, his memories.
Those three songs were included on one such playlist.
Except this had played on his car radio as he’d been returning to the rectory from an inner-city after-school program, where he helped with tutoring.
It’d hit him so hard he pulled over to cry during the third song.
As if God was forcing him to feel and think about something other than just surviving another day.
The next morning, as he’d stood in his kitchen and listened to the radio while he waited for his coffee to brew, he’d cried again over the holy trinity of “Take Me to Church” by Hozier, “Heaven Can Wait” by Meat Loaf, and “My Little Secret,” the Cavo version.
In theory, three songs that shouldn’t be played anywhere together outside his own iPod, because the station’s usual programming was modern pop and rock. It was unusual to hear them play an older song, unless it was a classic like Stairway to Heaven.
Then “You’re My Home” by Billy Joel swept in behind that trifecta to take his legs out from under him. He’d literally slid to the floor, curled up in a ball, and wrapped his arms around his knees as he’d sobbed.
That was the second-suckiest morning Mass he’d ever given, he was pretty sure—the second-to-last Mass he’d ever led, even though he hadn’t known it at the time. Fortunately it was a Tuesday, and there were only fifteen people in attendance, which was about average for that service.
No one had said anything about the hitch in his voice or his red eyes, although he’d been prepared to claim allergies.
It should have been the warning, though, of the storm about to blow into his life, metaphorically and literally, later that night.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas really hadn’t found it difficult to remain celibate over the years. Sometimes he’d awaken at night, especially after particularly intense dreams about Connor and the things they’d done, and be forced to rub one out just so he could go back to sleep and not lie there emotionally suffering over the memories of the tears in Connor’s eyes when they’d last said good-bye.
Or the sole sweet, sultry kiss he’d allowed himself with Mackie before saying good-bye to her.
Even more than the sex, Douglas had missed the companionship with Connor, their emotional intimacy.
Their friendship.
Connor’s ownership of him.
The imperfect, unconditional love they’d had for each other.
The feelings accompanying those times when he’d given over control and trust to Connor, even before knowing the real name for what they’d had, before knowing it was a power-exchange dynamic, and he’d been Connor’s happily willing submissive, masochistic slave.
Five years ago, upon joining Facebook, Douglas had discovered Connor on the site but didn’t reach out to him, afraid more of the potential rejection than anything else. He’d been afraid to look for Connor before that, scared what he might find, terrified his heart would shatter if he discovered the man he loved no longer lived.
Or, nearly as heartbreaking, that someone else had made him happy in ways Douglas had chosen not to.
All these years, he’d silently watched Connor’s profile from afar, checking it daily for updates.
When Mackie reappeared in his life, Douglas stopped posting on Facebook because the immediate aftermath was a small-scale hurricane of its own as he’d resigned, married Mackie in a brief civil ceremony the next afternoon, and quickly rented a tiny apartment for them that they could—barely—afford, and found a new job, one with health benefits so she and the baby would be taken care of.
He didn’t want there to be any way for Mackie’s ex to track her to him. Fortunately, the blowback in the aftermath of his resignation had been mostly local.
Except for his family excommunicating him.
In his telling to Father Rowling, he’d left out the other factor that contributed to his decision to lie to everyone, because that had been between him and Mackie and would remain so.
Less than four weeks after they’d reunited, the two of them spent a weekend curled up in bed and crying together after she lost the baby. Only her doctor had known the truth about the baby’s parentage back then. He’d told them it was likely the attack and previous abuse she’d suffered had probably caused injuries that led to Mackie’s miscarriage.
She’d been Douglas’ wife, and he’d loved her. Since he’d already given up his former life, he refused to deny her or himself. He’d been determined to eke out a tiny parcel of happiness for them, something they could claim as theirs, something to help distract him from the memories of Connor and the compounded guilt he felt about where he was now.
It had all been worth it when they learned Mackie was pregnant again just a couple of months later. It’d been the closest thing Douglas had felt to joy since saying good-bye to Connor—
When the sound of a car horn chirping outside the hotel startled Douglas awake, a brief moment of disorientation sent his pulse surging. He got up and checked Zee—sound asleep—and then used the bathroom before returning to bed.
Every night since losing Mackie, he’d dreamed of her, and of Connor.
Sweet torture, yet he couldn’t bring himself to pray for no dreams.
Dreams were better than nothing, even dreams as bittersweet as the ones currently plaguing him.
Because with both Mackie and Connor gone, and with him cut off from the Church, he knew he would most likely spend the rest of his life alone.
Dreams—and memories—were all he had left.
 
Chapter Three
 
“Come on. I know you can go deeper than that.”
The twink was making a decent attempt, though. It wasn’t like he was chewing on a damn toothpick. That was eight thick, solid inches of meat sliding between the tongue and palate of the guy whose name he thought was George or Gene or…something that started with a G or J sound.
I should pay better attention to shit like that.
This was Connor’s play weekend. His first play weekend in over four months. In his second-floor room at the Toucan resort in St. Pete, he had several dozen condoms, six bottles of lube, and a box of nitrile gloves, and by fucking god he was going to put a massive dent in the entire inventory.
Connor tightened his grip on the guy’s hair and added a bit more pressure. “Choke it down, boy. Nothing else happens until you get that fucker all the way down your throat.”
It was late Friday afternoon. Connor knew this twink was only the first of many guys he’d cycle through that weekend. He didn’t often get out to play, so he was bound and determined he’d make the most of this weekend.
Hell, this guy was just his warm-up act. Connor was nowhere near ready to blow his first load yet.
He wanted to save that for someone’s ass. If he had the energy for a round two tonight, he’d put it down someone’s throat, but that was yet to be determined.
If he felt like a round three…
Then it’d be something really special.
This kid—he’d confirmed he was twenty-one by looking at his driver’s license after checking out the guy’s test results—had said he wanted to be used hard sexually and beaten, with some light-to-medium level humiliation.
All well within Connor’s wheelhouse. What a perfect way to kick off a kinky weekend at the Toucan.
It took the guy another ten minutes to finally get his nose pressed deep against Connor’s neatly trimmed pubes without gagging.
“There you go. Told you you could do it.” Connor kept his fists buried in the twink’s hair, taking over and throat-fucking the guy kneeling there on the floor at the end of the bed with his wrists secured behind him by a simple column tie. Connor sat on the end of the bed.
The guy stared up at him and blinked back tears from his green eyes—never grey. No matter how fucking adorable the guy was, Connor never played with a guy with grey eyes.
The guy wasn’t badly hung, seven slim inches—not that the size mattered. Connor never bottomed. He’d only willingly bottomed to one person in his life, and got his heart broken as a result.
Never.
Again.
The guy’s dick stood straight out, rigid, and dripped pre-cum. Connor used his right foot to stroke the guy’s cock, sliding it between his big and first toes and making the guy groan around Connor’s cock in his mouth.
“Yeah, you like that, don’t you, you greedy little slut?”
Another needy whimper from the guy that vibrated all the way through Connor’s balls.
Connor eased the guy off to the crown. “Lick it. Use your tongue.” The guy eagerly went to town doing just that, more than making up for needing an adjustment period deep-throating him.
Over the next thirty minutes, Connor edged the guy and alternated between throat-fucking him and letting him play with the head of Connor’s cock.
Then he hauled the guy up and over the end of the bed, facedown. “Part two, slut.” Connor’s cock was hard and throbbing and protesting the interruption in the attention being paid to it, but he didn’t fucking care.
Daddy had some rage of his own to get rid of, and this twink’s ass provided the perfect target to take it.
Connor grabbed one of the paddles the guy had selected earlier from Connor’s toybag and started working over the twink’s thighs and ass with it, no warmup.
The guy’s warmup had been kneeling there while worshipping Connor’s cock.
He did fist the guy’s cock, stroking him and keeping him hard as he tenderized the man’s flesh. “Yeah, you take that like a fucking champ, don’t you? Little slut loves pain.”
The guy was wearing a large butt plug already, his own that he’d brought with him. Connor played with it, wiggling the base, pressing on it and making the guy moan.
Then he resumed the impact play.
By the time he got bored with the guy an hour later and turned him loose, Connor had jerked him off, beat him some more, and got him hard again, just to send him out the door needing a good fucking.
Someone else could take care of that for the guy.
Connor had no interest in sticking his dick in the guy’s ass, wrapped or not. He wanted to fuck someone he had to work a little harder for, not a slut who bent over for any- and everyone. If he wanted an easy lay, he might as well fuck his own hand, or any number of toys in his bag.
And judging from the diameter of the plug in the size queen’s ass, the man would barely feel Connor’s dick fucking him anyway.
Connor freshened up and pulled on a pair of jeans and black leather motorcycle boots. No shirt, no underwear. He wore a black leather armband snapped around his left bicep, which would help answer a basic question for anyone curious enough to talk to him.
Then he made a quick phone call to check in back home.
Everything was fine.
After slipping his driver’s license, room key card, and a couple of twenties into his left front pocket, and his phone into his back pocket, he headed out again. He wasn’t interested in getting any phone numbers or giving his out. If he met someone who turned his crank enough to want to know more about them, he’d give them the number for his work cell or a throwaway e-mail address he kept for just this purpose.
He never gave out his personal number, except to people he’d known in real-life for a while, long enough to know they weren’t creepy.
Downstairs, around the pool courtyard, there was an adorable twink walking around in an electric green Speedo. Man was probably half his age—which was fine with him, because he was spanking and fucking them, not marrying them—but he couldn’t catch the guy’s eye and wasn’t going to chase him down.
Instead of cruising around the pool, he headed for the leather bar tucked into the front corner of the resort. They didn’t have any place like this in Sarasota, other than Venture. But Venture wasn’t a bar, and it wasn’t ideal for pick-ups, either.
He ordered himself a scotch on the rocks and perched on a barstool, half turned toward the room so he could survey the other patrons.
There looked to be a fairly equal mix of Tops to bottoms right now, but that ratio could easily shift back and forth over the course of the evening, the natural ebb and flow as the resort really started cranking. As he sipped his drink, he started narrowing his choices based on other criteria. Some guys wore collars, but that didn’t mean they were taken or not available. Some bottoms, especially if they didn’t come from a leather background, wore them more as a fashion statement than a literal sign of ownership.
What he was more concerned about were wedding rings, of which a couple of potentials wore, immediately knocking them out of contention no matter how fucking hot they were, or if they were trying to catch his eye or not.
Consensual swinging was fine and well, but it wasn’t his thing. If someone else had put a ring on it, he wasn’t touching it.
Period.
He needed his entanglements completely without strings of any kind, including messy ones on the other guy’s end of things.
Halfway through his drink he settled on one guy in a gathering of five standing around a high top and sipping two-for-one margaritas that were more ice and lime juice than bottom-shelf tequila. One of the guys stood about six inches shorter than his own six-four and had curly red hair and green eyes. Skin so pale he looked like he’d explode if he stood in the sun too long. Trim, older than a twink, and what looked like a runner’s build.
The guy had caught his eye a couple of times, finally arching his eyebrows at Connor and giving him a quick head tip to coax him into approaching.
Connor took his time sliding off the stool and walking over, now with his gaze locked on the man, who licked his lips.
The men parted enough to make room for Connor to join them and start chatting with all of them. After fifteen minutes, Barry, the ginger, was leaning into him and smiling, but not draping himself over Connor.
Connor liked that.
The two of them eventually peeled off to go sit in a short booth along the far wall.
“So what are you looking for tonight?” Connor asked. He sipped his ginger ale, which he’d switched to after finishing his first drink.
“I don’t know. Guess it would depend on a few things.”
“Such as?”
“Neg?”
Connor nodded. “Test results in my room.”
By the time they finished negotiating twenty minutes later, sex was on the table, but not guaranteed. Barry had deliberately put a hold on that, contingent upon how the play went.
Even better, far as Connor was concerned. Give him a chance to work for it.
Barry whispered in the ear of one of his companions as he passed him on the way out, presumably to give the guy Connor’s room number, in case he went missing. Up in the room, they quickly swapped IDs and test results, looking through them before returning them.
“I’m a power bottom, and I’ll back off for the right Top,” Barry told him, “but I’m more interested in the play than the sex. Unless the play is spectacular, because I can get dick anywhere. Spectacular play will likely lead to sex.”
Connor stepped in close, into the guy’s space, forcing him to look up into Connor’s eyes. “Define spectacular.”
“Any asshole can make me call red. Takes a good Top to bring me to the edge and hold me there for a while. That’s what I need. Been months since I’ve met a Top who can do that well. I have a super-high pain tolerance, and it’s damned hard to surf that sweet spot.”
Connor’s gaze narrowed as he smiled. “Challenge accepted. How can I be sure at the end of play that you’re really into having sex and not just subspaced out of your mind? Not sure I like changing limits mid-play. Like you said—I can get ass anywhere. I don’t mind taking sex off the table.”
Barry grinned. “Because I’ll devour your fucking cock after you finish beating me. If I want to do more than that, I’ll beg for that, too. I never get so out of it I can’t make that call. Once I do that I’m all-in, and feel free to use me hard however you want from that point.”
Connor grabbed him by the throat and kissed him, hard. It was even better he was a redhead.
That meant he in no way reminded Connor of a certain person he never could forget.
Or of a different person he never wanted to remember.
 
* * * *
 
Two hours later, after Connor had used every implement in his toybag more than once, Barry had eagerly—and quickly—swallowed Connor’s cock all the way to his balls and was begging for that fucking Connor was more than happy to give him.
Connor put Barry on his hands and knees on the bed and gave him a reach-around as he plowed the ginger’s ass. Nice, tight ass, too, not a sloppy, loose one. Barry even clamped down on Connor’s cock as he fucked him, making Connor laugh and slap the man’s ass.
“Don’t make me come too fast. I worked too damn hard for this fuck to blow my load this soon.”
Barry cast a smile over his shoulder at him. “Sorry, Sir.”
Sure, there was a little bit of brat in the guy’s tone, but Connor didn’t mind. He’d had fun tenderizing the guy.
Connor slowed his thrusts, long-stroking him, taking his time. This was another reason he’d been picky when cruising downstairs. He rarely got time like this to himself—he wanted to make the most of it. Getting off was the least of his concerns.
He needed more than that and had been going stir-crazy lately without someone to unleash his sadistic side on.
Edging Barry’s cock was nearly as much fun as edging the man in subspace. The guy undulated under him as Conner fucked him, speeding up, slowing down, stopping and stroking the guy’s cock for him.
Hell, from the sound of Barry’s voice, the man had dropped deep into subspace again.
Fine with Connor. He would do the guy again, if he was interested. He’d make sure to exchange numbers with him.
Just in case.
Not like Connor would get back up here anytime soon, but if the guy could come down to Sarasota for a few hours, he could meet him somewhere one evening, or for a long lunch break, or…something.
Well, it was possible.
Not very likely, but possible.
Connor got a solid thirty minutes of fucking out of the guy before he knew he couldn’t hold it any longer. He jerked the guy’s cock for him, grunting when he felt the ginger’s ass contract around his cock as his orgasm hit. Connor gave him a couple more pulls just to make sure he got him over, then grabbed his hips and went to town.
It roared out of his balls, not the best orgasm he’d ever had, but then again, none were anymore. Hadn’t been for…years. They were no more than the equivalent of scratching a deep, phantom itch, and he’d long ago made peace with that.
Grabbing the base of the condom, he pulled out and went to clean up in the bathroom. When he returned, Barry had flopped onto his side on the bed and wore a happy, sated smile.
“I take it you had fun?” Connor stretched out on the bed and turned on the TV, praying the guy wasn’t a snuggler because he didn’t want to be rude.
“Dude…” He actually giggled. “That was fucking amazing. You feel like a round two later?”
“Not sure your ass can take that. You’re going to have a bunch of damn marks.”
Barry wore a sly smile. “I saw the rope in your bag. Tie me up and choke me on your cock and promise to jerk me off again, and I’ll be happy to hang around for a while. Haven’t been fisted in a couple of months, if you want to try that. Long as you respect a safeword, if I need to use it.”
Hmm.
Connor laced his hands together on top of his head and studied him for a long moment. It would be easier not having to go out and find someone else to finish up the rest of the night with. “I don’t bottom.”
The guy shrugged. “I don’t Top.”
“If I order a pizza and have it delivered, you want to chip in?”
“Sure. No anchovies or pineapple.”
Connor smiled. “Deal.”
 
Chapter Four
 
Douglas lay in bed early the next morning with his eyes closed as he prayed his way through the fifth decade of beads on his rosary, working them with his right hand.
It was his third time through it since he’d awakened a little before dawn that Saturday thanks to the sounds from the rooms around them, people getting their showers or closing doors as they left to continue their journeys or start their days.
Honestly, now? He wasn’t even sure why he continued to pray it, except it kept his mind focused anywhere but on his losses, and the comforting routine helped numb and distract him, for a little while.
Like kneeling in silent prayer in the sanctuary used to.
He’d been prepared to spend the rest of his life with Mackie, even knowing where his heart would truly lie. He had loved her, been in love with her, even if she wasn’t first in his heart and she both understood that and was fine with that. She also knew he would always be faithful to her, that when he asked her to marry him, he meant it for life. That it was a vow he was prepared to completely give himself to.
Wasn’t like he hadn’t proven himself in that department.
Except he hadn’t been prepared to lose her. Especially not this soon.
He’d been even less prepared to be a single father. This wasn’t how life was supposed to go. They were supposed to raise Zee together, loving her, loving each other.
Happy.
Finally, both of them finding a degree of happiness that they could accept and reconcile and latch on to.
Caught somewhere between Father and father, adrift and alone, he’d never felt more scared in his life.
But he remembered his vow, one he thought he’d abandoned by marrying Mackie.
What if he doesn’t want me? He must have moved on by now.
The only reason Douglas was seriously contemplating going to see Connor once he returned to Sarasota was Facebook. The man posted on there fairly regularly. No mention of a significant other. At least, nothing set to publicly visible.
Douglas had a few friends in common with Connor, people they’d known in high school, and he’d finally broken down and asked one of them last week, when talking about what was going on and that he was returning to the area, if they’d heard anything from Connor lately.
As far as they knew, Connor was still single.
Yes, of course he’d saved every last photo of Connor onto his phone. The man still looked gorgeous, had grown from a handsome boy into a stunning man.
Which made it even harder to imagine that he could possibly still be single.
Except if he had a relationship status listed, it wasn’t visible to Douglas.
There was also the fact that Douglas jealously scoured Connor’s posts to see if anyone seemed to pop up commenting or liking things more frequently than others.
Again, nope.
Douglas had gone so far as to look Connor up in the voting registration list, and had found he actually did still live in what had been his mom’s house. That had been confirmed by the property tax records.
As recently as last year.
When he searched further, he didn’t find anyone else registered to vote at that address.
He wasn’t proud of himself for feeling so desperate, but he would readily admit both to the desperation, and that he wasn’t proud of it.
This was a sentence that had remained unpunctuated for too damn long. He knew he was likely setting himself up for more heartache, but better to get it out of the way now, so he could finally start healing and figure out what to do with the rest of his life.
He had a baby depending on him. He didn’t have the luxury of idly wallowing in his grief and loneliness any longer. That disappeared the moment Zee was born and he lost Mackie.
As he finished that round, he brought the rosary’s cross to his lips and kissed it. Mackie, his sweet and playful little atheist, had given this rosary to him. She bought it for him in college and gave it to him when they’d said good-bye when he left for the seminary.
Over all those years, he’d used it daily, kept it close.
He could still picture her playful smile as he’d unwrapped the box.
“Had to look everywhere, and it took me damn near forever, to find one without the creepy dead hobo on it.”
He still smiled when he conjured her smile and teasing tone as she’d said it. Amethyst had been her favorite stone.
“I want you to have something to remember me by, because I’ll never forget you, Doug.”
She’d smiled when she saw that he still used it.
All those years later, she’d sought him out, trusted him, and he’d opened his arms and heart and life to her.
Okay, so that was the second reason he was willing to risk this crazy venture. He’d kept his vows. She’d kept hers.
He’d had room in his heart to love her even as he’d still loved Connor.
Maybe Connor would still have room in his heart and life for him.
He prayed.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas wasn’t in a hurry to climb behind the wheel of his SUV again. A Saturday on southbound I-75 would be fricking miserable.
First, a long, hot shower to loosen his back and shoulder muscles. He thought about shaving and said fuck it, because with his luck and exhaustion, he wasn’t convinced he might not accidentally slit his own throat. Shaving could wait until Florida, once they were settled and before he started his new job.
Zee was still asleep, and he didn’t want to wake her up yet. Couldn’t bring himself to wake her yet. She looked so beautiful, so peaceful there, that he smiled and had to take a couple of pictures of her. Then he carefully picked her up and snuggled with her sleeping on his bare chest.
His miracle. His beautiful, precious miracle. The child he’d always wanted but never thought he’d have.
Once she awakened, he changed her and prepped her bottle, sitting up in bed against the headboard with the TV volume low as he nestled her in his arms. She opened her eyes to look up into his face as she fed, and her blue eyes made him think of Mackie.
“I wish she was here, Zee,” he whispered.
Except if she was here, they wouldn’t be here. They’d be in their small apartment, being a family, loving each other.
Happy. Maybe not rich, but they would have been okay, especially once Mackie returned to work after her maternity leave.
After Zee finished feeding and fell asleep again, and he pulled his shirt on and prepped as much as he could before he had to load her in her carrier, he held his rosary and knelt at the end of the bed.
This time, he closed his eyes and…hoped.
It didn’t feel quite right, in terms of dogma, to pray for success for a reunion with Connor.
Except God knew his heart. He’d shed his vows, lost his wife…
All his old excuses to himself, all his old fears, they were worthless now. It was time to quit fighting.
Unless there wasn’t anything left to fight for.
He wouldn’t know that until he reached Sarasota and tried to rebuild his life.
Build a new life for them, him and Zee. Be a father, a psychologist.
Words finally filtered into his mind.
Please remove the fear from my heart so it doesn’t interfere with me raising a strong, healthy daughter so she may grow into a fiercely strong and independent woman. Please allow me to guide her path in the right way, so she learns to make smart choices for herself. Please allow me the patience to not try to hold on too tightly out of my fears for her. Please give her the wisdom and courage I failed to find when I needed it most. Please let her be way smarter than her father ever hoped to be, and please let her grow up to be as beautiful and tenacious as her mother was. Amen.
An hour later, they were checked out and on the road again. He knew he probably should try at least calling his parents since he was in Georgia and only a couple of hours from their house, but why bother when he was positive they’d simply reject him?
Or worse, tell him to stop by and spend the entire visit picking him apart at the seams?
No, thank you. Hard fucking pass.
They’d never seen Zee, didn’t even know she’d been born. Hadn’t made any attempts to contact him after he’d told them he was leaving the priesthood despite them having his cell number and that he’d sent them his new address.
He didn’t want them anywhere near Zee, either.
He’d take his chances as a single father. He wanted to raise his daughter with an independent mind. If she wanted to be Catholic, she could. If she expressed an interest in some other spiritual path, he’d support her and help her with that.
If she decided there was no god (big G or little g) he’d support her and love her regardless.
He let Imagine Dragons, Three Days Grace, Cavo, and Drowning Pool fill the car’s speakers at a reasonable level as he drove, so as not to blast Zee out. After a quick lunch break south of Atlanta for him and Zee, and to change her, he continued on.
He’d already reserved a room at a long-stay hotel in Sarasota, so he had a place to “land” immediately, along with a small storage unit nearby just large enough to hold what wouldn’t fit in the hotel room.
He wouldn’t let himself think of his impossible hopes about maybe reuniting with Connor.
He wouldn’t let himself get his hopes up at all.
As far as he knew, he’d be spending the next week or so touring the apartment complexes he’d already scouted online before leaving Milwaukee. Niall had offered to help him unload and move, but Douglas had pared everything down so he could do it all himself.
He didn’t even have a damn bed frame anymore, although he had kept the mattress and foundation because he didn’t want to sleep on an air mattress. That, the tiny discount-store two-chair dinette set he’d had since graduating from seminary, and the crib and other baby stuff they’d purchased for Zee together. Boxes of books and pictures, clothes. Some kitchen stuff, although he hadn’t had much of that to start with, just the bare basics because he hadn’t been much of a cook while living in the rectory. Then, he’d relied more on subs and salads from a little family-owned place across the street from the church. Or on food some of his older church members insisted on bringing him to keep him fed.
Everything else he’d sold or given away. Less to move, less to unload. He didn’t need much and could live out of boxes for a while as he slowly rebuilt his life from scratch.
Literally.
It was easier this way.
It was late Saturday afternoon when he crossed the state line into Florida and he had to pull over, both to rest and to feed Zee her late afternoon bottle and change her because she’d started fussing south of Valdosta. So he stopped at the visitor center, grabbed what he needed from her bag, and carried her over to a shaded picnic table to take care of her.
As he cradled her in his arms and fed her, he once again tried not to cry. In these times, when forced to simply be and focus on her, it was impossible not to think about Mackie, to hear her voice in his memories, the things they’d planned to do together as a family.
A family she’d longed for, one she’d never have now.
The joy on her face at every doctor appointment when they’d watched the ultrasound screen and saw their daughter, healthy and growing before their eyes.
To not turn bitter at how unfair this was for her to not be here. For the joy he’d thought he’d never experience again in his life to be ripped from him.
They hadn’t settled the name question yet when Zee was born. Mackie had wanted to wait to hold their daughter, to see her face. In the immediate aftermath of labor and delivery, she’d understandably collapsed to sleep and she was going to decide the next morning.
But then she’d died only a few hours after Zee’s birth, and he’d had to give them a name for her birth certificate.
It was only fitting her daughter bear her name with the slight change from Lee to Leanne, to honor Mackie’s beloved grandmother, but he’d never call her Mackie.
His daughter would always be Zee.
She would hopefully go on to succeed at whatever she wanted to do or be, and he would, as her father, love her and protect her and support her and encourage her.
He would pray for her. Maybe even pray with her, if she decided to walk that spiritual path.
He pressed a kiss to her forehead as he tried to blink back tears.
Damn, it felt like all he’d done over the last three weeks was cry.
“Daddy’s a wreck right now, baby, but I promise I’ll try to get my act together fast so I don’t let you down.”
 
* * * *
 
Douglas felt so exhausted that he took his time heading south. It was after ten that night when he finally reached the long-stay hotel and pulled into their parking lot.
Thank You, God.
He’d take the small miracle.
He unfastened Zee’s carrier from the carseat base and headed into the office to check in. Twenty minutes later, he’d found their room, double-parked behind other cars, and had started unloading stuff that he’d need for now while Zee remained safely strapped in her carrier and asleep in the room. He’d packed things like clothes, her portable crib, all those kinds of items, near the back of the trailer where they were readily accessible.
Once he had those basics unloaded, he felt a wave of guilt but locked the hotel room door, leaving her inside the room. He quickly moved his SUV and the trailer, returning to the room at a dead run from where he’d parked, and making it back less than two minutes later.
To find her still blissfully asleep.
After texting Doyle and Niall to let them know he was finally in Florida, and his room number at the hotel, he quickly assembled Zee’s portable crib and prepared everything before removing her from her carrier, changing her, and lying in bed, holding her for a while before moving her to the portable crib.
He had her big crib, disassembled, in the trailer.
That had been…excruciating. With their limited budget, Mackie had gone to great pains to make every purchase count, and had endlessly researched items before buying them. He’d fumbled and sworn, but didn’t let her help him assemble the crib. He’d relegated her to watching and giggling at him as he’d finally gotten it put together and checked to make sure it was secure while she filmed him and took pictures.
She probably could have assembled it in a fraction of the time, because she was great with things like that and he wasn’t. But he’d wanted to do it, begged her to let him do it, and she had.
Then, as her reward for his hard work, she’d led him to their bed and made love to him.
One of the last things he’d done before moving was disassemble the crib, sobbing as he removed every screw and bolt, taking lots of pictures and making notes as he carefully bagged everything so he wouldn’t lose them.
Douglas stumbled into the hotel bathroom and broke down, crumbling to his knees next to the tub and sobbing again at the memories.
That had been not even five weeks ago he’d put the crib together.
Five weeks ago, he’d had a wife, a baby on the way, a life. Maybe not the fanciest life, but they’d been okay, they’d had love, and they’d had each other.
He’d finally reached a modicum of peace with his life and his fate and his future.
And now…
Other than a baby and a job, he honestly wasn’t sure what he had anymore.
He finally dragged himself to his feet and took a shower, then collapsed onto the bed, Zee’s travel crib right next to the side, where he could look down on her without having to get up.
God, why did you give me such joy and finally start to heal my heart only to rip it all from my grasp? It’s not fair. How much more will I lose? Please don’t take her from me. I’d rather die than lose her. She’s all I have left.
It was only sheer exhaustion that allowed him to finally drop into sleep.
 
Chapter Five
 
Around eight o’clock Saturday morning, Connor awakened alone in his room at the Toucan. Barry had left sometime after midnight, after they’d both napped. The man would be checking out this morning because he’d been called in to work for tonight. Turned out he was a phlebotomist at a local hospital, and they’d had someone call in with a death in the family.
It surprised Connor a little to realize how bummed out that made him feel, that his play with Barry was over.
Which immediately made him chastise himself on the back side of that.
Stop it. He’s just another guy.
Although he had given the guy his work number, and e-mail, and Barry had given Connor his cell and e-mail, with the open-ended offer that he’d love to play with Connor again.
But the guy lived up here, in St. Pete…
With his elderly parents.
So it wasn’t like Connor could pop up to Barry’s place for a quickie in the middle of the day.
Maybe that’s for the best.
Connor finally dragged himself out of bed and hit the shower. He wasn’t going to bother shaving today. He’d head downstairs for breakfast and a little poolside time before scouting his next prospective play partner.
Unless someone propositioned him first.
He pulled on swim trunks and a T-shirt that had a spoof of a scene from The Walking Dead on it—two hospital doors braced shut and with the warning DON’T OPEN - SADIST INSIDE written on them.
He’d either have some interesting conversations, or maybe meet someone worth playing with simply because of their sense of humor.
Kinda backfired on him, though. He got stopped eight times before actually making it to the restaurant, people who were more interested in talking The Walking Dead than they were hooking up or playing.
Normally, the conversations wouldn’t be an issue, except he wanted his fucking coffee before trying to…people.
An hour later, he’d had breakfast, a third cup of coffee, and he sat in a lounger in the pool courtyard with five guys sitting around him and talking.
Four of them Tops, and one of them the husband of one of the Tops.
Sigh.
Connor was about to excuse himself to head to his room to change when one of the Tops spotted someone and waved him over.
“Dude, come here and see this.”
The guy was slender but looked like he was over thirty, at least. He wore board shorts and no shirt, his right nipple pierced. Connor couldn’t tell what color his eyes were because of the guy’s sunglasses, but his short brown hair was nearly buzzed at the sides and kind of spiky on top.
The man smiled. “That’s cool.” He stuck out his hand. “Brennan.”
He shook with him. “Connor.”
Another thirty minutes later, and the others had either drifted away or became entangled in their own conversations while Connor and Brennan talked. Brennan had even taken his sunglasses off at one point, and the man’s brown eyes focused squarely on Connor.
Whew.
Because he really wanted to play with the guy, and grey eyes would have totally killed it for him.
Finally, Brennan tipped his head toward the rooms. “Got my test results with me, in my wallet.”
Connor smiled. “Then let’s retire to my room to talk some more, shall we?”
Turned out Brennan was very subby, very masochistic, and very flexible.
Flexible as in ankles-behind-his-neck positions, not as in Top-bottom positions.
Because Brennan made that part very clear once they were alone in Connor’s room. “I’m totally a bottom. I’m not vers.” He dug a piece of paper from his wallet.
“Excellent, because I’m a Top.” Connor traded papers with him. He wasn’t about to clarify his only exception to that rule for Brennan, because it didn’t matter, in this case.
Wasn’t this guy, wouldn’t ever likely be an issue for him again, so no reason to make a federal case over it.
They returned each other’s test results. “No cutting, no breath play, no shit or piss.” Brennan emptied his pockets, leaving his wallet and phone and sunglasses on the dresser. “Other than that, I’m yours to play with all day today.”
Connor slowly smiled. “Challenge accepted.”
 
* * * *
 
As he usually did, Connor let the guy go through his toybag and remove anything he didn’t want used on him.
The guy was a total champ—he didn’t take anything off the table.
An hour later, Connor had left lovely marks all over Brennan’s ass and thighs, and had the guy tied up in the second position he’d put him in.
And Brennan was begging to be fucked and allowed to come.
Except Connor was having too much fun with him to let the guy blow this soon.
Right now, the guy was ass-up against the headboard with his arms bound behind him and his ankles literally tied around his shoulders, holding him open and immobile so Connor could fuck the guy’s face while easily adding more stripes to his ass and thighs.
Also allowed him to do some CBT to the guy—which he’d found the guy loved.
Even better.
But Connor also didn’t let himself come in the guy’s mouth. He wasn’t quite sure how he wanted to lose his load to the bendy bottom, but he knew he wanted to keep playing with him for a while.
So he wrapped the guy’s six-inch cock and low-hanging balls with a silicone cock ring he had and started biting the insides of his thighs, loving every pained moan and begging plea rolling from the guy’s lips. A puddle of pre-cum dripped down the guy’s chest, along his neck, and Connor scooped it up with his fingers and fed it to the guy, who eagerly sucked and licked Connor’s fingers like they were his cock.
“Hope you didn’t have any plans for this afternoon,” Connor told him.
Brennan let out a pained laugh as Connor cupped and squeezed his balls again. “Nah, man. I’m happy right here. But I have to check out early in the morning. I need to run home and pack for a flight tomorrow afternoon for work.”
“That sucks. Maybe I should beat you for that.” He used one of his carbon fiber “pain sticks” along the insides of the guy’s thighs.
“Aw, fuck!” But he didn’t safeword.
Which meant Connor kept going.
And going.
Connor untied him and let him flex and stretch before tying him again, this time on his back, head hanging over the edge of the bed. That allowed Connor the ability to fuck the man’s mouth again, making him take Connor’s cock all the way to the root while he used a gloved and lubed hand to milk the man’s prostate. Since Brennan still wore the jelly cockring, it took a lot longer to make the guy blow than it normally would, and was a frustratingly unsatisfying orgasm for the bendy bottom as well.
Meaning Connor was loving the hell out of it, especially the needy moans rolling from the guy and through his own cock.
All that torture also making the other man hard again almost immediately and had him begging for more.
Damn.
Two viable repeat playmates in one weekend was definitely something of a record for Connor.
Maybe my luck is finally changing.
Then the guy’s cell rang and he mumbled what sounded like red around Connor’s cock. Connor immediately pulled out.
“Can you grab that and bring it here so I can answer it? I need to take that. Sorry.”
“Sure.
Connor stripped his right glove off inside-out and snagged the phone, swiping to answer the call for him and holding it up to the guy’s face. This wasn’t exactly the weirdest thing to happen to Connor during sex or play—or sexy play—but he admired the guy’s dedication to his job that he was willing to interrupt his fun time for a phone call.
“Anderson. … Yeah, I have my confirmation number and everything. … Yes, I know how to check in online and—” The guy let out an aggravated sigh. “Kelly, I know. Stop. I don’t understand why you’re calling me about this today and not sending me an e-mail. … Look, no offense, Kelly, but I’m involved in some personal time right now, and you and I will be having a discussion about this next week when I return to the office. I told you last time not to call me when I’m out of the office unless it’s an emergency. Either e-mail me, or let it wait until I check in. Good-bye.”
He nodded to Connor, who ended the call for him and returned the phone to the dresser.
“Sorry about that,” Brennan said. “I’m going to have to let her go, I just know it.”
“Why?”
“Oh, she’s new. Only been with us for a month. I hired her against my better instincts, and that’s the last fucking time I do that. My administrative assistant is going on maternity leave next month. Kelly’s supposed to fill in for her, then later, I was going to move her over to personnel to work there. Unfortunately, I think she’s smitten with me. Comes up with any and every excuse she can think of to call me at home or when I’m out.”
“Does she know you’re gay?”
“My personal life isn’t up for discussion, especially with my employees. All my other employees know that. But no, it’s not a secret I’m gay. I just don’t want to invite any kind of hostile workplace lawsuit by getting into those kinds of discussions with my employees. Become a forensic accountant, they said,” he muttered. “It’ll be damn good money, they said.”
Connor struggled not to let feelings of inadequacy try to creep in. “I take it that’s what you do?”
“Yeah. That’s why I’m flying out tomorrow, to a job in Washington state. Company fired their comptroller and are trying to figure out the full extent of the fuckery. I need to be on-site for a job that size so I can go through everything there and take copies of records back with me. Fuck.”
Even the guy’s cock had wilted.
“Did you want to stop?” Connor asked.
“Fuck no. Now I need to be beaten even harder.” He smiled up at Connor. “For the record, you are the best Top I’ve been with in years.”
“Good to hear.” He shoved his cock down the guy’s throat, enjoying the needy moan he earned in reply. Connor smiled down at him. “Then get back to sucking on that while I torture you some more.”
 
* * * *
 
It was late in the afternoon when the two of them came up for air. Connor had fucked a load into the guy’s ass without letting him come again, but Brennan was in no hurry to leave.
“Lunch is on me if you want to go pick something up for us from downstairs,” Connor offered.
Connor had envisioned this weekend more as a non-stop buffet. Except now that he’d found his groove with the cute guy, he kind of wanted more time with him.
“Sure.”
Connor handed him money, and they traded phone numbers before Brennan headed out, in case he had a question about what Connor wanted while he was down there. Connor noticed the other man grabbed his wallet but conspicuously left his room key, sunglasses, and a couple of other items from his pockets on the dresser.
Clear indication he was definitely coming back.
Connor took his phone into the bathroom while the guy was gone to quickly call home before he needed to take care of a little business.
Twenty minutes later, Brennan was back with their food and they sat, naked, on the bed to eat with the TV on. “So what do you do?” Brennan asked.
“Service manager at a luxury auto dealership.”
“Oh, nice! Mercedes?”
Connor used his thumb to indicate pricier.
“Excellent. Bet that pays nice.”
Connor shrugged. “It’s a living.”
“Man, I can barely change a damn tire. I almost killed myself trying to change a lightbulb in my ceiling fan once.”
Connor snorted. “How’d you manage that?”
Brennan laughed. “Alcohol might have been a contributing factor.”
 
* * * *
 
It was close to midnight when Brennan finally returned to his own room, and only because he needed to get some sleep before his flight the next afternoon. They’d both busted their nuts several times, and Connor had actually asked Brennan to give him a call when he got back into town.
Which had really surprised Connor, when he realized how much he wanted to see the guy again.
Whoa. Chill the fuck out.
Fortunately, the guy had a busy life and wasn’t too interested in anything more than playing, right now. Even better.
Perfect, as a matter of fact. Because Connor had hinted a little bit about his own personal situation, including the limitations on his time, and the guy agreed that they could work something out because his own personal time was greatly limited.
Connor took a long, hot shower and stood there letting the water sluice over him. Despite how he tried not to think about the past, it bled through his mental defenses, seeping in around the edges of his heart.
It was too easy to remember countless hours spent lying in bed, snuggling and having discussions about everything from anime to movies to music and books.
It was too easy to contemplate that, as an adult, he’d never felt that kind of connection with anyone. Never had that level of emotional intimacy with anyone. Not even the people he considered his closest friends.
It was too easy to think about how lonely he was, now that he was alone again in the room.
It was too easy to…think.
Dammit.
So much for his mental vacation.
 
Chapter Six
 
Douglas had been used to awaking before dawn every morning when he was a priest. He’d had things to do, and morning Mass to prepare for on the mornings he’d held it. On the mornings he hadn’t, he’d used the time for his workout, or for prayer and meditation, depending on his mood and the day’s schedule.
Always with copious amounts of coffee to consume, because he was anything but a morning person.
Except a habit was a habit. Even after marrying Mackie, he would awaken early on weekdays to go for a run, or work out, or meditate before work.
And today, when he awakened before dawn in this strange room that would hopefully soon feel like a second home, temporary though it might be, he knew he wasn’t going back to sleep.
After, once Mackie re-entered his life, he’d learned to enjoy sleepy, lazy Sunday mornings in bed with her since they both had weekends off. Instead of church they usually spent the time worshipping each other, Douglas happy to lay his hands on her stomach after they made love and talk to their baby.
With Mackie’s gentle, patient ways, she’d taught him how to fully be of the world again and enjoy it.
To want to live there.
To have new things to live for besides the Church and his memories and longings.
To leave the harsh, self-isolation he’d relegated himself to and come in from the cold, to spend languid evenings curled up in her emotional warmth.
He’d desperately missed human touch, intimate human contact and interactions, far more than he’d realized.
She’d held him as he’d grieved Connor, and laughed with him as he’d cried tears of joy over sonogram pictures, or the feel of tiny, growing hands and feet kicking and punching.
But with Mackie, his life had settled into a sweetly mundane rhythm, predictable. No more horrible pre-dawn mornings, no more late-night calls to rush to a hospital or nursing home or private home to perform last rites.
No more loneliness.
Life became a sweet Goldilocks zone of not too early, not too late, but just right.
Now, as a single father of a newborn, he had quickly learned there was no such thing as a schedule. Not really.
Zee was the schedule.
That Sunday morning a little before dawn, he lay in the motel bed with the TV on and the sound turned down, with Zee peacefully sleeping on his chest, and he prayed his way through another decade on his rosary. She’d taken a bottle, and he’d changed her, and now…
Peace reigned once more.
He was terrified to fall asleep with her like that, though, scared he might roll over on her. Another reason he knew he couldn’t sleep with her in bed with him.
Although he looked forward to when she was older, being able to watch TV with her, read books to her, listen to music with her, let her sleep with him when monsters under her bed scared her.
She would always come first in his life, no matter what. Another vow he’d made, and one he’d damn well keep.
On the dresser sat Mackie’s urn. She’d wanted to be cremated, no “waste of space” burial for her.
His practical little atheist.
She’d told him he was free to do whatever he wanted with her, but he couldn’t bear to let her go. They’d created their wills after finding out she was pregnant with Zee, and he’d also requested cremation.
He’d wanted to be mixed with her remains and scattered someplace peaceful and serene, like a park somewhere, together forever.
But all that had changed when he’d lost Mackie decades sooner than he should have.
It’s not fair.
Which he knew was a fucking immature whine, but he didn’t care. He gave up Connor for the Church, he gave up the Church for Mackie, they’d lost their son—and then he and Zee lost Mackie.
How much more do I have to lose?
Correction—he was afraid to ask that. He knew it was an irrational fear, but he didn’t want to goad God into a “challenge accepted” situation.
If he lost Zee, he had nothing, and no one.
She lay warm on his chest, a comforting, sweet weight pinning him to this world, keeping his sanity tucked into his skull.
He still felt terrified, but he’d fake it until he made it.
He had no choice.
 
* * * *
 
Even though Douglas held his amethyst rosary in his right hand, he found he couldn’t keep his mind on praying this morning.
Not now, since he was here, in Sarasota.
His mind kept…drifting.
Specifically, it kept drifting to Connor.
He knew he should get settled in at work, find an apartment—all of those responsible-adult kind of activities—and only then think about maybe looking up Connor.
But he was human, and that’s not what he wanted to do.
What he wanted to do was show up on Connor’s doorstep, fall to his knees, and beg him for forgiveness.
Even if that’s all he could get from the man after all these years apart.
Even if Connor wanted to do nothing but swear at him, or slam the door in his face.
He’d deserve it. Every bit of it.
Maybe they could at least be friends. It would be a kind of torture, but it’d be worth it to at least have Connor in his life again in that way.
Or Douglas would finally have the closure he should have given both of them decades ago.
Zee finally awakened again about an hour later, a little fussy, but understandable. He changed her and prepped another bottle, making a mental note to himself to pick up more cases of water. He didn’t want to use tap water until he was settled somewhere and could put a filter on the tap, or buy one of those filtered pitchers, at the very least.
Even though at the hospital they’d told him tap water was fine.
Still, he couldn’t help but think about places like Flint, Michigan. It’d been all over the news up there. Fortunately, he was in a position he could buy bottled water for his daughter.
Might be one of the few advantages he could give her, but he’d do it.
Depending on what kind of apartment he found, he might be able to save up enough for a down payment on a house in a year or two…or five. Ironically, he didn’t have much of a credit record. He’d purchased his SUV, paid off his student loans, but he hadn’t needed much in the way of credit over the years.
His housing had been taken care of. He’d received stipends for food and other expenses. The church paid for his utilities, except for the cable package he’d upgraded to so he could watch hockey. And he’d paid the difference for that out of his salary. He’d made a habit of living sparsely, lightly. If he didn’t have it, he didn’t need it. He’d wanted to save money for retirement, not be scrambling at some future point like many retired priests ended up doing.
Then Mackie had arrived.
And now, Zee.
With the bottle made, he held Zee and fed her, trying to clear his mind and remain there, with her, and nowhere else.
Except…
The invisible pull that had always tugged at his heart felt stronger now than ever.
The pull of Him.
He stared into Zee’s face as she fed, and he wondered if Connor would think she was as beautiful as he did. If Connor was single, if he’d be okay with a baby in his life. At one time they’d both wanted kids, but had thought it’d never happen for them, for obvious reasons.
They’d wanted to get married, even though, back then, it wasn’t possible.
A lot had happened over the past couple of decades, however. There were options not previously available.
What if Connor rejected him solely because he was a dad?
Although he suspected that wouldn’t be the kind of “fatherhood” Connor might reject him over.
 
* * * *
 
Only after Zee was soundly asleep again did Douglas tuck her into her portable crib and risk taking a shower. Sure, he’d need another shower before the day was over, but this was part of his routine and Doyle and Niall had both told him he needed to do things for him. That he wasn’t neglecting his child by carving out tiny pockets from his day to engage in self-care.
He had hooked up the baby monitor and brought the unit into the bathroom with him so he could hear her if she awakened. As the water beat on his face, on the unfamiliar and thickening scruff of beard and mustache, he once again considered shaving and decided not to.
He didn’t have the energy. He needed to save that for unpacking and everything he needed to accomplish today.
He was supposed to text Niall this morning and coordinate with him about meeting them at their house. Niall had insisted on them helping him with the unloading process. If Douglas didn’t have Zee with him, he could handle the unloading on his own, needing the physical exertion.
But Etsu had volunteered to watch her for him today while he did that and returned the trailer and went to explore apartment options. He’d also need to hit a grocery store. The room had a small efficiency kitchen, and he didn’t want to keep eating out. He needed to get back into healthy habits.
Douglas also knew if Etsu was watching Zee for him that there was one errand he would undertake in secret before going to pick her up that evening.
In fact, that was the only reason he was willing to accept Niall’s help today, to finish unloading sooner and allow him a little alone time.
It was difficult not to get his hopes up, no matter how much he chastised himself about that.
Please give me strength today, Lord. I am not strong enough to stay away from Connor. I need him. I need him more than I should, and I love him as much as I ever did. May his heart not have hardened against me, even though I know I’d totally deserve it if he hates me. May he still hold feelings in his heart for me after all this time. And if he’s not available, please give me the strength to gracefully walk away without embarrassing the fuck out of myself in the process. Amen.
He puttered around the room until eight, when he texted Niall. He was assured any time after noon was fine, that they were babysitting for a friend who’d be picking up their child by noon, leaving their afternoon completely free, and he could come by to drop Zee off.
Perfect.
He also ended his self-imposed Facebook posting ban. First, though, he logged into his account, added Mackie as his wife, and then switched to her account to accept the change on her end. They’d left that off both their accounts, just in case anyone friendly with her ex might be watching.
Then, from her account, he posted an update that took him the better part of an hour, many attempts and corrections, and what felt like gallons of tears to compose.
 
This is Douglas, Mackenzie’s husband. I’m sorry to have to post like this, and that it’s taken me so long, but it’s been a rough several weeks. Some of you already know this information, and I sincerely apologize for keeping the rest of you in the dark.
While we kept it secret on here because we didn’t want to post until our baby was born and safely in our arms, Mackenzie gave birth to our daughter, Mackenzie Leanne Koenig (Zee), just over three weeks ago.
Unfortunately, it was a long, difficult labor and delivery, twenty-four hours. They were about to do a C-section when Zee finally made her way into the world. What we didn’t know was that Mackie had blood clots that had formed in her chest, and which caused a pulmonary embolism that killed her just a few hours after Zee’s birth.
I had left naming our daughter up to Mackie, because I loved her, and I was her “sweet, dumb guy.” (Yes, it’s okay for those of you who want to smile or laugh to do so. She’d want that.) And because you who knew us together know I could never deny her anything. She was my life, my world, the center of my universe, as many of you were well aware.
She’d narrowed the choices down to five names she loved, but she wanted to wait to hold our daughter before naming her. But she died before she could, so I took it upon myself to name our daughter after her beautiful, sweet mother.
Mackie had always dreamed of being a mother, and I am truly blessed to have not only been her friend since college, but that she was my wife for the past fourteen months, and that she is the mother of my child. Some of you know we suffered great loss early on, with a miscarriage, our son. But I take comfort that Mackie is with him now, able to hold our first child in her arms and able to tell him how much his Daddy loved him and wanted him, too.
Those of you closest to her are also laughing at or with me now, and that’s okay. I write this part with a smile. My sweet little atheist didn’t believe in Heaven, but we always joked that my faith was strong enough for both of us, and she was fine with that. I was truly blessed by her loving spirit.
Unfortunately, Mackie passed too quickly for the doctors to save her. But I know how she felt about me, and take some small measure of comfort in knowing one of the last things I ever said to her was, “I love you.” I had her cremated, per her request. She’d left it up to me to make final decisions past that point, so I have decided that she will remain with me and Zee. At some distant time, my daughter and I will have a discussion about the future, and my final wishes.
Mackie didn’t want a “wasteful” funeral or burial, or flowers. If you wish to make a donation to any local charity of your choice in her memory, please feel free to do so. But please honor her wishes and don’t ask to send me flowers or cards. I truly do not need them. Sending me a message through Facebook, or e-mail, if you have my e-mail address, is enough, I assure you. If you wish to send flowers, send them to a nursing home to brighten their day and spirits.
If you are friends with me on Facebook, you may contact me through my account, or if not, you may send me a friend request, but I’m not going to log in to Mackie’s account again to check messages or respond. It’s far too painful. You can find me listed on her profile as her husband, and tagged in this post. I will wait about a month and then archive Mackie’s Facebook account after I download copies of all the pictures, so everyone she is friends with has time to see this. Please feel free to refer people to me.
Zee and I have moved from the Milwaukee area to Florida. I am about to start a new job, and we will build our new life here together. This is where I’m from originally, and where I have friends who love and support me. I have always felt I was destined to return home one day, and now I have. I only wish it could have been all three of us.
Again, I apologize for letting everyone know in this way, but the people who needed to be notified in person already were. To those of you who did know, thank you for respecting my wishes to not post about it online until I could do so. It is greatly appreciated. I only have so much energy in me, and right now, as you can understand, my focus must be on my daughter and taking care of her.
Please do not leave things unsaid to those you love. Sometimes, we have far less time with our loved ones than is fair. Let them always know how you feel so that it is possibly one less burden on your soul and mind later. I loved her so, so much, and she knew that. And I know she loved me, and our daughter.
Thank you to all our friends who have seen me through this dark valley and allowed me time to breathe and process. You have no idea how grateful I am to you all.
To Mackie’s friends and relatives, I wish you all love, blessings, and grace. And feel free to tap out now before I “go God” on you, as she used to tease me. LOL
And for everyone: May the grace and peace and blessings of almighty God, the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, descend upon you and remain always. Amen.
 
He made sure to tag himself in the post, and added several pictures to it before posting it and leaving it set to publicly visible.
One taken of him and Mackie upon their arrival at the hospital after her water broke, just before she’d changed into a hospital gown.
One of him and Mackie just minutes after Zee’s birth, with Zee nestled in Mackie’s arms and both of them crying joyful tears. Literally the happiest moment of his life.
One he’d taken once the doctors had stopped trying to resuscitate her and had given him time alone with her body, of his left hand holding hers, their wedding rings visible, and their hands gently cupped around Zee’s tiny hand. The darkest moment of his life, even though he still felt numb with grief and exhaustion and was trying to process what had happened.
One that a friend and coworker had taken of him the next night at home, in the apartment, where he’d come over to sit up all night with Douglas. Douglas lay asleep on the couch with Zee on his chest.
One of him holding Zee in his arms, taken by another former coworker when he’d stopped by to say good-bye to everyone. Zee was awake, eyes open, and he’d kissed her head. The friend had caught the timing just right, and Zee wore what looked like a little smile, her gaze focused up, on him.
One of Mackie’s urn, and her wedding rings sitting next to it. Rings he currently wore on a chain around his neck so he would never lose them.
He’d also saved several locks of Mackie’s hair and tucked them into an envelope, along with her hospital bracelet, and the one she wore matching her to Zee, and the ones he’d worn for them as well, and Zee’s bracelet.
After another round of tears, he logged out of her account and back into his own, where he approved the tagged post to appear on his profile, set to public. Then, partly hating himself that he didn’t have the restraint to not visit Connor’s profile, he did just that and closed his eyes to meditate on the man he hadn’t seen in an entire lifetime.
But also the man he still loved with the deepest, oldest parts of his soul.
 
Chapter Seven
 
Connor awakened alone in bed in his room at the Toucan a little after seven Sunday morning. In sleep, he’d ended up on the right side of the bed, and tried not to think about that.
About why he’d first started sleeping on that side, years ago.
Those thoughts would only lead to sad and hollow memories that would drag his brain down into bad, lonely places he couldn’t afford to revisit.
Rolling onto his back, he stared at the ceiling. Before this weekend, it’d been…well, months since he’d last gotten laid.
Since the last time he’d been able to have one of these weekends at the Toucan.
He knew he most likely wouldn’t get laid again until the next one, which would likely be several months away.
Dating wasn’t an option right now, unfortunately.
Sure, he could beat off in the shower every morning, but that was only one aspect of what he needed to be a healthy human.
What was missing was a long-term partner. If not a boyfriend, at least a trusted play partner who lived close enough they could get together for an hour or two here or there.
Or whom he could trust enough to invite over for dinner, or a beer and a couple of hours watching TV.
That wasn’t in the cards, though. He had no one in his life like that, no one he wanted to turn into a closer relationship.
Connor debated whether or not to cruise downstairs to see if anyone was up this early and willing to play. If it was worth the energy expenditure.
Then again, it probably will be a while before I get out again.
Thinking that, he climbed out of bed, used the bathroom and freshened up, and pulled on shorts. If nothing else, he could grab a cup of coffee from the restaurant downstairs.
 
* * * *
 
Thirty minutes later, Connor was back in his room, with a cup of coffee and a begging bottom who wore a chastity cage, wanted his ass spanked, and wouldn’t be allowed to come until he’d swallowed a load from Connor and had gotten spanked.
The guy’s Top had been down in the restaurant with the guy, and they weren’t married. Not even living together, just regular play partners.
Close enough to available for Connor’s tastes.
He soon had the guy’s ass reddened and striped with cane marks before putting him on his knees to fuck a load down his throat.
By nine, Connor was alone again and standing in the shower, his head tipped against the wall, eyes closed. With the end of the weekend closing in on him, he realized how…empty and cold it left him feeling when all was said and done.
Every play weekend left him feeling the same way, something he managed to forget until, here he was, going through it again.
There has to be more to life than this.
Hopefully, he’d find whatever that something was before he grew too old to enjoy it.
 
* * * *
 
After calling home for an update and to give them an ETA, Connor checked out of the Toucan by nine thirty and headed south over the Skyway. He stopped for brunch at a little family-owned place in Bradenton that he’d discovered a couple of years earlier, just off US 41, and scanned through a few work e-mails on his phone while he waited for his order. He wasn’t technically in sales, but he was kept in the loop because sometimes he handled sales. Plenty of times he’d actually talked service customers into trading in their luxury ride for a new one.
That meant if there were leads who were also service customers, he was given first crack at them. Over the last couple of years, that had especially helped his bottom line personally, when he’d actively hustled more in terms of sales because of Kayleigh.
It used to piss off some of the salesmen, but the dealership loved it. Connor had worked his way up from lot attendant to service manager since graduating high school, so the owners were going to back him over some salesman who might not even be there the next week.
Didn’t hurt that the customers loved him. Since Connor had worked there for over twenty years, some of his customers had literally watched him grow up, in a sense, and had faithfully used their dealership’s service department for their four-wheeled “babies” in no small part because they liked and trusted Connor.
Once Connor’s mushroom omelet and fruit arrived, he set his phone aside and tried to clear his mind. He’d desperately needed this weekend off, even more than he’d wanted to admit.
Thank god for Etsu, Niall, and Aden.
Those were three friends he felt beyond blessed to have in his life. They’d saved his sanity in more ways than one lately.
If he was still a praying kind of guy, he would offer one up for the blessings they were.
But he hadn’t been one of those in a long, long time. Not since he was a kid and he’d discovered there was no Heaven in the Church.
The only Heaven he’d ever found was in Douglas’ arms, and—again—that’d been a long time ago.
Unfortunately, like the other kind of Heaven, it was no longer accessible by him.
 
* * * *
 
Connor pulled into Niall’s driveway a little after eleven and headed up the walk. Their front door opened, Niall standing there and wearing an amused smile as a happily squealing little blonde streak in a pink sundress shot out the opening, down the walk, and nearly took out Connor’s kneecaps.
“Daddy!”
He scooped her up and swung her around before settling her on his hip and bussing a kiss against her cheek. “How’s my Princess?”
Okay, so Kayleigh was a little slice of Heaven in her own way, his personal miracle.
His reason for living now.
“Etsu and I made cookies!”
“Mmm, cookies.” He gave Niall a one-armed hug as he passed through the front door. “What kind of cookies?”
“Chocwate chip!”
“Oh, that sounds yummy.”
“Saved you some.”
“Well, thank you, Princess.” He set her down and she ran for the living room.
He found Etsu in the living room, where she hugged him. She already had Kayleigh’s stuff ready, her carseat sitting there. He’d left it with them in case they wanted to go somewhere with her.
I really need to buy a second one and just leave it here for them.
Aden had been stretched out on the couch and watching TV, but when Connor walked in he stood and gave him a hug.
“I really appreciate this, guys,” Connor said. “So much, you have no idea.”
“Good ‘business trip’?” Aden asked with a wink.
“Yeah.”
Of course he’d told his friends where he was going, in case something happened and they needed to get in contact with him. Hell, he’d met them through the Suncoast Society munches. The poly triad was kinky.
They’d encouraged him to take this “personal time” for himself. Niall had argued that he needed it, seconded by Doyle, another kinky friend who worked at the same facility Niall did, and who had also seen Connor professionally, for a while. Before the triad started watching Kayleigh, he’d simply told his other babysitter he was meeting friends visiting from out of town there without going into details about the Toucan beyond the bare minimum contact info they’d need if he didn’t answer his cell phone.
“Did you sell any caws, Daddy?” Kayleigh asked.
“No, sweetheart, it wasn’t that kind of work trip.” He hated the fib, but it was far easier than facing twenty questions over a child-friendly version of the truth with her.
“Oh.” She held up a plastic container and started shaking it, the cookies rattling inside. “Here’s your cookies, Daddy!”
“Thank you, Princess.” Smiling, he took it from her before she could completely obliterate them into dusty crumbs. “I appreciate it.”
She gave him that beaming smile, the one Connor knew would always wrap him around her fingers. “You’we welcome!”
“She already had lunch, but she hasn’t had a nap yet,” Etsu said. “So she’s pretty wound up right now.”
“That’s okay.” Connor leaned in and bussed another kiss against Kayleigh’s cheek, his heart warming at her giggle. “We need to hit the store and then we can go home and watch cartoons.”
“Cartoons!” Kayleigh squealed.
Niall patted Connor on the back. “Haven’t seen you at work for a while. Let me know if you need to come in and talk. I’ll tuck you into my schedule. We’ve got a new guy starting soon who will help free things up a bit.”
“Thanks. I…yeah.” It was nice having Niall back in the area, a kink-friendly ear to bend. He’d been talking to Doyle, but Doyle sometimes had to travel with his husband, and Connor wasn’t going to impose on the man by calling him on the road, even if Doyle had assured him he could do that.
Such as right now, Doyle was out of town. Once Niall had returned to Sarasota, Connor had started making regular appointments with him. Didn’t matter Connor wasn’t one of his addiction clients—Niall was a psychologist and a nonjudgmental ear.
And involved in the lifestyle.
Being a single dad was definitely not as easy as all the rom-coms made this shit look.
Wasn’t nearly as sexy, either.
Especially not for a single, gay, sadistic Dom in Sarasota, Florida.
 
* * * *
 
An hour later, Connor was pulling into his own driveway after having made a stop by Publix for groceries with Kayleigh. She loved to help, and he wanted to teach her as much as he could while she was still open to learning. Before she became a surly tween and he became a lame dad, in her eyes.
Grocery shopping, cooking, chores—she was his Princess, but he was raising her to be a self-rescuing princess.
And self-rescuing princesses, even three-year-olds, had chores.
He handed her the grocery bag holding two boxes of wheat macaroni elbow pasta. “Carry that inside, please, Princess.”
“Yes, Daddy.”
He always had the baggers put something she could easily carry—and not destroy, or drop on her foot and hurt herself with it—in a bag just for her.
Inside, he set the bags of canned goods on the floor next to the cabinet that held those, and Kayleigh immediately sat down and carefully started unpacking the bags.
She was actually getting better about matching things up, like soups with soups, vegetables together, things like that.
Although he still waited until after she was asleep to rearrange the cabinet so he could find things. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings or discourage her.
He didn’t realize he’d just been standing there, watching her, until she frowned at him. “You go, Daddy.” She held up a hand. “I got dis.”
Trying to stifle his laugh, he leaned in and gave her a high-five. “Of course you do, Princess.” He headed back outside to grab more stuff.
His toy bag was safely stowed in the trunk, where it would remain until he could sneak it inside after she was asleep later. Then he’d lock it in the plastic tub in his closet where he kept it. He’d already told Kayleigh the tub held “important papers,” which was why Daddy needed to keep them safe.
Since that was of zero interest to his toddler, he figured he had a couple of years to figure out the next excuse.
 
* * * *
 
Within an hour he had the groceries put away and some chores finished, and they were stretched out in the living room on his comfy sectional sofa. He had cued up the first DVD of The Flintstones cartoon series for them to watch, although they’d both probably fall asleep.
He longed to be able to share shows with her like Sailor Moon, or Cowboy Bebop, or Black Butler…but those were a few years away yet in terms of permitted viewing.
In fact, Connor had lengthy Crunchyroll and Funimation queues he longed to be able to share with her—one day.
Kayleigh also loved Peppa Pig and Blue’s Clues, but this show had been a staple of his childhood. He remembered countless hours watching these with his dad.
And with Douglas.
It was safe, fun, and he could have valuable conversations with her about some of the themes. He liked it when she yelled at Fred for being a jerk, and cheered for Wilma and Betty. He liked it that she sympathized with Barney.
Fuck anyone who thought it had no educational value. Dinosaurs made great front-end loaders.
Besides, like right now, she was asleep in only a few minutes, and frankly, he wasn’t far behind her. Napping on the couch in front of the TV with his little girl was a rare treat he wouldn’t get for too many more years.
He’d take all the sweet perfection he could hold close to his heart and treasure every minute of it.
Even if he knew his dreams might be plagued by nightmares, or, worse, sad memories of past days he could never revisit.
And after his weekend, he realized he needed all the normalcy and sweet memories he could store in his cold, empty, hollow heart.
 
Chapter Eight
 
Douglas pulled up in front of Niall’s house and parked on the street, not wanting to try to back the trailer out of their driveway later. He’d been looking forward to meeting the triad in person ever since Doyle introduced Douglas to Niall during a three-way Facebook Messenger chat a couple of weeks ago. That had led to Douglas talking to Niall on the phone several times, more to unburden himself as an overwhelmed new father and newly widowed husband than as just a friend. Although he hadn’t revealed everything about himself to Niall, either.
The triad walked outside and down the front lawn to greet Douglas when he climbed out of his SUV. After introductions, they all offered hugs, and the grimly kind look on Niall’s face nearly finished Douglas.
“Ye all right, then, Doug?”
“I’ll…live.” He forced a smile. “There isn’t any other option.”
Douglas opened the back door, and Etsu got a look at Zee.
“Oh, my god, she’s gorgeous!” If Zee hadn’t already been awake, Etsu’s delighted squeal would have done the trick.
“Thank you. Lucky for her, she looks like her mother and not me.”
Niall chuckled. “Unlucky for you, mate. If ye need help shooing the lads away when she’s older, just ask.”
“I’ll probably be taking you all up on that.”
Douglas removed her carrier from the carseat base to take her inside, along with her diaper bag, which probably contained way too many things for the relatively short amount of time she’d be with Etsu today.
Paranoid new father alert, yo. He’d own it.
In their living room he set the carrier on the floor, unfastened the harness, and carefully removed Zee, handing her over to Etsu, who was literally making grabby hands at him.
At least he’d have both Aden and Niall’s help unloading, which he felt grateful for now that a wave of exhaustion had swept over him. Twenty minutes later, Douglas was driving to the storage unit place with Niall and Aden following him in Niall’s car. Fortunately, Douglas hadn’t needed to go into great detail when asking if they could watch Zee for a couple of hours. He did need to go to the store and check out a couple of apartment complexes. That wasn’t a lie.
He just…omitted one errand he wanted to run.
This was also the location where he’d be turning in the rental trailer. After checking in at the storage facility’s office and buying a new lock that would work on their doors, he punched in the newly minted gate code they gave him and they headed into the complex. He’d opted for an inside unit, climate-controlled, because of all his books.
When he unlocked the trailer and Aden and Niall got a look inside, Aden shook his head. “Wow. I thought you’d have a lot more than that. I figured this thing would be packed tight.”
“I downsized a lot. I…” He sighed as he stared at the remains of his life. “There’s some things I took into the hotel room, but I just couldn’t handle moving everything we had. We didn’t have a lot to start with. I’ve never needed a lot. And our apartment was really small. I only kept what I’d absolutely need or couldn’t part with. My furniture wasn’t expensive or fancy. I’ll start adding things, like from IKEA or thrift shops, as I need it. I have a bed and a table, and Zee’s crib…”
He didn’t know when he’d started crying, but Niall and Aden surrounded him, hugging him.
“There, there,” Niall gently soothed. “It’s all right. Let it out, Doug. This has been traumatic for ye.”
He sobbed on Niall’s shoulder and gave up trying to pull himself together. “It feels like all I’ve done is cry the last three weeks.”
“That’s understandable,” Niall said. “Are ye sure ye wish to start working this week? They said they’re fine if ye wish to wait a week to get settled. They’re not expectin’ ye to start tomorrow.”
“No.” He wiped at his eyes and shook his head. “I need to get back to work. I need the money, for starters. And I need to get out of my own head. The best thing for my sanity right now is to start work.”
“If ye’re certain.”
“I am.”
With the three of them working together, it took less than thirty minutes to empty the trailer, fill the small storage unit, and get the trailer turned in. Then the two men parted ways with Douglas.
He sat there for a moment in his SUV in the parking lot of the storage complex’s office, radio on and AC running. He needed time to pull his head on straight. Doyle had warned him that Niall, Aden, and Etsu were a poly triad, which wasn’t shocking to him at all.
What he suspected was that the triad might have a power-exchange dynamic of their own. A couple of times, he’d heard Aden call Niall “Sir.” And then there was the definite “Dom” vibe he’d sensed from the man, how Niall had naturally taken charge of the unloading process, and how he himself had been happy to follow Niall’s lead.
I’ll have to ask Niall about that later.
Once he’d come to know the man a little better. If so, even better, because it meant a fully understanding ear for him to vent everything to, not just parts of it.
Right now, he stared at Google Maps on his phone, which helpfully told him Connor’s house was only fifteen minutes away, did he wish to go now, or later?
The psychologist and priest in his brain were in complete agreement, and both screamed at him to leave this alone, to let it be. To leave the past in the past and let himself get settled and actually allow his raw and wounded soul a chance to heal before risking anything like this. That he’d be crushed even more if Connor turned him away.
The submissive man who’d never stopped grieving what he’d walked away from softly begged him to tap the button to map the route.
He swiped into his pictures, to the folder he’d created on his phone, which contained both scans of old pictures of him and Connor together as kids, and the pictures he’d saved off Connor’s Facebook account.
Who was he kidding? His heart and soul had never healed, had always bled and ached to be in Connor’s arms. In some ways, the worst mistake of his life had been deciding to attend seminary. He’d needed the scholarship for his undergrad studies, and the school in Texas had been the only place he’d been able to land one. His grades hadn’t been good enough to get him one for USF, and his parents couldn’t afford to pay for it, and wouldn’t sign student loans for him, either.
That first night in college, he’d made up his mind and refused to turn back.
But I could have come home to Connor after undergrad.
He closed his eyes.
Lord, I’ve never claimed to be perfect, or even particularly insightful about Your will, but I need some guidance here, please?
He took a deep breath and let it out again to focus on praying.
That’s when “Pray You Catch Me” by Beyoncé started playing on the radio.
A soft laugh escaped him. “Thank You.”
He opened his eyes, swiped back into the maps app, and hit the go now button.
 
* * * *
 
When Douglas made the final turn onto Connor’s street, he felt like he’d entered a time warp. Some of the houses looked virtually unchanged from the last time he’d been here, over twenty years ago.
But he could also see the differences, here and there.
His old house still looked like it was being kept up, but the stucco was now a pale blue with light grey trim, and the barrel tile roof had been replaced by asphalt shingles. Three cars sat parked in the driveway, and a bike lay tipped over on its side on the front walk.
His pulse raced as he slowed and made the turn into Connor’s driveway. There was only one car there, parked on the right, where his mom had always parked.
Douglas parked on the left, where he’d used to park the old beater car he’d had. In fact, he’d always kept it parked there, at Connor’s mother’s insistence. Usually he and Connor were going places together, anyway, and she liked the idea of a car being parked there if she wasn’t home.
Now he wished he’d shaved, or at least gotten a haircut.
Too late for that now.
He wanted this done.
Now.
Taking a deep breath, he got out and slowly made his way up the walk, literally weak in the knees, hands shaking.
Please don’t let me pass out on his front porch. That would be really fucking embarrassing. Thank You. Amen.
The front door was different. The old one had been plain, with nothing but a viewfinder in it. This one had a half-circle window at the top, in addition to decorative insets.
And a viewfinder.
One more deep breath, and he forced himself to reach out and press the doorbell. A few years passed.
Okay, maybe about thirty seconds. Felt like years.
Douglas was struggling against the urge to turn and run for his car—he’d actually turned—when the door opened.
 
* * * *
 
Sonofabitch.
If it was a damned Jehovah’s Witness, Connor was going to bitch them out. He’d just drifted off to sleep and didn’t want Kayleigh awakened.
He dragged himself off the couch and out to the front hallway. When he glanced through the viewfinder, he spotted the back of the man’s head.
When he opened the front door, the man turned, and it was the eyes that did it.
His grey eyes.
It didn’t matter that his shaggy, too-long brown hair was threaded with grey, or that his beard and mustache looked out of place on him.
“Fuck.” Connor didn’t realize he’d whispered it out loud until he heard it drop out of his mouth.
His boy smiled, looking hesitant and sweetly bashful, the way he’d always looked. “Hello, Sir.”
Connor realized he was also looking down at Douglas now, by several inches in height.
Connor grabbed him and kissed him, not even thinking about it, not even wanting to say anything except…
Fuck.
“You’re here. You’re really here.”
“I promised you, Sir. You told me if I ever needed you to show up on your doorstep and you would never turn me away.”
Connor was going to drag him inside, down to his bedroom, and—
Douglas lifted his left hand and cupped Connor’s cheek, but Connor had seen it.
He grabbed Douglas’ hand and stared at the wedding band. “Married?”
“Um…it’s a long story. I was a priest for fifteen years, and—”
It felt like someone had shoved an icy firehose up his ass and turned it on. “A priest?”
“Yeah. But then Mackie—Mackenzie—showed up. Like I said, it’s a long story, and—”
“Daddy? Who’s dat?”
Connor turned and spotted Kayleigh standing there, barely awake. He scooped her into his arms, settling her on his left hip and instinctively turning to put himself between her and Douglas. “He’s a friend of Daddy’s, honey. He was just leaving.”
Priest.
He was a fucking priest.
There were a lot of things Connor could forgive and forget.
That was not one of them.
Which didn’t matter, anyway, since the guy was married.
Why did I kiss him like that?
Douglas stared at him, his lips parted as if he wanted to say something else.
“He just stopped by to say good-bye,” Connor said. “Because he has to leave and can’t ever come back. Good-bye, Douglas.”
He slammed the door in Douglas’ face, then locked it.
 
Chapter Nine
 
Douglas stared at the closed door, the echos of Connor’s words ringing in his ears.
His hand itched to reach out and ring the bell again, to try to force him to listen. He’d known the priest news would be a shock to him, but he’d hoped once he got the full story out—
Except the little girl Connor had scooped up and protectively kept away from Douglas meant he should not.
He’s a father.
That wasn’t on Douglas’ radar of potential outcomes, that was for sure. Connor had definitely been gay when they were kids. He had no clue if Connor wore a wedding ring or not. He hadn’t had time to notice.
But what about 10:1?
Douglas immediately shut down that line of thinking and closed his eyes.
Please, give me strength and grace, and the strength to be graceful about this.
He turned and opened his eyes. Amen.
The kiss—he could still taste and feel Connor on his lips, like Heaven had been in his grasp and then ripped away.
The priest in Douglas’ brain was sitting this one out, probably sensing his opinion wasn’t wanted.
The psychologist in his brain told him to turn around and ring the bell again and tell the story in a rush, get it out there.
The submissive man’s shattered heart wanted to do nothing more than go curl up somewhere and die.
BUT WHAT ABOUT 10:1?
He drew in a ragged breath and once again shut that down before he collapsed right there.
Zee.
Death wasn’t an option for him.
He somehow managed to get into his SUV and drive a few streets over to a shopping center, where he parked at the far edge of it, laid his head on the steering wheel, and cried.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas wasn’t sure how long he sat there and cried with the engine running, but when he heard a soft ding he sat up and realized his gas light had come on.
Part of his brain engaged to process this latest development, even though it felt like his heart had taken a leave of absence. He later found himself at a gas station, pumping gas, all of that. Then he realized he was walking through a grocery store and grabbing things he needed.
Back to the hotel, putting his purchases away.
When he finally came back to himself, he was sitting on the end of his bed and staring at Mackie’s urn.
“I guess I fucked this up, huh?” he hoarsely said. “Why didn’t I listen to you in college when you begged me to go find him then? I wouldn’t have been able to do what I did for him, but at least I’d be with him.”
That also made him feel like a shitty human being, because, then again, he wouldn’t have Zee if he’d done that, and he wouldn’t trade her for anything or anyone.
She was his precious miracle.
Except Mackie might still be alive.
Something told him to take a look at the time, and he realized he’d lost a couple of hours. It was going on late afternoon.
After taking a shower, he wiped condensation off the mirror over the sink and stared at himself. Rooting through his stuff, he grabbed a fresh disposable razor. He wasn’t even sure if his electric razor had a charge on it after so many weeks of disuse, not that it would blaze through the jungle growing on his face anyway.
It took him about twenty minutes, and a second disposable razor, but he finally carved his face out of the wilderness with minimal nicks. Then he remembered to find his charger cord and plug in the electric razor so it could charge.
On his way to Niall’s, he passed one of those chain hair salons that was open. He stopped in. Fortunately, they could fit him in immediately.
Thirty minutes later, he resumed his trek, the priest’s contribution to his mental state being the Father Koenig mask he firmly pulled into place when he walked up to Niall’s front door.
Aden answered, greeting him with a smile and a hug. “Hey, look at you. You clean up pretty well. Weren’t expecting you quite this soon.”
He forced the smile. They would all be forced for the foreseeable future. “Afternoon sort of took an unexpected dogleg on me.” He followed Aden inside, where Etsu and Niall sat on the couch, watching TV.
Zee lay sound asleep on a quilt on the floor, and a modicum of peace settled around him when he saw her there.
Yes. Zee was his life, his grace, his only reason for living.
He didn’t deserve such a precious gift as her, but he had to live for her if for no other reason. She deserved a father who could get his shit together.
He also realized how much the ache inside him eased at being with her once more. Except for a few hours here and there in the days after Mackie’s death when a co-worker of his watched Zee for him while he made arrangements, he hadn’t been separated from her.
Maybe going back to work won’t be as easy as I thought it would be.
Damn Niall and his training. “Are ye well, then, Doug?” Niall stood, carefully watching him.
“Yeah.” Another forced smile. “I stopped by to see an old friend and didn’t get quite the response I’d expected. I’d actually hoped maybe to talk to them about renting a room from them for a while, because last time we’d talked, we’d left things open-ended, but…it’s okay. Just kind of threw me for a loop. I never did get out to the apartment complexes. But I did go shopping, and now I don’t look like a crazy lumberjack any more.”
Douglas smiled. Maybe if he did it enough it’d feel natural again. “So there is that.”
“Do ye need to talk?”
Douglas couldn’t stand the identical concern on all three of their faces. “I’m all right.”
“At least stay for dinner,” Aden said. “Please?”
“She’ll be ready for a diaper and a bottle when she wakes up,” Etsu added. “She’s been asleep for a while now. We’ve got plenty. I made lasagna. It’ll be ready in about twenty minutes.”
His limit had been reached, too much heaped on him to keep protesting. It was now easier to play along. The priest was good at this part, could play it in his sleep, while the psychologist sat this one out with the submissive man curled up in a ball with his head in the psychologist’s lap.
Grace. Give me grace, Lord. Please, give me grace.
The priest smiled. “Lasagna sounds very nice, thank you.”
 
* * * *
 
Later that night, once Douglas was back at the hotel with Zee and had bathed her, he sat up in bed with her lying against his chest while the TV played unwatched.
Despite Niall trying to talk him out of it, to at least take another day off to recover from the drive, Douglas was determined to put in a full day at work tomorrow. He wouldn’t be doing much yet, but he needed to establish a routine as quickly as possible.
The less time he had to think about Connor and the dark, burning hatred in the man’s eyes as he’d slammed the door in his face, the better.
The TV blurred in his vision as tears welled up again.
You promised to never turn me away, Sir. I swore I’d come to you.
But it had been the promise of a boy made to another boy, sworn literally over a lifetime ago.
I’m still yours, Sir. I don’t know how to be anything else.
Except that was in his head.
In the real world?
Not really. Not anymore.
Mackie had been an anomaly, and if it hadn’t been for the baby, he wouldn’t have broken his vows to the Church—or Connor—in the first place.
Is this my punishment for breaking my vows, Lord? To You and to Connor?
To what good had it served? He was grieving, Mackie was dead because he’d gotten her pregnant, he’d left his career behind, and now the one thing he’d held up in his life was gone. No more illusions of one day returning to Connor, fantasies of a happy reunion.
I think I need to sit down and talk to Niall tomorrow.
The psychologist was still consoling the heartbroken submissive man—and likely would be for a long time to come—while the priest sadly looked on. Except both professionals knew maybe Douglas needed to seriously think about adding an antidepressant to the mix. At least short-term, something that could help him dig his way out of this emotional hole.
For Zee, if for no other reason.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas set his alarm for five a.m. the next morning, so he could spend time sitting up with Zee cuddled against him. He desperately needed the time with her, more now than ever.
He’d laid his clothes out before going to bed. Fortunately, he could dress relatively casually—dress slacks or khakis, and button-up shirts. The same clothes he’d worn at his previous clinic.
At least it wasn’t his priest uniform.
Despite how he’d felt yesterday after being separated from Zee, it shocked him how eager he felt to get moving, to take her to Etsu and head to work despite the early hour.
I’m a horrible father. Who am I kidding?
The priest gave him a gentle nudge, and Douglas found his gaze settling on the rosary, which he’d left on the nightstand.
He reached over and picked it up, bringing the cross to his lips and kissing it.
He took a deep breath and started praying.
An hour later, he’d fed Zee, changed her, dressed her, and took a shower and shaved. As he stared into the mirror and buttoned a shirt over his undershirt, he could almost blank out the sound of Connor’s front door slamming in his face.
Almost.
Nope. The psychologist needed to be in the house today. The priest had taken over trying to console the broken-hearted submissive man, and those two weren’t making much noise right now.
Good.
He didn’t want to be Father Koenig anymore. He needed to be Dr. Koenig today.
He needed to forget—for a few hours—that he had a dead wife and a baby who was less than a month old.
He needed to not give the clinic any reason to regret hiring him. Doyle had really gone to bat for him with the recommendation, and he didn’t want to reflect badly on him, either. Or on Niall.
Especially since Niall’s wife was his babysitter.
It felt…weird driving in morning traffic again. He hooked up his phone and let Imagine Dragons play just loudly enough he could hear it and it not disturb Zee, who’d gone back to sleep.
My angel.
I need to redo my will.
Then again, who would he give custody of Zee to? Damn sure not his family.
In the back of his mind, he realized he’d been thinking he would, in some reality, at least be able to be friends with Connor. And that he’d name Connor as her guardian.
Fuck, I need to get my head on straight.
He had his Dr. Koenig mask fully in place when he pulled into Etsu’s driveway. Aden had left already, but Niall was still home and actually had the front door open for him when he walked up.
And the Irishman wore a serious expression. “Can’t convince ye to at least take another day to get yer wind back?”
“I’m good. They warned me I’d be going through HR stuff and paperwork my first day. Why wait?”
“Ye know, Doug, we have a spare bedroom. We talked about it last night. Yer welcome to stay with us for a while. It’d make yer life a lot easier and would, frankly, set my mind a bit at ease about ye.”
“I appreciate that, but I’m imposing enough already.”
“You’re not imposing,” Etsu said as she scooped Zee from the carrier. “I’d do this even if you weren’t paying me.”
Niall glanced at her. “Love.” He touched his throat.
Douglas spotted her widened eyes before she turned and bolted, still holding Zee, down the hall.
But not before Douglas noticed she wore a leather collar.
She literally returned seconds later without it, but with a too-wide smile. “Sorry about that. Forgot to take care of something.”
She seemed so flustered by her slip that he let it pass as if he hadn’t noticed, but he made a mental note to himself to let Niall know later he wasn’t bothered by it.
It probably wouldn’t be appropriate to tell Niall’s submissive that, anyway. Even though the only BDSM experience he’d had was with Connor, he’d done a lot of research over the years, now able to put labels and names to things. He’d wanted to better serve his flock—and later, his patients—by knowing things, so he didn’t accidentally cause anyone harm with erroneous information.
He also didn’t want parishioners confessing things to him that they didn’t need to feel guilty over, either. Someone getting consensually kinky with their partner was not a sin, in his eyes.
Niall studied him for a long, quiet moment. “I have one to two thirty free today. I’ll grab us lunch and bring it back to me office, and we can chat while we eat, hmm? My treat. I insist.”
Douglas didn’t even try to argue. “Thank you.”
“Why don’t ye ride in with me today? No reason for ye to drive yerself. Then ye’ll know where to go tomorrow. Ye can leave yer keys here in case Etsu needs the carseat base.”
“I’ll leave the base for her, but I think I need to drive myself. I need to run some errands after work.”
“Well, the offer ride with me stands,” Niall said. “If ye ever wish to.”
“I appreciate that. For the next few days, though, I should probably get used to the drive, the routine. I need it.”
Another slow nod from Niall. “Very well, mate.”
 
* * * *
 
Doyle was out of town until early next week, so Douglas still didn’t get to meet him in person, although Doyle did call to check on him. From Doyle’s lack of surprise about finding him at work, Douglas strongly suspected Niall had already told Doyle he’d opted to start today.
By the time one o’clock rolled around, Douglas had felt damned proud of himself for not breaking down and crying in front of anyone at work.
Yet.
Hey, I’ll take the progress.
At least he had the legitimate excuse—Mackie.
Although he felt like a horrible husband for using his dead wife as a ready excuse in case he cried over the loss of his former lover and Master.
Niall toed up the doorstop that propped his office door open against the pneumatic arm closer and let it swing shut. On his desk sat two Publix bags, and he’d bought them bottles of water, sweet tea, and turkey and cheese deli subs.
They sat at the desk to eat, Niall behind it and Douglas in one of the chairs in front of it.
“Where do ye wish to start?” Niall said.
“Well, for starters, you don’t have to hide that you’re kinky from me. I might have been a priest, but I did have a life before and after the priesthood.”
Niall smirked. “Did ye already suspect before her collar malfunction this morning?”
“Yeah. I heard Aden call you ‘Sir’ yesterday.”
“Sorry about that. Of course, we won’t expose the wee one to any of that.”
“I’m sure you won’t.” A thought hit him. “Does that mean Doyle—”
Niall nodded. “Aye. Him and his boy, Mal. That’s how we first met. It was coincidental we were in the same line of work. It’s actually Doyle who pointed me toward this job. I was out in California for a few years, stupidly enough…”
By the time lunch ended, he knew Niall’s story with Aden—and Etsu—and Douglas had confessed everything to Niall.
Everything except Connor’s secret. And Mackie’s.
Those would remain with him forever.
But it did, at least, make him realize perhaps the way things had happened was for the best. He’d faced his fear, received his answer about Connor, and he’d started his new job. He no longer had any unresolved issues hanging over him to hold him back.
Now he could focus on his future, on trying to finally heal his heart, and on raising Zee.
On serving his new patients.
Even Niall had agreed perhaps it was for the best, although Douglas didn’t understand the puzzled expression the man had worn when he’d told him about stopping by to see Connor, and the reception he’d received.
I think I’m beginning to see, Lord, why You set me on this path. Thank You for bringing Niall into my life, and his family. And Doyle, of course. People who aren’t judgmental, and who are equipped to help me until I can walk on my own. One of these days, I’ll learn to trust You. Amen.
One day, although today wasn’t quite that day.
Not yet.
Not even close.
 
Chapter Ten
 
Connor slept like shit Sunday night because he couldn’t get Douglas out of his mind. On an average day he normally thought about him several times, easily. But in all his fantasies of Douglas returning and showing up on his doorstep, the man being married and a priest never even blipped in his brain.
Then Connor started his Monday morning by fighting Kayleigh for twenty minutes to get her dressed. Followed by her spilling her breakfast all over herself, forcing him to change her. Then she fell asleep on the sofa after half undressing herself during the ninety seconds he was in his bedroom frantically trying to finish getting himself ready.
Note to self, I should know better by now to have myself dressed first before waking her up.
This all meant he was running late. He finally wrapped a fleece throw around her, grabbed her bag and clothes, and carried her out to the car like that, strapping her into her carseat with the harness fastened over the makeshift Snuggie.
When she let out a soft snore that sounded more like a fifty-year-old man than a three-year-old little girl, Connor couldn’t help but smile.
Maybe that’s my million-dollar idea—easy-dress morning clothes for parents to wrap their feisty toddlers in.
He still couldn’t seem to get his head back where it belonged. Seeing Douglas yesterday had him totally…
Rattled.
That’s the word I want—rattled.
Because no way in hell was he going to let his heart go there.
Even though he’d kissed him.
All those years Connor never settled down, and he knew damn well it was because, in his heart, he never could get over Douglas.
Never gave up hope.
Guess I can get past that now.
Especially after the double-whammy of finding out Douglas had not only been a fucking priest, of all things, but was fucking married.
How does that fucking work, anyway?
Add to that he got caught in traffic behind an accident on US 41 and had to turn around and go a different way to reach Etsu’s house. Kayleigh was still asleep when they pulled into the driveway, and he did his best to keep her that way as he got her out of her carseat and carried her up to the front door.
Etsu met him at the door, holding a tiny baby against her shoulder.
“Sorry, I’m running late today.” He got a better look at the baby as he passed Etsu. “Um, wow. He’s tiny.”
“She.” Etsu smiled. “Three weeks old last Friday.”
“Oh my—wait, what? Three weeks?”
“She was born small. Full-term, though. You just missed her dad.”
“Not judging, but she’s awfully young to be with a sitter, huh?”
Of course he was judging.
Then again, he’d sometimes needed to use a sitter for Kayleigh, too, in the early days. He’d been able to take her with him to work mostly, since he’d had an office, but once she was six months old, he’d found a permanent sitter.
Etsu wore a sad expression as she stared at the baby in her arms. “Her mom died a little after she was born. Not even a day. Father just moved here. Today’s his first day at his new job.”
A horrible wave of guilt swept through Connor for feeling judgmental. “Jesus. Poor guy.” He carried Kayleigh over to the couch and gently laid her down. “Sorry for the impromptu bathrobe. She went feral on me when I turned my back. I wrestled her into clothes twice and ran out of time and steam. Plus she fell asleep on me again and I really need to get moving.”
“No worries.”
He stopped and stared at the baby in Etsu’s arms. She was absolutely precious. He reached up, unable to stop himself, and brushed a finger along her tiny fingers, smiling when they closed around his.
He adored babies. “How do you guys know the dad?”
That wasn’t a question purely for curiosity, even if he was now officially going to be really late to work.
If someone was going to have regular contact with Kayleigh, he damn well wanted to know who the hell they were.
“Doyle knew him from college and found him a job down here, where he and Niall work. He’s a doctor. I mean, a psychologist doctor, like Niall. He’s living in a long-stay hotel right now until he rents an apartment.”
“That sucks.” But relief filled him. The guy had probably undergone an extensive background check for his job, meaning he was most likely safe around Kayleigh.
“Yeah. Doyle tried talking him into staying at their place, but I guess he doesn’t want to impose. Sir even offered to let them stay here until he can find a decent place. I guess his previous arrangement fell through yesterday, but he really didn’t want to talk about it. I got the impression it came as a shock to him, on top of everything else. He moved down here from the Milwaukee area because he had no family up there.”
Etsu looked into the baby’s face. “Poor guy’s heartbroken. No close family, lost his wife, and he’s a new dad, with a new job, in a new city.” She softly laughed. “Well, not totally new city. Apparently, he grew up down here, but he left for college and hasn’t been back since. Until now.”
The wave of gooseflesh rippling through Connor had him rubbing at his arms. It was on the tip of his tongue to offer to let the guy stay with him…except he’d never even met the man. Just because Niall and Doyle vouched for him didn’t mean he’d trust the guy living under the same roof as Kayleigh, psychologist and overwhelmed new father or not.
His own childhood had taught him that difficult lesson. No matter how well-regarded and highly vouched for someone was didn’t mean they weren’t a monster behind closed doors. If it hadn’t been for the fact that he’d known Niall, Aden, and Etsu through the Suncoast Society for years, he wouldn’t be trusting them, either. And he knew Doyle through there, too.
No way in fucking hell he’d let anyone new into his life or near his daughter without a full background check first.
No one except—
Well, that point is moot, now, right?
No matter how many nights he’d lain awake over the years and thought about him.
It could never be.
Not now.
 
* * * *
 
Late that afternoon, Douglas left work and, after stopping by one apartment complex to check it out and quickly strike it off his list due to no vacancies at a price he could afford, he headed to Niall’s house. He drove with the radio cranked as loud as he could tolerate it, the bass thumping through him as Three Days Grace roared through the speakers.
Gone were the days he could freely jam out while driving and clear his mind. Not with a baby on board. So he cherished these precious moments as the fleeting respite they were to help settle his brain.
I need to start working out again.
He hadn’t gone jogging or worked out since the day before Zee was born. He’d returned from his morning jog just to find Mackie’s water had broken. She’d insisted he grab a quick shower before they headed to the hospital, and…
He hadn’t worked out since.
He also tried not to think about himself and Mackie singing together at the top of their lungs as he drove, laughing as their voices cracked or they butchered the lyrics. It was still too freshly painful.
Especially painful when he thought about all the countless times he and Connor sang along together while in the car.
Maybe this was a huge mistake.
Sarasota had grown a lot in the years he’d been away. But he could still see places, street names, and think about what had been.
See the blue-eyed boy with the honey-colored hair who Douglas would always consider his soul-mate. The boy he would have followed into Hell and back without hesitation.
His first day at work had gone well. He’d spent the morning getting settled into his office, finalizing paperwork, familiarizing himself with their computer system, and spent the afternoon sitting in on group sessions with Niall and another counsellor, and getting to know his coworkers.
They would start him with group sessions first and work new individual clients into his schedule for one-on-one sessions over the next couple of weeks.
It was familiar work and a comfort.
He was helping.
It soothed him, in some ways.
Many ways.
Yeah, if he had to diagnose himself, he’d definitely agree he was self-medicating with his work. From work to being a dad, giving him little-to-no time to think about his losses.
He’d own it.
Today’s lunchtime talk with Niall had helped, though. Connor’s rejection was one more emotional wound striking deep and hard in his soul, but at least the blow had landed and now he could try to recover and heal from it. The uncertainty was over.
In its wake lay another layer of grief.
Connor was a father, maybe even meaning married. Nothing had been hinted at about that in his public Facebook postings, though.
It was a shock he still struggled to process.
When he pulled into their driveway, Niall wasn’t home yet but Aden was. Etsu already had the front door open for him when he walked up, Zee on her shoulder.
“How’d your first day go?” she asked as he took Zee from her.
He put on his Father Koenig mask and smiled because his troubles weren’t hers to bear. “Good. I’m glad I decided to do this. This was definitely the right call. Going to work today, I mean. I’m going to enjoy working there. How’d she do?”
“She slept most of the day. Kayleigh enjoyed staring at her, go figure.”
“Kayleigh?”
“Yeah. The other little girl I’m babysitting.” She pointed out the back windows where the girl was running around in the yard with Aden—
And Douglas’ heart almost stopped.
Holy shit.
If that wasn’t Connor’s daughter, he was St. Fucking Francis. “I-I’m glad everything went well.”
What the actual fuck?
And why hadn’t Niall said anything earlier? How could this not be obvious to the other man?
Apparently Etsu didn’t notice his fumble. “She just turned three. He’s going to put her in VPK next year, once she turns four. I’ve only been watching her for a couple of months now. His previous sitter had a stroke and can’t watch her anymore.” She shook her head. “Her mom’s in jail.”
His pulse skipped. “Jail?”
“Yeah. Drug charges, and her boyfriend was arrested, too. Drugs, parole violation, and outstanding warrants. Connor filed an emergency order and received full custody.”
Well, that absolutely settled the question of the little girl’s identity. Now his heart didn’t know if it wanted to throb in his chest or stop dead still. “Yikes.”
“Exactly. The woman had shoulder surgery not long after Kayleigh was born. Then she got hooked on painkillers, and it quickly spiraled out of control. Kayleigh was only a couple of months old when her mom was arrested. Connor’s had full custody of her ever since, although he’s basically been taking care of her full-time ever since she was born. She signed away her parental rights to him in exchange for a cash payment, which went to her attorney, I guess. Didn’t help her, though. They had undercover video evidence of her and her boyfriend trying to sell drugs.”
He swallowed to form spit and hoped his voice didn’t sound as shaky as he felt. “Must suck for him to have an ex who—”
“Oh, she’s not Connor’s ex. They were good friends, for several years. I think they worked together. I never met her. She was single and wanted a baby, so she asked Connor if he’d…you know, donate. He was there for Kayleigh’s birth and everything. He’s been an active father Kayleigh’s whole life. He adores kids.”
Douglas processed that. “They weren’t in a relationship together?”
She snorted, but it sounded amused, not snarky. “Connor’s gay. Kayleigh was conceived via IVF. Oh, that’s not a secret, either. He’s totally up-front about all of that with everyone. In fact, he’s single. Doesn’t even date right now, poor guy.”
Fuck.
Me.
Douglas desperately shoved away the really stupid hope that maybe he could try approaching him again, even though Connor had made himself perfectly clear yesterday.
Except maybe Connor had jumped to the same damn erroneous conclusion he had.
He also realized he’d been playing with his wedding band with his left thumb. “That’s…wow. That’s rough. Poor guy.”
“Yeah.”
Etsu helped Douglas gather Zee’s things, and he’d just strapped Zee into her carrier when Kayleigh and Aden returned to the house.
Unfortunately, the toddler had a good memory. “Hey! Awen’t you’we my Daddy’s fwiend? You got de same eyes.”
Time for his Father Koenig mask as he smiled at her. “I’m friends with a lot of people.”
“Whas youw name?”
He refused to be rude to a toddler—much less blatantly lie to her when it would cause more questions with Etsu and Aden standing right the fuck there—and thought fast. “I’m Dr. Koenig.” He leaned over and extended his hand. “What’s your name?”
She shook with him. “I’m Kaywee.”
“Very nice to meet you.”
“You’we a doctoh wike Unca Niwall?”
It took him a moment to decipher her toddlerese, since it’d been over a year since he’d worked with children her age. “Yes. I’m a doctor like Niall. I work with him.”
Then an excuse hit him. He quickly nodded to Aden. “Sorry, I just remembered I needed to send one more form to HR this afternoon, and I got distracted before I could do it. I need to get—”
Well, it was technically home for now…
“—home and handle that.”
“Sure.” Etsu smiled. “See you guys tomorrow morning.”
“Thank you. Seriously, thanks again. You have no idea how grateful I am.”
Kayleigh waved. “Bye! See you and Zee-zee tomowwow, Doctuh Cowneg!”
“Good-bye, sweetheart.” She was fucking adorable, and he could see Connor’s eyes, Connor’s hair, his nose. Hints of the boy he’d belonged to a lifetime ago. She looked like the pictures he remembered seeing of Connor as a young child.
Heart pounding, he fought the urge to break into a run as he returned to the SUV. His hands trembled as he secured Zee’s carrier to the carseat base. Then he paused, took a deep breath, and checked it again to make sure he hadn’t screwed up.
I have to get out of here before he shows up.
Logistically, he’d have to find a new sitter sooner rather than later. Not only did he not want to impose, he couldn’t risk running into Connor.
Unless I try to approach him again.
It was only once he was away from their house and driving that he allowed himself to breathe easy once more.
God, why the Hell did You put him back into my path like this if the way is blocked?
He’d also need to talk to Niall alone tomorrow to ask why he hadn’t given him a heads-up. Douglas wasn’t about to assume this meant something bigger afoot, courtesy of the Almighty. It was a simple coincidence. Sarasota wasn’t a large city. He didn’t know how Connor knew Etsu and her men, but the fact that Connor trusted the triad around Kayleigh likely meant Connor had scoured every inch of their backgrounds and had probably known them well for a while.
He wouldn’t expect anything less from Connor, considering his history.
He blinked back tears, giving thanks, for once, for Zee’s young age.
It meant he could break down in front of her without having to explain why.
I will never claim to understand Your plans, God, but I have to tell You, this is a pretty shitty way to rip my heart apart on top of everything else I’ve been through. I’ve already hit rock-bottom. Please quit making me plumb new depths. Amen.
And this was one of the reasons he had Heavenly trust issues.
 
* * * *
 
Connor had a long and shitty Monday at work. One guy called in sick, another left sick after puking all over the service bay—and the interior of a customer’s car, meaning one really pissed off detail guy to try to soothe and talk into cleaning it—yet another drove himself to the ER because he hurt his hand working, meaning workman’s comp reports to file. Being three mechanics down started putting them behind and Connor almost thought he might have to actually grab some work clothes and start turning wrenches himself.
It was after six when he finally got out of there and made his way to Etsu’s. Niall and Aden’s cars were there, too. Kayleigh ran to greet him, throwing her arms around his legs and clearing Connor’s mind as he picked her up and kissed her cheek.
“Hey, Princess. Where’s your new friend?”
“You just missed them,” Etsu said. “About twenty minutes ago.”
“Her name is Zee-zee, Daddy!”
“Zee-zee, huh?”
Etsu handed him Kayleigh’s bag. “Mackenzie, but he calls her Zee.” Etsu smiled. “Kayleigh’s renamed her.”
A quiver of shock hit his system, but he wasn’t sure why, at first, until the context snapped into his brain. “Mackenzie?”
Etsu’s smile turned sad again. “He named her after his wife. I talked to the guys about maybe one day introducing him to Eliza, for her to work her matchmaking magic, but I don’t know if he’s a…” She glanced at Kayleigh. “Friend in common.”
“Ah.”
“He kinda wooks wike your fwiend, Daddy! He’s a doctuh wike Unca Niwall. His name is Doctuh Cowneg.”
“Doctor Cowneg, huh? You think everyone looks alike, sweetheart.” Which was true. Unless she saw someone nearly every day, like Niall and Aden and Etsu, she frequently swapped people’s names around or butchered them totally. He shifted Kayleigh’s bag on his shoulder. “Ready to go home and have some meatloaf?”
Kayleigh clapped. “Meatwoaf!”
“Sounds good,” Etsu said. “We’re having chicken. She had cheese and apple slices at four, so she’s probably ready for dinner.”
“Thanks. Where’s Ni and Aden?” He’d hoped to talk to Niall about fitting him in for an appointment. After yesterday, he realized he definitely needed one. He’d never gone into great detail with him before about Douglas, but he had started trying to work his way through some of his childhood trauma.
Maybe it was time to rip that scab off once and for all.
Especially now, that it was confirmed his deepest hopes could never come true.
She smiled and tipped her head toward the hallway. “Shower. Ni just got home a few minutes ago.”
He heard her deliberate use of air quotes around the word “shower.” “Ah.” Lucky bastards. “Well, tell them I said hello, and good-bye.”
She grinned. “Will-do. I’ll be joining them shortly.”
They said their good-byes. As he was getting Kayleigh buckled into her carseat, she yawned.
“Did your new buddy wear you out today, Princess?”
“She’s too widdle for me to pway wif yet.”
He’d almost forgotten about it by the time he got Kayleigh fed, bathed, and tucked into bed, and took his own “shower.” Except it wasn’t just air quotes. He stood under the hot water, eyes closed, and thought about rubbing one out…
Except Douglas’ grey gaze floated to mind, out of nowhere.
Didn’t he mention that name? Mackenzie? It wasn’t exactly a super-common name.
Was it?
It had to be either a coincidence, or he’d misheard him.
He fisted his cock and started slowly stroking when he heard Kayleigh’s voice in his head saying Zee’s dad looked like his “friend.”
The only “friend” of his she’d met lately was Douglas.
Doctuh Cowneg.
His pulse stuttered as he froze, his eyes popping open.
No, it had to be a coincidence.
Although, knowing Kayleigh as he did, he could totally see where Koenig could become Cowneg in her brain.
Except—
No. That was just too much wishful thinking on his part. It was also stupid thinking, and the truth was whoever the other guy Etsu was babysitting for was not Douglas.
Was. Not.
Period.
Couldn’t be.
Now totally out of the mood and with his cock hopelessly wilted, he finished his shower and crawled into bed before nine. Still, he lay there for a while, staring at the ceiling, thinking about Douglas showing up at his house and replaying their…
Interaction? It wasn’t exactly a conversation. Definitely wasn’t what he’d hoped for in terms of a reunion, even if he had kissed Douglas.
“I promised you, Sir. You told me if I ever needed you to show up on your doorstep and you would never turn me away.”
He rolled onto his side. Yeah, he remembered that vow he’d extracted from Douglas. Then there was 10:1, and—
Fuck.
That was…before. When he still had naive hopes and dreams about a reunion between them.
Before the man wore a wedding band on his left hand.
Before the man had become a fucking priest.
Yeah, if Douglas had showed up on his doorstep after having fucked his way through half the Army, he’d still have taken him back.
In a heartbeat.
There were a lot of betrayals he could forgive, but it was like Douglas had stuck a meat fork into his heart and twisted it after dumping a gallon of vinegar on it.
Fuck.
He replayed all the things he wished he could have said to him right there in his front hallway, a hallway where, a lifetime ago, he’d once had him naked and kneeling for him.
Except Kayleigh had woken up and he’d needed the man out of his fucking house before he lost his shit in more ways than one.
Connor rolled over and closed his eyes.
10:1.
Guilt flashed through him, along with the promise he’d extracted from Douglas.
No. That was years ago and we were both kids. I don’t need to talk to him again. There’s nothing else to say.
Not that he could talk to him, because he had no way of contacting him now.
Because whoever Etsu was babysitting for was not Douglas.
And he’d try to ignore the fact that he still loved Douglas and wanted to know why the fuck he’d betray him like that, by joining the very goddamned organization that had been the source of countless nightmares throughout his fucking life.
 
Chapter Eleven
 
If Connor thought he was going to have restful sleep that night…
Ha!
Hahahahahahahahahahahahaha!
Sucker.
His dreams were filled with Douglas, memories of how things had once been between them, and desires and wishes of the way Connor wanted things to be.
How, instead of slamming the door in the man’s face, he’d dragged Douglas inside with him.
The cruelly tantalizing long-shot hope that maybe the guy Etsu was babysitting for would turn out to be Douglas.
At one point he awakened and rolled onto his back again, his mind racing as he stared at the ceiling.
I can’t keep living like this.
The weekends at the Toucan were no substitute for a partner.
Every encounter left him feeling emptier on the back side of things, once he returned home and was able to actually…think. Something he shut out of his mind in lieu of being a dad and a responsible adult during the rest of his life.
Maybe I should try dating again.
Except…
Douglas.
Why the fuck did he have to come back now?
Why the fuck does he have to be married?
Why the fuck—and how the fuck—was he a goddamned priest?
He shoved out of his mind the expression of hurt Douglas had worn when Connor had rejected him. The sonofabitch had no right feeling hurt when a flash of joy so pure and brilliant had, for fleeting seconds, lit Connor’s soul just before being cruelly snuffed out again.
Douglas had no right to show up here when he apparently had a life of his own because, hellooooo, the guy Etsu was babysitting for was not Douglas.
Couldn’t be.
Absolutely not.
Because he refused to get his hopes up that maybe his boy could once again be his.
 
* * * *
 
Finally dropping off to sleep again did not provide Connor with any respite. His mind relived the last time he’d laid eyes on Douglas, their night together, the promise he’d extracted from his boy.
Relived the long, lonely nights after Douglas left, how he’d worked his ass off to make a living, to learn a trade, trying to help his mom make ends meet just to lose her, too.
His dad died.
His mom died.
Douglas left.
The Church—what a fucking joke that was.
The things and people supposed to provide the utmost love and comfort to him when he needed them most—poof.
Yes, Douglas needed to attend the college where he’d earned the scholarship. Connor got that.
He could have returned.
He could have written.
He could have done a lot of things.
But he’d become one of them.
Sure, he knew Douglas had always felt conflicted because of the bullshit the motherfucking Church had hammered into his head—gayness was bad—but Connor himself was living proof that the Church was full of goddamned hypocrites and liars of the worst order.
Their souls weren’t damned for being gay. Might be damned for being Catholic and living a double-standard, but if there really was a god, why would he make gay people and then turn around and damn them for what he created? The Church’s dogma came from men who crafted god in their eyes, not the other way around.
Connor didn’t buy into it anymore. Hadn’t bought into that faulty dogma in a lot of years.
But his gentle-souled boy obviously had.
Damn, I miss him.
 
* * * *
 
It was around four a.m. when Connor gave up trying to get any sleep. He grabbed his phone off his nightstand, unplugged the charger, and swiped open his Facebook app. Since Kayleigh’s birth, he’d posted very little about her, and never publicly. The only things he had posted of her were a couple of pictures of him with her, and those were set to friends only.
He typed Douglas Phillip Koenig into the search bar and felt his stomach clench. This was something he’d stopped himself from doing countless times already, because he knew just seeing a picture of the man would gut-punch him.
That he wouldn’t be able to handle the grief if he saw Douglas had moved on with his life without him.
Today, he clicked the button to search.
At the top of the search results was a picture of his Douglas, wearing a black shirt and a clerical collar.
Motherfucker.
He hated how his soul still cried out, wanting him. In the picture Douglas was clean-shaven, hair neatly trimmed. He knew it must have been taken at least a couple of years ago, compared to how Douglas had looked on Sunday.
Connor could still feel the way Douglas’ beard and mustache had felt against his own face as he’d kissed him.
The deep lines etched in the corners of his eyes.
The grey in his hair.
The grief on his boy’s face when he’d slammed the door shut.
Hands trembling, he tapped the search result and impatiently waited while it loaded. The most recent post on his profile was time-stamped Sunday morning, and Douglas was tagged in it. Originally, it had been posted from the account of…
Mackenzie Wallace Koenig.
And there were pictures.
Connor found himself blinking away tears as he swiped through the pictures, even before reading the text of the post. “Zee” was a gorgeous, albeit tiny baby. The woman had blue eyes, and Connor couldn’t help but jealously wonder if Douglas thought about him when he’d looked into her eyes.
He paused at the picture of her urn.
After angrily wiping away more tears, he read the post.
And that’s when his heart disintegrated.
 
* * * *
 
Connor shut off his alarm so it wouldn’t sound and climbed into the shower to cry, his sobs easily disguised by the sound of the flowing water. He sat on the floor, under the spray, and let the water rain down on him as he hugged his knees and rested his forehead on them.
10:1 beat through his brain, the words he’d written himself and had made Douglas memorize.
Guilt throbbed inside him with every beat of his heart.
Should he have let him talk? Should he contact him?
Should he go bang his fucking head against a brick wall?
Because, honestly, that was looking like a viable option at this point.
Why did he have to become a fucking priest?
If he’d been anything else—anything—he’d get up right that minute and start trying to track him down. Hell, he’d call Niall and wake him up and ask for confirmation that Douglas was the baby’s father.
Were he anything but a priest.
Did he loathe what we had together so much he felt he had to become the thing I detested the most?
In his lowest times such as these, Connor had to most strongly resist the urge to “pray.”
Maybe it proved a comfort to others, but all it brought to him were really bad fucking memories that made him want to puke. The “praying” Father Moore made him do with him while the fucker destroyed his trust, his childhood, his faith.
Motherfucker.
At least that sonofabitch would never see the outside of a prison, until he was driven out of it in a hearse.
I can’t open myself to pain again. I just can’t. I’m not strong enough.
Every last ounce of strength he had needed to be spent on Kayleigh.
 
* * * *
 
Connor was able to get Kayleigh up a little earlier than normal, miracle of miracles. He’d already gotten himself ready, meaning he could focus on keeping her moving forward, having her dressed and in the car in record time for them.
Nearly twenty minutes early.
Meaning he would hopefully beat the baby’s father to Niall’s, and then be able to answer the question for himself.
Because he was still reasonably sure this was just a really funky coincidence, and maybe Douglas had moved back to Sarasota, but that was not his baby at Niall’s.
Despite all evidence to the contrary pointing to the fact that she was Douglas’ daughter.
His Douglas.
He damn sure wasn’t going to embarrass himself by asking, meaning he’d have to explain why he’d asked, or why it was such a big deal to him.
Or why he’d be so relieved—right?—to find out he was wrong.
Which, of course he knew he wasn’t wrong, but he was simultaneously really hoping he was.
All the while part of his soul cried and hoped he wasn’t wrong, that he might be able to have his Douglas back, even as he battled against the shame threatening to overwash him, that he’d turned his boy away when he’d needed him the most.
Kayleigh, of course, fell asleep mid-sentence after a huge-ass yawn halfway there. As he sipped his coffee from his travel mug and navigated traffic that was a little heavier than he was used to because of the earlier time and getting stuck behind school bus stops, he tried not to think about Douglas.
Nope nope nope.
Kayleigh woke up enough when they arrived to walk into the house under her own power—
Where Etsu stood holding the baby.
“Wow, everyone’s running early today,” she teased. “You just missed Doug by about two minutes. I’m surprised you didn’t run into each other outside.”
He called me Sir.
It just finally hit him.
Douglas had called him Sir when he’d shown up on his doorstep.
Shit.
Like he really had expected Connor to…what, welcome him back with open arms, perhaps?
Well, he would have, if Douglas hadn’t been married.
And a fucking priest.
He also realized Etsu was staring at him, waiting for him to speak. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry. Didn’t sleep well last night.”
He kissed Kayleigh good-bye and couldn’t resist pausing to stare down into the baby’s face. Her eyes were open—the same blue eyes as her mother—and he struggled to hold it together. “She really is beautiful.”
Etsu beamed, and Connor knew it would only be a matter of time before Niall and Aden were dads. “Isn’t she?”
Connor didn’t know where to go from there. “Sorry, I need to get to work. Starting out behind already.”
“Ah. That explains being early.”
“Yeah. Thanks again.”
He wanted to boogie out of there before Niall emerged and asked him what was going on. The man was wicked spooky.
Then again, he was overdue a talk with Niall and had wanted to schedule one with him. He pulled up short and turned. “Can you please ask Niall to call me when he gets a chance? I need to schedule a…talk with him.” Kayleigh had flopped over on the couch and closed her eyes, but Connor would bet good money she wasn’t asleep again yet.
“Sure.”
“Talk about what, mate?” Niall emerged from the hallway, seeming to…eye him.
In that spooky way.
Niall was adjusting his shirt cuffs and his top button was still unfastened, his tie looped around his neck but not tied yet.
“I need to come in and…talk.”
Niall slowly nodded. “I have tomorrow mornin’ free. Ten o’clock.”
“Thanks.” Connor started to turn.
“Connor.” He had to turn back to face him. “Ye all right, then?”
He’d swear there was something else going on, but with Kayleigh right fricking there, he couldn’t get into it with him.
“Not really, no.”
Etsu stepped closer, holding the baby still, and he’d swear now she was looking at him a certain…way.
Like maybe she had stuff she wanted to say to him and couldn’t.
Or had been ordered not to by Niall.
He’d put good money on the second, especially since she kept glancing at Niall, like she was hoping he’d give her permission to say whatever it was on her mind.
“Anything ye wish to talk about right now, perhaps?” Niall’s gaze didn’t break from him, even as he reached over and stroked the baby’s hand. “We can step outside.”
Like he was trying to give him the easy intro.
Connor shook his head.
Niall’s gaze narrowed, intensified. “Anything ye wish to ask us?”
Connor knew.
He fucking knew.
Niall—and Etsu—they knew, too.
Knew what he’d done.
Knew he’d sent his boy off despite his ancient promise to him.
10:1.
Except Niall and Etsu didn’t know that about him.
Or did they? Had Douglas told them?
Etsu had mentioned something yesterday about the baby’s father saying an arrangement had fallen through, and it had appeared to upset Douglas.
Douglas. The baby’s father was Douglas. There was no denying it now.
“Tomorrow at ten,” Connor hoarsely said as he swallowed back tears. “Thanks.” He left before he could dig himself a deeper emotional hole than he already found himself in.
 
Chapter Twelve
 
His second day at work, Douglas tried not to think about life outside work right now.
He couldn’t.
If he did, it’d take him out at the knees. He needed work to help him hold on to his sanity, until he had gotten enough days of faking it under his belt to actually look like he was really making it as an adult.
That meant not talking to Niall right now about the truths the man must have put together after Douglas talked to him yesterday.
Had to have put together.
Niall had to realize Connor was the same fricking Connor.
Problem was, Niall had a full schedule today, and no way in hell would Douglas bring his personal shit into this, especially not to interfere with patient care.
Doubly especially not with his literal brand-new job.
Late Tuesday afternoon, Douglas had just finished sitting in on another group session with a different counselor, a group for people with alcohol abuse issues, and had returned to his own office when he heard someone rap on his open doorway.
He turned to see Dr. Louis Grainger, the facility manager, standing there with another man.
“Dr. Koenig, do you have a moment?”
“Sure. Please, come in.”
“Dr. Koenig is our newest psychologist on staff. Dr. Koenig, this is Ryan Ausar, the vice-president of gO! Network. They film reality TV shows, like Otherworlds, and one about hoarding issues.”
The man wore a serene aura with just a hint of sadness like a comfortable cloak. He held out his hand, his green eyes mesmerizing Douglas. “Very nice to meet you, Father Koenig. Please, call me Ryan.” He had a smooth, warm British accent.
Douglas shook with him, a brief…something seeming to flow through him as he watched the other man’s gaze narrow just a bit. It unsettlingly reminded him all too much of the way Connor used to look at him before—
“Mr. Ausar’s network is interested in developing a reality show about addiction and recovery, since their hoarding show is going so well.” Dr. Grainger’s cell phone rang. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. Please excuse me for just a moment.”
“Certainly,” Ryan said, but his gaze never left Douglas.
After Grainger stepped out, Douglas had to ask. “How did you know I used to be a priest?”
He’d asked Dr. Grainger and the rest of the staff not to reveal that to people who didn’t know. He preferred patients didn’t know that about him in case they would react badly to it, or would feel hesitant to be completely forthright with him during their sessions. He would only reveal it to those patients who seemed to need to mix the spiritual with the arcane in their care.
One of the man’s eyebrows slid skyward, and God help him, it took every ounce of will Douglas had not to get hard.
Or drop to his knees.
The priest inside him wasn’t sure how to read the guy.
The psychologist was already in the house, but the heartbroken subby guy lifted his head from the psychologist’s lap and wondered if maybe Ryan was single or looking for a submissive.
Okay, maybe there might one day be hope for my libido after all.
Ryan kept his voice low and rested a hand on Douglas’ shoulder. “One never truly stops being a priest, do they? I mean, a good man such as yourself. You always want to help, to heal others. Putting others first, even to your own detriment. You have a good heart and soul.”
A warm flush filled him over the man’s compliments. “Thank you, but that doesn’t really answer my question.”
Ryan gently squeezed his shoulder before releasing him. Douglas felt a small measure of peace flow through him as Ryan kindly smiled. “You’re so close, Douglas, you have no idea. Please, have faith. Don’t give up. I’ve lost a wife and child. I know you’re in pain, and it will get better. Trust, and believe. He desperately needs you. More than you can possibly imagine.”
But before Douglas could get into all of that with Ryan, especially clarifying who he meant by that—which, of course his mind immediately went to Connor—it was like Douglas blinked and felt he had daydreamed the whole thing.
Had he?
Then, as Ryan kindly smiled at Douglas, Dr. Grainger blew back into the office, preventing further discussion. But when Grainger turned to shuffle Ryan out of the office, Ryan looked back, touched his right index finger to his lips, then pointed up, his meaning clear.
And he winked.
Jesusfuck. There went his cock again.
What the hell?
He slumped into his chair behind his desk, rattled to his very core. When Ryan had said it, it was as if he was talking about Connor needing him.
That’s stupid. The guy’s crazy.
Or maybe he really did need to be talking to an actual psychiatrist, because he was having some sort of stress-induced psychotic break.
The psychologist’s money was on that option, although the priest wasn’t so sure about that.
In fact, the priest wasn’t so sure about Ryan, period, although he didn’t know why. And not in a bad way, just…
Spooky.
Heartbroken submissive guy returned to not caring what was going on around him, too wrapped up in his grief to be bothered by it.
A minute later, Niall appeared in his doorway. When he saw Douglas sitting there, he frowned. “Are ye all right, Doug?”
“Yeah, I’m…fine. Hey, did you meet that Ryan Ausar guy yet?”
“Louis brought him ’round earlier.” He glanced around in the hallway outside before stepping farther inside, crossing his arms over his chest and dropping both his voice’s volume and the Americanized accent he usually used at work. “Smarmy git. Then again, I’m biased against those ‘posh Londoners.’” He affected a different accent for the last two words.
“What’d you think of him?”
“I just told ye. He’s a smarmy git. Why?”
“Nothing. Never mind.”
“Listen, did ye want to have dinner with us tonight? I still have another patient to see, and some reports to finish, but ye’re welcome to join us.”
Douglas started to say yes, then realized, logistically, that might be a problem. Maybe Niall really hadn’t put together that Connor was the guy he’d talked about during their lunchtime conversation yesterday. Although he was certain he’d mentioned Connor’s name.
He also wanted to delay that revelation for as long as possible, if that was the case. Only so much he could process and absorb at once, and he was already nudging the edges as it was.
“No, but I appreciate the offer. I’m going to pick up Zee and head home.” Actually, he was going to go look at a couple of apartment complexes, but he could do that with Zee.
Niall looked…disgruntled. “Ye sure? It’s no trouble at all. We’d love to have yer company tonight, Doug. Perhaps it’s best ye’re not alone right now any more than need be.”
“Thanks, but I’m sure. I don’t want Etsu getting tired of me and Zee.”
“No, she loves watching her, seriously.”
“I appreciate it, but I think I need some…decompression time tonight. But thank you. Maybe another night.” He was saved further arguing by someone else looking for Niall and wanting to talk with him. That allowed Douglas time to gather his things and slide out of there before Niall could grab him again to talk.
No doubt the concerned Dom would wear him down about dinner tonight if Douglas didn’t all but safeword, but he really wanted to get out of there, get Zee, and…just git. Not be anywhere near there whenever it was Connor would show up.
Besides, he did want to check out more apartments today. There was one he wanted to look at on his way over to Niall’s, actually, because it was on the way there. He wanted to be moved into a place within two weeks, or else the hotel bill would really start eating into his savings. He didn’t have that big of a cushion to begin with.
Maybe I can sit down with Niall sometime tomorrow to talk about Connor.
He didn’t want to bring that kind of drama to the man’s life, but if it was going to be a problem in terms of Etsu watching Zee, Douglas knew he’d need to deal with it head-on.
Just…not tonight. Not when he felt like he hovered at the outer edges of his sanity as it was.
 
* * * *
 
Connor’s Tuesday didn’t go much better at work than his Monday had. He’d almost forgotten about wanting to get out of there a little early today and hang out with Aden and Etsu—since Niall usually arrived home later than Aden—and spy a glimpse of the baby’s father.
Douglas. You know it’s Douglas, asshole. Why are you doing this to yourself?
Except if he was going to take time off from work tomorrow to talk to Niall…
Yeeeeah. He really couldn’t justify getting out of there early today.
He could, actually, try to get out of the house even earlier tomorrow morning, though.
And this is exactly why you need to talk to Niall tomorrow, you dumb shit. You should be trying to avoid Douglas, not run into him.
As the afternoon wore on, they did start to get caught up a little, and his mechanic who’d left sick yesterday made it back to work after lunch, pronounced the victim of food poisoning, not the flu, thank god. Last thing he needed was everyone getting sick at the same damn time.
He also hadn’t been to the gym in a couple of days. More than a couple. Since last Thursday morning. Because Friday he’d been too busy making sure he’d packed everything to get up to the Toucan that evening.
Maybe that’s what I need to do. Use the drop-in kiddie care at the gym early in the morning, do my workout, and then take Kayleigh to Etsu at the usual time.
Because trying to hang out and catch a glimpse of the man whose face he’d literally slammed a door in was not healthy.
And he was still trying to decide if he wanted Douglas anywhere around Kayleigh. He wouldn’t ask Etsu not to babysit for the guy, but—
No. Douglas would never hurt a child.
Except you haven’t known him in years. Decades. You don’t know what he’s capable of, asshole. He was a priest. That’s what those fuckers do.
Yet the adult he was could put the brakes on just a hair there. No, not all priests were bad, although the bad ones were definitely horrific.
Finally, he opted to default to adult mode. He would finish work—even if it meant staying a little later—and then go get Kayleigh.
He’d have tomorrow morning’s appointment to talk to Niall. If he didn’t get any damn sleep tonight because of his brain going off the rails, well…he’d deal with it then.
Like a fucking adult.
Even if all he wanted to do was shake some answers out of his friend.
Or maybe it was because he wanted to shake them out of Douglas.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas had every intention of quickly swinging through the apartment complex, talking to them, seeing what they had available, maybe looking at an apartment.
Except they had six vacancies in his price range, and their sister complex only two miles away also had some.
And the older woman who turned out to be the manager of the first complex talked.
And talked.
And…taaaaalked.
He made the mistake of mentioning he was a widower with a baby, and then the woman practically latched on to him, wanting to talk.
The priest refused to be rude, and the psychologist had his damn hands full dealing with the heartbroken submissive guy, so Douglas politely nodded and made the right noises and followed the woman around through all their vacancies in his price range. Then he couldn’t get a word in edgewise when she offered to drive him over to the other complex so he could see those vacancies as well.
The priest politely let it happen even as Douglas tried not to glance at the time on his phone every five minutes.
By the time he finished, it was well after five, and Douglas realized his plan to get Zee early and get away from Niall’s house before Connor arrived and discovered him there was shot to hell.
Oy.
He only hoped he could try to defuse the situation.
Except when he arrived, a little hope dared pop its head up. There was only one car parked in the driveway.
Maybe I can get out of here after all.
He fought the urge to run up to the front door, and resisted the urge to punch and hold the doorbell button until Etsu opened it. But she wasn’t holding Zee.
She smiled. “You know, you can just walk in when we’re expecting you, right? You don’t need to ring or knock.”
“I didn’t want to be rude.”
“Seriously, it’s fine. You’re like family.”
Except his heart fell when he walked in and spotted Kayleigh sitting on the floor next to Zee, who was lying on the quilt and dressed only in a diaper, changing supplies at the ready.
Dammit.
“Hi, Doctuh Cowneg!”
The priest smiled despite the impending explosion he sensed drawing closer with every second that passed. “Hello, Kayleigh.”
“I was just going to change her,” Etsu said, getting back down on the floor. “Little one just woke up. She’s due for a bottle, too.”
Double damn.
He couldn’t rush out of there with her, then. He refused to delay her feeding just to make life less confrontational for himself. “Have you prepared her bottle yet?”
“No, the formula’s out on the counter in the kitchen, along with the bottled water. Bottle’s in the drainer. I washed it earlier.”
Of course she did, because she was a sweet, attentive woman who was going to make a fantastic mother, if the three of them decided to have children. That made him feel like even more of a shit for wanting to rush the hell out of there.
Kayleigh followed him to the kitchen. “Can I hewp? Daddy wets me hewp cook.”
Of course Connor would. Connor was probably a damn good dad, too.
“Of course you may.”
He lifted her up to sit on the counter and, after washing their hands, showed her how to measure the scoop of powder, how to level it off, let her dump it into the bottle herself. Then he put the nipple and top together and let her pour the water in, showing her where the line was for it. He took over screwing the top on and shaking it.
“Thank you very much for your help, Kayleigh.”
She shot him a little salute. “You’we welcome. Daddy says I’m a self-wescuing pwincess.” She nodded for emphasis, and it nearly broke his heart.
He could see every bit of Connor in her features, his Master—a man who now hated him.
Not that he blamed him.
“Your Daddy sounds like a very smart man.” He helped her off the counter and tidied up while she returned to the living room. He was leaving that canister of powdered formula there for them, instead of having to tote one back and forth every day in the diaper bag.
He took Zee—freshly changed and dressed—from Etsu and sat on the couch to feed her, a burp cloth on his shoulder.
That’s when the front door opened, and Douglas didn’t need to look to know it was Connor. The very air of the room changed.
Douglas closed his eyes and awaited the explosion. He felt Connor enter the room even before Kayleigh greeted him.
“Hello, Douglas.”
He swallowed hard and forced his eyes open, but couldn’t bring himself to do more than look at Connor’s feet, certain he would burst into tears if he looked up into his eyes.
Hello, Sir. “Hi, Connor.” He refocused on Zee, on her half-closed eyes, the way she sucked on her bottle.
What about 10:1? What about Your promise?
That’s when Douglas knew that Etsu knew. “Hey, Kayleigh, come help me fold these towels really quick, please?”
“Okay. We be wight back, Daddy.”
“Okay, Princess.”
He sensed Connor approaching, stopping just outside his direct line of vision.
“Etsu told me about your wife,” Connor softly said. “Then I looked and saw the Facebook post. I’m…sorry for your loss.”
Douglas didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything, just gave a little nod.
If he tried to have a conversation with Connor he knew he’d start crying. He didn’t want to lose it in front of Kayleigh, if nothing else. Didn’t want to put Connor on the spot with his little girl.
“You are now, or you were a priest?” Undisguised venom dripped from the last word.
“Was,” he finally managed to whisper, closing his eyes as tears once again welled up.
You broke your promise to me, Sir.
But then again, he’d broken the one he’d made to Connor, even if Connor didn’t know about it in the first place.
 
* * * *
 
Connor had his definitive proof the moment he pulled into the driveway and parked directly behind the SUV with the Wisconsin plates.
But he hadn’t been prepared to see Douglas sitting there and being a…father.
If it wasn’t for the baby in Douglas’ arms, or Kayleigh being in the house, he’d grab the man by the throat and slam him against the wall and demand answers.
Except…
He hated that Douglas was crying.
Hated that the sight of that man crying was enough to nearly take him out at the knees and make him want to drop to his knees in front of Douglas and beg forgiveness for slamming the door in his face and breaking his promise to him.
To want to make his boy smile again.
To want to cup his boy’s now-shaven cheeks and make him fucking look him in the eyes and swear to Connor that Douglas would never hurt a child and explain oh, why the everlovin’ fuck did he become a priest in the first place?
Behind him, the front door opened and he heard Niall’s clipped, tense-sounding tone. “Yoo hoo, I’m home.”
“Unca Niwall!” Kayleigh called out from down the hall. Douglas quickly wiped his cheeks on his shoulders and sniffled back tears. Connor could see the man putting a mask on, literally.
Guess a priest would need to be able to do that.
Connor turned and immediately spotted his friend’s concern, but Kayleigh swooped in to kneecap Niall in a hug, Etsu right behind her and looking…tense.
“Come on, Princess,” Connor said. “We need to get going. Daddy’s had a really long, bad day.”
“Okay. Howld on, pwease.” Connor watched as she sashayed herself over to where Douglas sat on the couch, leaned in, and kissed the baby on top of the head. “Bye-bye, Zee-zee. See you tomowwow.”
Then she looked up at Douglas. “See you tomowwow, Doctuh Cowneg.”
Douglas offered her an almost-real smile. “See you tomorrow, Kayleigh.”
He wasn’t sure if he hated himself or Douglas more when the image of the two of them sitting cuddled on his couch and watching TV with their daughters flashed through his head, and nearly made him ask Niall and Etsu to take Kayleigh out to eat so that he and Douglas could talk.
Except…there wasn’t anything for him to say to the man.
Was there?
Then Kayleigh planted her hands on her hips and stared up at him. “I stiww say he wooks wike your fwiend.”
The laugh barked free, unbidden, and he spoke without thinking. “That’s because Douglas is Daddy’s friend, Princess.”
“Den why did you say he can’t come back?”
Ohhhh, fuckballs.
He watched as, behind Kayleigh, Douglas’ eyes squeezed closed again and Connor could tell the man was about to start crying.
Fuck. If Kayleigh spotted that, there would be no end to the hell he’d have trying to get her out of there, because if someone was crying and it wasn’t her, her first instinct was to try to comfort them.
He scooped Kayleigh up onto his hip. “Because I guess I misunderstood what he said. Hey, Ni, would you mind grabbing her stuff for me and help me get her out? I really need to get home.”
“Sure. Pet, please help.”
“Yes, Si-uuuhh, sure thing.”
Crap, they were all off their game if the two of them were forgetting little things like that around Kayleigh.
He started for the front door with her in his arms when Kayleigh grabbed his shirt collar and yanked on it, pulling him up short to scold him.
“Daddy. You didn’t say good-bye to youw fwiend. Dat’s wude.”
Motherfucker.
He forced a smile and turned. “Goodbye, Douglas. See you later.”
Douglas wouldn’t open his eyes, but he nodded. “Goodbye, Connor.”
“See? Dat’s not hawd.”
Jesusfuckingchrist, and she was only three.
He wasn’t sure if he wanted to imagine what a handful she was going to be in a few years.
He carried her outside and was trying to strap her into her carseat on the back passenger side when Niall and Etsu scrambled out of the house with her things.
Connor closed the car door and turned, keeping his voice low. “I’m going to fucking kill you, you sonofabitch. Why didn’t you tell me who he was?”
“So ye wish for me to tell him all the things ye’ve confided in me during sessions, then?”
“No!”
“Well, then? Why would ye expect me not to hold a confidence wi’ him now, eh?”
Because he’s my fucking boy and I deserved to know.
But he bit the words back before they fell from his mouth.
Connor grumbled and snatched Kayleigh’s bag from his hands before rounding the back of the car.
“Still going to see ye tomorrow at work then, will I?”
Connor glared over the roof at him as he opened the back driver’s side door and put her things inside, then shut it.
Niall wore a smirk, but Etsu looked half terrified, as if worried a fight was going to break out between them.
Connor forced himself to take a deep breath. “Yeah. Ten o’clock.” He yanked his door open and got in, slamming it shut.
Ohhh, he damn sure wasn’t going to miss that appointment. He had a few words for his friend.
Words that couldn’t be said in front of Kayleigh.
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Douglas kept his eyes closed and tipped his head back against the couch at the sound of the front door closing behind Connor and Kayleigh.
“Wait here,” Niall ordered before they followed Connor out with Kayleigh’s things.
Dear God, are You even there, or are You just laughing Your ass off at me right now? Because in all seriousness, this isn’t very fucking funny. Maybe Job was able to get through his trials, but I’m not that strong. If I’m Your “here, hold my beer and watch this” patsy to show off by fucking with me in front of Your friends, please stop, okay? Please?
Amen.
He didn’t know how much more his heart could take, being emotionally whipsawed like this.
I need to find a new sitter as soon as possible.
It would suck, and probably cost him a lot more money, but he wouldn’t disrupt Kayleigh after she’d already been through so much. Besides, Etsu was Connor’s sitter first.
After a few minutes, he heard a car start outside and drive off. Only then did Niall and Etsu return.
“Pet, please give us a moment, eh?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good girl.”
He sensed Niall walk over and only then did Douglas open his eyes.
“How long have you known?” Douglas asked.
“I quickly put it together during our talk Monday.”
“Then why didn’t you say anything?”
Niall shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a hopeless romantic. And a bit of a sadist, if ye didn’t get the memo. I suspected Connor had the wrong end of the stick about ye. I’m talkin’ to him tomorrow. Have faith.”
Douglas shivered as Ryan Ausar’s words came back to him. “He hates me.”
“I don’t think that’s quite true.”
“He hates that I was a priest.”
Niall scratched his chin. “I guess it’s not breaking my professional oath if I knowingly nod at this point. But he has his…reasons.”
Douglas watched his daughter. “I know his reasons,” he softly said. “You have my permission to tell him everything I told you. I have nothing to hide from him.” His tears resumed as the truth slammed into him. “I’m always going to be his boy, even if he doesn’t want me anymore.”
“Hey, now.” Niall grabbed a box of tissues and sat next to him on the couch. “Don’t be assumin’ something that’s not even settled yet, eh? I think ye’re both in ‘sortin-out’ mode right now. Lot of emotions runnin’ really feckin’ high for both of ye. I’ll know more after I talk to him tomorrow. Maybe once he has a chance to process things, now that he knows ye’re neither married nor a priest anymore, he’ll be able to face ye and talk to ye like an adult.”
Douglas sniffled back his tears. “I don’t know how much he’s told you, but I know me being a priest is a deal-breaker for him.”
Niall sighed. “Again, let me talk to him before ye start cryin’ in yer cups, a’right? I know exactly what ye’re talkin’ about in that regard. Are ye sure ye want me tellin’ him everything?”
Douglas nodded. “Yeah. It’s okay.”
Niall patted him on the shoulder. “All right, then,” he gently said. “Just know none of us are takin’ sides. And I won’t hear any talk about ye findin’ a new babysitter, either. I think if I can get him to just feckin’ talk to ye, his heart’ll do the rest.” He stood and left the room, presumably to go talk to Etsu.
Douglas took a deep breath and closed his eyes again.
I hope the “hold my beer” comment didn’t piss You off, Lord, but I won’t lie to You. Please give me the strength to not get my hopes up. If I do that…it might crush me for good. Please give me an extra heaping of grace, because I’m going to need a fuck-ton of it. Thank You. Amen.
 
* * * *
 
“Why are you mad, Daddy?”
Connor glanced in the rearview mirror and spotted the storm clouds in Kayleigh’s expression. “I’m not mad, Princess. I’m—”
What? What was he?
“Daddy’s got a lot on his mind right now.”
“Why don’t you haf yourw fwiend overw fow dinnuh? I wike Doctuh Cowneg.”
This would be funny if he was watching it on a sitcom.
For his life?
Not so much.
“It’s complicated, Princess. Douglas and I haven’t been friends for a long time.”
“You jus met him?”
“I—” Jesusfuck. “I meant we knew each other a long time ago, Princess. We haven’t been friends for a long time now.”
“But you stiww fwiends?”
Fuckballs.
“I guess we are.” He didn’t need to complicate this—it was already fucking complicated enough.
“I think he needs mowe fwiends. He jus moved here.”
“What do you want to make to go with dinner, Princess? Macaroni and cheese with cauliflower, or rice and broccoli?”
“Oooh, macawoni, pwease! Awe we still making chicken?”
Macawoni, FTW. “Absolutely.”
It wasn’t until he got Kayleigh fed, bathed, and in bed that he was able to crawl into the shower and stand there, head against the wall.
Fuck.
My.
Life.
He’d been moving along pretty decently, all things considered, and then Douglas comes—
No, wait, that wasn’t true.
Not if he was really honest with himself.
He hadn’t “dated” since before Kayleigh was born. He’d been too busy working, hustling to sell cars, as well as run the service department, to earn extra money. He’d put Kayleigh on his health insurance plan, because after Karlie hurt her shoulder before Kayleigh was born, he knew damn well it’d be a while before she financially got back on her feet again.
She’d been damned lucky she hadn’t broken her neck in the fall, and he’d spent plenty of worried days in the immediate aftermath of her fall, when she’d been on bed rest and they’d waited to see if the baby had suffered any injuries.
Fortunately not.
But Karlie had lost her job once it was obvious she couldn’t go back to work, and surgery to fix her shoulder was out of the question until after Kayleigh’s birth. The doctor had said they could do it, but Karlie had been adamant about not doing anything that might put the baby at further risk. Meaning the bulk of Kayleigh’s care had always fallen on him since Karlie couldn’t even lift her and could barely hold her.
More disappointment there. Here he’d thought she was a responsible woman, was going to be an amazing mom and co-parent to their daughter…
And then she’d turned out to be a lying drug addict who put their daughter at risk by getting involved with a fucking scumbag drug dealer.
He’d felt zero remorse paying her to go away in exchange for her signing over full custody and giving up her parental rights. Had he known about her history of drug abuse when she was in high school, he never would have agreed to be her baby’s father.
Then again, I wouldn’t have Kayleigh.
His mind swiveled and fixated on the image of Douglas sitting on Niall’s couch, feeding his baby while choking back tears.
He’s not a priest anymore. He still loves you.
That’s what the quiet, rational voice inside him tried to force him to focus on.
Except he couldn’t forget driving back and forth to Tampa every day for the trial, how he’d lost nearly twenty pounds over those two weeks because he damn near couldn’t keep anything down but Gatorade and ginger ale.
How he’d barely made it through the door every night before he was puking. Or how sometimes he’d have to pull over on I-75 and puke right there on the shoulder, with cars zooming past him.
Or starting his mornings dry heaving just from thinking about seeing the fucker sitting there at the defense table, looking like some harmless old grandfather in his suit and tie.
Thank god he hadn’t been wearing his priest outfit, or Connor knew he might have been hurling right there in the courtroom.
How the man had, a couple of times during recesses, stood and turned and looked at him but not registering the slightest bit of recognition.
Look at me, motherfucker.
How he now towered over the guy, was about three of him, could probably snap the guy’s neck if he wrapped his hands around his throat.
Look at me, motherfucker. Look at me. Not one of your “special” boys anymore, am I?
How many other boys went through hell in the years between him killing Connor’s ability to even think about ever setting foot in a church again and when the law finally caught up with the sonofabitch?
How many?
And then there was his boy—his motherfucking boy put on the goddamned shirt and collar and robes and cincture and other fucking trappings of those goddamned motherfucking pedophilic bastards.
How many of those bastards did his boy help cover up for?
Connor turned his face up to the spray, eyes closed, letting it sting his flesh.
How did he ever possibly start to reconcile his love for Douglas with his hatred for what Douglas had done? The betrayal not only of never coming back to him, but becoming one of them?
His tears mixed with the water and flowed down the drain along with the soft sound of his sobs.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas never made it to the other apartments he wanted to look at. He spent a mostly sleepless night tossing and turning. Around four a.m. he gave up and settled in bed with Zee against his chest and his rosary in his right hand.
Mindlessly, he prayed the Rosary until his alarm went off at five thirty and Zee awakened at the sound.
It didn’t matter, he supposed, if he ran into Connor this morning or not. The secret was out.
And even though Niall had said to forget about trying to find another babysitter, Douglas knew he’d have to. It was only right, and he wouldn’t put Connor through more bullshit than he already had.
He was a little surprised when he arrived at Niall’s and found Kayleigh was already there, although sound asleep on the sofa.
Etsu wore a sad smile. “He apparently went and had an early morning workout before he brought her here. He left about five minutes ago and was heading to work.”
“Ah. Sorry.”
She took Zee from him. “Why are you apologizing?”
“Because you’ve been nothing but kind and generous to me, barely knowing me, and I’ve brought drama into your lives.”
She snorted. “Yeah, you haven’t met my family, Doug. Believe me, this is nothing.” Her expression softened. “I hope the two of you can work things out and be together again. I know Connor strikes me as someone who’s very lonely, even though he tries not to show it.”
Douglas nodded but didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything. He kissed Zee’s head and turned to leave.
“If Aden and Niall could patch things up, then I know you two can. You’re both good men, you’re both fathers.”
He glanced back. “Yeah, but unfortunately I was the wrong kind of Father for Connor to ever forgive me.”
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Connor still wasn’t sure why he hadn’t cancelled his appointment today.
Well, he was, but he wasn’t admitting it.
Maybe he subconsciously hoped to catch a glimpse of Douglas, even though Niall told him that Douglas’s office was in a different area.
Or, maybe not-so-subconsciously. This week had been busy as fuck at work—including today—and he’d pulled the dick move of using Kayleigh getting sick and having a doctor’s appointment as his excuse for leaving this morning and telling them he wasn’t sure if he’d be back this afternoon or not.
Okay, so they didn’t know he’d used Kayleigh as an excuse, and didn’t know he was being a dick, but he was being a dick by doing it.
So now Connor stood at Niall’s second-floor office window, looking down on the facility’s well-kept grounds. Despite the AC keeping the office cool, standing that close to the double-paned glass he could feel the late-morning heat trying to sneak its way in, soak through. Outside, large, mature live oaks dotted the facility’s campus, creating pools of shade in the already sweltering day.
Niall had just finished summarizing what Douglas had given him permission to share with Connor.
Had just dropped the emotional bomb on him that, yes, Douglas still considered himself Connor’s boy.
And that he always would.
“What the hell am I actually thinking about doing?” Connor muttered.
“Is that a rhetorical question?” Niall asked. Connor noticed how Niall tended to tone down and Americanize his Irish accent when in work mode, and it jarred Connor a little.
“I’m serious.”
“So am I.”
“Why the hell didn’t you tell me Etsu was babysitting for him?”
“Because I didn’t know you two had a personal connection until Monday.”
He turned back to Niall, who still sat in one of the comfortable chairs they’d both occupied at the start of the session. “You knew on Monday and didn’t say anything to me then? Maybe a little hello, guess what?”
Niall gave him a smile and a shrug. “Confidentiality. If it’s any help, I didn’t tell him about you, either. He recognized Kayleigh when he picked Zee up on Monday. I was hoping to let you two bump into each other and then force you to sit down and talk. Maybe by parking your cars in so you couldn’t escape until I let you go.”
“A lifetime’s passed. I’m not the same kid ordering the guy he’s in love with to his knees and tying him up and spanking him.”
Niall’s gaze narrowed as he visibly struggled to hold back his snarky smile. “Am I mistaken, because I thought you did that in your free time anyway?”
“I’m a dad now. I’m not a teenager. I’m not…unattached. I have a little daughter. A weekend here and there at the Toucan isn’t a…a full-time D/s relationship.”
“So? I don’t understand the problem. Is he not also a father? I know his wee one sure acts like a baby. Etsu’s pretty astute about these things.”
He ignored his friend’s snark. “I can’t get past the fact that he became a fucking priest. All those years he wasted between us.”
“You longed for him all that time, no?”
“Uh, yeah. That’s kind of the whole point now. Why I’m…conflicted.”
“Then I don’t understand the problem. He wants you, you want him, and you’re both single.”
“He was a priest. He knew what happened to me as a kid, and knew why I had a problem with the whole Catholic thing, so he fucking doubles down on the pain he caused me by leaving and becomes a fucking priest? And never even tries to find me again?”
“He found you now. Are you more angry that he became a priest, or that he left you and never returned? That your mother died and then you truly felt alone?”
He glanced out the window again. “Yes.”
When he glanced back, Niall had arched an eyebrow. “It’s your money and your time. I’m here to listen as your friend or as a professional.” He shrugged. “Or both. I can multi-task.”
“Says the man with two spouses and no children, who can fuck whenever he wants,” Connor muttered to the glass, but intentionally loud enough Niall could hear.
“You could have a willing and fuckable spouse of your own, mate. I’m married, not blind. Doug is a handsome, eligible man who apparently still loves you very deeply. Never stopped loving you, from what I understand. Still considers himself yours. Despite the fact that you slammed a door in his face instead of hearing him out, asshole. What better fortune that he, too, is a single father now?
“He moved down here mostly to be near you. You think he couldn’t have found a better-paying job somewhere up there? Where he had friends and coworkers willing to help him out with Zee? Think again. Yeah, there was more than a bit of luck in him befriending Doyle, sure, and a job opening here at that time. But doesn’t that make it even more fateful that he came here and sought you out?”
Connor spent several minutes looking out the window, Niall waiting him out. “What if he leaves me again?”
“You want the Dom friend, or the counselor?”
Connor turned and glared at him. “Friend.”
Niall’s normal accent returned, but he dropped his volume to a harsh whisper.
“Ye bloody idiot, he’s proven he can keep a feckin’ vow, now, ain’t he? He was a priest for fifteen years and resigned before marryin’ her to protect her and a baby that wasn’t even his. And then, when he hits rock bottom, he stayed true to his vow to ye and came back, and ye shit all over ’im.
“And now yer sittin’ here in me office, whingin’ to me that ye don’t know what to do? Brilliant. Go claim yer boy, arsehole. That’s what ye do. If ye don’t, ye deserve to be alone, because ye’re too feckin’ stupid to have someone in yer life. Don’t stand there tellin’ me of all people I don’t know what ye’re goin’ through, because of anyone, I bloody well do. Perhaps Aden, Cris, and Tilly are the only three people who’d know even better than I do exactly what ye’re feelin’ right now.”
Niall stood, walked behind his desk, and logged into his laptop, apparently looking something up. “Stay here—I’ll be right back. Ye’re off the clock, by the by. This one’s on me.”
Connor returned to his chair he’d occupied and slumped into it as the office door swung shut behind Niall.
Maybe he’s right. Maybe I do deserve to be alone.
A few minutes later, he was about to get up and leave when the office door opened again.
“Don’t either of ye come out until ye two’ve dealt wi’ this. Soddin’ ijits. Ye’ve got forty-five minutes before I need me office back. I might have blocked the time out hopin’ I could get ye two together in here. And ye’re welcome, by the by.”
Niall shoved Douglas through the doorway—not gently, either, because the man stumbled before he caught sight of Connor sitting there and pulled up short—and yanked the office door shut even against the soft cushion of the pneumatic arm.
Connor stood and stared at the other man as his pulse pounded. This was his boy—his. Looked like him now, even, with his face once again shaved, a fresh haircut.
Douglas’ gaze dropped to the floor and this time, as Connor studied him, he realized how…defeated the other man looked.
And he haaated how strongly that ripped at his own heart. How, knowing he’d put that look in his boy’s eyes—
Wait, what?
Connor realized he’d balled his hands into fists. He closed his eyes as he forced himself to relax his hands, straighten his fingers.
He was starting to believe maybe there actually was a literal Hell, because he was currently stuck squarely in the middle of it.
Connor eventually opened his eyes. “Why did you come?” Connor finally asked.
Douglas pointed at the door behind him. “Niall came and got me and said—”
“To Florida. Why did you fucking move back to Florida?”
Douglas wouldn’t look him in the eye. His gaze kept dropping to Connor’s feet. “I couldn’t stay in Milwaukee. I couldn’t afford it on my own, and without Mackie, I…”
Douglas shrugged, his eyes still downcast. “Doyle told me there was a job here. It paid more money. I didn’t have the energy to try to find something better up there. So I applied and I…” Douglas sighed, and it ripped a few more pages from Connor’s soul.
“I’m sorry I intruded on your life,” Douglas softly finished. “I shouldn’t have presumed you’d want to see me. I’ll find a new sitter for Zee so you don’t have contact with me. It’ll probably take me a couple of weeks, though. I’m sorry. I’ll do my best to avoid you so I don’t make you uncomfortable.”
All of this delivered without snark, without the slightest hint of sarcasm, and in the most defeated tone Connor ever laid ears on.
A tone that broke Connor’s heart and enraged him at the same time.
The old anger surged through Connor, threatening to take him along with it this time as he struggled to keep his hands relaxed and not ball them into fists again. “But why did you seek me out? I wasn’t good enough for you back then, but I’m good enough for you now? What, I’m your last option or something, now that your wife’s dead? Sure, that makes me feel great.”
Yeah, he was being a dick, and he knew it, but it was right there and needed answering.
“I’ve always loved you,” Douglas said. “I’m sorry I hurt you. If I could go back in time, I would tell the younger me to not be scared and to stay with you. But I won’t apologize for what I did as a priest. I helped people. I made a difference. I know I hurt you, and I know others have hurt you, but it wasn’t God who did it to you, and it wasn’t God who made them do it.”
Connor didn’t realize he’d moved. One second he was standing there, and the next he’d slammed Douglas against the wall next to the door, hard, pinned there, Connor’s hand around the other man’s throat and squeezing just enough to force Douglas to finally look him in the eye because Connor couldn’t stand the beat-dog vibe washing off him right now.
Or the fact that he knew he’d caused it.
“You didn’t live through what I lived through,” Connor hissed. “What that fucker did to me and dozens of others.” His own tears were a surprise, too, but Connor choked them back.
“You weren’t there at his fucking trial and holding my hand when I went home and puked every fucking night after listening to what happened to the others, and remembering what happened to me. They couldn’t prosecute him for what he did to me because too many years had passed and they didn’t have a strong enough case. But I sat there every fucking day to support the others. You weren’t there, and you should’ve been! You should’ve been there, with me, not beholden to the fucking enemy.”
“I called and reported him.”
A bitter laugh escaped Connor. “Fat lot of good that did, huh? They just moved him around to different parishes and—”
“I called the cops. I’m the one who triggered the investigation with law enforcement. I turned him in and gave them the evidence they needed to finally be able to prosecute him and track down the other victims.”
Chapter Fifteen
 
Connor blinked, stared at Douglas, tried to…process that bombshell. “What?”
“I tracked him down. I gave the detective your name, and others. As much as I could remember from what you told me and what I could find out from church records back then. They’d moved him out of Florida to an administrative position in Illinois, but he could still go out in public even though he wasn’t around kids as part of his official duties. You weren’t the first or last victim. He’d been a priest for over twenty years when you were in his parish. The diocese paid your mom fifty thousand dollars to go away, to move and not call the cops, and she wasn’t the only one.
“I went through the church records and found everywhere he’d been and turned over everything I could find out about him and everywhere he’d served. I made copies of everything the church had on him—reports, letters, complaints, bank records—and sent them to the detective I talked to. I reported it anonymously.”
Tears rolled down Douglas’ cheeks. “I was too scared to follow my heart, but I wanted to do something. Yes, I was running and hiding by becoming a priest. I do see that now and I’ll admit it. But I won’t apologize for it, because I helped take that fucker out so he couldn’t hurt anyone else and he would pay for what he did to you and the others.”
He licked his lips and finally seemed to force himself to stare Connor in the eyes. “I needed to make him to pay for what he did to you. I couldn’t wait for God’s judgment and had to make some of my own.”
Connor stared at him in shock. The detective never would tell him who reported all of it, what had kicked everything off. Connor had always thought it was because of some sort of privacy or evidentiary law.
Never did he imagine…
How could he? He’d had no idea.
Words escaped him, save one. “How?”
“When I graduated from the seminary and was ordained, I requested I be sent to that area, where he was at that time, and that allowed me to get close enough to find him and dig up the records. I lied and said I had family around there. I made friends and asked the right questions of the right people. I told those people the truth—that someone I loved very much had been hurt by the guy, and that he’d hurt others and would keep hurting kids until he was stopped.
“No one higher up knew it was me. The people who helped me wanted to see him taken out, too. I got myself assigned to postings where I could research him. I went so far as to break into a bishop’s filing cabinet one night when I was supposed to be helping with a research project for an informative process for the diocese for a beatification.
“Then, with the shakeup that followed in the wake of him being arrested and prosecuted, and the shuffling of personnel to start clearing people out, I was transferred again to be one of the replacements for a couple of priests and bishops who’d helped cover up his actions and were forced to retire or transfer. I spent my last ten years as a priest in a small church, an older parish. I was the only priest on staff there. They’d transferred that priest into another, larger parish to take over for the one that got moved out, and so on. I was a small fish in a small pond and thought I’d likely spend the rest of my career there, but at least I’d done that one thing. I was satisfied I’d accomplished something meaningful, even if no one could ever know about it.”
Connor couldn’t imagine his sweet boy breaking the speed limit, much less doing something like that. “You could have gotten in trouble!”
“I could’ve gotten excommunicated.” For the first time in over twenty years, he saw that cocky, playful smile. The one Connor had thought he’d never again see in his life.
A smile he’d missed like fucking hell.
“That wasn’t my first concern,” Douglas continued. “Fortunately, there was a big enough shakeup that it didn’t implicate me. They were too busy covering up other and far larger messes at that point. The evidence I handed over triggered multiple investigations in over a dozen legal jurisdictions. The people who knew what I did weren’t about to say anything because they knew he and the others had to go. They were too scared to do anything about it personally, or were too worried about upsetting someone in Rome and derailing their own careers, but they were willing to help cover my tracks. I never cared about becoming a bishop. All I wanted to do was be a parish priest and help people.”
Connor was still stuck on processing the fact that Douglas had done that for…him.
“Why did you take that risk?”
His smile faded. “Because I’ve never stopped being in love with you and I don’t know how. Didn’t want to stop loving you. I meant my vow to you.”
“Why didn’t you contact me when you did that?”
“Because I knew if I did, and if you asked me to come back, that I wasn’t strong enough to say no to you again. Or worse, that you’d tell me you hated me despite doing that. Or option number three, you would tell me you already had someone else in your life. It was easier to…”
Douglas sighed. “To hide. And then I didn’t have to feel guilty for jeopardizing our souls because I was too weak to say no. Although I know now that was an immature fear, an excuse.” His gaze flicked up before settling on Connor again. “I know now that the love I feel for you—that I’ve always felt for you—that came from God. He wouldn’t have brought us together if it was…bad. Just because Rome doesn’t like gays doesn’t mean God feels that way.”
The next thing Connor knew, he’d pulled Douglas into his arms and slanted his lips over his. Connor savored him, the kisses that had never tasted as sweet as they had when taking them from his guy’s lips.
“I never stopped loving you,” Connor mumbled without releasing him or ending their kiss.
“I’m so sorry I left you.”
Connor didn’t bother trying to hold back his tears. “I won’t let you go again.”
“I won’t go. I promise.”
“You were only with her?”
A hint of the smile again. “I’ve only slept with two people in my life, and I had a baby with one of them.” The smile faded. “If it wasn’t for Mackie, I…” He sighed. “I’d planned on going to my grave faithful to you. I’m sorry, Sir. If she hadn’t been pregnant, I would have just helped her hide, but I couldn’t risk a baby being put in harm’s way. Even one that wasn’t mine. Not and still live with myself.”
Connor shoved back the wave of guilt that tried to hammer him to his knees. “I haven’t been with any women. Kayleigh was conceived thanks to a doctor.”
“I don’t care who you’ve been with, Sir.”
If Douglas kept calling him that…
Wait.
That’s exactly what he wanted Douglas to keep doing—talking to him like that.
Calling him that.
Connor kissed him again. “I’m out, I’m open. I mean as gay. The kinky part, obviously, I keep hidden.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Connor reached up with his free hand and used his thumb to brush Douglas’ tears away. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you when you showed up Sunday. I’m so sorry I broke my promise to you.”
“It’s okay, Sir. I forgive you. I know you’re hurting, and that it’s because of what I did to you.”
His sweet, gentle boy. Well, a man now, but Connor would always look into the other man’s eyes and see the boy he’d fallen in love with, given his heart to, bared his soul to.
The boy he could never get over.
The boy he could never not love.
The boy his thoughts always returned to, no matter how he tried to forget him with other bodies and other men, or when a certain song would play or a scent would hit him just right.
The boy he’d watched Cowboy Bebop and Fullmetal Alchemist with.
The boy who’d held him as he’d cried.
The only living person besides his mom who he’d ever confessed to about what happened to him…before the day the detective contacted him, that was. And before seeing Doyle and Niall professionally.
The only person he’d ever truly trusted before his life shattered into a million tiny pieces he never thought he could reassemble and still be whole.
The last person he’d ever bottomed to.
The only person he’d ever willingly bottomed to.
Connor pressed his forehead against Douglas’. “I love you,” Connor choked out, breaking down. “I never stopped loving you. I never stopped wanting you or missing you.”
“I’ve never stopped either, Sir. I’m sorry I wasn’t faithful to you. I’d planned on it, then Mackie, she…” Douglas sighed. “I’m sorry.”
“Move in with me.”
“I don’t know if—”
“That wasn’t a request.” He nuzzled the man’s face with his lips before kissing his cheeks, his nose, his chin, his forehead, raining kisses across his flesh like sweet, gentle sunshine finally punching through his soul’s gloom, slight stubble gently raspy against his lips. “So let me rephrase it—you are moving in with me. With us. Both of you are moving in with us. We’re a family.”
“Yes, Sir,” Douglas whispered.
For the first time since that last time between them, Connor reached up and fisted his boy’s hair, holding on tightly, tipping his head back so Connor could peer into his eyes. “You will marry me. This week. We’ll go this afternoon and get the marriage license.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Connor started to lean in, closing the gap between their lips again, and held back just before contact. “No hesitation?”
“No hesitation, Sir.”
“You don’t want a prenup?”
“I don’t have anything, Sir. Except a car and some books. And Zee.” He blinked away more tears. “I trust you. If you tell me to sign one to protect you, I will. I’ll sign whatever you want.”
Then it was suddenly Douglas holding Connor as Connor sobbed in his arms, the two of them sinking to the floor with Douglas cradling him much in the same way as Douglas had cradled him that dark night so many years ago when Connor had finally found the words to describe the horror he’d lived through and admit it to Douglas.
To let the light that was Douglas into his soul.
Trying to…scourge himself clean, back then, by using Douglas’ love and body and faith in him.
Trying to make himself feel something, anything other than the self-loathing and anger and dark, draining pain filling his soul.
It had always been Douglas who’d been his light, his way, his truth. It’d always been Douglas who’d warmed his heart, who’d made him believe maybe, one day, he could feel like a real person and not some shadowy chimera pretending to be fully human.
He still lay there in Douglas’ lap, all cried out, when Niall knocked some time later.
Douglas spoke up. “Come in.”
Connor didn’t even bother trying to sit up.
Niall stepped in, glanced around, then spotted them there on the floor behind the door, his expression immediately softening. He let the door swing closed and retrieved a box of tissues from his desk. He brought them over, squatting next to them and holding it out.
“I take it there’s been a therapeutic breakthrough then, eh, Dr. Koenig?”
Douglas grabbed several tissues and pressed them into Connor’s hand before taking a couple for himself.
“Yeah,” Connor croaked. He took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah.”
Douglas stroked his hair and gave him a sad smile.
“Brilliant. Five more minutes, then? I do have an appointment in fifteen and I need to prepare.”
Connor nodded.
“Thanks, Niall,” Douglas said, his gaze never leaving Connor.
Niall smiled and nodded, leaving the tissue box there for them before stepping out again.
Connor finally sat up and blew his nose. Then he turned to look at Douglas and reached out, cupping his cheek. “When do you finish today?”
“I…I’m technically done. I don’t have any more appointments today. I was going to spend the rest of the day working on reports, but I can do that at home. They’re still easing me into the schedule for individual clients. I don’t have a full caseload yet.”
Connor leaned in and kissed him. “It fucking terrifies me how much I need you in my life, even after all these years.”
Douglas sadly smiled. “That’s all right, Sir. I have enough faith for both of us.”
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
They had put themselves together by the time Niall returned. “I’ve already called home,” Niall told them. “We’re good to watch the wee ones for ye both until nine. I’ve already told Etsu to plan dinner accordingly for Kayleigh. If ye need longer, please be aware Aden needs to be up early for work tomorrow, and it would be best for us to keep them all night if ye need later than that. We don’t mind doing that, either, if ye’d like an evening alone.”
“We’ll be there before then,” Douglas said without waiting for Connor. “Thank you.” He wanted to be with Connor, but he couldn’t handle a full night away from Zee yet.
Not yet.
Just going back to work had been harder on him in some ways than he’d imagined after spending all day, nearly every day, with Zee, since her birth.
“No worries.” Niall waggled a finger at Connor. “Let the man speak before ye cut him off next time, aye? Ye stupid wanker. Ye could’ve had this settled long before now, and without my help had ye.”
“I deserve that,” Connor said.
Niall hugged both of them. “Go on wit’ ye, then.”
Douglas laced fingers with Connor, who let him lead the way to his office, where he quickly gathered his things. They had to stop at the receptionist on the way out so Douglas could talk to her and update her that he was leaving early.
Outside, in the employee parking lot, Douglas nearly dropped to his knees when Connor shoved him against the side of his SUV and kissed him, hard. “Follow me home. Now. I’ll get what I need, then we’ll take your car, run by your place, get what you’ll need, and go get the license.”
“License?”
“I meant what I said. You’re marrying me. I know someone who’s a notary who can do it for us this weekend. Three-day wait period to get married. We get the license now, get married this weekend, and then file it on Monday.”
That’s how, less than an hour later—after leaving Connor’s car at his house, stopping by the hotel, and both of them changing into jeans and T-shirts—they were standing in line at the county clerk’s office. Connor had taken all their paperwork, including Douglas’, to hold it while they waited.
Connor didn’t seem to care who was there and watching, because he kept his free arm draped around Douglas’ shoulders and frequently nuzzled his forehead, kissed his temple, his cheek.
Douglas didn’t care. If that’s what Connor wanted to do, Douglas would give thanks for it and rejoice.
Amen.
It was a comforting kind of different that his Sir now stood several inches taller than him, and was definitely beefier. Connor wasn’t a steroidal gym rat or anything, but he made Douglas look practically skinny in comparison.
For once, the priest, the psychologist, and the submissive man were all happy and having a drink together, toasting their apparent success.
He wasn’t even quite sure how to process this, so he defaulted to going with it and letting Connor set the rules, the pace, their direction.
Everything.
The way it used to always be between them. The way he’d always been happiest.
Whatever Connor wanted, Douglas would do for him.
On the way back out to the SUV, Douglas was still trying to convince himself he was awake and not dreaming all of this. He’d awakened thinking he was stuck in Hell, and now it felt like he was in Heaven.
“You look like you can’t believe this is happening,” Connor said.
“I can’t.” He smiled up at Connor. “But I’m glad it finally is.”
Connor leaned in to steal another kiss. “Me, too.”
On the drive to the storage unit complex, Connor finally broached the subject. “I guess if you were married to one atheist, you can handle being married to another, huh?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Why doesn’t that bother you?”
Douglas shrugged. This was an old conversation he and Mackie had way back in college, several times. And once again after she’d shown up. But it was an analogy he’d used a lot during his years as a priest.
“People are like radios, and religions are radio frequencies. Not every radio set can pick up every signal. Some can only pick up one. Some pick up several. Some of them can read a wide spectrum of frequencies. And then there are some that only send instead of receive. Or they can only receive under very special circumstances. Doesn’t make any of them ‘wrong’ or ‘broken,’ just different.”
“Doesn’t bother you I don’t believe in Heaven or Hell?”
“The God I believe in is love. He made us who we are, and made us perfectly. We might not be perfect people, but that’s okay. He loves us the way we are. That means there’s nothing wrong with our love. We’re two adults. And I know, in the end, He won’t keep us apart just because you don’t believe in Him. Not when you’re a good person. He won’t punish you for your beliefs any more than he’ll reward some bastard who claims to believe in Him and goes around abusing children for years. I cannot believe an infinitely powerful God would be that petty or fickle.”
“That’s not exactly Catholic dogma.”
“I’m not exactly a Catholic anymore.”
Connor seemed to need a minute to digest that. “I don’t want Kayleigh in a Catholic church. Ever. Hard limit.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“I won’t order you not to go to church, but I’m not letting her go. At least, not to one of those churches. And not Zee, either. She’s going to be my daughter now, too, and I don’t want her at risk from a priest.”
Douglas risked a glance at him since they were stopped for a light. For a moment, he spotted the longing in his Sir’s face, the glimpse of the boy who had once loved the Church and what it represented.
The boy he knew had been not just physically and mentally and emotionally wounded, but also spiritually.
“I might eventually find a new church to attend, but it won’t be a Catholic one. I haven’t been to one since I left.” He thought for a moment. “I take that back. I misspoke. I stopped by a Catholic church during a gas stop in Murfreesboro, on my way to Florida. I needed to…talk. The priest there was very kind and heard my confession. It’d been over a year since I’d been inside a church. He offered me lunch, and we talked for a couple of hours. He also volunteered to baptize Zee.”
Connor slowly nodded. “You didn’t leave her alone with him?”
“No, Sir. I even took her into the confessional booth with me.”
“Okay.” He reached over and rested his hand on Douglas’ thigh. “I’ve spent a lot of years angry for a lot of reasons. I know that’s not healthy, and it’s not how I want to raise Kayleigh. That’s why I started talking to Doyle and Niall. Trying to…move on.”
Douglas laid his hand over Connor’s and squeezed. “I won’t leave you again, Sir. Not unless you order me to go.”
“Fuck that. I’m tempted to bolt one of those radio tracking collars around your dang neck like they use for bears in Yellowstone.”
Douglas smiled. “I won’t safeword for that, Sir.”
“I’d damn well hope not.” His voice choked up. “I told Mom before she died that I was gay. I didn’t want to lie to her when she asked me.”
Douglas swallowed back the lump in his throat. “What’d she say?”
“She told me I should try to find you, because she always suspected I was in love with you, and she only wanted me to be happy. Because she’d never seen me happier than when I was with you.”
 
* * * *
 
Connor blinked back tears at the admission. He hadn’t thought about that afternoon in a long time. It’d been just him and his mom in the hospital room, and they’d been having some pretty deep discussions about…things.
Like her funeral arrangements—cremation, and a service nowhere near a Catholic church or she swore she’d come back and haunt him in a way that would make The Exorcist look pretty damn tame—and other weighty topics.
Then she’d come right out and asked him if he was gay.
“I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you when she died,” Douglas said.
“There’s nothing anyone could have done for her,” he said.
Douglas squeezed his hand. “But I wish I’d been here for you.”
So had Connor, but he wasn’t going to heap extra guilt on him for it. The past couldn’t be changed. “By the time they realized she had the cancer, she was only weeks away from dying. She was never happy after Dad died. Part of her died when we lost him. Then the shit the Church put us through…”
Connor shook his head. “I’m just glad she didn’t suffer longer than she did.” He brushed at his eyes with his free hand, unwilling to let go of Douglas.
“We need to talk about health insurance.”
“We need to talk about adoptions,” Connor countered.
Douglas glanced at him. “Do you know a good attorney?”
Connor laughed. “Yeah, Ed Payne. He does work for a lot of the Suncoast Society people. He’s a family attorney. He can handle it.”
“What about Kayleigh’s mother?”
“What about her?” His mood darkened. “She signed away her parental rights. She gets no say in my daughter’s future. She put her in danger, risked her safety. She’s in fucking jail right now. She might as well be dead, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Does she have any family who might fight us on this?”
“No. She was estranged from them. Told me they were a bunch of drunks and drug addicts.” He snorted, disgusted. “She left out the part where she was one, too.” He shook his head. “I don’t want them to have any contact with Kayleigh. Not a damn second.” He swallowed back his anger. “What about your family?”
Douglas sadly shook his head. “No. They don’t want anything to do with me. I know this latest development won’t change their minds, either.”
Connor squeezed his thigh. “We’re each other’s family. That’s all that matters. And we have good friends, like Doyle, Niall, Aden, and Etsu. They’re our chosen family.”
“Yeah.”
“I haven’t even introduced you around yet. There’s family-friendly events we can go to with the kids with the Suncoast Society people.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. Cookouts and stuff. Or movie nights, concerts, things like that. I’ve been to a couple.”
“I’d really like that. Mackie and I had a few friends. Mostly people we’d met through work. We’d sometimes get together for game nights, or go out to eat.”
They fell silent for a few moments. “I missed you so much,” Connor quietly said.
“I missed you, too, Sir.”
They arrived at the storage place and Connor took over renting a truck. Except when he’d started to get one of the mid-sized ones, Douglas stopped him. “We only need the small one.”
“Are you sure?”
The grief on Douglas’ face nearly killed him. “I moved us down here with a six-by-twelve trailer with room to spare. We really don’t need a truck, Sir. The trailer is cheaper.”
Connor turned back to the clerk. “Do you have one of those trailers?”
“Not until tomorrow, sorry.”
Connor wasn’t waiting that long. “We’ll take the smaller truck, then. Returning it tomorrow.” He pulled out his wallet to get his license and credit card.
“I don’t think I can drive a big truck, Sir,” Douglas softly admitted.
“I’m driving it.” He reached down and patted Douglas on the ass as the woman started the paperwork. “Let me handle it.” Even that small gesture made Connor want to cry—good tears this time.
How many times in the past had he used that same gesture with Douglas?
Douglas had a car, but it was usually Connor helping him keep it running, because Douglas could barely change a lightbulb, much less his own oil.
Douglas laid his head over onto Connor’s shoulder. “Thank you, Sir,” he whispered.
Connor sighed, feeling contented for the first time in years. Then he kissed the top of his head. “You’re welcome, boy.”
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Emptying the storage unit only took one trip with the small rented truck, and it didn’t have to be returned until late tomorrow afternoon. They stopped by the hotel room so Douglas could pack and they could empty that as well and get him checked out. Fortunately, Connor had thought to grab a cooler from home, and they packed what few perishables Douglas had bought into that for the drive to Connor’s.
Connor felt more than a pang of sorrow that his boy’s life was reduced to this little bit of stuff.
And he held Douglas as he cried when he brought Mackie’s urn out to carefully tuck it into a box riding on the front passenger seat. When they reached the house, the first thing he had Douglas do was bring her urn inside and set it safely on a shelf next to his parents’ urns.
Once they had the truck unloaded, Connor hit the button to close the large garage door. What they should do right now was empty that third bedroom and assemble Zee’s crib.
Except that’s not what he wanted to do.
It was only three. “Niall said they were good watching the girls until nine?” Connor turned to him.
“Yes, Sir.”
How natural that sounded falling from his boy’s lips.
The last time they’d spent the night together in this house was indelibly etched in Connor’s mind, had been the subject of many tearful masturbation fantasies when he really felt like torturing himself.
Connor held out his hand to him and wiggled his fingers.
Not needing any further prompting, Douglas walked over and took his hand. Without a word, Connor led him down the hall, past the room that had been his room and would now be Zee’s room, and into the master bedroom, on to the bathroom.
There, Connor pulled Douglas into his arms and kissed him, held the man’s face in his hands and slanted his lips over his boy’s mouth.
That was the only way he wanted to think about the other man—his.
His boy.
Connor only realized he was crying when Douglas reached up and gently brushed Connor’s tears away with his thumbs.
“I love you,” Connor whispered. “I never stopped loving you. I didn’t know how to stop loving you. I always hoped you’d come back.”
“I never stopped loving you, either. I’m sorry I didn’t come back. I tried to call you when I found out about your mom, but the number was disconnected.”
He nodded. “I couldn’t afford it. I had just enough from her life insurance to pay off the house and for her cremation. I cut back on everything so I wouldn’t lose the house.”
“I’m so sorry I wasn’t here—”
Connor kissed him again to shut him up. There would be all the time in the world to talk—later.
Right now, he wanted to reclaim his boy.
Make love to him the way they used to make love.
They kissed as they stripped each other and Connor stepped into the shower, pulling Douglas in with him.
That’s when Douglas let out a soft laugh, smiling.
“What?”
“You outgrew me, Sir. In more ways than one.” He started to sink to his knees but Connor wrapped his arms around him, keeping him upright.
“Not yet,” he said, kissing him again.
Connor didn’t want to stop kissing him. Something else he’d missed over the years. Kissing other guys never felt as good or tasted as sweet as when it was Douglas’ lips he was kissing.
He stared down into those grey eyes, eyes that had haunted his dreams, and held him there under the spray.
Just…being.
Closing his eyes, he could still relive that last night together, how they’d started it just like this, except in his bathroom, before going to bed. His mom had been working that evening and they’d had the house to themselves. His mom had never questioned them sharing his bed, because they didn’t have a guest bed, and Connor’s bed was a full-sized, plenty of room for two boys.
It worked for them.
Especially since they loved to sleep practically on top of each other. He used to always take the right side, because the left side of his bed had been shoved against the wall. He liked keeping Douglas between him and the wall, putting himself closer to the door.
While his nightmare had never happened at home in real life, he still didn’t want Douglas closer to the door. Wanted his own body between the door and his boy, the first to deal with any threat.
He would sleep facing the door, his back to the wall, and Douglas wrapped around him since he was taller.
Connor never slept as well or deeply as he had being the little spoon to Douglas.
Now…now he was bigger, taller.
He slipped one hand behind Douglas’ head and held him in place as he tempted, teased, tasted. The salt on his skin, licking across rough stubble that hadn’t been there the last time they’d kissed, skin raspy against Connor’s tongue and lips as he burned a trail along Douglas’ square jaw to his ear.
“I think I liked the beard,” he whispered.
Douglas shivered. “Yes, Sir. Is that an order?”
“Maybe. Let me think on it.” Right now he was wondering what it’d feel like to slide his cock down his boy’s throat and feel that scruff tickling his balls and the insides of his thighs while he did.
Douglas stroked Connor’s back, his hands settling on Connor’s ass and holding him close, nothing tentative about his movements, squeezing, digging in.
Gently raking his teeth along Douglas’ earlobe and tugging on it still earned Connor the same soft, needy gasp, perhaps a little lower in tone now than back then.
Connor pressed his lips to Douglas’ ear. “Who do you belong to?”
His voice trembled. “You, Sir.”
Connor’s hand trailed down the other man’s abs, encircling Douglas’ cock, making him gasp and making his cock twitch. “Who does this belong to?”
“You, Sir. Everything belongs to you.”
Connor slowly pumped Douglas’ cock once, squeezing before releasing him and backing him against the wall. “I’m the only man you’ve been with?”
“Yes, Sir.”
He nibbled on Douglas’ lower lip. “That means no one’s claimed that sweet ass but me?”
Connor still saw the gentle, shy teenage boy in Douglas’ smile. “Only you, Sir.”
Connor splayed his hand in the middle of Douglas’ chest, pinning him to the wall. “Stay.”
Then Connor sank to his knees.
 
* * * *
 
The past and present mingled, merged, overlapped in such a way that Douglas wasn’t completely sure what was memory and what was sweet, new beginnings.
All Douglas knew was that, for this moment in time, he was finally where he perfectly belonged, with whom he belonged.
After all these years.
No fears for his eternal soul now. If God couldn’t see the purity of the love between them, the strength of it, that it came from a good and holy place, then Douglas wanted no part of that particular god.
The only fear he had now was of disappointing Connor.
Connor stared up at him from where he’d knelt in front of him, those gorgeous blue eyes a darker shade than Mackie’s had been—and he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t thought about Connor’s eyes any time he looked into Mackie’s. The years had taken the softness out of the man’s jaw, lengthened his face a little, gave him lines Douglas deeply regretted not being there to watch form over time.
Connor’s gaze never looked away as his breath washed over the end of Douglas’ cock, the tip of his tongue flicking out to catch a pearl of pre-cum from the slit. Captivated, Douglas watched him and barely dared to breathe.
He still couldn’t believe he stood here in this place, with this man.
Connor’s hands splayed across Douglas’ abs, grazing down his flesh, around to his hips and ass. A little more of Douglas’ cock disappeared between Connor’s lips, the tip of his tongue still playing along the slit.
Douglas was glad for the wall behind him, because he needed to lean against it, and brace his hands on Connor’s shoulders, to stay upright.
It felt too good—every lick and suck, every slow, gentle swipe of Connor’s tongue.
How could I have ever walked away from this, and him?
Then again, he wouldn’t have Zee, if he hadn’t. He’d never expected to have children until Mackie returned to his life. He would kill and die for Zee.
But never again would he walk away from Connor.
Never.
He would always hold pain and grief in his soul over losing Mackie. He absolutely would. He had loved her as best he could, and she knew that, and it was enough for her. She’d been contented sharing his heart with Connor, because she also knew Douglas loved her. He had committed his life to her as her husband, and her death nearly destroyed him.
Except he also knew if she still existed in spirit that she was likely right here with them and cheering them on. Just like he never would have wanted her to be alone, she would have wanted him to seek happiness. Not just for his sake, but also for Zee’s.
Douglas would never deny himself another second of time with this perfect man.
He reached down and raked his fingers through Connor’s hair. No longer the shaggy, sun-lightened honey-blond boy he’d fallen in love with. A few strands of grey could be seen scattered here and there, especially around the temples, if he looked hard enough. No more locks long enough for him to practically wrap around his fingers and hold on to.
Connor pulled off his cock and sat back with a playful smile. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed doing that to you.”
“I’ve missed it, too.”
Connor stood and reached for a bottle of body wash. Using his hands, he took his time lathering Douglas’ body, from his ankles up, especially teasing his cock, his balls, his ass. Slippery fingers traced every outline of his muscles, reacquainted himself with the shape of his body as Douglas stood there, sometimes stealing kisses from Connor, when he’d allow it.
Already it seemed like a weight had lifted from Connor’s shoulders. The lines at the outer corners of his eyes didn’t look as deep, the sadness eased.
The anger—gone.
Back then, Douglas had been barely taller than Connor but had always felt the other was in charge.
Now, Connor looked it, and Douglas had to look up at him. “What are you, six-three?”
Connor nipped Douglas’ lower lip. “Six-four.” He used his body to press Douglas against the wall again, their thighs notched together, pinning their hard cocks between them. “I had a growth spurt after you left.” The corner of his mouth quirked in a sexy smile that was totally his Connor.
“I’d say you did.” Douglas’ hand sought Connor’s cock, fingers circling it. “Lucky bastard.”
Connor’s eyes narrowed, looking evilly playful in a way Douglas remembered all too well. “Just remember that when it’s sliding up your ass in a little while.”
“Oh, believe me, I’ll still be thinking that.” He hooked a hand behind Connor’s neck to pull him in for another kiss. “Only then I’ll be thinking it about myself. About what a lucky bastard I am, that it’s all mine.”
“You swear an awful lot for a guy who spent so many years as a priest.” But the teasing smile lit Connor’s gaze.
“You’d be surprised how much priests swear when not around their parishioners.”
Connor lightly pinched Douglas’ nipples, making Douglas’ cock twitch in response. “Kayleigh’s first word was shit. I wish I was kidding. Not exactly my finest or proudest moment as a father.” Connor smiled. “I had to train myself to watch my language around her.”
“Oh, I will, believe me.”
His smile faded. “She’s my whole life. The last three years, I haven’t even dated. I take a weekend a couple of times a year and go up to a place in St. Pete, a gay resort. I’m scared to have anyone around her. I wanted to kill Karlie when I found out her boyfriend had warrants, and she had no fucking clue. In addition to what they did, of course. I have to keep Kayleigh safe. I will keep her safe.”
He didn’t have to fill in the blanks. Douglas’ hand slid around and palmed Connor’s cheek, holding him in place as he kissed him. “I’m scared for Zee, too. I’m terrified of fucking up.”
“Well, for starters, don’t say fucking around her.” But Connor’s smile returned.
“I mean it. We’ll have each other’s backs. We’ll protect our babies, and God Himself won’t be able to help anyone who tries to hurt them with us around.”
He watched Connor’s throat work as he swallowed, his gaze locked on Douglas’. “Yeah,” he hoarsely whispered, closing his eyes and letting Douglas pull him into his arms. “Yeah. That. Exactly.”
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
They stumbled out of the shower once they used up all the hot water. Kissing, biting, hands all over each other, everywhere at once, frantic need burning and building and close to combustion, to flashing over into something Connor knew they couldn’t step away from once it started.
They dried each other off and Connor forced Douglas to hold still, to meet his gaze.
“Please don’t let me go any farther if you’re going to have second thoughts and leave me again.”
Douglas practically wrapped his body around Connor’s in response, his hard, sucking kiss stealing Connor’s soul. Teeth bumped and their tongues pressed, trying to join together, become one.
“I’m yours,” Douglas finally gasped when they came up for air. “I’m yours, I’ve always been yours, and I’m never leaving you again. I swear it.” He pressed his forehead to Connor’s. “I meant my vow to you back then. I’m yours. I always have been, and I always will be.”
Connor led him back to the bedroom, but grabbed his phone and connected it to a Bluetooth speaker on his dresser before calling up a playlist.
The rich guitars and playful mandolins of Brothers Osborne filled the air, and he held his arms open to Douglas.
His boy stepped into his embrace and they danced, the way they had that last night together when it was Lyle Lovett playing on his radio and they’d had the house to themselves.
All the while on that last night, Connor had stared into Douglas’ eyes, trying to memorize them, afraid he’d never have him back in his arms, sensing deep in his gut that this was a final good-bye.
“Pushing Up Daisies” played next, and he knew Douglas was paying attention to the words as a sweetly sexy smile filled his face.
Connor sang to him as they slowly swayed in time with the music there in his bedroom, these fragile, new memories slowly pushing the pain and loneliness and anger out of his heart. He’d given up on God decades ago, but if there truly was grace, maybe it felt something like this sweet, easy peace slowly seeping into his soul.
He was in no rush right now, no need to hurry. They had hours yet before they had to get the girls and this was their time.
They needed this.
He especially needed this after years of never connecting to another person in the way he’d connected with Douglas so long ago.
That song faded into “I Don’t Remember Me (Before You)” and tears filled Connor’s eyes, his voice robbed from him as he whispered the lyrics. He wanted this moment to last in his memory until his dying breath, an impossible dream, an unthinkable hope manifested in flesh.
He wanted his boy in his arms, the only man he’d ever really wanted.
The reason no other man could ever suffice.
His reason, his sanity, his first proof in life there actually existed true, pure good in this world, something he hadn’t thought possible, especially after what he’d endured.
Only Kayleigh’s birth knocked everything Douglas had been to him into second place.
Now…
They were.
They would be.
We are.
When “21 Summer” played, it pleasantly surprised him when Douglas knew the words and softly sang along with him. At some point it was now Douglas leading their dance and Connor letting him, relaxing against Douglas and resting his head on his shoulder as he closed his eyes and let his tears fall like rain.
Douglas nuzzled his face against Connor’s and continued singing to him even as Connor’s voice failed him.
They slowly swayed in time with the rhythm, and at some point before the closing bars they were stretched out in bed, on their sides, facing each other. Connor rolled on top of him and reached for the nightstand drawer, where he kept a bottle of lube.
His gaze never lost Douglas’ as he lubed the man’s cock, worked some into himself and rose up, slowly impaling himself. No, he wasn’t close to being ready, hadn’t been in a long, long time.
But he needed this and sucked in a sharp breath against the pinching burn, needing it and craving having his boy be a part of him again. He took his time and Douglas’ hands settled on his hips, stroking down to his thighs, up again, gently pumping Connor’s cock for him and easing him through it. Achingly slow, every millimeter hurt in all the good ways, until he finally felt his ass pressing against the other man’s thighs.
Leaning in, Connor kissed him. “No one’s been there since you, either,” he whispered.
 
* * * *
 
The air rippled around them, charged with electricity, with hope, with need and love and healing desire—all of it and more. Douglas finally felt true, deep peace and knew that, no matter what, this had been his destined path. Connor was his soul-mate and always had been.
Douglas cupped Connor’s face in his hands and stared up into his blue eyes. Flecks of midnight, of sapphire shone bright, reflecting the light that had been rekindled within him.
This was God surrounding them, His grace blessing them.
No one could convince Douglas otherwise.
Since their good-bye they’d both grown and suffered and maybe back then they wouldn’t have made it.
If they’d never said good-bye, they wouldn’t have their daughters.
Maybe they would have hurt each other in worse ways that couldn’t have healed and it might have driven them apart.
Maybe it’s time I stop questioning God and listen to my heart.
Connor’s body tightened around his cock, feeling so achingly good and so damned sweet, perfection and hunger and deep, dark desire all swirling together and focusing him on Connor’s gaze.
Connor planted his hands on either side of Douglas’ head, caging him with his body. He tugged on Douglas’ lower lip with his teeth, sucking on it. “I need to feel you come for me, Douglas,” he whispered. “I need to feel you come inside me.”
Douglas stroked Connor’s sides, his thighs as he started moving over Douglas, Douglas’ hands finally settling on Connor’s gorgeously tight ass. Time had been kind to him in some ways, for sure.
Connor dipped his head again for another kiss and Douglas couldn’t resist the old game, the sweet, dear things they’d shared. “May I please come, Sir?”
“God, yes!” Connor’s strokes slowly picked up speed and force as his body adjusted to Douglas’ cock fucking him.
Except, as good as it was…there was something missing, and Douglas finally realized what it was. He raised his arms over his head, positioning his wrists by Connor’s hands and waiting.
Connor’s eyes widened and he paused, shifted position, clamping his hands around Douglas’ wrists and allowing some of his weight to rest on them.
Freedom.
 
* * * *
 
Connor spotted the way Douglas’ gaze softened, and he tightened his grip on the man’s wrists.
He barely dared to blink as he watched Douglas, not wanting to miss a moment of it, of this. Connor rode his cock hard, knowing this was merely the first of many countless times ahead of them, wanting—needing this dark baptism, the only truly sweet and dreamless nights he’d ever had coming after letting Douglas fill him and then falling asleep in the man’s arms.
Good memories, the best feelings, the proven antidote to drive away the nightmares and memories he wished he could scour from his brain.
The love of his boy, his cherished, unblemished soul.
Connor didn’t stop, didn’t play games to drag it out, and Douglas flexed his hips, trying to move with him. And when Douglas finally tipped over the edge, Connor watched as his eyes squeezed shut, his whole body stretching taut beneath him, the way his breath grew ragged and uneven, the sounds of his rumbling groans vibrating through him.
The feel of his cock pulsing and twitching inside Connor’s ass.
He didn’t stop until he was sure Douglas had finished. That’s when he slanted his lips over Douglas’ and his boy whimpered, a familiar, sated noise he used to always make when they made love.
“My good boy,” Connor whispered.
Douglas laced fingers with him, squeezing, staring up into his eyes. “I love you so fucking much, Connor. I belong to you. I’ve always belonged to you.”
Connor’s cock, which had gone a little soft, jerked to life, throbbing with the good kind of ache.
Connor had to release Douglas’ wrists and sit up, reluctantly pulling Douglas’ spent cock free from his ass. Douglas felt around and found the bottle of lube, where it’d landed in the sheets, and flicked the top open.
But Connor took it from him and drizzled lube on his fingers, leaning to one side and then the other so Douglas could pull his legs up and back, out of the way and spread wide for him.
One finger first, gently rubbing and pressing, that sweetly glazed look returning to Douglas’ grey eyes. Connor took his time, smiling as he spotted it when Douglas watched a drop of pre-cum that had pearled on Connor’s cock finally fall free, spinning a temporary web before puddling on Douglas’ thigh.
The way Douglas’ tongue flicked out, over his lips.
Connor knew what his boy wanted, but Douglas would have to wait for a taste. That could be round two, after he’d completed this, renewed his mark on his boy’s soul and ass.
Before, he would have stopped at scissoring two fingers inside him, enjoying his soft whines and moans. Before, if they were fucking, he nearly always fucked Douglas first and then rode his cock to get him off, taking his time and letting him enjoy it for as long as Douglas could hold out.
Now, he wanted to savor this. And he’d need to use a third finger if he didn’t want to hurt his boy.
He definitely didn’t want to hurt his boy. Not like that. For himself, he didn’t care, and the aching ass he knew he’d feel in the morning was a glorious price he’d willingly pay over and over again.
Nowhere to be right now, no one to walk in on them.
No one to justify themselves to or hide themselves from.
For the first time, they could be together and be themselves, and all they had to worry about was locking the bedroom door at bedtime if they were going to play.
But there was nothing “wrong” with what they were doing now.
There was no hell to pay.
They’d survived Hell already, making their way through it and finally emerging on the far side scorched—charred, even—but also tempered and maybe stronger for it.
No, definitely stronger for it.
Connor stroked Douglas’ cock for him as he worked the third finger in, smiling down at him as the desperation built and Douglas’ cock even started twitching, inflating.
“Damn,” Douglas gasped. “You did grow up.”
“I warned you.”
“Give it to me. Please!”
“I will, baby.” He blew him a kiss, smiling as Douglas tried to rock his hips and urge him deeper.
It was only when he was confident he wouldn’t hurt Douglas that he lubed his own cock, using plenty of it before nudging in and pressing the head of his cock against the man’s rim.
Douglas lifted his arms over his head again, waiting.
It was sexy back then when they were teenagers, and it was even sexier now.
Connor pinned Douglas’ wrists over his head and kissed him, resting his forehead there, noses touching. “Ready?”
“Please do it, Sir. I need you.”
He took his time, knowing what Douglas wanted but not ready to give it to him yet. His boy wanted his ass plowed hard, the way Connor used to sometimes fuck him, especially when he wanted to prove to Douglas who owned him.
They’d both loved that.
Today, Connor wanted to savor the sensation of warm, tight heat slowly engulfing his bare cock.
He’d never fucked another guy raw.
He’d never fucked another guy face-to-face.
So many things he’d only done with Douglas, would only do with him.
Couldn’t bring himself to do with anyone else, despite the dozens of nameless guys he’d fucked over the years while futilely trying to fuck Douglas out of his heart and soul and memories.
After pressing through the second ring of muscle, he paused, waiting for a moment, both so Douglas could adjust and Connor could bite back the hungry, nearly painful release clawing for freedom deep inside his belly.
Douglas draped his legs around Connor’s waist, hooking his feet together behind him and giving him a little traction to start rocking under him.
“Please give it to me, Sir,” he begged. “I need it.”
Connor bent his head and sucked on Douglas’ right nipple, loving the way the man’s ass squeezed his cock in response.
Some things never changed, he was happy to see.
He repeated it with the left nipple, knowing he was driving his boy crazy with renewed need and enjoying feeling Douglas’ cock inflate where it was pinned between them.
They hadn’t managed this too many times, because one or both of them was usually too hair-trigger horny to last long enough.
But it was the other reason he’d wanted to get Douglas off first today.
When he slowly started fucking him, it was with their bellies pressed together and his lips crushing his boy’s lips, and hoping his body could coax a second one out of him, like this.
“Come for me, baby,” Connor mumbled against his lips. “Give me another one. Let me feel you.”
 
* * * *
 
Whether it was muscle memory or the connection their souls still shared, Douglas didn’t know. It surprised him most of all when his cock recovered so quickly and begged for more.
Every thrust of Connor’s cock dragging along his sweet spot made Douglas’ cock twitch in response between them, pressed between their flesh.
Connor shifted his hands, lacing fingers with him again, and then Douglas felt his release burn and build deep inside him. Never had orgasms felt as satisfying as when he was with Connor, like they emerged from the depths of where their souls were forever entwined, instead of from inside their balls.
“Yes,” he breathed, needing this, needing Connor—needing his Sir and knowing maybe it’d made him a bad Catholic and a shitty damn priest, but Connor was his higher power and always had been, the first in his soul, and he’d been lying to himself if he ever thought otherwise. It wasn’t a false god if it was his truth and his way and his light, the only thing that ever could complete him.
Connor settled in, found his rhythm as he fucked Douglas.
And yes, that fucking gorgeous cock had only gotten better with time. The man could still work magic with it.
Proof being that Douglas soon had both their bellies slick with his pre-cum spilling from him as Connor ground his cock inside Douglas.
Connor’s eyes narrowed, his breath quickening. “Give it to me, boy. You know you want to.”
One second, it’d been a slow-burn deep within him. The next it was like the caldera collapsed and the world dissolved. He was aware of his ass clamping down on Connor’s cock, and then Connor was fucking him, catching up, gasping and crying out—and then crying with him as they held each other and kissed, their bodies joined above and below, their souls joined forever.
As it should be.
Amen.
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Now they needed another shower, and to change the sheets.
Both of which they did together, not getting dressed yet, touching and kissing and holding each other. Douglas didn’t want this moment to end, this little bubble in time, this Heaven right here and now.
He felt like the icy blizzard his soul had been buried in for the past several weeks had broken and in swept a warm, sweet spring.
With new sheets on the bed, Connor dragged Douglas into it one more time, climbing on top of him in a sixty-nine. This time it took them a little longer to get over the edge, but it left both men sated and slow-to-move, happy to lie there in each other’s arms, legs hooked together and fingers laced.
Still familiar despite the years that had passed them by, Connor on the right side of the bed, Douglas on the left.
“We get the happy-ever-after,” Connor softly said. “After all these fucking years, we finally get it.”
“About goddamned time,” Douglas mumbled against Connor’s shoulder, kissing him there.
Connor nuzzled his head against Douglas, unable to get enough contact with him. “Did she know about me?”
“She knew about you when we were in college together,” he said. “I never told her your secret, but she knew everything else between us. I wanted to be as fully honest with her as I could be. I led her to believe it was only my Catholic faith, and guilt, that made me want to become a priest. I never told her the other reason why. She knew I was going to attend the seminary and become a priest, and I wanted her to know why I wouldn’t sleep with her then.”
Connor lifted his head and stared down at him. “Wait a minute. You didn’t sleep with her in college?”
“I didn’t sleep with anyone besides you until she showed up at my rectory fourteen months ago.”
He didn’t understand the horror filling Connor’s face as he sat up and stared down at him. “You were alone all that time?”
“I only wanted you. I only slept with you, and then with Mackie after I married her last year.” Douglas captured his hand and brought it to his lips, pressing them against Connor’s palm and flicking his tongue to taste the salt on his skin. “I loved you.” He traced the lines of Connor’s palm with his tongue.
There was…something in Connor’s expression, and Connor looked away.
Douglas reached up and turned his face back. “I meant it—I don’t care who or how many you slept with. That was my vow to you in my heart. I never expected you to be a monk. One of us being a priest was bad enough.” He smiled, hoping it would lighten the mood.
“I just…I thought you meant you slept with her in college.”
“No. She even tried to talk me into returning to Florida to find you before I entered the seminary.”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Because I didn’t know how to find you if you’d moved. I didn’t know where you even lived, for sure. I knew it’d break my heart if you’d moved on. It was emotionally safer for me to stick to my vows. I could lie to myself and say it was for the Church, when really it was always for you.” He shrugged. “And I couldn’t give up without at least trying to take that fucker down for you first.”
Connor leaned in and kissed him again. “Thank you for giving me another chance.”
“I finally had a greater fear than simply finding out you had moved on.”
He brushed his thumb over Connor’s lips, those full, pouty lips that could spew the most delightfully filthy things, or could sing country songs, or could explain complex anime plots to him.
That could smile and lift his soul.
“We’re dads,” Connor said as he settled next to Douglas again.
“Yep.”
“Of little girls.”
Douglas nodded. “Yep.”
“That scares the fucking shit out of me.”
Douglas chuckled. “Yep. Me, too.” He captured Connor’s hand again. “At least we’ll be terrified together.”
Connor ran a hand through Douglas’ hair. “Now that I know what you did, I don’t know if thinking of you dressed like a priest turns me on or not. I think it might. Does that make me a sick freak?”
“No, that doesn’t make you a sick freak, Sir.” Douglas grinned, laughing when Connor playfully shoved him.
“Asshole,” Connor muttered, but in that way Douglas knew was another way Connor had of saying I love you. For a moment, he could see and hear the kid he had desperately loved with all his heart inside the man he would always love.
Douglas cleared his throat. “Ahem. You tied me to the bed one afternoon with my arms spread out like on a crucifix and made me hold my damn rosary in my mouth as a gag after you’d found it in my pocket because I forgot to leave it at home, and then you edged my cock for like ten hours.”
“It was only an hour or two. Maybe three.” Connor’s sly grin made Douglas’ heart throb.
“Fucker.”
Connor’s grin widened. “Not the worst thing you ever called me.”
Douglas rolled on top of him, and for a minute, it felt like they were seventeen with a whole weekend ahead of them alone in the house since Connor’s mom was working.
Connor’s hands settled on Douglas’ ass and they stared into each other’s eyes.
“Husband,” Douglas softly said. “I called you my husband.”
 
* * * *
 
Goosebumps rippled across Connor’s flesh. He hadn’t consciously thought about it in years, but…yeah.
They’d been sprawled across his bed after having sucked each other dry for the second time that afternoon. Ah, the joys of youth, when they could have gotten it up five or six times a day, easily.
“I wish I could tell everyone you’re my boyfriend,” Connor had said as he’d stared at his ceiling.
Douglas had rolled over, his head resting on Connor’s stomach. “I wish I could tell everyone you’re my husband.”
In that moment in time, Connor had frozen, the utter bittersweet perfection of it threatening to break his heart. Both because legally it couldn’t happen back then, combined with Douglas being terrified and deep in the closet. Well, they’d both been in the closet. Even then, Connor had known he’d eventually stick his head out.
But back then, Douglas had been terrified of his family, terrified of the Church, scared for their souls.
He remembered stroking Douglas’ head, where he’d looked up at him. “I wish I could tell everyone you’re my husband, too. I’d marry you in a heartbeat.”
“Me, too. I do.”
“I do, too.”
Connor reached down and stroked the plain gold band on Douglas’ left hand. “She might have gotten to marry you first, but at least I got to sleep with you first.” He smiled. “Hope I set the bar pretty high.”
“Oh, she had sooo much patience with me.” Douglas laughed and something loosened and eased inside Connor, like another puzzle piece finally jiggled back into its rightful place.
“What do you mean?”
“Beyond basic biology classes, and some porn, I had no fucking clue how to make a woman orgasm. I’d never slept with a woman before. At least she was enlightened enough to take charge and…” His voice faded as his eyes unfocused.
“What?”
“I…I just realized something.”
“What?”
He laughed, but this time it sounded sad. “She was in charge in bed. I mean, basically by default, not in a kinky way like you were in charge. I was happy to follow her lead. And she was damned patient. Especially in the beginning when I was fumbling around. Thank God for vibrators for the assist, or she would have hated my ass.”
Connor continued stroking his hair, soothed by the feel of it through his fingers. “I don’t mind if you want to talk about her. I’m glad she loved you and made you happy. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you lost her.”
Douglas pressed a kiss to Connor’s abs. “I gave serious thought to leaving her at the rectory and driving down to Texas and killing that fucker for beating her.”
“We could have had an ass-kicking road-trip together.”
Douglas laughed, followed by another kiss, this time with a lick along Connor’s flesh. “She always hoped to meet you.”
“Why?”
Douglas looked up. “Because she knew how much I still loved you. I was always honest with her about that. I might not have told her everything, but I never lied to her.”
“Was she as good as me in bed?” Connor had meant for it to come out in a light, teasing tone.
Until he realized he needed to hear the answer.
Didn’t matter if it made him a shitty person or not. He still needed to hear it.
“I was with you longer, Sir.” Connor’s hand stilled on the other man’s head. “I knew her longer, but the truth is, you knew me better like that. It wasn’t that she was bad in bed—she would have been generous if she’d said I was okay—but she wasn’t you.”
“I think you’re great in bed.”
“You also have a penis. Not hard to find that to suck on.”
“I don’t think you’re supposed to suck on a clit the way you suck a cock.” He grinned. “I’ve never been with a woman so I don’t know for sure, but that’s what I’ve heard.”
“Well, obviously I know that now.” But Douglas snickered to soften the sarcasm. “Like I said, she was patient with me. Very patient.”
“How’d she like being married to a priest?”
“Well, she was an atheist, sooo…” He shrugged. “She dealt with it and put up with me. And I wasn’t a priest anymore.” He sighed, holding up his left hand, his gaze on the wedding band there. “I think you would have liked her, Sir.”
Douglas kissed the wedding band, then started to work it off his finger, but Connor stopped him.
“You can wear it if you want to. For now.” Connor cupped his cheek again. “Until you marry me. From that point on, you’re mine, and you’ll wear what I put on you to show you’re mine.”
Douglas blinked back renewed tears. “Thank you, Sir,” he whispered.
Connor held him tightly against him. “I don’t even mind if you want to wear it on your right hand after we’re married. That’s your decision, boy.”
A sad sigh. “She would want me to move forward with you. She’s probably yelling at me right now to take it off since we’re back together.”
“Your choice, baby. I mean it.”
Douglas left it on, for now. “Can I ask a favor, please, Sir?”
Connor wanted to lighten the mood and went for playful, teasing. “Maaaaybe.”
Douglas sat up and held Connor’s hand. “Can I please have a hard limit on not using my rosary as a gag? At least, not my amethyst one. She gave it to me in college, before I left for seminary. It’s kind of…emotionally charged.”
Connor brought Douglas’ hand to his lips and kissed it. “I promise no inappropriate off-label usage of a rosary. I will not, however, promise to not find a sacrilegious dildo at some future point and fuck the hell out of you with it.”
Douglas smiled. “Deal. I think I can handle that.”
“Oh, you say that now.”
Douglas’ gaze held his. “I’ll say that forever, Sir.”
 
Chapter Twenty
 
The men ate leftovers while sitting at Connor’s kitchen counter.
Douglas thought maybe it was the best meal he’d ever eaten in his life.
He’d caught himself making the sign of the cross in preparation for saying blessing and glanced over at Connor.
The man wore the most delightfully evil smile Douglas had ever laid eyes on.
Connor leaned in and kissed him. “It’s okay, babe. I don’t mind if you do that. I never did.”
“We never talked about that, but why didn’t you mind me doing that?”
“I liked watching you do that. I liked hearing you say it.” He nuzzled his face against Douglas’. “It was one thing he never did around me. Never ate a meal with the sonofabitch, never heard him say the blessing before a meal. You were the only good thing I had to associate with the Church, besides memories of Dad. I liked hearing you say grace.” He nuzzled Douglas’ neck before nipping him there, hard.
“Oh, god!” Douglas gasped, a shiver rippling through him as his cock hardened in his shorts.
Connor let out a filthily evil chuckle as he kissed the spot. “I loved making you say that, too. Damn, I’ve missed that.”
“I missed it, too, Sir.”
It was after seven when the men put Kayleigh’s carseat in Douglas’ SUV and headed for Niall’s house to get the girls.
“How do you want to handle this with Kayleigh?” Douglas tried to relax, tried not to feel nervous—because wasn’t this his dream come true?
“The truth. Well, the G-rated truth.” He stroked Douglas’ thigh, his hand coming to rest there. “That I love you very much and I’m marrying you this weekend.”
“She’s probably going to want to know more about why you said I couldn’t stay or come back.”
“And I’ll tell her the absolute truth—that I was wrong. I’m a Dom, not an asshole. At least, I try not to be an asshole. If I’m wrong, I admit it. Especially to my daughter. I want her to learn now that adults are not perfect, and it’s okay to challenge them when they’re wrong or screw up. She knows she can trust me. I never want to do anything to harm that trust she has in me.”
His expression darkened. “And I always want her to know she has the power to tell an adult no to keep herself safe.”
“She helped me make Zee’s bottle and told me you said she’s a ‘self-rescuing princess.’ At least, I think that’s what she said. I’m still getting used to her accent. I haven’t had to decipher toddler-speak in over a year.”
Connor laughed. “She is my Princess, and yes, Daddy’s little Princess is going to grow up to be a self-rescuing princess.”
When they arrived at Niall’s, the man himself stepped outside before they even made it up the driveway, gently closing the front door behind him and walking down to meet them. With his arms crossed over his chest and the stern look on his face, Douglas felt nothing but Dom from him in that moment.
“Well?”
Connor draped his arm around Douglas’ shoulders. “I’m going to call Loren and ask if she’s available Saturday.”
Douglas didn’t know who Loren was, but apparently Niall did. One eyebrow arched skyward. “For real?”
“Yeah.” Connor kissed Douglas’ cheek. “We have the marriage license. And we moved all his stuff from the storage unit and hotel to my place.”
The smile exploded across Niall’s face. “Bloody brilliant!” He engulfed both of them in a hug. “About feckin’ time, ye damned arsehole. Ye’ll have it here—no arguments from either of ye—and we’ll keep the wee ones overnight for ye to have the, eh, honeymoon night.”
Niall leaned back and looked from Connor to Douglas without moving his arms from. “Although I suspect ye had a reunion already, eh?”
Connor dropped Douglas a wink. “You can say that again.”
 
* * * *
 
Connor might be honest with Kayleigh with most things, but he wasn’t about to let on to Douglas how damned nervous he felt right now. She hadn’t asked about her mom in a while, and he didn’t talk about her. He wouldn’t lie to his daughter and say something like the woman was dead, either. That’d be the fastest guaranteed way to drive a future wedge between himself and his daughter, and he damn well knew it.
Niall gave them one more hug and finally turned to lead the way up the walk. “Call Loren while ye’re here, then. That way we can start working on plans.”
“What plans?” Connor asked.
Niall stopped and turned. “Fer yer wedding. Duh.”
“We don’t need anything fancy.”
“Ye’ll have cake and like it. We’ll grill hamburgers. Afternoon cookout.”
Douglas wore an adorable smirk but didn’t say anything. “What’s that look for?”
“Nothing, Sir.” His smirk widened.
Connor tugged Douglas’ hand to stop him. “Say it.”
His lips pressed together before the smile finally escaped. “I don’t care if we have it in a backyard or a church, as long as I’m Dr. Strickland at the end of the ceremony.”
Connor blinked against the unexpected prickle of tears. He leaned in for another kiss. “Dr. Koenig Strickland. And I’ll be Koenig Strickland, too. Make things easier in the long run when we do the adoptions.”
Niall rolled his eyes but he wore a pleased smile. “Disgustin’ lovebirds. I’ll wind up wi’ diabetes listenin’ to the two of ye. Come on, then.” He opened the front door and they followed him inside.
“Daddy!” Kayleigh nearly kneecapped him, but Connor was ready and scooped her up to give her his usual greeting, blowing a raspberry against her cheek before pulling her in for a hug.
“Hello, Princess.”
She wrapped her arms around his neck and stared at Douglas. “Hewwo, Doctuh Cowneg.”
Douglas smiled, and Connor loved the way it lit his eyes from within now, nothing forced about it. No tears trying to break free. “Hello, Kayleigh.”
“We need to talk, Princess,” Connor told her, carrying her into the living room. Etsu sat in a comfortable chair, her feet propped up on a hassock while she fed Zee. So he sat on one end of the couch and settled Kayleigh in his lap, then he patted the cushion next to him for Douglas. Niall stood there, brow arched in a silent question, and Connor nodded, waving him in.
They might need him professionally.
“Tawk about what, Daddy?”
“Well, Princess, for starters, you don’t need to call Douglas Doctor Koenig anymore.”
“Why not?”
Connor met Douglas’ grey gaze and his heart swelled, filled, warmed.
Like a decades-old ice age had instantly lifted and melted, leaving sweet spring in its wake.
“Because I’m marrying Douglas on Saturday, Princess. He’s going to be your other daddy.” Like hell would he think of Douglas as her step-anything. As far as Connor was concerned, Douglas was her other father, just like he was Zee’s other father now. Or, would be, come Saturday.
She grabbed his face and made him look at her, and he nearly laughed at her stern expression. “Daddy. We need to tawk.”
“Um, that’s what we’re doing, Princess.”
“Wha’ abou’ Zee’s mommy? He’s mawwied. Wook!” She grabbed Douglas’ left hand and waved it at Connor, nearly making Connor laugh.
Before he could answer, Douglas took over. “Princess, Zee’s mommy…passed away.”
“Passed away?”
“Died,” Connor said. “She died, sweetheart. Remember we talked about my mom and dad?”
Kayleigh’s eyes widened, and tears immediately filled them. “She died?”
“Yes, sweetheart,” Douglas continued. “I still wear my ring because I was so sad. Wearing it makes me feel a little less sad.”
“When did she die?”
Douglas was crying now, too, and Aden, who’d emerged from the hall to silently watch, ducked out and returned with a box of tissues for them. “She died a few hours after Zee was born. That’s why I moved back to Florida. I wanted to be close to Daddy.”
She was still holding Douglas’ hand and touching his wedding band. Connor, who was also crying now, decided to let this play out.
“Will you weah anothuh wing?” she asked Douglas.
“I’m going to wear the ring Daddy puts on there Saturday.”
Note to self, need to go ring shopping between now and Saturday.
Then Kayleigh looked up into Douglas’ eyes. “Is my mommy dead, too?”
“No, sweetheart,” Douglas said. “Your mommy made some bad choices that broke the law. She did some things that could have hurt you.” Connor’s eyes widened, but he kept his mouth shut and let Douglas keep going. “Because of that, she had to go to jail. Daddy needed to keep you safe.”
Douglas took another tissue and dabbed at the tears rolling down her cheeks. “Is she evuh comin’ back?”
“No,” Connor darkly interjected.
Douglas sighed. “Probably not, sweetheart. Daddy got paperwork to keep you safe, because your mommy wasn’t keeping you safe. After Daddy and I get married, we’re going to go to a judge and file more paperwork, called an adoption. That way, I’ll also be your daddy, and Daddy will be Zee’s daddy, too.”
She sniffled back tears. “I’ll haf two daddies?”
“Yes.”
Which Connor knew wouldn’t shock her, because she was already used to that with Niall, Etsu, and Aden, as well as other Suncoast Society friends she’d met.
“Will I get anothuh mommy, too?”
Douglas looked to him for help while Niall, Aden, and Etsu all struggled to contain their laughter.
Connor smiled. “No, sweetheart. Douglas and I aren’t going to add a mommy to the mix.”
Typical toddler, she flashed back to indignant immediately. “Well, we haf a pwobwem.”
“What kind of problem, Princess?” Connor asked.
She leaned back and propped her hands on her hip. “Well, I can’t caww you bof Daddy. Dat’s confusin’. And I can’t caww him Dougwas if he’s my daddy.”
Aden lost it and stepped out of the room, the sound of his laughter rolling back to them from down the hallway.
Connor tried and failed to hold back his snickers. “Then what do you suggest, Princess? Your choice.”
She stared at Douglas for several long, intense moments, where Douglas was doing his best not to burst out laughing, either. Life with a toddler—storms to sunshine in the space of a breath.
Then, she firmly nodded. “I’ll caww you Papa. Can I caww you dat now or do I haf to wait?”
Connor lost it. He hugged her against him as he laughed. “You can call Papa that now, Princess.”
She gasped, shoving back to look at him, wide-eyed. “Does dat mean Zee is my widdle sistuh now?”
“Yes,” Connor said. “Zee is your little sister now.”
She pumped her tiny fist. “Yes! I always wanted a widdle sistuh!” Then she glared at Connor. “You said I couldn’t haf one.”
Connor noted Douglas’ laughter and would “punish” his obvious enjoyment of Connor’s discomfort later.
Just a little.
Sadist, duh.
“That was before Douglas came back, sweetheart. I didn’t know you were going to get a little sister. I was wrong.”
“Den why’d you say he couldn’t stay?”
Connor quickly sobered. “Because I was wrong.” He stared into Douglas’ eyes and brushed a quick kiss against his lips. “I made the same mistake you did—I thought he was married. I didn’t know his wife had died. I’ve loved Douglas for a long, long time. Ever since we were kids.”
Another gasp from her. “Is he the boy in the pictuhs on your dwessuh?”
 
* * * *
 
Douglas completely focused on Connor. He honestly hadn’t paid attention to small details like that earlier. He was too busy celebrating his reunion with Connor.
Connor’s smile faded and he nodded. “Yes, sweetheart. He’s the boy in the pictures on my dresser.”
Now Kayleigh looked at Douglas with something akin to awe. “He always wanted to mawwy you!”
Connor blushed a little, but didn’t say anything.
“I always wanted to marry him, too, Princess,” Douglas said. “Unfortunately, I went away to college and made the mistake of not coming back. But now that Daddy and I are together again, nothing’s going to keep us apart.”
Connor reached over and cupped his cheek. “You got that right.”
“Do I haf to shawe my woom now?”
“No, Princess,” Connor said. “We’re going to put her in the other bedroom. In fact, that reminds me.” He looked at Douglas. “We need to get home and get her crib assembled.”
Douglas choked back a wall of grief that slammed into him like a rogue wave. “Yes, Si—yeah.” He’d need to remember to watch himself around Kayleigh.
Connor straightened, now scowling, studying him.
Douglas shook his head a little to indicate not now, please.
“I want to hewp do it!” Kayleigh chirruped.
“Sure, Princess,” Connor said before Douglas could nix that idea.
Well, shit.
Connor stepped out onto the lanai and called Loren to make the arrangements. Before long, the plan was put together, and Niall, Aden, and Etsu wouldn’t even let Connor or Douglas give them money for food or cake. There would be a few other close friends from the Suncoast Society invited as well.
Once Zee finished her bottle, they gathered the girls’ belongings and the triad helped them get everything out to the SUV.
They said their good-byes and headed home, Douglas now struggling to pull himself back into something resembling under control.
A volatile mix of emotions swirled through him. His joy at war with his grief, and guilt over feeling such joy just weeks after losing Mackie.
He’d hoped Kayleigh would fall asleep on the ride home, but no such luck. Apparently she’d had a late nap before dinner and was ready and rarin’ to go.
Douglas took his time getting Zee’s carrier unfastened from the base while Kayleigh asked a bazillion rapid-fire questions of Connor as he carried her inside and got the alarm shut off.
Zee peacefully slept through it all.
No, he didn’t claim to know God’s will, or why things happened the way they had. It was cruelly unfair that Mackie wouldn’t know her daughter, or that Zee wouldn’t know her mother. Yet here he’d been given the answer to a long-held prayer, one he’d never honestly dreamed possibly could come true.
If he was brutally honest with himself, he’d truly expected Connor’s rejection for any number of reasons, but rejection nonetheless. In his heart, he’d honestly thought he would be living alone, a single father.
He thought that was what he deserved, not…this.
Not…guilt-tinged joy.
Thank You, Lord, for Your divine intervention. Please help me find peace in all of this, and please guide my path to be a good father and husband. Amen.
 
* * * *
 
Connor’s emotions had wildly and repeatedly vacillated all evening between euphoria at their reunion and guilt over knowing what Douglas had endured. He constantly scanned his boy’s face for any hint of what Douglas was feeling at any given time, desperately wanting to make up for his fuck-up on Sunday, wanting to ease his grief and soothe his soul.
And selfishly wanting to love Mackie out of Douglas’ mind.
During the quick move earlier, they’d set the pieces of Zee’s crib in the bedroom that Connor had been using as storage ever since moving out of it and into the master bedroom after his mother’s death.
His old bedroom.
He’d never been able to spend much time in there without thinking about Douglas. Hadn’t even painted the walls or anything.
They’d shoved everything to one side in that room to make room for the crib and dresser-changing table for Zee. After Douglas put Zee in the portable crib, temporarily set up in the living room, he dug the bags of nuts and bolts and some pages of notes out of another box marked Zee’s Room that he’d placed in there.
He sat down on the floor, his back to the room as he studied the notes and started looking at the reference pictures on his phone.
Then Connor realized his shoulders were slumped, shaking, and before he could scoop Kayleigh up and shuttle her out, she plopped down next to him and looked up at him.
“It’s okay to cwy when you sad, Papa.”
Connor sniffled back his own tears and sat on Douglas’ other side, draping an arm around his shoulders. Kayleigh took one of the bags and opened it, started sorting the bolts by size.
Douglas tipped his head onto Connor’s shoulder. “We just put it together a few weeks ago,” he hoarsely said. “She took pictures and video of me putting it together. She offered to do it, but I wanted to. She was good at stuff like that, and I wasn’t, But I wanted to do it.”
Connor nuzzled the top of Douglas’ head and made a mental note to ask to watch that video later. “You always were all thumbs, buddy,” he gently teased.
Douglas swiped to a set of pictures on his phone, of him obviously disassembling it, taking pictures of every step. “She never got to see her use it.”
“Can I see a pictuh of her, Papa?” Kayleigh asked.
Douglas swiped into another album, a picture of the two of them, Mackie smiling directly into the camera and him smiling, but with that sad tinge to it Connor knew all too well from his own soul. Mackie was very pregnant, and Douglas was kissing the top of her head and looking off to the side, into the distance, one hand on her tummy, her hand over his.
“She’s pwetty. What was her name?”
“Mackenzie. I called her Mackie. I named Zee after her.”
Kayleigh turned and grabbed Douglas’ face in her hands, a very serious expression furrowing her little brow. “Let me an’ Daddy do dis, Papa. We got dis.”
Connor was glad to see he broke out into a shnurfly laugh. “You do, huh?”
“Yeah. I hewp Daddy all de time. I hewped him put togethuh my big-girl bed.” Then she kissed Douglas’ forehead, and it nearly shattered Connor’s barely constrained façade. “We’ll take good cawe of you, Papa.”
Connor reached out for a tiny high-five from his self-rescuing princess. “That’s right.”
Then she went back to sorting bolts.
Connor whispered in his ear, “I might have forgotten to mention she’s a lot like meee.”
Douglas’ choked laughter was still a good thing to hear. “Now you tell me,” he muttered, but when he looked at Connor, Connor was glad to see his guy wore a tearful smile.
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
With Connor taking charge of the reassembly, it only took thirty minutes to put the crib together, even with Douglas’ less-than-stellar instructions and diagrams.
And yes, Kayleigh did help, even knowing what tools to hand to Connor when he asked for them by name.
At least with her age, she simply accepted the fact that Daddy and Papa were going to get married in a few days and she didn’t ask uncomfortable questions about Douglas’ sudden widowhood and the fast timeframe.
It just…was.
Connor bathed Kayleigh while Douglas unpacked what he’d need immediately for Zee for the next couple of days. Once Zee was settled for the night in her crib, and they’d set up the baby monitor with the receiver on the nightstand in their bedroom, Douglas gathered in Kayleigh’s bedroom with Connor as they went through their bedtime ritual.
Connor sat on the floor next to her bed. “What are we grateful for today, Princess?”
She stared up at the ceiling for a minute before looking back to Connor. “Papa and Zee.”
Connor nodded. “I’m grateful for Papa and Zee, too.” They looked at Douglas.
“I’m grateful for Daddy and Kayleigh.”
Connor dropped him a wink as he smiled and leaned in for a quick, tame kiss from Douglas.
It was well after nine, now, which apparently was on the late side for her bedtime. Despite her late nap, once Connor had switched off the light, she was snoring almost immediately.
They quietly left the room, gently shutting the door behind them. Then Douglas followed Connor down to the master bedroom and they closed themselves in. Connor headed for the bathroom while Douglas actually took time to walk over to the dresser and study the six framed photographs.
One of a much younger Connor with his mom and dad, taken at a beach, all three of them smiling.
One of a teenaged Connor and his mom in front of a Christmas tree, their melancholy smiles silent testimony to the loss they’d recently endured.
One that Douglas remembered well because a scanned copy of it was saved on his phone, of the two of them on the Stricklands’ couch. He and Connor had been horsing around, and Connor had pulled him into his lap, both of them laughing. Mrs. Strickland had taken the picture at the perfect moment, capturing them with smiles on their faces as they looked into each other’s eyes.
One of him with Connor and Connor’s mother, taken in Douglas’ house by his mom one Christmas morning, when they’d been invited over to join them for unwrapping presents and for lunch.
One of him and Connor together at their high school graduation with Mrs. Strickland, in their caps and gowns. That one had been taken by Douglas’ dad. He remembered how Mrs. Strickland kept calling them both “her boys.” He also remembered one of the few truly charitable things he ever recalled his mother doing, her later saying to his father how glad she was that Connor’s mother seemed to take comfort from Douglas spending time with her and Connor.
The last picture was just him, and he didn’t have a copy of this one, but he remembered the day it’d been taken.
The last day they’d been together, that afternoon. He’d been sitting on Connor’s bed and staring out the window, the afternoon light behind him casting shadows in the room. The picture had caught him in profile, a gawky teenager about to leave for college, a contemplative expression on his face.
He was still dressed, so it’d been before they’d started making love that day, the picture taken not long after he’d walked over from home.
Connor slipped his arms around Douglas from behind and kissed the nape of his neck. “I honestly thought I’d never see you again. I was afraid I’d never see you again.”
Douglas turned in his arms and draped his around Connor’s neck. “The priest finally came in from the cold.”
Connor’s blue gaze studied him for a long moment. “Is there anything you want to ask me or need to know?”
Douglas shook his head. “I don’t care who’s in your past, only that Zee and I are your future.”
“I’m not proud of myself in light of knowing you were only with me and her.”
Douglas shrugged. “I guess I’m a masochist. What can I say?”
At least one corner of his mouth quirked in a smile.
“I’ve become quite the sadist since you left. Hope you’re up to the challenge.”
“I think our main challenge is going to come from staying quiet and sneaky around two little girls.”
Connor’s lips curved into a full-on smile. “This is why I have ball gags.” He started nibbling his way along Douglas’ jaw, melting him. “And rope. And canes, paddles, all sorts of fun and evil things.” He nipped Douglas’ earlobe. “What do you say, boy?”
A shiver raced through Douglas, hardening his cock. “Thank you, Sir.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Connor’s tongue gently flicked the shell of his ear. “My boy is going to need a permanent something to mark him as mine, but I haven’t decided what yet. Thoughts?”
“Sir’s choice.” It fell from his lips automatically, as if twenty-plus years hadn’t passed.
“Oooh. That’s dangerous. Your Sir has become infinitely more devious and creative in your absence…boy.”
Douglas knew his cock had to be leaking a puddle of pre-cum in his briefs at this point. “I trust you, Sir.”
Connor tipped his head back to stare down at Douglas for a long, quiet moment. “This is for life,” he quietly said.
“Yes, Sir.”
“Evil me, playful me, vanilla me—Daddy and Connor and Sir. Daddy will always have to come first, because those two little girls will always come first, before me, before you, before us. Accept that now.”
“I do, Sir. I agree.”
Connor’s tone remained soft but firm. “I am head of this household. Of them, of you, and of us. I am the final authority, and I will not be argued with or talked back to, especially not in front of them.”
Relief and peace filled Douglas. “Yes, Sir. Thank you, Sir.”
Truth be told, it was another reason he’d decided to be a priest. The vow of obedience he’d taken had been second-nature to him, occupying Connor’s place in his empty heart, even if it couldn’t fully replace Connor.
One of Connor’s hands slid down to grab Douglas’ ass, while with the other he cupped his cheek. “Once that wedding ring is on your hand, unless you ask my permission first, you may only take it off for an emergency, or if you need to cook and it’ll be in the way, or if you’re helping me with a repair where you might mess it up, something like that. I catch you not wearing it when you’re supposed to be, you will not like the consequences.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Connor’s eyes searched his. “We have to be careful around the girls. I know a Sir will slip out fairly regularly. I think that’s okay. When it’s you and me alone, I expect you to address me properly.” His gaze narrowed. “If you still remember how.”
This was a test and Douglas knew it. “Yes, Master.”
Connor sucked in a sharp breath before kissing him, using the hand on his ass as leverage to grind against him. He pressed his forehead to Douglas’.
“Fuck, I’ve missed that. No one’s ever called me that but you, baby. I’ve never collared anyone. Never wanted to.” He sighed. “You can use Sir in texts. But when we’re alone…” He left it hanging, waiting.
Douglas rubbed his nose against Connor’s. “You’re my Master.” Then he whispered the old words between them he could never forget, even if he’d wanted to.
“Blessed is the boy on bended knee, the boy owned by his Master. You own me, heart and soul and spirit. My love is yours, my body is yours, my blood is yours, my life is yours. To bend and break, to bow and ache, this boy belongs only to you, above all others, above even God, because I belong only to you and my Heaven is in your arms. I am most happy on my knees before you and find comfort there forever. Amen.”
Connor’s eyes squeezed shut but it wasn’t enough to hold back his tears, silent sobs shaking his body. Now it was Douglas holding him, soothing him as Connor clung to him and cried.
The afternoon Douglas had come up with it, they’d been screwing around and Connor had been not-so-nicely teasing him about church, but since it was after his revelation to Douglas about what he’d survived, Douglas had done what he’d always done—let it sail on past as something he understood Connor needed to vent and that it wasn’t personal.
And to distract Connor—and make him smile—Douglas came up with his own devotional to his Master.
Connor had loved it.
So Douglas had written it down to fully commit it to memory, and it had become its own ritual for them.
Douglas sank to his knees, wrapping his arms around Connor’s hips and pressing his face against the front of his shorts, nuzzling his rock-hard bulge.
“Blessed is the boy on bended knee, the boy owned by his Master.” He worked his way down lower, nuzzling, mouthing the outline of Connor’s cock all the way to the base. “You own me, heart and soul and spirit.” Back up again. “My love is yours, my body is yours, my blood is yours, my life is yours.”
He sat back on his heels, releasing him, bowing until his lips touched the tops of Connor’s bare feet. “To bend and break.” He kissed the tops of both his feet. “To bow and ache.”
He sat up and took Connor’s hands in his, kissing the backs of them. “This boy belongs only to you.” He turned Connor’s hands over and kissed his palms. “Above all others, above even God.”
He laid Connor’s hands on top of his head as he leaned in again, pressing his face against the front of Connor’s shorts. “Because I belong only to you and my Heaven is in your arms.” He wrapped his arms around Connor once more. “I am most happy on my knees before you and find comfort there forever. Amen.”
“Amen,” Connor hoarsely whispered, nails lightly raking along Douglas’ scalp, playing with his hair. Douglas felt him trembling and waited, knowing when his Master was ready to tell him to move, he would let him know.
 
* * * *
 
Connor struggled to drag ragged breaths into his lungs as Douglas recited it the first time, and then said it again with the movements.
Oh, my god, he’s back.
He’s really fucking back.
My boy is back!
“Book of Connor,” he hoarsely said when he could talk without sobbing. “Chapter 1, Verse 1.”
Douglas looked up, a sexy smile on his face. He leaned in and nuzzled Connor’s bulge again, his sweet grey gaze never leaving Connor’s face. “The boy shalt have no Masters before or besides Connor.”
“Verse 2.”
“Master’s word is boy’s law.”
Oh…my…god.
He remembered.
“Verse 3.”
Douglas’ smile widened. “The boy is always ready for his Master, no matter how Master wants to use him.”
“Chapter 10, Verse 1.”
Douglas softly sighed, leaning in, pressing his forehead against Connor’s body. “Master has no boys except his boy, and loves his boy unconditionally, and will never cast his boy out or give him up.” His smile faded. “I almost pounded on your door to ask you about that. If it hadn’t been for Kayleigh, I would have been begging you to talk to me.”
“Jesus Christ,” Connor whispered, not realizing he’d said it aloud until Douglas leaned back and looked up at him again. “You remember them?”
“Yes, Master. How could I ever forget? Especially since you beat them into me.” His lips once again curved into a playful smile. “Not that I minded. That kinda made it even more fun.”
It had started as a joke after Douglas had come up with the devotional. Chapter 1 was the longest, at ten verses. The other chapters had no more than five verses each.
Chapter 10 only had the one verse, and was the last entry in the Book of Connor.
Connor dragged him to his feet and slanted his lips over Douglas’ in a crushing, sucking kiss. “Fuck, I missed you.”
“I missed you, too.”
Connor released Douglas so he could yank his shirt off over his head. “Go lock the door, boy.”
His boy’s smile widened as he stepped over to do it while Connor put music on for them. By the time they wound up in bed moments later, they were both naked and reaching for each other, desperately hungry for more.
Connor flipped Douglas onto his back and pinned his hands over his head with his hands as he nipped and bit his way down and across and back up again over his pecs. “We’ll go ring shopping tomorrow after work, before we pick up the girls.”
“Yes, Master.”
Despite their earlier romp, they were both hard. Connor didn’t want to have to change the sheets again, though. So he sat up, climbing up Douglas’ body and straddling his chest, pinning both of Douglas’ wrists with his left hand and stroking his own cock with his right.
He loved the way Douglas’ expression turned soft and needy as he opened his mouth wide, trying to stretch and reach the end of Connor’s cock with his tongue.
“My sweet, sweet boy,” Connor whispered as he jacked his cock. “It’s been too long since your last communion.”
“Please, Master!”
“Oh, I’m going to give it to you, don’t worry.” Connor leaned forward, more weight resting on Douglas’ hands and making the other man let out a soft, needy moan. “Say it.”
“Cleanse my heart and lips, Master, that I may be worthy of you.” Douglas licked his lips. “Through the words of my Master, may all my fears and self-doubts be wiped away. As your boy partakes of you I carry you with me, part of me, inside me. My body is yours, my blood is yours, just as yours is within me and of me.”
He felt his release close, so fucking close, and all these years had not dulled how sharp and piercing the ache felt as he chased it, needed it. “Beg me for it.”
“Please let me drink of you, Master! I need you!”
And this wasn’t even the filthiest, dirtiest, or most profane thing the two of them had ever done together.
But as his balls tightened and tensed, Connor aimed his cock at his boy’s mouth and painted his face with ropes of cum. Some of it made it into Douglas’ mouth, some of it on his chin, his lips, his cheeks.
Connor leaned in and kissed him, smearing it between them, licking him clean and feeding it to him from his own tongue. “Blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh.”
Douglas let out one of those whimpers, meaning he wanted to come, would do whatever it took to beg, bargain, plead with him to let him come. “Blood of your blood,” he gasped. “Flesh of your flesh.”
Connor rolled to the side so he could still keep his boy’s hands pinned and reach down and stroke his cock for him. “Say it.”
He thought the man’s eyes were going to roll back in his head as he slowly jacked his cock for him. “Praise Master, from whom all orgasms flow. Praise Master, whom I do blow. Praise Master, above all, for every stroke fast or slow. Praise Master, Sir, Connor—Amen.”
The Cockxology. Another profane entry in the Book of Connor.
Connor stroked him harder, faster, loving it when Douglas tipped over the edge, every pump filling his hand with the man’s cum.
He painted his boy’s lips and face with it, then leaned in to kiss him again, licking him clean, enjoying this sweet communion that hadn’t happened in too damn long.
The few times Douglas’ family had dragged him to church with them—usually to take Communion—Connor was always sure to re-stake his claim on his boy’s soul as soon as he could get a few minutes alone with him.
“Amen,” Connor whispered. “I’ve never had another man here at the house. I always went to their place, or a hotel. I couldn’t bear to bring them here.”
Douglas stroked his cheek. “You were always with me in my heart. There wasn’t a day that went by I didn’t think about you. I love you, and I’m not going anywhere.”
“Love you, too.”
They finally dragged themselves out of bed to clean up, pull on sleeping shorts, and unlock the bedroom door. Then, Connor lay on his left side on the right side of the bed, his back to the bedroom door, with Douglas tucked against him, their bodies molded together, their fingers laced, Douglas’ head resting on Connor’s arm.
And nestled together like that, Connor had the first damn good night’s sleep he’d had in over twenty years.
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Douglas awoke with a start before dawn, disoriented and unable to figure out why he felt a very large, warm, hard—
Connor!
He moved carefully so as not to awaken him, but tipped his head back to look.
To verify this wasn’t a dream.
“Good morning,” Connor rumbled without opening his eyes, but his arm tightened around Douglas’ waist.
His pulse raced at the sound. “Good morning, Master.”
Connor sucked in a sharp breath. “Fuck, yeah,” he muttered. His lips, then his teeth closed on Douglas’ shoulder, biting down until Douglas’ cock was throbbing and he ground his ass back against Connor.
Douglas found himself rolled over onto his stomach, Connor’s weight pressing him into the mattress. Then Connor yanked Douglas’ shorts down and off him.
Beneath him, Douglas’ cock, now fully erect and throbbing, rubbed against the sheets.
“Stay.”
Douglas wouldn’t have moved if his life depended on it when Connor’s weight disappeared.
He heard Connor open a nightstand drawer, then return, Connor’s fingers probing between his ass cheeks.
Douglas spread his thighs and arched his back to stick his ass out.
“Good boy.”
Douglas closed his eyes, unable to stop smiling. “Chapter 1, Verse 3.”
Lube-slick fingers probed his ass, quickly replaced by the thick head of Connor’s cock. “My perfect boy.”
Douglas hissed as Connor thrust home, his ass needing a moment to adjust to the intrusion even after yesterday’s interlude.
Connor’s body covered him, then he rolled onto his side, taking Douglas with him. Connor’s hand closed around his cock. “Chapter 2, Verse 2.”
Douglas shivered. “Master chooses when, where, and how his boy finds joy.”
Connor’s hand stroked harder, faster, even as he remained still behind Douglas with his cock fully buried inside him. “Verse 3.”
“Boy will come when Master orders.”
“Then do it.”
Douglas’ eyes closed and he rocked himself back and forth, between Connor’s hand and his cock, shifting slightly, rolling back toward Connor and finding a better angle that made him gasp and moan as Connor’s cock hit the perfect spot inside him with every stroke.
Connor’s other arm hooked around Douglas’ chest, keeping him pressed against the length of Connor’s body. “You always were a perfect, beautiful slut for me, baby.” He kissed his way down the side of Douglas’ neck and bit the top of his shoulder, sucking hard and triggering Douglas’ climax.
Like he’d spent years in isolation—which, of course, he had, in a way—and was rediscovering sex.
Because while Mackie had been beautiful and a joy and he’d loved her, she hadn’t been his Master.
She hadn’t been Connor.
“Thank you, Master,” he gasped.
Connor gave him a few seconds for white-hot pleasure to spiral through Douglas’ cock as he came all over Connor’s hand before he rolled him onto his front again and started fucking him.
This wasn’t the tender lovemaking of yesterday, either. Nothing playful or sweet about any of it.
It was also exactly what Douglas needed.
His hands fisted the sheets as Connor fucked him, holding on to his hips and plowing him.
“Chapter 3, Verse 1.”
Douglas could barely think, so it took him a second to gather brain cells to respond. “The boy is Master’s cherished fucktoy and will happily take every load Master gives him, and give thanks for it.”
Connor’s fingers dug in hard and deep, until he took one last thrust and fell still with his cock buried deep inside Douglas.
In the dark, quiet room, the sound of Connor’s breath filled Douglas’ ears.
Connor’s lips feathered across the nape of Douglas’ neck. “I love you, boy,” he whispered. “Welcome home.”
He hooked his foot around Connor’s. “Thank you, Master. I love you, too. I’m glad to finally be where I belong.”
And he was going to love going to work and feeling his deliciously aching ass all morning, too.
 
* * * *
 
Despite the early hour, Connor headed out to start their coffee while Douglas climbed into the shower. When Connor returned and joined him there, he pulled Douglas in for a long, tight hug, the water beating on them and Connor’s ragged breath the only sounds for many long minutes.
“I missed you so fucking much,” Connor hoarsely whispered in his ear. “I never trusted anyone the way I trust you.”
They finally stepped apart after a long, sweet kiss and took their shower. It was still earlier than they needed to start their day, but Douglas didn’t mind.
It was time well-spent between them.
He was pulling clothes out of his suitcase to put on when he heard Zee start to fuss on the baby monitor. Connor, who’d gotten as far as his khakis but was still shirtless, patted him on the shoulder on his way out of the room.
“I’ve got her.”
Douglas grabbed clothes and started pulling them on, was still going to help when he heard Connor’s voice on the baby monitor.
“There’s Daddy’s little angel! Good morning, Sunshine.”
Douglas froze, listening.
“Oooh, someone needs a diaper. Let’s get you changed and Daddy will make you a bottle.”
Douglas slumped onto the edge of the bed, rapt, listening as Connor baby-talked to her while he changed her, his voice fading from the monitor when he left her room and carried her down the hallway.
He blinked back tears, realizing how much he’d missed of Connor’s life already. Missed seeing the man he loved becoming a father, raising his daughter—
Everything he’d missed.
I can’t take it back, but I can spend the rest of our lives together proving to him I mean every word I’ve said to him.
He pulled his clothes on and headed out, finding him sitting on the couch with Zee tucked in one arm, against his bare chest, the radiant, beaming devotion and love filling his face nearly driving Douglas to tears.
Douglas walked over and dropped to his knees in front of him, looking up at him.
“We had to bottle-feed Kayleigh from the start. I miss this with her,” Connor softly admitted, his gaze never leaving Zee’s face. “I know she’s got to grow up, but I never resented having to get up in the middle of the night for feedings. Karlie couldn’t breastfeed her because of the painkillers they put her on for her shoulder before and after the surgery. She really couldn’t even hold her. Couldn’t lift her, couldn’t carry her. I did most of the work, especially after Karlie’s surgery. I always felt…connected to Kayleigh when feeding her. I always wanted Kayleigh to feel safe and loved. Even if I was sleep-deprived and exhausted, I always made sure I gave thanks for her when I sat and fed her.”
Douglas wondered if Connor even realized what he’d said, or that there was still a glimmer of that kind of spirit residing in his soul.
“I worried about that,” Douglas admitted. “Bottle-feeding. The nurses at the hospital assured me Zee would still thrive on formula. I was…a wreck.” He harshly laughed. “Not was, still am, actually. I’m still trying to process that I actually made another human being, and they trusted me enough to turn me loose with her. I feel completely overwhelmed and underprepared despite all the books I read and the classes we attended before she was born.”
Connor finally focused on him for a moment before his gaze returned to Zee’s face. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”
He rested his chin on Connor’s knee and stared up at him. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, either.”
A smile curved Connor’s lips. “I get to teach you about being a father, Father.”
“I guess you do.”
“Rule one—always keep a spare shirt and extra burp rags in the car.” His smile widened. “Ask me how I know.”
“How do you know?”
“I took her to work with me all the time, because I have an office inside the main building. Quiet and air-conditioned, just off the showroom. I used one of those sling pouches to carry her around when she was a newborn. One of the receptionists would always hold her for me when I needed to go out to the service bays, and since I’ve been there so long, my bosses were really understanding and bent over backward for me. Especially considering the circumstances.
“I was feeding her right before I was supposed to meet with a repeat customer who was looking to upgrade their ride, and I hadn’t brought an extra shirt, and stupidly didn’t use a burp rag. All over me. I had to borrow a spare work shirt from one of the parts counter guys. Learned my lesson. Fortunately, the customer had eight grandkids and thought Kayleigh was beautiful, so she sold the car for me.” He smiled. “I got credit for the commission, though.”
Douglas chuckled. “Point taken. I should take one to work with me.”
“Yes, you should.” Connor’s gaze focused on him again. “Did they tell you about kangaroo care?” Back to Zee.
“Yes, Sir. I’ve been doing that every morning and night. During the day, too, when we weren’t driving. Before I got down here.”
“Good boy.” Connor nuzzled the top of her head, inhaling. “I love baby smell. Um, clean baby smell.” He smiled. “Not poopy-diaper smell.”
“I knew what you meant, Sir.”
Connor started to say something, choked up, sniffled, then blinked a few times. “I’m not glad you lost her,” he whispered, “but thank you for giving me another baby. I hope that doesn’t make me sound horrible.”
He squeezed Connor’s thigh. “No, Sir. It doesn’t. I understand.”
“I guess in some ways I’m glad I didn’t know what a train wreck Karlie really was before I agreed to be her donor. I thought she had her act together.”
“Where did you meet her?”
“She was the dealership’s CFO. Accounting degree, put-together, the whole nine yards. She didn’t have a boyfriend, was single, and was thirty-five when she talked to me about it. I’d known her for over ten years. I mean, seriously, I thought I knew her.”
“How’d she hurt her shoulder?”
Connor sighed. “She was four and a half months pregnant and fell off a ladder while trying to change a damn lightbulb I told her I’d change for her the next day. It was in a vaulted ceiling, two-story foyer, and she literally missed falling off the second floor by inches. She hit the railing first and luckily bounced toward the hallway, not over the side. Right shoulder, arm, ribs. Spent a couple of days in the hospital. She could barely move it, at first. Fractured the joint and ripped a couple of tendons. Had to go on disability, because she couldn’t drive, much less work. Ended up losing her job, because she couldn’t work. That was a nightmare. She ran through her savings trying to pay the COBRA premiums, and things spiraled out of control for her.”
He sadly shook his head. “I didn’t know she’d had addiction problems in high school. She didn’t admit that to me until later. Or that her whole family history is filled with drunks and addicts. I just thought she’d had a rough childhood and put herself through school, right? Another reason we got along so well together, because we had that whole ‘by the bootstraps’ vibe in common.”
“What about the boyfriend?”
“She moved him in with her as a roommate to help pay the mortgage on her condo. I met him and thought okay, seems like a nice guy, she’s smart enough to make safe choices, right?”
“But she wasn’t.”
“I found that out literally the day after Kayleigh was born. They were giving her pain meds to help with her shoulder, but he was also bringing her Oxy and other stuff. I just didn’t know it at the time. Here I saw him handing her meds, I thought he was being considerate and helping take care of her. I thought they were meds the hospital was giving her. I didn’t know it was illegal drugs or I would have reported it then.
“The only point I’ll concede to Karlie is she waited until after Kayleigh was born to let her Dumpster fire blaze out of control. There were no drugs in Kayleigh’s system when she was born. I guess that’s a standard blood panel they run now on newborns. But from that point on, it was like Karlie didn’t even try. Also explains why she didn’t even want to try to breastfeed Kayleigh when she was born.
“She admitted to me when I filed the emergency motion for full custody that she probably had no business being a mom, and she confessed everything to me then. I demanded she sign over parental rights, in exchange I’d pay her attorney retainer, and she agreed.” Dark shadows furrowed his brow as he scowled. “I cashed in part of my 401(k) to frickin’ do it, too. Stupid bit-witch.”
Connor took a deep breath. “I should be given a frickin’ medal for not punching that guy out when I showed up at Karlie’s to get Kayleigh. I’d left her there that day because I went in to work, knew I was going to have a rough day, and I got a call from a sheriff’s detective at noon telling me I had thirty minutes to get there or they were handing Kayleigh over to a DCF worker, and I’d have to go to an emergency hearing to regain custody of her. Guy was handcuffed and sitting on the curb outside and I swear, if it hadn’t been for Kayleigh, I’d be in jail right now.”
Douglas could see all of that happening, too.
“He had several outstanding warrants against him, fortunately none of them sexual crimes, but he did have one for domestic battery against his ex-girlfriend.”
“Karlie didn’t know?”
“She claims she didn’t, but honestly, I don’t even know anymore. Sure don’t care, either.” He sighed. “All I care about is that, from that point on, I never let anyone near Kayleigh unless I was sure about them first. So my already mostly non-existent dating life literally disappeared. My previous sitter was the wife of one of the guys from work. Older woman, some minor health problems, but most everyone there at the dealership, who’d been there for a long time and had kids, had used her as a sitter at some point. Cash under the table kind of thing. Their house was spotless. Such a sweet woman.
“Broke my heart when she had her stroke, but by then, fortunately, I’d made friends in the Suncoast Society and had people I could trust here and there to watch her for me for an overnight or even a weekend. Then Niall and Aden reunited, Niall married Etsu, and they ordered her to stop working because of her asthma. So she volunteered when she heard about me losing my sitter.”
“I really like them.”
“Me, too.”
While Connor enjoyed his baby time, Douglas took over getting Kayleigh awake and moving, including breakfast. She watched him as he made the sign of the cross and clasped his hands as he silently said grace over his bowl of cereal.
“Whas dat?”
Connor had just walked into the kitchen, Zee in his arms.
“What’s what?” Douglas asked.
“What you jus’ did.”
“It’s called ‘the sign of the cross,’” Connor said, sounding weary but not upset. “You make it before saying grace over your meal. Papa’s Catholic.”
“Was,” Douglas risked contradicting.
She cocked her head and looked at Connor, wrinkling her tiny nose at him. “Whas dat mean?”
“What’s what mean, Princess?” Douglas asked.
“Gwace. Whas dat?”
“It’s saying thanks for your food,” Connor said. “Like we talk every night before bed what we’re grateful for, it’s a way to say you’re thankful for having food.”
She stared up at Connor, her face now scrunched up in concentration and damned if Douglas couldn’t see a young Connor in her expression again. “Why don’ we do dat?”
“I sometimes do,” Connor admitted. “In my head.”
That revelation pleasantly surprised Douglas, but he didn’t interrupt.
“You don’ make me do dat.”
Connor’s whole body language changed, shifted, as he leaned in with Zee still tucked against him. “I will never make you do anything like that. If you want to do it, that’s fine. It’s never okay to make someone do that.”
Douglas totally appreciated the irony in a way he couldn’t have when they were teenagers. Yeah, there were a lot of things Connor had “made” him do in the past, and would certainly “make” him do over the course of their life together, but even the things he didn’t necessarily want to do, he would do them when Connor asked them of him.
Because he wanted to be obedient to Connor.
“I couldn’t hear what Papa was sayin’. How you do dat again?”
Connor shifted Zee into his left arm so he could reach out and hold Kayleigh’s right hand. “Like this,” he quietly said, showing her how to make the sign of the cross. “Then you clasp your hands together, like that.” He nodded to Douglas, who did it. “And you say, ‘Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts, which we are about to receive from Thy bounty. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.’ And then you make the sign of the cross again.”
“What does dat do?”
Douglas pressed his lips together to hold back his laughter but let Connor take the lead. He’d forgotten how much fun some of these conversations could be with little kids.
“It’s a way to say how grateful you are for your meal. You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.”
“Why can’ I jus say tank you?”
Connor smiled. “You can, if you want.”
“Why don’ I tank Papa? He got me bweakfast.”
“You should do that,” Connor said, his smile widening. “It’s always polite to tell someone thank you when they bring you something.”
She looked at Douglas. “Tank you, Papa.”
Douglas allowed his smile to break free. “You’re welcome, sweetheart.”
She gave Connor a curt nod. “Okay, den.”
Douglas’ gaze met Connor’s. “No, I can’t see the resemblance at alllll.”
Connor stuck his tongue out at Douglas, making Kayleigh giggle.
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Connor headed out after making sure Douglas had all of Kayleigh’s stuff to take with him to drop off the girls, while he would return the rental truck. He’d already texted one of the parts guys, asking if he could come pick him up there when he was done, and they’d said sure.
As he drove the truck back to the rental place, he tried to sort through everything in his brain. This time yesterday morning, he still felt…enraged.
In the last twenty-four hours he’d gotten laid as much as he had in the past several months combined, gotten engaged, moved Douglas in, gained a baby daughter…
And despite the crazy felt more relaxed and at ease than he had in years. Mainly because, for the first time since he’d said good-bye to Douglas, he had slept completely through the night without any nightmares or waking up.
Not going back to church any time soon, but thanks for this, if there’s anyone up there actually listening to me.
Which brought him around to the question of saying grace at meals. No, he absolutely would not force Kayleigh to “be religious.” That was stupid. If she decided to ask questions and wanted to do things, of course he’d answer her and let her, but he would never force her.
As far as he was concerned, the Catholic Church as a whole institution should be burned to the ground and the earth salted.
Didn’t mean he didn’t miss aspects of communing with the Divine.
I should talk to Douglas about that.
Douglas had stood up to the organization—albeit secretly—and did good within it during his tenure as a priest. Connor knew to the depths of his very soul that his boy would never harm a child. If anyone was going to answer Kayleigh’s questions about God and higher powers, he wanted it to be Douglas, if Connor didn’t have a good answer for her.
Connor was standing out in front of the rental place when Douglas texted him.
 
At work, Sir. Love you.
 
Connor smiled as he read the text. Hell, he’d never even had a relationship with someone else where this kind of ritual and protocol was a thing. He’d dated, sure, before Kayleigh, but never anything that was serious like this, or where their D/s left the confines of the bedroom or dungeon playspace.
Connor texted him back.
 
Love you, too, boy. Have a good day. Text me when you’re on the way to get me this afternoon.
 
He was about to slip his phone into his pocket when it vibrated again.
 
Yes, Sir. Thank you.
 
Fuck three-day wait times, he wanted his ring on his boy’s hand now.
Saturday would have to be soon enough, though.
Once he got to work and was actually able to spend a full day focused on nothing but work, with the question of Douglas fully settled and not needing to go anywhere to deal with side issues, the day quickly passed. He even worked through lunch, snagging a bagel and cream cheese from the customer waiting area to nosh on instead of leaving to grab something.
He was even thrown off, for just a moment, when his personal phone buzzed while he was in the middle of a discussion with one of his mechanics at the end of the day.
 
On my way, Sir.
 
He’d almost slipped it back into his pocket without responding when he realized what it meant and actually processed the time. He finished his discussion with the mechanic and headed back to his office to wrap things up in there.
 
Good boy. See you soon. Come inside and get me. Park out front and walk through front doors, office down hall on left.
 
Okay, so, yeah, he wanted Douglas to see where he worked. He wouldn’t deny it. He’d never brought anyone to the dealership before like that, either.
Never had anyone he wanted to show off for before. Other than Kayleigh, of course, but that was different. Hell, she’d practically grown up there.
My boy.
He started packing his things when he saw Douglas walking into the showroom, looking around at first before spotting him waving through the open doorway.
At the sight of him, Connor’s heart throbbed—and yeah, his cock hardened—to see him finally standing there in his doorway.
“Come on in, babe.” Connor leaned over his desk for a hello kiss.
Douglas blushed. “I don’t want to get you into trouble.”
“You won’t. In fact, come with me.” He grabbed Douglas by the hand and led him out of the office and down the hall to Mike Surleman’s office, the owner of the dealership.
Mike wasn’t on the phone when Connor knocked on his open doorway.
“Hey, Connor. Come on in. What’s up?”
He cleared his throat. “I wanted to introduce you to Douglas, my fiancé. We’re getting married Saturday.”
“Married? Congratulations!” He stood and rounded the desk to shake hands with both of them. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner?”
“It’s…a long story. It happened fast.” Connor stared into Douglas’ eyes. “We’ve known each other since we were kids. We’re just having a friend marry us in a quiet, private little ceremony at another friend’s house. Plus, we’re both dads now. I’m getting a baby daughter.” He pulled out his phone and showed him pictures of Zee.
“Oh, my god, she’s gorgeous! Congratulations again!”
 
* * * *
 
Douglas had felt a wave of something akin to sheer terror wash over him when he’d read the nameplate next to the office door, but seeing that Connor had already taken pictures of Zee and was showing them off to the dealership’s owner like any other proud father filled him with…
Peace.
Love.
The tears and heartache between Sunday and Wednesday had been well worth it to see his man so obviously excited.
His man.
Connor waited until they were back in his office to grin. “You felt a little bit nervous, didn’t you?”
He nodded. Not that he was allowed to lie anyway, but why lie about it? “Yes, Sir.”
“They’ve known I’m gay. But it would have hurt his feelings if I hadn’t said something before my wedding.”
“If you want to invite them, that’s fine.”
“No, we don’t need to. They know I’m very…private. Especially after what happened with Karlie. They had a front-row seat to all that.”
Connor gathered his things and followed Douglas out to his SUV. Even this was familiar, Douglas grabbing the passenger door and opening it for him. It’d always been one of their protocols before, and Connor looked pleased that Douglas had remembered.
“Thanks, babe,” he said on his way in, dropping him a wink that hardened Douglas’ cock.
Once Douglas was behind the wheel again, he started the car but had no clue what next. “Where are we going, Sir?”
Connor smiled. “There’s a big mall up at University and I-75. Only been open a couple of years. Sarasota’s grown a lot since you left. Let’s go there.”
“Yes, Master.” He pulled out of the parking lot and headed north. “I need to tell you I can’t afford anything expensive.”
“Who says I’m letting you pay for anything?”
That was enough to make Douglas glance over at him. Connor wore a satisfied smirk on his face. “Master?”
“I mean it. Who says I’m letting my boy pay for his own wedding ring? I mean, seriously. And oh, FYI, it’s going on your hand tonight.”
Douglas wasn’t about to argue with him. “Yes, Master.”
Connor settled back in his seat with a pleased smile on his face as his left hand came to rest on Douglas’ thigh.
Less than an hour later, they were browsing rings at a jewelry store in the mall. Douglas was relieved when Connor settled on a set that wasn’t the cheapest design in the case, but it wasn’t the most expensive, either. Yellow gold bands with a band of white gold around the middle with a brushed texture and a vine pattern engraved over it.
Connor had the clerk size Douglas’ left ring finger first, and Douglas had to twist off his wedding band so the clerk could do it. Connor took the wedding band from Douglas and slipped it onto his right ring finger. Then he slid the new wedding band onto Douglas’ left ring finger before he leaned in and nipped Douglas’ ear. “Yes, or no, baby? Your choice.”
Douglas could barely breathe. “Yes, Sir,” he whispered, unable to take his gaze off it.
“We’ll take two.” He held out his left hand for the clerk to gauge his ring size.
When Douglas started to remove the band, Connor caught his gaze, lifted his eyebrow, and stopped him, just like that.
Just like he’d always done.
“I didn’t say you could take it off,” Connor whispered when the clerk went to fetch another ring in the correct size.
When she brought it, she handed it to Connor, but with his gaze pinning Douglas in place, he handed it to him and held out his left hand.
Fingers trembling, Douglas slid it onto Connor’s left ring finger.
Connor pulled him in for a kiss. “Love you, baby.”
“Love you, too, Sir.”
Connor withdrew his wallet and plopped his ID and a credit card onto the counter. “Sold,” he said, then smiled at Douglas.
 
* * * *
 
Connor wanted to bend Douglas over the counter and fuck him right there, but that couldn’t happen.
Well, it could, technically, but it definitely shouldn’t.
The scary part was he knew even if he did, Douglas wouldn’t stop him.
Fresh terror had taken hold inside him, that giddy knowledge that there was no edge for Douglas.
His edge was whatever Connor told him it was.
Unless it had something to do with work or the kids, Connor knew, Douglas would gladly turn himself totally over to Connor.
It was difficult to not want to take advantage of that.
Once they were back in the car, Connor pulled him in for a kiss. “All we need now is for Loren to pronounce us married.”
“Yes, Master.”
“Final confession time.” He stared into Douglas’ grey gaze. “Anything else we need to get out of the way now?”
He spotted the way Douglas blinked, his gaze dropping for not even a second before returning to his. “No, Master,” he quietly said.
Liar.
It was his old tell. Whatever it was…Connor would find it out. Either Douglas wanted to know something that he wasn’t asking Connor about—
Or Douglas had something he wasn’t giving up.
Connor wasn’t sure which it was yet, but he would find out.
He always did.
Douglas never could keep secrets from him, even if he thought he could, no matter how hard he tried.
But he felt certain it was not, however, something that would make Connor not want to be with him.
“No arrests you haven’t told me about? Nothing you’ve done you want to tell me about?”
Douglas blinked when he shook his head, but Connor spotted it again.
Ooooh, my sweet boy. You will tell me. You just don’t know it yet.
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Friday morning started out early, too, well before the alarm. Except after the sixty-nine that left them both sated, and following their shower, Connor bent Douglas over the bathroom counter and worked a mid-sized butt plug into him while Douglas’ cock got hard again.
While Connor did that, Douglas’ gaze focused on the ring on his left finger. Connor’s ring.
Something as a kid he’d wished and longed for and never thought could be.
A dream come true, but at a price he wished he hadn’t needed to pay to get there.
Once the butt plug was seated, Connor laughed and patted him on the ass. “Get used to this, baby. I plan on spending a lot of time making up for lost time. That better be in you tonight when I get home, too. If you have to take it out at work, better put it back in when you’re done, before you come home. So I suggest taking lube.”
Douglas gasped as he straightened, trying to get used to it there. “Yes, Master.”
Connor leaned in, a particularly evil grin on his handsome mouth. “You don’t mind, do you, boy?”
“No, Master.”
Connor kissed him and reached down to stroke his cock. “You’ll be my good boy today and keep it in for as long as you can, won’t you?”
He felt himself spinning down into subspace. “Yes, Master.”
“Tomorrow night, I’m going to reintroduce you to my sadistic side and we’ll see how you still feel about me then.”
His cock throbbed. “I’ve missed that, Sir.”
Connor’s blue gaze seemed to search his face for a long moment. “We’ll see.”
 
* * * *
 
Late Friday morning, Douglas was nervously anticipating the arrival of his first one-on-one patients of his caseload, which would round out his crazy first week of work.
Although, to be fair, it hadn’t been work that was crazy, it’d been his personal life.
His first patient would be a woman just released from jail earlier in the week. Her caseworker at their clinic, who was supervising her stint at the halfway house she’d been released to, and her parole officer had already been in contact with Douglas about her.
She was currently slated to spend two months in weekly sessions with him, as well as attend a minimum of three NA or AA meetings a week. Depending on her progress, she’d be transitioned into group therapy sessions.
It’d been the better part of two months since he’d last seen one-on-one patients, and he took a few minutes before her arrival to sit at his desk, eyes closed, and tried to clear his mind.
Which, admittedly, would be a lot easier to do without the butt plug in place.
Connor had clarified before turning him loose that if it was interfering with his concentration at work too much he could remove it, but Douglas wasn’t conceding defeat this quickly.
He’d been through too much to give up.
Fortunately, he made it through the appointment with no problems, able to fully pull his focus onto listening to her. Anna Williams struck him as a very sad woman, and it’d taken some time and gentle questioning to get her to open up. She was almost forty, and despite chronic pain from an old injury, she wanted to get through the first couple of months of her sentence, remaining sober and receiving good reports from her caseworker so that her parole officer would sign off on her leaving Florida to move to Alabama, where one of her aunts had offered to let her live with her and go to work at her convenience store.
His next patient was a twenty-one-year-old man, Dave Cohburn, a cocky, nervous guy with an alcohol problem exacerbated by overbearing parents who’d insisted he wasn’t trying hard enough with his life. His third patient of the day, another woman. Lisa Knights was in denial about her addiction and was only there because her husband and parents were working in tandem to force her to seek treatment for prescription painkillers. If she didn’t complete a program, she’d end up divorced and without custody of her kids.
He then helped co-lead another group session with one of the other counsellors.
It was about an hour before he was slated to leave for the day when a familiar-looking man stopped in his office doorway and knocked. “Hey, stranger.”
“Doyle?”
He smiled. “In the flesh.”
“Come on in!” Douglas rounded his desk and hugged the man. “It’s so good to finally meet you in person.”
“I’m not about to miss your wedding tomorrow. So how have you been settling in?”
“Um…good. Crazy, but good.”
“Niall hinted there was a story.”
Douglas rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, sort of.”
“I had no idea you and Connor had a history. I would have…” He chuckled. “Well, honestly, maybe I wouldn’t have warned either of you. I am a sadist.” He spotted the ring on Douglas’ left hand. “That looks…new.”
“Yeah. It is. Last night. He didn’t want to wait to put it on me. But the actual ceremony is tomorrow.”
“Excellent. My boy and I are looking forward to it.” He winked and turned to go.
“Your…boy?” He knew Doyle’s husband was literally one of the most famous rock stars of their time. The thought that Mevi Maynard would be at his wedding made him feel a little…faint.
Doyle grinned. “We wouldn’t miss it. Don’t worry, just call him Mal. He needs normalcy. Doesn’t mean you can’t ask him questions, but he won’t take the spotlight off you guys.”
“Okay. Wow. Um, thank you.”
“Tell Connor I said congrats, and looking forward to seeing him tomorrow.”
“Thank you.”
Holy…shit.
 
* * * *
 
When Douglas returned home that night, Connor pulled into the driveway while he was still trying to get the girls out of his SUV. Douglas waited for him, loving that he actually jogged around his car to get to him and help.
“Hey, babe.” Connor brushed a kiss across his lips and grabbed Kayleigh and Zee’s bags from him.
“Doyle stopped by my office today.”
“He did, huh?”
“Him and his husband will be there tomorrow.”
Connor smiled. “Cool. Haven’t seen Mal in a while.”
“There’s going to be a rock star…at our fricking wedding!”
Connor’s smile widened into a grin. “I know. Pretty cool, huh?”
He was still struggling to process that. “And Doyle said hi.”
Connor actually giggled. “You can’t wrap your mind around the whole rock star thing, can you?”
“No!”
“Get used to it, babe.” He kissed him before heading for the house. “Doyle asked me if I’d mind if Mal brought his guitar and I told him we’d be honored if he did.”
Douglas stood there, trying to process that.
Nope. Wasn’t computing.
Carrying Zee, he followed Connor into the house.
 
* * * *
 
Connor sent Kayleigh to her room to put her bag away. When Douglas set Zee’s carrier on the couch, Connor checked to make sure she was still asleep before he copped a quick feel of Douglas’ ass through his slacks to make sure his boy was obeying him.
He was, the butt plug in place.
“Good boy,” Connor whispered in his ear. “You can go take it out and change. I’ll take care of her.” He gently nudged him out of the way with a smile.
He couldn’t get over the fact that he had another daughter to raise now.
“Hey, sweetheart.” She opened her eyes for him as he removed her from the carrier. “Yeah, there’s Daddy’s little Sunshine.” He carefully tucked her against his shoulder and headed for the kitchen to start pulling things out for dinner.
One-armed, yeah, he could do that. Had done it, when Kayleigh was her age. He made a mental note to himself to look for the baby sling in the boxes of Kayleigh’s old things out in the garage.
Douglas returned a few minutes later, now in shorts and shirtless, Kayleigh on his heels.
The sight of his ring on his guy’s hand, but—
His right ring finger was bare.
He reached out and touched Douglas’ shoulder. “Hey,” he gently said. “Where’s your other ring?”
Douglas shrugged and looked up at him. “She’d want me to be happy. I carry her in my heart.” He reached out and smiled as he stroked Zee’s head. “And in her. I’m your husband. Will be, in less than twenty-four hours. That’s all I need.”
Connor cupped his cheek and kissed him. “Thank you, babe,” he whispered.
He let Douglas take over cooking, Kayleigh helping him as Connor stood back with Zee and watched. He wanted the two of them bonding now, while she was still young, and Douglas was an absolute natural as a father. There wasn’t a hint of him needing to hold on to his patience—he was patient with her, making her laugh and smile as they worked to put together the one-dish chicken breast meal they were going to pop into the oven.
Yeah, he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t fantasized about this kind of night more than a few times—except it hadn’t included the beautiful bonus of another baby in the mix.
With dinner in the oven, it was bath time for both girls, and they tag-teamed them, Kayleigh laughing and giggling as she helped bathe her little sister in the small plastic tub that the men put in the tub with her.
That done, while they were waiting for dinner to finish baking, Connor helped Douglas unpack more of their things, especially Zee’s things, since Douglas wanted to focus there first. They’d have to buy another dresser for their bedroom for his clothes, too, and Connor would need to make room in the closet for him.
This was…real.
This was happening. Had happened.
But by the time they had the girls in bed and were able to lock themselves in their room, Connor wasn’t interested in being a sadist to his boy. He led Douglas into the shower and made love to him, dropping to his knees in front of Douglas.
Connor smiled up at him. “Such a good boy today, you get a reward. Don’t want to wear you out too much before tomorrow night.” He cupped Douglas’ ass in his hands and sucked his cock into his mouth.
Douglas tried to hold back his moans, but every noise he made spurned Connor on. And when Douglas finally buried his hands in Connor’s hair, he rewarded his boy by going deep, tonguing the front of his sac even as his seven inches of cock was halfway down Connor’s throat.
Connor teased and drew it out a little, finally needing to make him come, wanting to taste him again. Needing it.
Proof that this was real.
Proof that he was real.
And when his boy’s cock tensed, turned even harder, hotter against his tongue, Connor was already eagerly swallowing as every spurt of cum flowed from his boy.
Douglas slumped against the shower wall as Connor stood, smiling, and pulled him into his arms. “Thank you, Master,” he softly said, sounding sweetly sated.
“Chapter 4, Verse 1,” Connor whispered against the top of his head.
Douglas nuzzled his face against Connor’s shoulder. “Master’s good boy is always rewarded for being a good boy.”
“How does my good boy want to make Master come?”
In response, Douglas draped his arms around Connor’s neck and kissed him. He also lifted his right leg, hooking it around Connor’s ass.
Connor didn’t break their kiss as he reached for the bottle of lube in the shower caddy, slicked his cock, and easily slid home inside his boy’s ass.
He turned them, Douglas against the wall so he could lean against it. Connor hiked Douglas’ leg higher around him and held him in place as he quickly fucked him, needing him and needing this—marking his boy.
Need churned inside him, rapidly spinning apart and shredding him as his balls tightened and pulsed, emptying a load of cum into his boy.
As Connor stood there trying to catch his breath, Douglas licked the front of Connor’s throat. “Thank you, Master.”
Connor grinned, looking down into his boy’s smiling face. “You are always more than welcome, baby.”
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Connor lay in bed Saturday morning with a satisfied smile on his face. He’d gotten up in the middle of the night to feed Zee when she’d quietly fussed on the baby monitor, and he’d made Douglas remain in bed with a staying hand.
His boy had fought the good fight alone for several weeks. Connor wanted to show him he had his back.
Douglas didn’t have to do everything alone anymore.
And as a bonus, Connor now got to lie in bed with Douglas draped over him, sound asleep.
Other than waking up to take care of Zee, Connor had another fantastic night of sleep.
Incredible.
He’d forgotten how sweet and blissful sleep could feel. No delaying going to bed until he was too exhausted to keep his eyes open, and then dragging his exhausted ass out of bed the next morning after tossing and turning and waking up multiple times.
When Douglas awakened, he rolled over and a sleepy smile curved his lips. “Good morning, Master.”
“Good morning, boy.” Connor tousled his hair, loved running his hands through it. “Today’s the day. Any second thoughts?”
Douglas kissed him. “No, Master.”
“Anything in the Book of Connor you want to renegotiate?”
Another sleepy smile. “Nope.”
“You’re not a teenager anymore.”
“Neither are you, Master.” He kissed a trail across Connor’s right pec to his nipple, flicking it with his tongue. “This is even better than what we had.”
“Well, except we could get it up almost literally all day when we were kids,” Connor said. Then, he chuckled. “I don’t know if anyone else would put up with me besides you.”
“I’m not anyone—I’m yours. I always have been.” Another dangerous flick of Douglas’ tongue, the sensation burning an erotic trail directly from Connor’s nipple to his cock.
He buried his hand in Douglas’ hair and hauled him back up for another kiss. “Behave, boy.” He nipped his lower lip, sucking it. “Save some for after we come home married.” He reached down and started teasing Douglas’ cock. “I have another ring for you to wear today, and it won’t be one you can show off in mixed company.”
That was like waving a red flag in front of a bull. Douglas started humping himself against Connor’s thigh. “Please show me, Master.”
Connor grinned. “You sure you want to start this game this early?”
“It’s our wedding day.”
“Okay. Don’t say Master never gives you a choice.” He climbed out of bed. “Go use the bathroom. Bring out a towel and lube. We’re going to need more sheets at this rate.”
They’d already done three loads of nothing but sheets since Wednesday.
While he did that, Connor went to the closet and unlocked the plastic tub. He found the toy he wanted, but didn’t let Douglas see it when he carried it into the bathroom to wash it and use the bathroom himself. The toy was clean, but it’d been sitting in the bottom of his bag for months.
It was a one-piece toy he’d used on himself, not anyone else. The thick, silicone cockring part of it went over the cock and around the balls, too, but had an additional feature. Attached to it by a long thin “leash” was a devious bulb that slid into the wearer’s ass.
Only when moving did the wearer appreciate what was inside the bulb—a jangling but silent rattle that buzzed with every movement. No battery needed.
He liked wearing it when jerking off sometimes, pretending that it was Douglas fucking his ass as he did. Sometimes he wore it when at the Toucan and fucking a guy.
When he returned to bed, Douglas sat there with an eager smile on his face. For a moment, Connor could see his boy as he’d been back then.
He kept the toy behind him, out of sight. “On your back. Eyes closed, thighs open.”
Douglas immediately complied, his cock already hard and dripping.
Connor fought the urge to giggle at Douglas’ needy moans as he got the cock ring positioned on him. Then he lubed the bulb and slid it inside him, enjoying the way Douglas threw his head back and gasped at the intrusion.
He seated the “leash” part that connected the ball to the cockring right between his ass cheeks.
“Jesus,” Douglas gasped. “What the hell is that?”
“Oh, wait’ll you start moving around.” He climbed on top of him and kissed him. “Don’t worry, no one will hear it, but you’ll feel every step. I expect to have a desperately needy boy by the time we get home today.”
He reached down and tweaked Douglas’ nipples and was going to really start tormenting him when Zee let out a fussy cry on the baby monitor.
“Ah, saved by the baby.” He swiped another kiss across his lips. “I’ll get her. You should throw on shorts, though.”
He climbed off him, giggling as he watched Douglas’ face when he sat up and started getting used to the toy. “Be careful, boy. Chapter 2, Verse 4.”
Douglas bit down on his lower lip as he slowly climbed out of bed. “Boy will be punished for coming without permission.”
“Yes.” Connor waggled his eyebrows at him. “Even on his wedding day.” He ducked into their bathroom to wash his hands.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas noticed Connor waited to open the bedroom door until Douglas had his shorts on. Maybe they weren’t as young as they’d once been, but Connor had obviously put those years apart to good use in terms of expanding his sadistic repertoire. Plus, Connor now had the budget to buy actual kinky toys to use on Douglas, instead of repurposing his mom’s spatulas, wooden spoons, and dime-store rope.
Douglas adjusted himself in his shorts. The cockring made him look like he had a larger bulge, and the position of the bulb in his ass had it pressing against his sweet spot.
It’s going to be a loooong day.
Douglas smiled to himself at that thought.
They headed over to Niall’s a little before noon after packing for both girls for the night. Connor picked what he wanted Douglas to wear—denim shorts and a casual short-sleeved button-down Hawaiian-style shirt that, fortunately, hung low enough to cover the front of his shorts. Connor wore something similar, although his shorts were khaki and the pattern on the short-sleeved shirt he wore was a far more sedate allover abstract pattern in shades of blue.
And Doyle and Mal—Mevi’s real name and what he preferred to be called when amongst friends—were already there.
Connor had dressed Zee in an adorable little pink princess dress and pink headband with a flower on it that one of Douglas’ former coworkers had given him and Mackie as a baby shower gift. And Connor had dressed Kayleigh in a princess dress of her own, one of the Disney princesses, Douglas was pretty sure, although he didn’t know the character’s name.
But still…perfection.
As the others arrived and Connor introduced Douglas around, what Douglas realized he was feeling—other than nerves and more than a little fanboying over Mal—was peace.
There would be no tears today. Not ones of grief and loss, anyway.
A week ago, he’d still been driving down to Florida, heartbroken and uncertain and terrified.
Today…
Today he felt the Lord’s grace and love filling him.
Thank You for answered prayers, Lord. Amen.
Etsu had even ordered them a sheet cake from Publix but decorated in a wedding theme, blues and silvers, Connor’s favorite colors.
It was absolutely perfect.
And of course they took plenty of pictures.
Meanwhile, the toy was definitely distracting him, rattling every time he moved or walked, and Connor taking every chance he could to make Douglas move around.
Evil bastard. And boy, did he love him.
Once all the anticipated guests had arrived, Loren called everyone together in the backyard. Before they did, Connor removed Douglas’ ring and held his hand out for Douglas to take his to hold on to.
“For the pictures,” Connor said with a smile, kissing him.
Mal played an acoustic version of one of his most famous songs, “Sunset Sights,” one of Douglas’ favorite songs and one that sent the good kind of chills through him, hearing Mal sing it in person.
They gathered together in front of Loren, with Doyle and Niall standing in as the two best men for the purpose of signing as witnesses.
“I love performing these,” she said. “Especially when there are princesses in attendance.”
Kayleigh jumped up and down next to where Etsu stood holding Zee. “I’m a princess!”
Everyone laughed. “Yes, you are,” Loren said, smiling. “And today we’ve gathered to witness the love of these two men, seeds first planted decades ago, which have finally matured and bloomed. Please join hands.”
Douglas realized he’d be blinking back happy tears throughout this thing as he stared up into Connor’s blue eyes. Especially when he spotted him blinking back tears of his own.
“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me. For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. And now these three remain: faith, hope, and love. But the greatest of these is love.”
Douglas would forgive her skipping a couple of the verses, because he knew Connor had told her what he wanted for their ceremony.
That Connor had included any Bible verses at all, especially I Corinthians 13, meant the world to Douglas.
“Do you, Connor Davis, take thee, Douglas Phillip, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, honor, and cherish, as long as you both shall live?”
Connor smiled. “I do.”
“Do you, Douglas Phillip, take thee, Connor Davis, for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, honor, and obey, as long as you both shall live?”
Douglas sniffled back his tears even though he smiled. He caught the difference. “I do.”
 
* * * *
 
Connor didn’t want to start bawling like a baby, but damned if having a life-long fantasy come true right now wasn’t a worthy reason to cry in public, at least a little.
A wedding ceremony he’d wanted to have ever since he was a kid.
“Connor, the ring,” Loren said.
He removed it from his right pinky, where he’d temporarily placed it.
He realized his hands were trembling as he took Douglas’ left hand in his. “As you place the ring on his finger, repeat after me—With this ring, I thee wed.”
He stared into Douglas’ eyes. “With this ring, I thee wed.”
“It is a symbol of all that we have promised, and all that we’ve shared.”
Connor repeated the vows, choking up despite the fact that he’d written them.
“It is a reminder that I am always by your side, ever faithful, my earthly and spiritual covenant to you.”
Tears rolled down Douglas’ cheeks at that line and he knew his boy saw through him in that most perfect of moments when he squeezed Connor’s hands.
Douglas repeated it for his turn, Connor giving up trying not to cry because dammit, this was his wedding and the second-happiest day of his life, next to Kayleigh’s birth.
Besides, Douglas was crying, and he wouldn’t let his boy cry happy tears alone.
“Before us now,” Loren continued, “these two men have promised to each other, and to God, that they wish to be forever joined as husbands. What God has brought together, may no one tear asunder. By the power vested in me by the State of Florida, I am happy to pronounce you married. You may kiss your husband. Congratulations, Mr. and Dr. Strickland.”
Connor swept Douglas into his arms, Kayleigh’s happy cheer at the last second reminding him he needed to keep this G-rated, and he kissed him.
His.
He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against Douglas’ as everyone else joined Kayleigh in cheering. “I love you so damned much, boy,” he whispered.
When Connor opened his eyes, through his tears he spotted Douglas’ peaceful smile beaming up at him. “I love you, too, Master,” he whispered.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas kept wanting to pinch himself as they signed the marriage certificate and Niall and Doyle insisted on taking a few more pictures, including the men with their daughters.
Then the grill was fired up, and it was a battle to keep Kayleigh out of the cake until it was time to cut it.
They kept the cake shenanigans to a minimum, mostly because Douglas knew Connor wanted to hurry up and go home for the real celebration between them. Connor was used to leaving Kayleigh with them overnight on occasion, but it took Douglas a few minutes to finally kiss Zee’s forehead and relinquish her to Etsu.
He’d never spent a night away from her before.
It was a little before six when they pulled away from Niall’s house after saying their good-byes. Connor had opted to take the keys and drive.
“Who’s my good boy?” he asked.
Douglas felt a flush of excitement wash through him. “Me, Master.”
“Yes, you are.” Connor glanced his way, a sexy smile on his face. “And I know you’re going to keep being my good boy all night.”
“Yes, Master.”
Connor’s smile widened. “Yeah, just keep saying that.” He reached over and laid his hand on Douglas’ thigh. “Just like that.”
But when they pulled up into their driveway, Connor didn’t shut the engine off immediately. He looked over at Douglas. “Anything you want to renegotiate? Anything off the table?”
Douglas shook his head. “No, Master. I trust you.”
“Your safeword tonight is—”
“I don’t want a safeword.”
Connor studied him for a long moment. “Why not?”
“Because I trust you. I have no business being married to you if I don’t trust you.”
“What if something happens and you need a safeword?”
“If I’m having a leg cramp, I’ll say that. If something hurts, I’ll tell you that. I don’t need a safeword because I know you’ll be careful, and I don’t want to have control over you. I’m yours, and we won’t get many nights like this while the girls are little. It’s been too damn long since I’ve been totally yours, and I need that from you tonight.”
“You haven’t played with me in over twenty years.”
“Exactly. But you were a kid and never harmed me, and we never used safewords back then. Hell, we didn’t know what a safeword was. I can’t imagine a man with over twenty years of experience will do worse than a kid who was always careful.”
Connor reached up and stroked his cheek, lips quirked in a smile. “How’s your ass feel right now?”
“Full, Master. And eager to be filled by you.”
He pulled him in for a kiss. “No safeword, then. I won’t stop unless I feel like stopping. Chapter 6, Verse 1.”
“Boy will always keep himself safe, even from Master, if needed.”
Connor slowly nodded. “Okay, then. I expect you to obey that.”
“I will. You don’t and can’t scare me, Connor.”
Another old rule—if in the middle of playing they used each other’s real names, that was a check-in. That they were talking as equals.
A flickering hint of coldness filtered into Connor’s blue gaze and hardened his smile. “We’ll see if you still think that by the time we go to bed, Douglas.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
This was their first chance to really play, and Connor wasn’t going to waste a minute of it. Not just sex, but loud, full-on sadistic time.
Connor led the way up the front walk and tried not to think about all the times as kids that they had the house to themselves, no worry of being interrupted, and he’d made Douglas scream in pain, cry for mercy, and beg for more—sometimes all at the same time.
He was lucky he’d never harmed Douglas during any of their play, especially the bondage aspects of it.
Connor had learned a lot since the last time they’d played, though.
I can’t wait to take him to Venture.
There was the briefest thought in his mind to take Douglas there tonight, except he wanted this alone time with his boy.
They needed it.
So Venture would have to wait until another Saturday night when they could ask the triad to babysit for them, at least for the evening.
Tonight was their honeymoon.
And Connor had a ball gag that he couldn’t wait to see how it looked in Douglas’ mouth.
Because Douglas was damn well going to need it.
Thinking back on their teenaged days together, it was amazing Douglas had let Connor get away with a fraction of the things he did to his boy. As an adult, Connor felt a little…not ashamed, exactly, because he wasn’t ashamed of what they’d had together. But the adult Dom would have placed a much heavier weight on negotiations before doing about ninety percent of what they’d done together on a regular basis.
Except Douglas was right about one thing—he’d never needed elaborate safeword systems with Connor. If Douglas told him something hurt, Connor evaluated how to take and use that information. If Douglas got a leg cramp, Connor fixed his position to alleviate it and helped rub the cramp out so play could resume.
Even back then, Connor had a compass, one that worked to strike a balance between sating his needs and exploring Douglas’ limits, all while trying to keep the play going as long as possible for both of them.
Douglas had always been willing to try to meet him there, stay with him, hang in there. Very rarely had Connor ever had to actually call a halt to play because he sensed Douglas was too far at the edge and needed to be reeled back in.
A natural submissive and masochist, even back then.
Once they were inside with the door locked behind them, Connor grabbed Douglas by the throat and slammed him against the door, pinning him there.
Not a hint of resistance from him.
Connor leaned in close. “Last chance,” he growled.
Douglas’ grey gaze never wavered, never so much as flickered from him. “I belong to you,” he said. “I’m yours to do whatever you want to, Master.”
Connor licked the side of his face. “Get naked, go to our bathroom and take that out, wash it, and leave it on a towel on the counter to dry. Then clean yourself out good and meet me out here when you’re done. Naked.”
He released him and stepped back, struggling not to giggle as Douglas ran—literally ran—for the hallway.
He had to reach down and adjust his cock in his shorts.
Once he knew Douglas was busy in the bathroom and would be stuck there for the next several minutes, Connor moved fast, grabbing not only the storage tub from their closet, but the clothes and boots he wanted. He hurried out to the living room to set up everything the way he wanted and get dressed, including the quick preparations he made in the kitchen.
 
* * * *
 
The first time Connor had made Douglas have an enema, it’d not only freaked Douglas out, it had also forced him to learn to fully trust Connor. He’d desperately wanted to please Connor and push himself to comply, and together, they’d gotten through the experience. During their time together, it’d become a sort of ritualized thing with them.
Yeah, okay, so he understood more than he cared to why he’d become a priest. Rituals and all the accompanying trappings appealed to him. Combined with kneeling…yeah.
He got it.
He hadn’t had an enema since he was a teenager, but even as he removed the toy and cleaned it and started prepping everything, his cock hardened and wouldn’t soften.
Anticipation.
Didn’t matter how long it’d been, his body remembered, as did his soul.
It was nearly thirty minutes later when he emerged, hurrying out to the living room. Connor sat in the middle of the couch, his arms spread along the back on either side of him, his boot-clad feet propped on the heavy wooden coffee table, legs crossed at the ankles. He’d changed into jeans, shirtless, a black armband snapped around his left bicep.
Douglas assumed the towel spread on the floor in front of the couch was for him, and he rushed over to it, kneeling and assuming a formal bow with his head on the floor.
“Good boy,” Connor said. “You remembered. Sit up.”
He did, back straight and lacing his fingers behind his head, elbows out to the side. Douglas was aware of music playing on the stereo but honestly, it was just background noise to him at this point.
His full focus lay on Connor, on his blue eyes, on Connor’s intense gaze as he visually examined every inch of Douglas’ body. Connor finally sat up, feet on the floor, his elbows resting on his knees.
“I’m going to make you bleed for me tonight, baby. I’m going to make you cry, and scream, and probably curse the day you ever fucking met me.”
Douglas’ pulse galloped with every quiet syllable, but he remained in position, well used to this mind-fuck and more than a little surprised to realize exactly how much he’d missed it.
Although, even at Connor’s most harsh, it wasn’t exactly a mind-fuck if he made some or all of those promises come true.
And he probably would.
He’d bled plenty of times for Connor, without hesitation, accidentally and on purpose.
Why should tonight be any different?
Especially on their wedding night.
Connor grabbed something from the coffee table, which Douglas now realized held several items, but with his focus on Connor he couldn’t look to examine them.
He honestly didn’t care what they were.
He was more intent on focusing on Connor’s blue gaze and his wedding band on his left finger.
His.
Peace flowed through Douglas, the likes of which he’d never felt before, ever.
Yes, he’d suffered loss and grieved and maybe it made him a shitty person, but he would fully embrace this, them, Connor—because Connor might make his body hurt, but he was the only thing to truly soothe his heart and soul.
The only thing he’d been lacking up until now had been his Master.
“Open.”
Douglas opened his mouth and Connor quickly buckled the ball gag into place, not painfully tight but Douglas couldn’t dislodge it, even a little. He worked it around in his mouth, getting it settled, biting down on it.
Connor’s gaze narrowed, the corners of his eyes crinkling in sadistic amusement. “Don’t want to scare the neighbors.”
Connor stood directly in front of Douglas, putting his bulge right there in front of him.
Douglas whined when he realized that he wouldn’t be able to go down on Connor like this. He stared up at Connor, silently pleading with his eyes, wanting to suck his Master’s cock.
Connor ruffled his hair. “Oh, don’t worry, baby. You’ll get my cock, trust me. But you’re going to thank me for that in a few minutes.” He grabbed something else from the coffee table and made quick work of buckling wrist cuffs onto Douglas, then pulling his arms down and clipping the cuffs together behind him, immobilizing him.
“Stand.”
Douglas did, Connor roughly grabbing him by the arm and hauling him to his feet, keeping him from losing his balance and falling over. Sweet subspace swirled around and through him, a desperately missed sensation he’d longed to feel over the years. The closest he’d ever come to it was when he’d spend hours on his knees in prayer in the empty sanctuary at night, meditating and, yes, reliving these kinds of days in his mind.
Connor buckled ankle cuffs on him, and Douglas barely processed there were also coils of rope on the coffee table before Connor grabbed them and then shoved him facedown onto it.
The man made quick work of trussing his arms and legs to the table with his thighs spread wide, his ass and cock hanging off one end of the table and his head off the other end.
He walked around Douglas, examining his work, then knelt in front of him. Those black leather motorcycle boots. Douglas wanted to kneel before him and kiss them, lick them, nuzzle them, feel the heat of Connor’s body through them.
Connor cupped Douglas’ chin and coldly smiled. He brushed his thumb over Douglas’ lips, where they were forced apart by the gag, and he also realized Connor had put towels under both ends of the table.
Because, let’s be honest, he’d be drooling from his mouth and his cock. Connor was no stranger to Douglas’ body, and some things never changed.
“Last thing, baby.” He held up the blindfold, which looked like it wasn’t leather, maybe PVC or pleather or something. “You ready?”
Douglas nodded, even though he wished he wasn’t being blindfolded. He wanted to watch Connor watching him, wanted to see the way his muscles stood out as he flexed to take every swing, wanted Connor able to see the tears he’d no doubt shed for him.
Connor always did enjoy making him cry like this.
They’d both enjoyed it.
Especially the aftermath, when Connor would hold Douglas’ face cupped in his hands and feather his lips over his flesh, licking the tracks of his tears, kissing them away, whispering what a good boy he was.
That’s why he’d take anything Connor dished out—to hear those two words.
Did it make him sick and twisted in the eyes of some?
Maybe.
But they ain’t seen nothin’ yet.
Connor brushed a kiss across his lips, around the ball gag. “Good boy.”
The world went dark.
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
Connor had decided he wouldn’t hold back any punches tonight, literally or metaphorically. This would be their only chance to get loud and raunchy and have a full-tilt scene for the foreseeable future.
It’d have to last them…a while.
A tiny infinity, in which Connor would be itching to make his palms sting from spanking his boy’s ass, hear the zwhhip of a cane through the air, the gasping cry as his boy responded when it left a stripe of fire across his flesh.
Unconstrained screams bit around a ball gag.
Making him flinch and struggle, helpless against his bonds.
Maybe Connor had purchased this coffee table in hopes one day to use it like this, with Douglas. When they were kids, they did most of this kind of activity in his room, behind a locked door, and he’d drag a hassock his mom had into his room, tie Douglas over that.
He’d quickly learned to drape a beach towel over it so Douglas didn’t leave cum stains on it.
His boy’s cock was already leaking, dripping streams of pre-cum onto the towel below him.
Connor released Douglas’ chin and stood, walking around him to his ass, where he reached in and kneaded Douglas’ flesh. Douglas still wasn’t super-hairy, thank goodness. He’d once wondered if his boy had become an otter or bear as he’d aged, and fortunately, he hadn’t. Just enough hair along his ass he could see it plastered down where he was already sweating, a little on his back, not much.
In the rush of the past week they hadn’t even settled back into certain protocols, but soon would. Including he’d be making Douglas keep his bush and chest hair buzzed down with the electric trimmers under his bathroom sink.
Except he was still thinking about that gorgeous beard and mustache his boy sported last Sunday, what it had felt like against his face as he’d yanked him in for an impossible kiss.
Hmm.
He increased the pressure, his fingers digging into flesh and turning Douglas’ sweet moans into pained ones, his body flexing against the ropes.
Another thing Connor was grateful for—that he’d never accidentally harmed Douglas with rope bondage when they were kids. Tonight he had run the rope through the D-rings on the wrist and ankle cuffs, where the bulk of the strain would be concentrated, and then used extra turns around several places mid-limbs, over fleshy, muscled locations and not joints, evenly distributing the pressure.
Connor grabbed the bottle of lube and drizzled some down the crack of his ass, using his thumb to press against his rim, rubbing, thrusting and finding little resistance as Douglas pushed to allow him access with a soft grunt. Connor smiled as he thumb-fucked him and watched Douglas strain against the ropes, trying to hump his hand.
Once he’d had him lubed, he inserted the vibrating butt plug and turned it on low, Douglas’ rolling moans making Connor’s cock jump and strain against the denim of his jeans.
“Yesss, I know, boy. That’s mean of me, right? Remember, if you come without permission, you’ll be punished. Oh, you know what? Maybe I have something to help with that.”
He cleaned his hands with a wet wipe and then grabbed the zipper-top bag full of ice cubes and held it between Douglas’ legs.
Douglas screamed around the ball gag, wrenching his body against his restraints to try to escape Connor’s hand, but it had the desired effect—his cock shrank.
“Bet you’re regretting taking safewords off the table now, hmm?” Connor giggled. “This is just the warm-up. Eh, metaphorically speaking.”
He let the ice do its job for another couple of seconds, Douglas’ relieved whine when he removed the ice making Connor giggle again. He made quick work of lubing his boy’s cock and balls before sliding the two-piece chastity cage on him and locking it in place.
Another whine from his boy.
Connor slapped his ass and cleaned his hands again with another wet wipe. “No, I think this is necessary. By the time I’m done with you, you’d be ready to come just from a sexy look. Thank me for helping you avoid punishment.”
A mumbled, “Tankoo, Mathtuh,” from the bound boy.
“Oooh, gagspeak. Fuck, that makes me hard.”
Back then, it’d been a bandana tied around his boy’s head to help muffle his moans, or shoving his face into a pillow, or letting him hold a washcloth in his mouth to bite down on and scream around.
But bigger boys needed better toys.
“Stay.” He giggled. “Be right back.”
Normally, he’d never leave someone bound alone, but he’d probably need both hands later on to carry Douglas to the bathroom, and no way in hell was he not doing this tonight. He grabbed what he needed from the kitchen and staged it in the master bathroom, ready for that part of their play.
Less than a minute later he was back and staring down at his bound boy.
He walked around him, drinking him in, then had a duh moment. He took several pictures with his phone, including a close-up of Douglas’ face, even capturing a string of drool dripping from his mouth around where the gag distorted his lips.
He quickly added those pictures to a special folder on his phone, one located behind an additional passcode.
Ironically, the only other pictures in there were ones he’d scanned in of him and Douglas together from the past, all G-rated pics, innocent, even, but ones he didn’t want anyone else to see before.
They’d been his alone.
All he’d had left of his boy.
And now…
He sighed as contentment flowed through him.
Now he had his boy back.
He brushed his fingers along his boy’s hands, his feet, making sure he still had good circulation. With that checked, he cracked his neck from side to side and took a deep breath.
“Let’s begin, shall we?”
 
* * * *
 
Yeah, Douglas knew what a chastity cage was—he’d watched porn, duh. Even when he was a priest.
He’d just never worn one before.
And this one had little nubs all inside it, so that when his cock tried to recover and get hard again, it pressed against them in an uncomfortable way.
An almost painful way.
Which only served to harden his cock more.
Which hurt more.
The wheels on the bus…
The vibrating butt plug pulsing in his ass wasn’t helping, either.
“Movherfugger,” he mumbled around his gag.
“Ah, I guess you’ve discovered the devious nature of that particular chastity cage.”
“Tankoo, Mathtuh,” he mumbled.
“You’re very welcome, boy. My pleasure.” Another one of those sadistic giggles erupted from Connor and made Douglas’ cock throb with need. “Well, it really is my pleasure, because I know you’re not getting pleasure from it.”
Connor started off with bare-handed spanking and pummeling, easily settling Douglas back into a hazy kind of mindset, one where even the pleasure/pain his body was fighting, between his cock and the butt plug, faded to background static.
Every impact, every blow sent bursts of bright, sweet pain through his body, triggering dopamine, endorphins, adrenaline—all the wonderful brain chemicals the psychologist knew about.
Speaking of, the psychologist was taking a break and playing checkers with the priest, while the submissive boy was crying with joy and loving every fucking second of this.
As a kid, the backside of every session with Connor had led to a backwash of vague and uneasy guilt, that what they were doing would be condemned by the Church, that he was leading Connor into temptation, he was possibly leading to the damning of Connor’s soul and maybe his own.
Another reason he’d fled, unable to bear the possible responsibility for that and unwilling to contemplate a future Heaven that didn’t feature Connor there with him for eternity.
Even the priest now knew that was a bunch of horseshit and regretted that time away from Connor. But he took a small measure of comfort in the fact that he had eased countless parishioners’ minds over the years about similar issues, assured them that, no, it was’t wicked and sinful to get your consensual freak on with another consenting adult.
Maybe that had been a penance for him.
A hard, solid smack landing across both his ass cheeks fully focused him on their play again. It took a split-second for the stinging, burning pain to follow the impact. Whatever that paddle was, he hated it.
And loved Connor for using it on him.
“Blessed is my boy on bended knee,” Connor said.
SMACK!
Douglas bit down and screamed around the ball gag, now extremely grateful for its presence.
“My boy, owned by me.”
SMACK!
“I own you, heart and soul and spirit.”
SMACK!
“Your love is mine, your body is mine, your blood is mine, your life is mine.”
SMACK!
“To bend and break—”
SMACK!
“—to bow and ache—”
SMACK!
“This boy belongs only to me, above all others, above even God.”
Douglas flinched, but this time it was Connor squeezing his hot, burning flesh, rubbing the impacts in.
“Because you belong only to me, and my Heaven is you in my arms. I am most happy with you on your knees before me and find comfort with you there forever. Amen.”
Under the blindfold, tears streamed from Douglas’ eyes, as much from Connor’s words as from the pain, but still he mumbled, “Amen,” around the gag.
Denim-clad legs pressed against his ass and fingers raked down his back on either side of his spine. Up again, feeling like Connor was running his thumbs along every vertebrae. Then sweeping out at his shoulders, tracing his shoulder blades, down again, along his hips, up.
It only occurred to the psychologist that Connor was mapping him just before the stingy flogger nailed him in the back of the left shoulder, making him hiss around the gag and sending the psychologist scurrying back to resume checkers with the priest.
The submissive man wanted no mundane thoughts in his brain right now to distract him.
He wanted only Connor, his Higher Power, his Master.
His.
Fingers traced where the falls had landed. “Good,” Connor said, then repeated it on the right side.
Thought fled once more.
 
* * * *
 
The flogger was from Two Crafty Bastards Toys, one Connor hadn’t used much before because it was so fucking stingy that most guys would safeword if he actually put some power behind the throw. With falls made up of window spline material cut to sharp points, it could be made a little less stingy just by trimming the ends of the falls to make them flat, but why?
Stingy was much more fun.
Especially now that his boy was home.
As a nest of red marks quickly bloomed on the back of his boy’s shoulders, Connor worked his way down his body, up again, careful to keep the impacts where T-shirts and shorts would hide every mark.
Kids to think about now.
How many times had Douglas gone to school and had to be careful how he dressed out for PE because of the marks Connor had left on him?
Of course Connor had done it on purpose, because they’d had PE together, and Connor always smiled at Douglas’ red cheeks—both sets of them—as he scurried to the bathroom stalls to change if the bruising was too much to hide or explain away.
Fortunately, they’d only had PE as freshmen. After that year, since neither of them were into organized sports, it wasn’t necessary to worry. Douglas only had to remember to wear PJ pants or a bathrobe or jeans at home to hide the marks from his family.
Connor was careful to not hit him so hard he’d actually break the skin with that flogger. He wanted to cane him bloody, not burn him out this soon.
After that Connor took the bag of ice and rubbed it up and down his back and over his ass, getting a few yelps from him, lots of wiggling and squirming trying to get away from it, and no doubt swear words mixed in with the undecipherable gagspeak.
He set the bag aside and picked up a leather strap. “Back to work, baby.”
Connor kept an eye on the time, not wanting to leave him tied there like that for more than an hour, regularly checking his feet, his hands.
Adjusting himself in his jeans more than once. He knew he’d have a pretty damn big wet spot on the inside of his jeans from this and would have to wash them before he could wear them again.
When he finally worked his way up to what he was going to use as the big finish almost fifty minutes later, Connor felt like he was flying. Topspace. Something he rarely fell into when he was with a guy.
Not since Douglas left.
The heady freedom, the prideful way he took in the marks on his boy’s flesh—all of it.
Everything.
His.
He picked up the cane and laid it across Douglas’ upper thighs, where ass cheeks met the legs and where it would be most tender and painful.
“Sing my praises, boy,” he said before he laid the first hard stroke across his flesh.
It raised another welt immediately, and Douglas’ incoherent screams were like music to Connor’s ears. No angelic choir could have hardened his cock the way every stroke added another chorus to this unholy hymn.
He wanted to place ten along his ass and thighs, and made sure the last three were hard enough to just draw lines of blood, and right about the spot where the edge of his office chair would hit his upper thighs every time he sat down.
Douglas had devolved to screaming sobs that shook his whole body. Connor set the cane aside and knelt behind him, licking every cane welt, showering his flesh with kisses.
“Such a good boy,” he whispered. “Sooo good. And you’re almost done, baby. But it’s been too damn long, and Master needs to baptize you before we close this sermon.”
He quickly untied him, clipped his wrists behind him again, and grabbed him by the hair. He barely gave him time to get his feet under him before half-dragging, half-carrying him down the hall to their bathroom. He put him on his knees in the shower and removed the ball gag, tracing the marks around the corners of his mouth with his thumb.
“Open wide.”
Douglas did, without hesitation, even though he had to know what was coming.
Except, he really didn’t.
While as a sadistic and twisted kid this had been one of the hottest things they’d ever done, the husband and father and reasonably sane Dom wanted to limit it more to a mind-fuck than a literal re-enactment.
He reached for the zipper-top bag he’d left soaking in a sinkful of hot water, and the knife.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas’ world consisted of Connor’s voice, pain…
And that was pretty much it.
Yeah, the man had definitely grown and expanded as a sadist, but when Douglas felt the shower tile under his knees and was ordered to open wide, even though he knew what was coming, like hell would he tap out now.
Whatever Connor needed from him, he’d do it.
That afternoon when they were kids had happened early on together and was a huge turning point between them. The moment when Connor truly accepted Douglas really loved him, trusted him, meant everything he’d said when he’d pledged his body and heart and soul and obedience to the boy he’d loved. The adult psychologist knew it’d been a loyalty test, and maybe at the time Connor hadn’t even meant to go through with it until they were actually doing it.
But unless Connor tried to somehow disfigure him, he would never beg him to stop.
He heard Connor’s boots hit the bathroom floor, followed by the sound of a zipper parting.
Jeans hit the floor next. A soft, unfamiliar metallic clatter, like someone dropped a fork or something.
“You have bled for me today, boy. Now it’s time to baptize you. Blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh, your sin of leaving is forgiven and I wash away all traces of your absence.”
When the warm stream hit him in the face, in the mouth, he thought he was prepared for what he remembered would be a bitter, salty taste.
But the psychologist and the priest both started rolling around, laughing their asses off as the submissive husband swallowed and swallowed and tried to figure out why it tasted…tangy and tart, but also sweet. Like…lemon-lime? Like—
Oh, sonofabitch, he mind-fucked me.
Douglas swallowed the warm Gatorade, his cock swelling at the sound of Connor’s laughter as he obviously realized Douglas had figured it out, then wincing as his cock met with the hard nubs inside the chastity cage, which made Connor laugh even more.
The stream stopped and a wet, splooshy sound echoed through the shower as Connor’s lips closed over his.
He knelt in front of Douglas, from the feel of Connor’s naked body pressing against his. Arms wrapped around him and eased the blindfold off. Douglas opened his eyes, blinking as Connor tossed it out of the shower.
But the gorgeous smile his husband wore would make Douglas take hours more of torture if asked of him.
“Happy wedding night, baby.” Connor nuzzled his nose. “Welcome home.”
He smiled. “Thank you, Master.” Douglas spotted the nearly empty plastic bag on the shower floor, still some Gatorade leaking from it, a hole poked in it. Next to it lay the steak knife he’d punctured the bag with.
“I’m almost afraid to wonder how you could ever top that mind fuck.”
Connor reached behind Douglas and unsnapped the clip holding his wrists together. “I wouldn’t, if I were you.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right. You’d enjoy the challenge too damn much.”
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Connor helped Douglas to his feet and took his time bathing him, letting him remove the butt plug and freeing him from the chastity cage.
Once the sticky drink was rinsed off both of them, Connor took his husband to bed and spent hours making love to him, until they both collapsed close to eleven that night, balls drained and hearts full.
Connor played with Douglas’ hair as he lay snuggled against Connor’s side, halfway draped over him, their legs hooked together. “I’m still trying to decide if I want you to grow your beard out again.”
Douglas nuzzled his face against Connor’s shoulder. “I will if you want me to, Sir.”
“You ever have one before? I didn’t see you with one in the other pictures you showed me, from before.” That had been something Connor couldn’t get out of his mind, the memory of the feel of Douglas’ beard against his flesh when they’d kissed that day.
“No, Sir. That was more of a ‘my life has completely and utterly fallen apart and something’s gotta give so I’m not shaving’ look than a deliberate fashion statement.”
“Ah.” He trailed kisses along Douglas’ forehead. “Maybe I shouldn’t ask that of you, then. I don’t want bad memories for you.”
“It’s not…bad memories. It was literally I only had so many brain cells and energy, and anything I had to spare I spent on Zee.”
Looking at old pictures had been something Connor had done while helping him unpack, paging through a photo album from one of the boxes.
He couldn’t help but notice the solemn melancholy, the smile that never reached Douglas’ eyes in any of the pictures taken of him while in the priesthood.
In the pictures with Mackie, however, he did smile more authentically, except while it reached his eyes, he still looked…subdued.
Or maybe that was just wishful and selfish thinking on his own part.
“I’ll think on it some more,” Connor said, snuggling in. “Doesn’t have to be settled right now. Love you, Douglas.”
“Love you, too, Master.”
“You can call me by my name when I step us back.”
“I don’t want to,” Douglas softly said.
It was his tone more than anything that made Connor open his eyes and look at him.
Douglas was staring him in the eyes, meeting him with a sure and steady gaze.
“Why not?”
“Because I belong to you. If I feel I need to use your name, I will. I want my default mode to be your boy. Unless, you know, dad mode engaged. Obviously.”
“Obviously.”
With his fingers, Douglas traced lazy circles along Connor’s chest, his abs. “I’m yours.” He sort of shrugged. “It’s all I want to be, it’s what I’m happiest being, and it’s what I spent a lot of time wishing I had been.”
“We wouldn’t have the girls if you hadn’t left.”
“Probably not.” He met Connor’s gaze again. “And it’s why I do give thanks every day. For Zee and Kayleigh and you. I won’t lie and say I don’t think maybe it was God’s greater plan, because I’m not allowed to lie to you. Do I think God made me do it? No. Do I think God killed Mackie? No. Bad things happen to good people, and even though I personally feel guilty for her death, my logical brain is working on trying to help me through that grief.
“But I think maybe God had His hand on gently steering me on a path that would lead me back to you eventually. Or at least leave me open to returning, and maybe even leave you open to taking me back. I could have stayed up there, tried to find a better-paying job or a cheaper apartment, or even moved in with someone as their roommate. I could have chosen not to ask Doyle if I could call him and talk when I saw him online on Facebook that night a few weeks ago. I could have not been on Facebook in the middle of the night in the first place. He could have chosen just to listen and lend an ear and not thought about me when the job opening happened. He could have not asked Niall if Etsu would be willing to babysit for another child.
“Any number of things could have happened just a little bit differently, even by a word or two spoken, to not make this happen, yet it did. If you want to call it God, or fate, or blind dumb luck, it doesn’t matter. But I’m with you, I know my heart will heal, and we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together raising two beautiful daughters who will probably give us heart attacks when they’re teenagers.”
Connor breathed a sigh. His boy once again echoing thoughts in his own heart. “Do you think maybe it’s God trying to speak to me through all this?”
“I won’t say that, Master. But you couldn’t have made me happier with that wedding ceremony if you’d tried. Every word was perfect.”
Connor kissed him. “Don’t try to drag me to church.”
“I won’t, Master.”
“Maybe one day I can get there, but I’m still too…angry.”
“I know.”
He watched his boy’s eyes. “Confession might be good for the soul for some people.”
There was the tell again, the way Douglas’ gaze darted right before he blinked.
I will figure that out.
But not tonight. Not when all he wanted to do was snuggle with his husband and fall asleep with him in his arms.
“Love you, baby.”
“Love you, too, Master.”
 
* * * *
 
Douglas was a little slow to move Sunday morning, but Connor caught him smiling as he studied his ass and back in the bathroom mirror before they grabbed their shower to go pick up the girls.
“Not too much?” Connor carefully asked from the bathroom doorway.
Douglas’ smile widened. “No, Master. Feel free to do that whenever we can. I love your sadistic side.”
Sunday night, after Douglas had fallen asleep, Connor quietly climbed out of bed and headed for the garage, where he explored the boxes of Douglas’ things stacked there. He grimly smiled when he opened one in particular, finding exactly what he’d sought.
Bingo.
There was something Douglas was holding back from him, and he fucking wanted to know what it was. His boy wanted him to freely unleash his sadistic side whenever he wanted to?
Wish granted.
But it would be under Master’s terms.
Monday morning, Douglas would be taking Connor to work, dropping the girls off, then going to work until lunchtime. Once he left work, he’d come get Connor so they could run to the courthouse and file their marriage certificate, giving them a couple of hours alone before they needed to pick up the girls from Etsu.
Except how that really went down was that, Monday morning, Connor ducked back into the house on the pretense of having forgotten his phone while Douglas was fitting Zee’s carrier into the carseat base. Meanwhile, Connor left a little surprise on their bed for Douglas.
After Douglas had texted Connor that he’d reached work, Connor responded.
 
Stop by home before you come get me this afternoon. Look on our bed. You WILL be wearing it when you come pick me up, and you WILL park and walk inside, to my office, when you arrive.
 
Connor leaned back in his chair and waited, staring at his phone. Douglas’ reply arrived just a moment later.
 
??
 
Connor smiled and replied.
 
You’ll see. I’m still waiting for your proper reply.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas didn’t know what was going through his husband’s mind—and he still wanted to squee a little out loud when officially thinking that title in relation to Connor—but he suspected the sadist wanted to play some more.
 
Yes, Sir. Sorry, Sir.
 
That meant—time check—four hours before he could escape and see the surprise Connor had in store for him.
 
Good boy. :)
 
Douglas’ cock twitched, not helped by how sore his ass and thighs felt when he sat down.
Not that he was complaining, because he wasn’t.
He suspected Connor had prepared a vibrating butt plug, or something equally devious.
Something he was sure he was going to absolutely fucking love, even if he swore up and down at the man in the process.
He wouldn’t complain too much, though.
This was…this was Heaven.
Truly.
That’s why, after he arrived home, he pulled up short when he saw what was laid out on the bed and awaiting him.
It wasn’t a butt plug.
It wasn’t any other kinky item.
It was one of his black priest shirts from the box in the garage, along with one of his white clerical collars.
Douglas wasn’t sure why his stomach clenched at this—and not in a good way.
He knew he had two options: obey or safeword.
I spent fifteen years as a priest. I was ready to literally let him piss on me. Am I really going to safeword for being ordered to wear a damn shirt and collar I used to wear nearly every day?
The psychologist in his brain said, Hmmm.
The priest in his brain arched an eyebrow.
The submissive slave husband picked up the shirt and gave it a sniff.
Fortunately, it didn’t smell musty or funky from its time in storage. But it was wrinkled, so he took a moment to set up the ironing board and take care of that.
It was hard not to fall into his old, familiar pattern as he ironed, losing himself in meditative thought. He didn’t want to waste time, but he also wanted it to be right.
He hadn’t worn one of these shirts—or a collar—since just after Mackie returned to his life. The last morning Mass he’d given, and only because there hadn’t been time to get a replacement priest to do it, had been the last time he’d worn any of his other garb, either.
What are you up to, Husband?
Frankly, the last thing he’d expected Connor would want to see him wearing would be anything that remotely reminded him of the priesthood and what he’d endured as a kid.
Finally, Douglas dressed, changing out the tan khakis he’d been wearing for a pair of charcoal grey slacks, and his black loafers.
As he buttoned the shirt, which he’d donned over the same undershirt he’d worn that morning, he tried not to think about the past. His past, the one after he’d left Connor.
He stared into the mirror as he fitted his collar in place. It felt…weird. But not in any way he could readily explain. Familiar, sure.
Missed—yes.
Except it almost felt like he was caught in some weird Schrödingerian existence, where he was both still a priest, and he was Connor’s husband and slave.
Please ease Connor’s heart and his soul, Lord. I trust him, but I’m not sure if he trusts himself. Amen.
His gaze settled on the dresser, on the little dish with some of his things in it, like his wedding band from Mackie, and the plain gold band he used to wear when he was a priest, because it’d helped put a halt to women hitting on him, ironically enough—and he had pretended Connor had put it on his hand.
The chain holding the inexpensive engagement ring and wedding band he’d bought for Mackie in a pawn shop on their way to the clerk’s office to get married. After a moment’s thought, he added the other two bands to the chain, kissing the one Mackie had put on his finger, before gently setting it back in the dish.
He stared at the shiny gold band on his left hand, different from the two previous ones he’d worn, more because of what it literally symbolized—a full circle, a dream come true.
A healing heart, finally.
It was something different now from what he used to wear as a priest, but he’d only take it off by Connor’s direct order, or one of Connor’s already-stated exclusions.
His amethyst rosary lay on top of everything else in the dish.
After a moment’s hesitation, he picked it up, kissed the cross, and tucked it into his right front pocket, where he used to always carry it.
I guess I’ll soon find out.
He headed out the door after texting Connor he was on his way.
 
* * * *
 
Connor set his phone on his desk and wrapped up his last few projects. As the morning wore on, he wasn’t sure this was the right plan.
Too late to back out now.
Actually, it wasn’t too late, because he could text Douglas to forget it and change back into street clothes.
It wasn’t Douglas who’d hurt him.
Well, not originally.
If anything, Douglas had done more to heal him and make him feel like he wasn’t some completely fucked-up freak during their time together as kids. More than his husband might ever know.
Losing him had hurt, but at least Connor had felt, in some way, that maybe one day he’d be able to find someone else to love him the way Douglas had loved him.
Not that he had, but he’d hoped.
The marriage certificate sat tucked into a folder on the corner of his desk. All they had to do was file the paperwork, and it meant that, by the time they went to bed that night, in the eyes of the State of Florida, they were legally husbands.
Something that never would have been possible when they were kids.
Still…
Yeah, it was all fucked up in his head why he felt he needed to do this. Closure, of some sort? The priest responsible would spend the rest of his life in prison.
The Church that had enabled him and allowed him to keep hurting kids?
That would outlive Connor, no doubt.
And he fucking wanted to know what it was that Douglas was holding back from him.
Despite having ordered him to wear the outfit, and having seen pictures of him dressed like that, Connor still sucked in a breath as his cock hardened when Douglas arrived and walked across the showroom—which he could see through his office door—to stand in his office doorway.
He looked fucking sharp. He’d obviously ironed the shirt.
And yes, there was his wedding band on his guy’s hand.
That just made him rock-hard, knowing Douglas was finally his. Well out of reach of the Church now.
Beyond that, there was something…different about Douglas.
It reminded him of when he’d confronted Douglas at Niall’s house, and then the next day, in his office—
Submissive.
Not just submissive, though.
Connor had thought about maybe a little subtle role-play here to throw Douglas mentally off-balance and fuck with him, but he couldn’t. He needed to do this at home, where he could break out the big guns.
Connor suddenly realized Douglas was just standing there, waiting on him to say something.
He waved for him to come in and pointed to close the door behind him. His office blinds were open, and it’d be kinda weird if he closed them right now, so it wasn’t like they could get kinky in here.
Not today, anyway.
“Looking good, Father Koenig.”
He actually stared down at the floor. “Thank you, Sir.”
“Eyes on me,” he snapped. Douglas complied. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, Sir.”
Connor leaned back in his chair, smiling. He laced his fingers on top of his head and couldn’t help playing with his wedding band, feeling a little like a dick but still determined to go through with this. “What’d you think when you saw the surprise?”
“Confused, Sir.”
“Not too confused to break out an iron, huh?”
“Old habit, Sir. I’m sorry.”
“Didn’t expect an apology from you for it. You look good. What else did you feel?”
Douglas shrugged. “I can’t ever go back, but I do miss parts of it. I miss helping people. It reminds me of the good things about it.”
Connor snapped a picture of him with his phone before he stood and gathered his things. “Let’s go file our paperwork.” A sudden, unanticipated wave of second-guessing filled him. “Did you bring something to change into?”
Douglas’ gaze met his and an unmistakable oh, shit expression washed over his face. “No, Sir. I’m sorry. Your instructions didn’t say that.”
No, they hadn’t. And his good boy had trusted him by following his orders exactly.
Fuck it. This was what he’d wanted, right? “Never mind. Let’s get moving. I want a couple of hours alone with you this afternoon.”
 
* * * *
 
At this point, Douglas was along for the ride. It wasn’t only Catholic priests who dressed like this, although that was what people usually assumed when seeing a man in a clerical collar, unless they were raised Anglican or Episcopalian or one of the other religions who used it, and were used to it. There was nothing legally stopping them from filing their marriage certificate, even if people thought he was a Catholic priest.
Just in case, he had brought all his paperwork with him, including his birth certificate, his marriage license with Mackie, and her death certificate. He wanted to go home being Douglas Koenig Strickland and didn’t want anything to delay that. The only reason he’d keep Koenig at all was for his licensing and degrees. It was easier to keep it rather than change it.
When they arrived at the courthouse, he ignored the curious glances they received from a few people as they walked to the clerk’s office to file the paperwork while holding hands. When it was their turn, the clerk did an obvious double-take when she spotted his collar, but didn’t say anything about it as she took their papers and started the process.
“Name change for either of you?”
“Both,” Connor said before Douglas could reply.
Douglas looked at him and caught the playful smile Connor wore. “I think it’s only fair we’re both Koenig Strickland. Especially with the girls.”
He hadn’t thought of that. He was going to change Zee’s last name to Strickland as part of the adoption, but…yeah.
“Thank you, Master,” he silently mouthed.
Connor dropped him a wink that, God help him, hardened his cock.
Yeah, there was something almost…wicked about getting horned up when dressed like this.
Maybe that was Connor’s whole point.
Didn’t matter. It was what his Master wanted, it wasn’t interfering with his job, it wasn’t in front of the girls or, technically, exposing any vanillas to anything sordid, and it was an intrinsic part of who he’d been.
Twenty minutes later, they both had certified name change forms…and two certified copies of their marriage certificate. Connor stopped him in the hallway outside the clerk’s office and kissed him, hard. Definitely nothing god-like in that.
Or in the erection that sprang to life in Douglas’ slacks, either. He had to reach down and subtly adjust himself before Connor took his hand and led the way back to the parking garage.
When they reached the SUV, before Douglas could open the passenger door for him, Connor stepped in and pinned him against the door with his body.
There was no mistaking the hardon in Connor’s slacks, either.
Blue-hot flame filled Connor’s gaze. “You do realize, Father, that I’m going to take you home and show you what a husband does to another husband, correct?”
His throat dried up. “Yes, Master.”
“And you realize I’m going to put you through hell in the process, right?”
“Yes, Master.” Whatever he dealt, Douglas would take it. If he couldn’t, he’d say so, but he suspected this was something Connor needed to get out, once and for all.
The psychologist wasn’t exactly happy about this.
The priest was definitely unhappy about this.
The submissive husband eagerly bounced up and down and couldn’t wait to get started despite his already sore and aching ass.
“Good. Let’s go.” He stepped back so Douglas could open the passenger door for him.
Please give me the strength to be strong enough for him. Amen.
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
At every step today, Douglas had gone along with him, hadn’t balked, hadn’t safeworded.
Connor wasn’t sure if that thrilled or terrified him. He knew his boy trusted him, but how far did that trust extend?
How far was too far?
When Douglas started the car, Connor reached over and turned off the radio, which he knew would unsettle Douglas.
Still, Douglas didn’t ask about it. He got them into traffic and headed for home.
“So, Father Koenig,” Connor said, just to maintain the tone, “I’m curious exactly why you returned to Florida, beyond wanting to reunite with me. Why not try to get a lay position with the Church up there? And besides, why didn’t you take a lay position when you first left? Why’d you go into private practice?”
Connor hadn’t really dug into this point, plus he wanted to unsettle Douglas, fuck with him, keep him mentally off-balance to allow him to discover what Douglas was holding back.
He could tell he’d struck a nerve from the way Douglas’ hands tightened on the steering wheel. “It wasn’t a very large diocese, and the bishop was very…”
“Strict?”
“That’s one word for it. I likely could have searched in other areas for a lay ministerial position, but it was very scandalous, both in terms of what the bishop thought of the situation and in the diocese itself. It wasn’t a large church. Nothing like this had happened in its history. Bishop Adderbury sort of took it as a personal affront. I knew if I tried applying, it would be a waste of time. Plus I knew there wasn’t the budget for it in our area. It was easier to find a non-ministerial job outside the Church.”
“Probably paid more, too.”
“There was that consideration.”
“And health insurance.”
“All of that, too.”
He let the silence settle between them for about ten minutes, knowing it’d unsettle Douglas. He liked music when he drove, something that had started when they were kids, them singing along to the radio as they went places, usually with Douglas driving because Connor couldn’t afford a car of his own and his mom was usually working.
“I would think it’d be easy to hide someone with the weight of the Church behind you,” Connor finally said at a red light. “Fuckers do it all the time with priests. Why was it so important to marry her and lie about you being the baby’s father?”
“If she’d been a Church employee, maybe I could have. But she wasn’t. I couldn’t have done any better for her than a women’s shelter, and I wasn’t going to turn her away. I couldn’t have kept her there in the rectory with me without repercussions. It was the…easiest solution.”
It was a momentary hitch in Douglas’ voice that Connor would let pass for now, but he would nail him on it when they reached home.
“Takes a special kind of man to nuke his personal and professional life of fifteen years to claim a bastard child that’s not even his.”
“I’m not special. I’m just a man. And I did love her.”
“But she knew about me.” Okay, so they were beyond role-playing for right now. He wasn’t even sure anymore where the fuck he wanted this to go.
“She did.”
“It just doesn’t make sense,” he said again. “She had no idea if you’d turn her away or not. She didn’t have any friends she could have turned to for help?”
“He had been controlling her for a couple of years. Isolated her. Alienated her old friends, other than me. She really didn’t have any friends locally where he wouldn’t have found her. She worked for his cousin, at his store. She didn’t make a lot of money there. He’d pulled her down for years.”
More silence, which Connor let sit until they reached the house. He wasn’t even sure why he felt…angry. Not at Douglas—not specifically.
The man was his fucking husband and wearing his wedding ring.
Mackie was dead—there was no competition here.
Once the front door was safely locked behind them, he took all their paperwork, including what Douglas had, and set it on the dining room table.
“Let’s go chat in private, Father.” He held his hand out, indicating down the hall.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas felt the air shift and came as close as he ever had to safewording with Connor for something that didn’t involve actual physical pain.
A cold, hard glint filled his husband’s eyes and Douglas found himself involuntarily swallowing because his throat went dry.
He walked down the hall to their bedroom, sensing Connor right behind him but moving silently now.
Like a predator.
He was surprised how close Connor was, actually, when the door closed behind him even sooner than he’d expected. He froze, staring at their bed, as he heard the knob lock behind him despite the empty house.
“He used to lock it on the days he was going to do something to me. Said he didn’t want us to be interrupted.”
The priest and the psychologist were now battling the submissive slave husband for control of the mental car. The psychologist was trying to order Douglas to safeword so he could talk to Connor, and the priest was yelling this was some mightily fucked up shit that needed to be stopped now.
The submissive slave husband won control of the wheel and kicked the priest and psychologist into the back seat.
But they weren’t going without a fight, and they were proving to be damned rowdy backseat drivers.
He has never harmed me. Husband, I hope you know how much I trust you.
He felt the warmth from Connor’s body washing against his even though they weren’t touching. Douglas fought the urge to lean back into him, knowing Connor had to see this through to whatever conclusion he needed.
If he couldn’t, it might keep coming up between them. It was only that thought that allowed him to keep the psychologist from safewording.
Douglas took a deep breath and closed his eyes, raising his head.
Please let his love for me and the girls win the battle for his soul. Amen.
A hand settled on his left shoulder, heavy, not at all gentle, but more controlling. “He was a big guy compared to me back then.”
The sudden image of Connor working out for more reasons than just to stay in shape or burn off his sadistic urges hit Douglas squarely between his mental eyes.
Priest: I know he’s in pain, but you are in danger.
Psychologist: Never thought I’d say this, but listen to that guy, for a fucking change.
Douglas ignored them both and fought the urge to shiver with pleasure.
He opened his eyes, but didn’t turn his head, sensing the predator would pounce if he did.
Part of him wanted that to happen.
Just…not quite yet.
Connor wore one of his work shirts, a light blue chambray long-sleeved button-up shirt with the dealership’s logo embroidered on the left chest, and he’d rolled his sleeves up to just below his elbows. He stepped in front of Douglas and the smile he gave him wasn’t anchored there, with them now.
It was born nearly thirty years in the past.
Connor had never gone into gory details with him about exactly what had happened. It’d been more like five sentences followed by hours and hours of crying that had broken Douglas’ heart as he’d held Connor.
Douglas suspected he was about to hear the longer version.
Connor wore his shirt with the top button unfastened, but now he reached up and unbuttoned the second one.
“Of course good Catholics go to confession, right? Dad and Mom loved the church. They’d been raised in it. My dad taught me how to pray the Rosary. When we lost him, of course Mom and I turned to the church.
“That’s what we believed we were supposed to do. Where we’d find love and support and healing. Father Moore had heard my confessions. I’m a damn kid, yeah? When I started noticing boys and realized what it meant, of course I fucking confessed. That’s what good Catholics do, right?”
He unbuttoned the third button, and Douglas bit the inside of his cheek to force the priest and the psychologist to stay right the fuck where they were in the backseat and not try to climb behind the wheel again.
“He’d been counseling me weekly after Dad died. Didn’t charge Mom, of course. Even better for her, because now it’s tough to make ends meet. One day she’s got to work late, and she was going to cancel the appointment, and he said no worries, he’d bring me home for her later. I think cool, because he had a TV in his office with full cable, right? I’d maybe get to do my homework there and watch TV or something.
“But he locked the door that day. That was the first time.”
Connor walked around him, stopping behind him and leaning in to whisper in his right ear. “It was the first of at least twenty times. Not every week after that, but more than half of them. I stopped counting at twenty, but it went on for over a year before I finally broke down and told Mom when I begged her not to take me again. Of all the things I hate that he did to me, I think I hate the most that he took my trust of the Church, and about God. All the things I used to find comfort in were gone or tainted. And for Mom, too.”
“I’m sorry,” Douglas whispered, because he couldn’t help himself and felt a need to apologize in general for what the religion he’d loved, and that should have protected Connor at his most vulnerable time, had inadvertently caused him.
“He wasn’t.” Connor ended up in front of him again, reaching up to unfasten another button. “He wasn’t sorry one fucking bit. He told me that boys like me were meant for special things. That he really thought I should become a priest, because out in the world, my soul would be damned. But if I wanted to attend seminary, he’d even write a letter of recommendation for me. That I would have my tuition and room and board and everything taken care of. I just had to keep being one of his ‘special boys.’ Fucker knew I couldn’t afford to go to college and likely wouldn’t have the grades for a scholarship. He knew that Mom felt badly about that, too, so he was doubly playing me.”
Douglas felt his stomach roll but knew he had to see this through for Connor’s sake. He would not doubt the trust and love he had in his husband.
Connor finished unbuttoning his shirt and left it on, hanging open after he pulled the tails free from his slacks. He hadn’t worn an undershirt today, and Douglas couldn’t help following his treasure trail with his eyes, down where it disappeared below the waistband of his slacks.
“Said that I needed to understand now, while I was still young enough to learn, that there were special ways to worship God.” Connor backed up to the bed and reached for his belt, unfastening it. “What secrets are you hiding, Father Koenig?”
Douglas blinked. “Master?” Connor couldn’t really be asking him what Douglas thought he was…could he?
“No, I could never believe you’d hurt a kid.” He crooked his finger at him to approach, and Douglas did. “But everyone has secrets. Father Moore had one hell of a big one. Had me so fucking mixed up, I didn’t know what the hell was wrong with me.” He unhooked his slacks and slowly lowered the zipper.
Douglas couldn’t help but notice Connor was hard…and hadn’t worn any underwear today.
“He was slick, I’ll give him that. He told me that the fact that my body responded to what he was doing to me meant that I was supposed to give myself to him. That it was what God wanted.” He sat on the edge of the bed and pointed at the floor in front of him, his meaning clear.
Douglas knelt in front of him, and yeah, he was hard, too. Years of memories swept in, out again, trained responses.
He wanted to suck his husband’s cock, though, and needed no command or order to lean in and swipe his tongue over the head.
Connor’s right hand closed over the back of his head and forced him to take it deep. Well, not forced, because Douglas would have done it anyway.
At least it silenced both the priest and the psychologist for a little while, because submissive slave hubby was very happy in this moment.
Connor’s left hand settled on his thigh, his wedding band plainly visible, and it was on that Douglas focused his gaze even as he tried to breathe through his nose and hoped Connor didn’t force him to safeword.
He finally did ease up the pressure enough Douglas could pull back a little and suck in a lungful of air, but then the hand returned, clamping down again. Fortunately, Douglas was better prepared for it this time.
“You know how fucking scared I was to tell you I liked you? And then I was terrified to kiss you or do more with you unless I was sure you wanted it. I was terrified it would make me like him. I never wanted to force you to do anything, even when we pretended that’s what we were doing sometimes.”
Douglas held on to Connor’s lower legs, his fingers wrapped behind his calves, stroking him through his slacks, trying to reassure him that no, Connor had never forced him. Not in bad ways.
After a few minutes, Connor fisted his hair and pulled Douglas off his cock, leaning in to stare into his eyes. “I know a secret when I see one, Douglas.”
He reached down and easily unfastened Douglas’ belt and slacks with his free hand, fishing his hard cock out and squeezing it until Douglas moaned. “You said you belong to me—all of you.” He gave his cock a pump and it took every ounce of strength Douglas had to keep his eyes open and meeting Connor’s gaze.
Before Douglas could respond, Connor suddenly stood, pulling Douglas with him with the fist in his hair. “Shoes.”
Douglas toed his loafers off.
Still keeping a fist in Douglas’ hair, Connor shoved his slacks and briefs down and used his own foot to kick them out of the way after Douglas stepped out of them.
Then he sat, pulling Douglas in and making him straddle Connor’s lap.
Connor finally let go of his hair and reached around to squeeze his still-sore ass cheeks, then gave them a hard, stinging slap with both hands.
“Say it with me, just like he made me say it with him at the end of every time together before he’d let me get dressed.” His left hand continued squeezing Douglas’ ass, the other closed around both their cocks and slowly pumped them. “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee. Say it.”
Douglas took a deep breath, not even sure he could speak, until he forced the words out. This was one he honestly hadn’t said in…a while. Not even Father Rowling had told him to say a couple of them after his confession. “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee.”
Connor started reciting it with him in unison. “And I detest all my sins because of Thy just punishment, but most of all because I have offended Thee, my God, who is all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to sin no more, and to avoid the near occasion of sin.” Connor’s voice dropped off, but Douglas finished it.
“Amen,” he whispered.
“A-fucking-men,” Connor said, his hand stilling. “Nothing else happens until you fucking tell me. Even if we have to sit here all damn night until you do. What are you hiding from me, boy?”
The priest and the psychologist held and comforted each other in the back seat, already having seen that particular spoiler alert.
Now Douglas really did feel he needed to say another Act of Contrition, and he silently did. Followed by one more silent thing.
I’m so sorry, Mackie, but I can’t say no to him.
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Douglas had to close his eyes and whisper it because he didn’t have the strength to say it any louder, or look at Connor when he said it.
It had gutted him then, and still did. “She begged me to help her get an abortion when she arrived. I was helping her get into the shower that night, and she was crying. She hardly had any money, no job, didn’t want that fucker to be a part of her life. She’d always wanted to be a mom, but she was scared and in pain and hated the bastard so much and felt too terrified to raise the baby by herself.
“I tried to talk her into adoption, and she refused, because she never wanted to be tied to the baby’s father. She insisted she wanted an abortion, even if she had to figure out how to make herself miscarry. I couldn’t let her do that. I knew it would emotionally destroy her later, even though she was hurting then. She’d wanted children so badly, it was something she’d talked about for years. That’s why I begged her to let me marry her and be the baby’s father.”
“Jesus,” Connor muttered, but now that it was out, Douglas couldn’t stop.
Tears welled up and rolled down his cheeks. “She said don’t be ridiculous, she wasn’t going to marry me and trap me like that when she knew I still loved you. That it wasn’t fair to me. I said I did love her, and I could love her. She was leaning against the shower wall and I remember the steam filling the shower, and I had taken off my T-shirt to help her. I’d been wearing sweatpants and nothing else under them.
“She said she wasn’t going to make us both miserable like that. That she loved me too much to do that to me. I asked her if I could prove it to her, would she marry me? She sort of laughed, but she was in so much pain, and she’d already made up her mind to figure out a way to get an abortion anyway, even if I wouldn’t help her. But she said yeah, sure, how was I supposed to do that? To prove it?
“So I took off my sweatpants and climbed into the shower with her and kissed her. I kissed her the way I’d kissed her the last time I saw her, because even then, yeah, I’d loved her. But I’d loved you more. As I kissed her, I got hard. She tried to reach for me with her good arm and I wouldn’t let her. I said here’s the deal, she’d get all of my body and I would do everything in my power to make her happy, but sex had to wait until after we were married. But I’d prove it to her tonight. Only if she’d agree to marry me and let me be the baby’s father, and we’d never tell anyone I wasn’t the baby’s father.
“And she said okay, prove it. I stood there kissing her and jerked off for her right there. Before I could rinse off my hand she grabbed it and licked it clean. Then my sweet little blue-eyed atheist made a very sacrilegious joke about drinking the blood of Christ.” He let out a harsh laugh. “Kind of like you, Master.”
Douglas had never told Mackie about Connor’s secret, never wanting to break his confidence.
It was, he later understood, his first test as a priest, even before he’d taken his vows.
Just like there was a secret he’d never revealed to her, there was one of hers he thought he’d never reveal.
He’d promised her.
But now…
I’m so sorry, Mackie.
As she’d sobbed in his arms that dark weekend after returning from the ER, where they told them she was losing the baby, she came as close as she ever had to “finding God.”
She’d felt so damned guilty, felt like a failure, while he’d cried with her over the loss of their son and tried to soothe her soul.
She’d been convinced it’d been her fault, for wanting an abortion in the first place.
Nothing he or the doctors could tell her would sway her otherwise logical, world-based mind. It didn’t matter to her that her ex-asshole had used her as a fucking punching bag.
In her heart, she’d been convinced it was her absolutely reasonable thoughts, at the time, that had caused it.
Had she been any other woman, no, he wouldn’t have offered to marry her or leave the priesthood for her, but it’d been his Mackie. She’d owned a piece of his heart for a lot of years, even if she didn’t own all of it. He’d known her heart and her soul, knew what a baby meant to her.
When he’d told her he loved her, that they would try again, she’d begged him to never tell anyone that she’d ever talked about getting an abortion, begged with the conviction of someone convinced walking under a ladder or seeing a black cat would curse their life.
Begged with the conviction of someone who was starting to believe in a higher power.
Her irrational reaction wasn’t even the most out-there thing he’d experienced as a priest, by far, but he’d said yes to her request because she was his wife, and he loved her, and she was distraught. He would have said yes to nearly anything she’d asked of him if it would ease her mind and lessen her pain.
It didn’t matter she was dead now. She’d never wanted any child of theirs to know she’d ever considered ending a pregnancy, or to think she hadn’t wanted them.
No, it wasn’t logical, but feelings weren’t logical.
Love wasn’t logical.
And Douglas held his own guilt now. Did he kill his wife?
No.
But she’d gotten pregnant because of him. She’d given birth to his baby. It was that pregnancy that had, ultimately, killed her.
That had been his own guilt to hold, and keeping her secret had been his penance to perform.
It was the least he could do for her, considering that he would live, and raise their daughter, and find joy with Connor.
Except he apparently couldn’t even do that.
 
* * * *
 
Okay, now Connor officially felt like an utter shit. But he’d started it, so at this point he’d let it run through to the bitter end.
And love the hell out of his boy later to make up for putting him through it.
Douglas finally opened his eyes and met his gaze again. “Then she said, ‘Ask me again.’ So right there in the shower, I dropped onto one knee and proposed to her. And she said yes. That night she slept in my bed with me, both of us naked and holding each other. Until the day she died, we shared a bed every night and held each other every night. Because I did love her, and she’d always loved me the way I’d loved you.
“We couldn’t have had sex that night anyway, even if I had been willing, because she’d been used as a punching bag. He’d mostly avoided her face, though, so when I married her the next afternoon, at least she didn’t look like I’d beaten the crap out of her. I talked to the county clerk, told them the story we told everyone else, and she waived the six-day waiting period because Mackie was pregnant.
“We did a lot of crying over the next few days, both of us. But I wanted that baby, and she knew it. Because I wanted him, she wanted him, too. He really was our baby from that moment in the shower. And when we lost him, it damn near killed her, because she thought she’d disappointed me, even though she hadn’t done a fucking thing wrong. Nothing I ever said could convince her that I wasn’t ashamed of her, or disappointed in her. She felt she failed me, and she never did. I loved her. She heaped guilt on herself for everything I gave up—the priesthood, you. She blamed herself and when she was pregnant with Zee, she begged me to never tell our daughter she’d once wanted an abortion.”
Connor forced himself to gentle his voice. “You slept with me, and we weren’t married. Why did you want to wait with her? I mean, besides the fact that he’d beat her up?”
Tears spilled down Douglas’ cheeks. “Because back then I considered you my husband. We couldn’t get married back then, but I knew I’d never sleep with anyone else but you. And she knew that, too. That I considered what I’d promised you to be a marriage vow.”
Shame over his lingering doubts about his boy filled Connor. Here he’d basically been a manwhore, while his poor boy had literally locked himself away from the world, alone and missing him. He’d self-medicated with sex while Douglas had self-medicated with the priesthood.
Connor released their cocks and reached up with both hands to gently wipe Douglas’ tears away. “I’m so sorry, buddy.”
“I wanted to prove to Mackie that I loved her, not just because I wanted to save the baby. We were happy. When we found out she was pregnant with Zee, I never thought I’d ever be happier. She was our beautiful blessing. Even through all of that, Mackie still let me hold space for you in my heart, honored who you were to me and what I felt for you. Let me grieve for you. Kind of like being poly, but never sleeping with or even seeing the other person. She’d known me back then, knew how much I loved and missed you. She also knew I was giving up not just my vow to the Church, but the vow I’d made in my heart to stay faithful to you. It didn’t matter that the Church wouldn’t recognize what we had. In my heart, I was and would always be your husband.”
Connor cradled him against his chest and nuzzled his face in his hair. “I wish I could have met her.”
Douglas sniffled, his voice breaking. “Me, too. She was sweet, and funny, and reminded me of you in a lot of ways. I think that’s why I could love her almost as much as I loved you.”
Connor held him, gently rocking him. “I’m so sorry, buddy. I…I’m sorry. I should have known it was something to do with her. I just…I’m an asshole, and I’m sorry.” He sighed. “Chapter 10, Verse 2.”
Douglas looked up at him. “There is no Verse 2.”
“There is now.” He kissed Douglas. “Master promises to admit when he’s wrong and apologize to his boy, because Master loves his boy.” He kissed him again. “I was wrong, and I’m so sorry.”
Douglas played with the front of Connor’s shirt. “I’m sorry he hurt you.”
“Stop apologizing for him. You didn’t do it.” He closed his eyes and inhaled Douglas’ scent before opening them again to stare into his eyes. “You have no idea how much I needed you in my life back then, and how much you healed me. How much I fucking loved you for making me feel like I was a good person. Like I could look into your eyes and see myself the way you saw me.”
Douglas sat back enough he could meet Connor’s gaze. “That’s because you were and are a good person, Master. That’s one of the reasons why I love you so much.”
Connor cupped his face again. “I don’t deserve you, baby. Is there anything I could ever do that you wouldn’t forgive?”
Douglas sadly smiled. “I know you, and I know your heart. You aren’t capable of doing something I couldn’t forgive you for.”
Connor desperately needed to lighten the tone, and right now. He smiled. “But I’m a very bad man, and I do very bad things to you.”
Douglas’ smile turned playful. “But you do them so very well, Master, and I very much love how you do them to me. I knew exactly what I was getting myself into by giving myself to you, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
Douglas desperately loved this man. No matter how Connor viewed himself, Douglas knew his heart was good, true. Intense and passionate, yes, but all the better for it.
What Connor had survived as a kid would have broken some others, but not him. Connor took that trauma deep within himself and remade it into something he could use to fuel his inner fire.
Douglas caught Connor’s hand and pulled it between them, pressed his fingers around their cocks. “Master said he wanted some time with his boy.”
“Baby, I—”
Douglas slanted his lips over Connor’s, his heart racing when Connor took over and buried his free hand in Douglas’ hair to hold him in place.
The hand around their cocks squeezed, making Douglas moan.
Connor drew back just enough to break their kiss. “Tell me what you want, baby,” he hoarsely asked.
“I want to ride your cock, Master.” Douglas leaned over to yank open the nightstand and grabbed the lube from there. He flicked the cap open and drizzled it over their cocks, where Connor had stroked both of them hard again. Then he snapped the bottle shut and tossed it onto the bed.
Douglas grabbed Connor by the shirt and rose up enough Connor could align the head of his cock with Douglas’ ass. As he slowly settled onto Connor’s cock, he watched his guy’s eyes the entire time, never breaking away from Connor’s gaze. They’d fucked like bunnies the past couple of days, at least, so it was only a slightly pinchy burn as he buried all eight inches of his husband’s meat in his hole.
“Fuck,” Connor whispered. He held on to Douglas’ hips as Douglas smiled and got settled, wanting his ass tight against his husband’s thighs.
“That’s better,” Douglas said. Connor didn’t need to pull him in for another kiss, because Douglas was already there, slanting his mouth over Connor’s and this time taking control of it.
Teeth bumping, tongues and lips, nipping, biting, until it was Connor once again in full control.
Douglas slowly rose, a roll to his hips as he did, settling slowly again and loving the way Connor’s gaze turned dark, hooded.
Hungry.
Connor leaned back, arms propped on the bed, and spread his thighs wider. “Ride me, baby.”
Flexing his ass muscles around Connor’s cock earned him a needy, deep groan, but Connor’s gaze remained fixed on him.
Then the psychologist leaned in and tapped his shoulder, whispering to him before settling back to watch.
“He never let you fuck him, did he?” Douglas breathlessly asked.
Connor shook his head, then reached over and unfastened the bottom button of Douglas’ shirt. “No. He did other things to me, but never made me do that.”
Douglas rose up and slammed back down onto Connor’s cock. “Maybe it’s time you fuck yourself a priest, Connor.”
Faster than Douglas could even register it, Connor had flipped him over onto his back without even pulling out. He slung Douglas’ legs over his shoulders and kept his feet planted on the floor.
Like that, he had leverage and didn’t waste a bit of it. Dark clouds filled his expression as he threw Douglas probably the most bone-jarring fuck he’d ever given him.
And considering how hard he knew Connor could fuck, that was saying something.
“Fucker took the one goddamned thing I could still feel close to my dad with and ruined it for me,” he growled.
Douglas grabbed Connor’s shirt and held on. “I know.”
“I was a fucking kid!”
“That’s right.”
Douglas suspected Connor didn’t even realize he was crying now, but his tears fell like rain on Douglas and he knew he needed to help his husband lance this emotional boil once and for all, open it up and let it truly start healing.
Connor’s hands grabbed him by the shoulders for leverage. “Fucker had been moved there after fucking other kids. I wasn’t even the first one. Probably wasn’t the last, either.”
“You weren’t.” Connor’s left hand settled around Douglas’ neck, squeezing, but Douglas refused to panic. He’d walked this path with Connor before, many times as kids, and he had trust and faith in Connor the Dom, the adult.
The Husband.
“I thought he really liked me. Told me he fucking loved me like a son, even after I confessed I was gay. Then he starts doing that shit to me. Fucked up my head.”
“He used you,” Douglas gasped. “Groomed you. Lied to you. How angry did that make you?”
“I wanted to fucking kill him. Kill all those bastards.”
“And then I left you.”
Connor’s hand tightened even more and Douglas hoped breath play wasn’t going to start making a regular appearance in their sex life.
“And then you fucking left me and became a goddamned priest?” he roared. Connor fell still, panting, but he hadn’t come yet, Douglas knew.
Connor released his grip on Douglas’ throat, and his fingers slid down, grabbed the collar, and ripped it off him, throwing it behind him.
He scooped Douglas into his arms. “Fuck,” he whispered. “Baby…” He hugged Douglas against him like a desperately drowning man. “Jesusfuck, why didn’t you stop me?”
Douglas cupped Connor’s face in his hands and brushed his tears away. “Because 6:1 and 6:2. Because I fucking trust you, even when you don’t trust yourself. I always have, and I always will. Because I love you and know that Connor Davis Koenig Strickland will never harm me. You’re not capable of it. And I’m strong enough to take anything you need me to take for you.”
“Baby—”
“Shh, Master.” Douglas brushed a kiss across the tip of his nose. “I really want to feel you breed my ass,” he whispered.
Connor stared at him for a long moment before rolling them over again, back to where they started, but with Connor flat on his back. Only this time, he stared up at Douglas with wonder in his eyes.
As Douglas rode him, rolling his hips and settling into a sweet, sexy rhythm, Connor unbuttoned Douglas’ shirt from the bottom up. Followed by his shirt cuffs, before sitting up to push it off Douglas, peel it down his arms and drop it to the floor, quickly followed by his undershirt
Connor shrugged his own shirt off and stroked his hands up and down Douglas’ arms.
“I thought you wanted to fuck yourself a priest?” Douglas teased.
“I want to fuck my husband.” Connor laced fingers with him and lay back again, propping his elbows against the bed so Douglas could lean forward and use Connor’s arms to brace himself.
Connor’s fingers tightened around Douglas’. “Doctor…Douglas …Phillip…Strickland.” His left thumb stroked Douglas’ hand. “My husband.” His gaze clouded. “Never let me choke you like that again. I could have hurt you.”
“But you didn’t. You never did, and you never will.”
“You trust me too much, baby.”
“You don’t trust yourself enough. But that’s okay, because I have plenty of faith for both of us.”
Between them, Douglas’ cock throbbed, leaking pre-cum and bobbing all over the place with every stroke, but he wouldn’t touch himself. Wouldn’t even ask Connor to get him off.
He was his Master’s good boy, and right now, he needed to give Connor what he needed.
What he’d been long overdue—healing.
Redemption.
Grace.
“What if there is a Hell?” Connor whispered, his voice sounding strained, desperate. “What if there is a Hell and I’m going there and you’re going to Heaven?”
Douglas stopped moving and leaned in, stroking his face, resting his forehead against Connor’s, holding his gaze. “We’ve already survived Hell. We’re in Heaven now. Period. No matter what happens after we die, I’m finding you. Because anywhere I am that you’re not would be Hell, anyway. And if I’m going to Heaven and they tell me you can’t, then I don’t want to be there. Fuck them.”
Connor studied him. “I really think you would tell St. Peter to go fuck himself.”
“Damn right, I would.”
The corner of Connor’s mouth finally twitched in a smile.
“What?” Douglas asked.
“I don’t think you’re a very good priest, baby.”
Douglas grinned. “Then it’s a damn good thing I went back to school and got my psychology doctorate, isn’t it?”
 
* * * *
 
Connor stared up at him. He realized what Douglas was trying to do and loved him even more for it. “I mean it, baby. Reel me in when I need it.”
“You didn’t need it. You needed to explode. You’ve held it in too fucking long.”
Connor tugged on his hands to get Douglas to let go and wrapped his arms around him. “I need to explode, all right,” he said. “Hurry up and get me off so I can do right by you.”
Douglas grinned. “Is that an order, Master?”
“Fuckin’ A, it is, boy.” His hands settled on Douglas’ ass and urged him faster, harder, until Connor was once again chasing his nut and closing in on it.
This adorable, patient, willing man. His boy.
His true savior, and that was no exaggeration. When he’d first met Douglas, he’d been giving serious thought to maybe killing himself. He’d thought he was damned anyway, so what difference did it make?
Then they’d moved and he’d met Douglas, and…
Maybe it was fate, or God, or whatever.
He’d met Douglas and wanted to hang around this world, wanted to be a better person.
Wanted to enjoy life.
Wanted to keep Douglas looking at him the way he’d always looked at him, like he was good, like he wasn’t…tainted.
He’d always had it in his mind that he would fight hard to make a better life for himself so that when Douglas returned after college, he could take care of him. Of them.
Except Douglas hadn’t returned.
Until he did.
Pleasure built and coiled, tighter, growing and building in his balls until, finally, he tipped over the edge and filled Douglas’ ass, every throb and pump joining them, part of him becoming part of his husband, even just a little.
Connor tightly held him. “I love you so fucking much. I can’t lose you again and live.”
“Shh.” Douglas rolled them onto their sides, holding him. Connor didn’t know when he’d started crying again, but Douglas consoled him, and he allowed himself to close his eyes and turn himself over to his boy.
The only person he’d ever really trusted. The only one to know all his secrets and still love him unconditionally.
Finally, he realized at some point he’d dozed off, because his head was resting on Douglas’ bare chest and the light in the room looked different.
Disoriented, he lifted his head.
“An hour,” Douglas said, sounding amused.
Shit. “Why didn’t you wake me up?”
“Because you needed it.”
He stared down into his boy’s grey eyes, flecks of granite and midnight and silver all mixed and melted together.
Connor untangled himself from Douglas, stood up, and finished stripping. After locating the bottle of lube, he slicked Douglas’ cock and quickly got him fully hard again.
Connor straddled him. “I don’t know how you put up with me, baby.”
“Because I love you, Master. I always have.”
“I don’t deserve you.”
“Stop.” He did stop moving, especially at Douglas’ sharp tone and the dark expression he now wore. “10:3—Master’s not allowed put himself down when boy is honest about his feelings.”
Connor studied the way his brow furrowed, his intense gaze. “10:3, huh?”
“Yes, Connor. 10:3.”
Connor stared at him for a long, quiet moment. “Well, I suppose I could let you write one of the damn verses.”
“Yeah, you could.”
Rolling onto their sides again, Connor grabbed his leg behind the knee and held it up, out of the way as Douglas started fucking him. “Do you have any idea how you literally saved my life back then?” Connor softly asked.
Douglas reached down and slid his hand over Connor’s, where he was holding his leg, and took over, hooking his arm under it. “Yeah. But that’s fair, because you saved mine.”
“What?”
Douglas continued grinding against him, and at this angle his cock was sliding along his sweet spot and stirring renewed interest in Connor’s cock.
“I had two asshole older brothers,” Douglas said. “And I felt like I was a worthless shit. Here I was, a Catholic boy who liked other boys way more than I liked girls. I was never good enough in my parents’ eyes. Only you and your mom made me feel like I was really loved. I never knew true, unconditional love until you moved into my life.”
Connor kissed him, sucking his lower lip. “I fell in love with you when we moved in. That first day you came over. I was terrified you wouldn’t like me.”
“I was sure my brothers would be jerks and chase you away.”
Douglas ended up on top of him, still fucking him. Connor had desperately missed this, missed being able to let go sometimes, to trust someone.
To bottom to someone he knew had no agenda besides loving him.
Beads of sweat formed on Douglas’ forehead and dripped into Connor’s face as he settled into a new rhythm and sweetly fucked him. It always took Douglas longer to get over like this, when he was fucking Connor.
Which Connor wouldn’t deny he enjoyed, both the feeling of his boy’s cock fucking him, and the slightly sadistic knowledge that his boy struggled somewhat with this. So he reached up and raked his nails down Douglas’ back, digging in, making his boy wince, but also gasp, speed up, a low, sweet moan rolling from him as he hit the point of no return. Connor felt his boy’s cock pulsing inside his ass as he finally fell still, catching his breath, sated.
Connor wrapped his arms and legs around him, pulling him down again and holding him close. “You going to be able to put up with me for life?”
“Damn right, I will,” he muttered against Connor’s neck. He licked, nipped…bit.
“Oooh, naughty boy.”
Douglas chuckled. “Need to start working on my next punishment. And sometimes I want to mark you.”
They finally rolled out of bed and headed for the shower. There, Douglas held out his left hand, over Connor’s, their rings together. “I wish your mom was still alive to see this,” he said.
“Me, too, baby. She would have been happy for us.” He held Douglas, pulling him close. “When are we telling your parents?”
“Why?”
“Because they’re your parents.”
“I don’t care. All they cared about was having a priest in the family. You’d think they thought I was their golden ticket to Heaven or something. Fuck ’em.”
“Do they know about Zee?”
“Nope. They basically disowned me when I told them I was leaving the priesthood. Fuck. Them.”
“Neither of your brothers live nearby?”
“Ed’s over in Orlando, I think. Larry moved up to Georgia to be near Mom and Dad about a year after they moved.”
“They’re not getting any younger.”
“Connor. I’m not calling my parents.”
“Okay, okay.” He let Douglas pull away to step under the spray and wet his hair. “I’m thinking of the girls. They don’t have grandparents.”
“They won’t even with them. Doyle, Niall, Aden, and Etsu are closer family than blood family. I’d rather have them, anyway. At least I know our girls will learn what real family values look like.”
He turned his back to Connor as he shampooed his hair. “Standing by your friends. Lending a hand. Being there. Not being judgmental. Accepting differences. My parents were eager to have a priest in the family, but they weren’t very damned eager to try to live a truly Christ-like life. When I did the loving and selfless thing, they turned on me. No thanks.”
Douglas rinsed his hair. “I want to add you to my Facebook profile as my husband.”
“Let’s wait on that.”
“Why?”
“Because you just posted about Mackie barely a week ago. Let’s let the month go by that you told people you’d wait before deleting her profile. Then add me.”
“You honestly care what a bunch of people you’ve never met think?”
“About you? Fucking absolutely, I do. You’re my husband, and I don’t want anyone thinking badly of you. Baby, I love you. She loved you. Because of her, I have Zee. I’m good with this. You’re wearing my ring, and that’s all I need right now. Please?”
“Okay,” Douglas finally muttered.
“Thank you, baby.” He lightly smacked his ass, which was turning gorgeous shades of purple and green over his bruises from Saturday night.
But it finally earned Connor a smile. “You’re right—I am an absolute slut for you. I always have been.”
“Wouldn’t want you any other way, baby.”
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Over the next two weeks, Douglas found himself quickly slipping into an almost perfectly comfortable life. Like it had been waiting all along for him to discover it and slide right into place.
He still struggled with guilt over Mackie—ironically because of that very ease in which his new life seemed to be steeped in. But Niall and Doyle were both working with him as their schedules allowed. Plus, Connor was seeing Niall once a week as a counsellor, with Douglas stipulating that whatever they talked about was between them. If Connor wanted to tell Douglas, that was Connor’s business, but he wouldn’t pry.
With so many emotionally charged points there to flare up, they both needed safe spaces to talk away from each other.
It would only make them stronger.
Connor was an amazing dad, and yeah, taught Douglas so much that even though the parenting books Douglas had devoured before Zee’s birth discussed different topics, nothing was as good as in-person experience.
Kayleigh seemed to take it on faith that Douglas was her new dad with no other questions about her mom. She was just happy to have a new little sister.
And life moved on. It moved on so easily that Douglas was almost waiting for another shoe to drop despite Connor’s sweetly optimistic certainty that this was the rest of their lives, aside from whatever mundane, normal issues cropped up.
The psychologist and submissive man desperately wanted that to be true, while the experienced priest wasn’t so sure…
That Monday morning, Douglas led a group session, worked on reports, and then met with Anna Williams as his first one-on-one at eleven, right before lunch. The day was already dragging along slower than shit, because tonight he was supposed to go out to dinner with Connor before they picked up the girls from Etsu a little later than usual. It was date night for them, adults only, something Niall had insisted on doing for them, going so far as to “prescribe” it for them. Just a couple of hours alone, the two of them, able to be newlywed husbands not having to watch what they said around the girls.
This was his third meeting with Anna, having slotted her into Mondays for her regular appointments after the first one. He suspected she’d need the extra support following weekends, and his calendar was rapidly filling as they shifted more clients to him, both new and existing ones. She could also e-mail or call him if necessary, but had yet to take advantage of those avenues of contact.
That Monday, particularly, she acted even more subdued than usual.
“How was your weekend?” he started when she seemed at a loss for words once they’d settled into the comfortable chairs he used for sessions. The portfolio holding his yellow legal pad that he took notes on rested on his knee, his pen on top of it.
She sadly smiled. “I talked to my aunt yesterday. She sent me a cell phone so she could call me.”
“Oh? That’s good.”
“It’s just a cheap one but it’s more than I had.” He let her pause fill the room. “She’s already got my life planned for me when I move there. And we don’t even know yet if or when I’ll be able to move.”
“It’s good to have a plan. To have healthy goals.”
“I’m really trying to take this one day at a time, like my sponsor keeps telling me, but it’s not easy.”
“Have you used?”
She shook her head. “No. Even if I wanted to, I don’t have the money for it. I go to my job, I go back to the halfway house, I go to meetings, and I come here.”
“Those sound like solid steps. A healthy routine.”
She nodded but started crying. He picked up the tissue box on the little table between them and handed it to her. It would do no good to ask her why she was crying if she wasn’t ready to talk yet. Sometimes, what people needed most was to be heard, not talked at. Sitting in the confessional booth had taught him that much. Especially in these early sessions when he was still getting to know her.
Finally she composed herself. “Sorry.”
“Like I told you at the start of our sessions, you don’t have to apologize to me. All you need to do is be honest. I’m here for you.”
“I just…I realized I hope my daughter doesn’t ever have to go through this shit.”
He reached for his pen. “Daughter?” That wasn’t in her case file. He was told she didn’t have children.
“Yeah. I haven’t seen her since she was a couple of months old. The day I was arrested. I wish I could see her one more time before I move. I know her dad’s taking good care of her, but just to see her, you know?”
He was looking down at his notepad, writing that down. “How old is she now?”
“Just turned three.”
Douglas froze, the priest stepping up, taking full control right now and able to hide his thoughts because the psychologist was totally blindsided and unsure what to do. He slowly looked up at her. Fortunately, her focus was on the sodden tissue in her hand. “Where is she now?”
“I signed custody of her over to Connor, her father. Biological father.”
Motherfucker.
“Connor?”
“Yeah. He was a good friend of mine and…” She sadly laughed and looked up at him. “He’s gay. He was a really good guy, knew him from work. I decided I had managed to finally ditch my family’s druggie curse, right? I decided to go IVF, and asked Connor to donate. He wanted to be a dad. We were going to raise her together. I was going to be a kick-ass mom.” Her smile faded. “Turns out I’m no better than anyone else in my family.”
Oh, shit shit shit!
“Ironically, he’s got the same last name as you—”
“Wait right here for me, please.” Douglas was up and moving before he even realized it. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I need to take care of something.”
Shit shit shit!
Doyle was in his office just down the hall from Douglas’, and the door stood open. Doyle was alone, head bent over his laptop, and not on the phone. He looked up at Douglas’ arrival. “What’s up?”
Douglas toed the doorstop and let the door swing shut behind him. “I have a serious fucking problem,” he softly said.
Doyle sat back and listened, his expression growing grim as Douglas told him.
“Well, fuck,” Doyle said. He pulled up his schedule and glanced through it. “I’m here for two months before I leave again for Mal’s next tour, so I can take her temporarily. We really need to move her to someone else, though. Someone who doesn’t know Connor.” He picked up his office line. “Who’s her caseworker?”
“Helen.”
“Okay.” He dialed her extension, and fortunately, she was in. She hustled over in record time, and agreed Douglas had to hand her case over to Doyle, and that she’d take care of calling the parole officer and updating them. With that settled, the three of them returned to Douglas’ office.
Anna looked confused by Doyle and Helen’s presence. “What’s going on?”
Douglas didn’t bother sitting. “I’m afraid there is a very large conflict of interest for me that I wasn’t aware of. Your case file didn’t mention any children.”
“I didn’t think I had to. My parole officer said since I don’t have custody of her or contact with her that I didn’t need to list her. I signed away my parental rights to her dad.”
“See, that’s the problem. I’m Connor’s husband. Kayleigh’s my step-daughter. I thought your name was Karlie.”
“That’s my middle name. I…I got so used to going by Anna in jail I didn’t bother…you’re her step-father?”
Doyle and Helen took over from that point, finally getting her up and out of his office and over to Doyle’s.
Oh, fuck fuck fuck.
Once the office door swung shut behind them, Douglas slumped into his chair behind his desk.
Submissive hubby wanted to call Connor immediately and update him.
Both the priest and the psychologist jumped on top of him and wrestled him to the ground, where they weren’t going to budge an inch.
Fuck.
 
* * * *
 
Doyle knocked on his door a while later and let it swing shut after Douglas had called for him to come in.
He walked over and sat in one of the chairs in front of his desk. “So. That was…awkward.”
“I’m sorry I had to dump her on you like that.”
“No, it’s okay. I’m the only one who really can take her right now. I mean, Niall could, but that’s really a conflict of interest. I might have…fibbed and not let on I’m as close to Connor as I am. Not fibbed, technically. Omitted.”
“That’s not ethical.”
“And yet, I’m still doing it. Mainly because I’ve already told her and Helen that I’ve got another leave scheduled and can’t take her long-term. We’re going to transfer her to someone else two Mondays from now. Three different counsellors have openings then. If Anna hasn’t moved by the time her one-on-ones end, she’ll get shuffled into Bill Ebbe’s group, and then she’s doubly not my problem.” He eyed Douglas. “So.”
“I was a priest for fifteen years. I can keep a damn secret.”
He slowly nodded. “I didn’t mean to cast aspersions on your dedication to confidentiality, but…reasons.”
“I have to tell him about this, but I won’t tell him details.”
“No, this is more complicated than that.” He steepled his fingers in front of him. “She wants to see Kayleigh.”
“Um, no.”
“Hear me out.”
“I can tell you what Connor’s going to say, and that was a lot less profane than how he’ll say it.”
“Her aunt filed the paperwork with Anna’s parole officer yesterday to start the petition process to transfer her jurisdiction. I just got off the phone with her. The parole officer, that is. They haven’t even told Anna yet. All the parole officer wants is to see another three weeks of clean drug tests, and she said she’ll hand-walk the application to the judge her damn self. Three weeks. That’s it.”
“It’s not a done-deal.”
“No, it’s not. But it’s looking pretty certain.”
“Connor will never allow her to see Kayleigh.”
“She’s willing to have it here, supervised. She just wants to spend a couple of hours with her, that’s all.”
“He’ll never go for it. What happens if she spends that time with her and wants to try to challenge for custody? We’re filing the adoption paperwork next week!”
Doyle sighed. “She doesn’t want custody. She only wants to see her. The aunt already told her if she tries to take custody back from Connor, then the deal is off, she’s on her own. Apparently, she’s Anna’s mother’s older half-sister. Different mothers. No history of addiction with her section of the family. She even says Anna isn’t capable of raising a child, based on her family’s history and Anna’s own past. I didn’t get into everything, because it sounded like an episode of Jerry Springer, but…it’s bad. And there’s a history of sex abuse that hadn’t been disclosed, either. The aunt doesn’t want Kayleigh anywhere near the rest of Anna’s bio-family.”
“Fuck.”
“Exactly.” Doyle leaned forward. “Of course Connor can say no. But…in this case, I think it would be kinder to let it happen. One visit. All she wants is to see that Kayleigh’s healthy and happy and put her mind at ease that she’s made the right decision to let her go. That’s it. Closure. She just wants closure.”
The priest and the psychologist were in agreement it should happen, and were still sitting on the submissive husband, who wanted to get up and scream hell fucking no.
“He won’t say yes.”
Doyle arched an eyebrow at him. “I think you and I both know you can talk him into it.”
“Why don’t you talk him into it?”
“Because I’m not sucking the man’s cock.” He smirked. “Don’t give me that nonsense, you can’t tell him what to do, because you and I both know that’s bullshit. You’re his husband and his slave. He will turn himself inside out to make you happy.”
“This does not make me happy.”
“But you can convince him it’s the right thing to do. For Kayleigh and for Anna.”
“Frankly, he wouldn’t piss on Anna if she was on fire.”
“I know. But he will do anything he has to to be a good father.”
“Kayleigh doesn’t even remember her.”
“I know. But…try. Please? I’d like to schedule it for next Monday. I have the whole afternoon free. We can have the meeting and then I can bring her in for her session to talk about it.”
“What if she tries something?”
“Niall and I can be in there with her. Kayleigh knows Niall, and Anna doesn’t. You guys can stand outside or something. We’ll use the conference room next to my office. This isn’t unusual, for us to bring family in. You know that.”
“It is when it’s a toddler who doesn’t know the parent, and the parent doesn’t even have parental rights anymore.”
Doyle grimaced. “Look, this is between you and me. I’ve had run-ins with one of the directors at the halfway house before. Dedicated woman, but an Evangelical Christian. I’m talking one of those kinds of deep-water Southern Baptists who wants to burn rainbow flags, if you catch my drift? If Anna was to start talking about this around her and making waves about it, I would not put it past that bitch to take it upon herself to turn Anna into a personal cause and cause you two trouble by trying to raise funds for Anna to fight for restoration of her parental rights.”
Douglas slumped back in his chair. “Fuck!”
“Exactly.” Doyle glanced at his watch and stood. “So it would behoove you both to do this, make it happen fast, get Anna to go away even faster, and then let the adoption hopefully go through with no bumps in the road. Anna is convinced that Connor is a good father and a good man who deserves to have full custody of Kayleigh. She agrees she really likes you, and is happy Connor found you, because apparently she knew a little of that story about you guys as kids from Connor telling her. She asked me if you were his childhood friend.
“I told her I couldn’t comment on your personal life, but that I know Kayleigh is happy and well-loved, and has a new little sister. She doesn’t want to rip your family apart. But if someone gets their hooks into Anna and puts ideas in her head, and money in her hand, it wouldn’t shock me if that’s what happens. So maybe figure out a way to impart how crucial it is this visit happens as soon as possible and as smoothly as possible.”
“I’ll talk to him tonight.”
“Good. Let me know in the morning so I can make the arrangements and scheduling changes.” Doyle let the office door swing shut behind him.
Douglas threw his head back and stared at the ceiling.
Fuuuuuuck!
There goes date night.
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
As he drove home with the music cranked, Douglas was not looking forward to having this conversation with Connor.
God, please give me the strength to help my husband through this and show him that this is just and right. And please give me guidance on how to calm him, because I’m really going to need that. Amen.
Douglas opted to get it over with immediately, at home, instead of doing it at the restaurant, or waiting until later. He wanted this done without the girls home and to give Connor the maximum amount of time possible to calm down before they picked up the girls. He arrived home about five minutes before Connor did.
Connor bopped into the house and wore a beaming smile. “Let me hit the bathroom and change shirts, and I’ll be ready to go, babe.” He pecked Douglas on the lips on his way through the living room to the bedroom.
Fuck. He looked so…happy.
Douglas knew damn well he’d be anything but when they finished this conversation.
When Connor emerged from their bedroom, he wore a smile and had changed into a different shirt, one without the dealership’s logo on it. “Ready?”
“Um, no, Master. We need to talk first.”
“Talk?”
“Yes, Master.” Douglas took a deep breath.
“Why does this sound bad?”
“It’s…touchy.”
“Touchy?”
“Yes, Master.” The only way through this hell was through it. “There’s something I need to talk to you about, but I can’t talk about some of it because of patient confidentiality.”
Connor stood with his hands on his hips, legs spread shoulder-width, and stared at him.
It took every ounce of strength Douglas had not to drop to his knees in front of him under that gaze.
“Go on.”
“Karlie’s out of jail. And…I was her counsellor for three weeks.”
“What?”
“I didn’t know who she was then,” he quickly added. “She was listed as Anna Williams in the file. She didn’t tell me her middle name was Karlie, and she didn’t ask me to call her that. I had no idea until she started talking about Kayleigh today, and then she mentioned your name. As soon as I found out who she was, I handed her off to Doyle, because he was the only one with an open slot.”
“This happened today?”
“Yes, Master.”
“And you were talking to her for three weeks?”
“Today was her third session with me, yes. She didn’t mention she even had a child until today.”
Connor turned away from him and laced his hands on top of his head. “Okay. That’s not bad. So you don’t have to deal with her anymore, right?”
“I can’t, because you’re my husband. It’s a conflict of interest.”
He turned back to Douglas. “Then what’s the problem? Because I’m not upset. If you didn’t know who she was until today, that’s not your fault.”
He took a deep breath. “She wants to see Kayleigh.”
Connor’s eyes widened and he dropped his hands. “No fucking way. She lost all rights to her when she put my daughter in danger.”
Douglas let the priest take charge. “I know she signed her rights away. Sometimes, we need to do things we don’t want to do now for the long-term good.” He desperately wanted to tell Connor the full story and knew he couldn’t.
“I’m not risking my daughter’s safety. I can’t believe you’d even ask!”
“It would be a supervised visitation.”
Connor advanced on him. “You are supposed to be on my side!”
Douglas held up his hands but didn’t retreat. “I am on your side, Master.”
“Then tell the bitch to go the fuck away! She signed her rights away when she fucking got arrested and put my daughter in jeopardy. I will not play around with her.”
“All she’s asking is to see Kayleigh. Supervised visitation, for two hours. We’ll bring Kayleigh to the facility and use one of the conference rooms there.”
“Kayleigh doesn’t even know her! Karlie’s been in fucking jail for most of her life! She doesn’t remember her!”
Douglas knew there was a lot of pain, old and recent, filling his husband’s soul. It was like barely cooled lava crust. It looked like he was stable, but if you stepped just wrong, you’d plunge to a very hot and painful death in the molten rock below.
And he had to tread oh, so carefully.
Douglas kept his voice calm, soft, slow. At least this was some small way his experience as a priest, at sometimes having to defuse explosive domestic situations, came in handy.
“If we don’t let her at least visit with Kayleigh this time, she could go get an attorney, and—”
“She can fucking try,” Connor snarled.
“—and they might claim she only agreed to sign the revocation of her rights under duress and drag us into court to try to reverse the whole thing. Which means I wouldn’t be able to adopt her then.”
Connor flinched. Finally, a point his husband seemed to understand and could focus on besides his pain.
Hating himself, Douglas pressed forward, gentling his voice even more. “Connor, we’re so close to having all our dreams finally come true,” he softly said. “Remember what we used to talk about? Wishing we could get married and have kids? This is it.” He gave his husband a moment to process his words. “Please?”
Connor stared at Douglas for a long, tense moment. “I’m not leaving Karlie alone with my daughter.”
Relief washed through Douglas. Connor wasn’t happy about this, but he would eventually say yes. “You won’t have to. Niall and Doyle have already volunteered to be there for it and supervise it.”
“What if she tries to run out with her?”
He’d already thought of this, understanding why Connor would default to worst-case scenarios. “You and I will be standing outside the door, and Doyle or Niall will always be blocking the door on the inside. She won’t be allowed to bring anyone else inside with her, either.” He was making rules up on the fly but knew Doyle would help him sell them to Karlie…Anna…whatever the fuck her name was.
“What if Kayleigh doesn’t want to see her?”
“We need to let her decide that.”
“She’s fucking three years old, Douglas. She can’t decide if she wants to pick her nose or eat grapes.”
“If we don’t let this happen, it could get really ugly really fast. Like, maybe the newspaper picks it up and some asshole who hates gays starts a GoFundMe for her legal fees or something. That kind of ugly. It behooves us to set a precedent of not being unreasonable. We don’t give her a reason to try to get an attorney.
“She knows she fucked up. She knows you have full custody. She’s not trying to challenge that. All she wants is to see her. Two hours one afternoon, before her appointment with Doyle. That’s all. I don’t think that’s unreasonable. She just wants closure.” He studied Connor. “And if you weren’t in so much pain and feeling so scared, I think you’d agree it’s reasonable, too.”
Connor pulled at his hair, then laced his hands together on top of his head and turned away from him, walking over to the windows looking out into the backyard.
Their backyard, where they now had so many plans to do things as a family.
Their family.
A house already full of memories, old ones, good ones that he could now fondly look back on without it ripping his heart out of his soul.
A house primed to see more good memories be made, already being made on a daily basis. His husband, and their daughters.
Connor didn’t face him, but Douglas didn’t like how low and dark Connor’s voice sounded. “What if she tries something?”
“Like what?”
“Like hurting her?”
“She won’t have any weapons on her.”
“What if she says something to her?”
“We’ll have the right to end the session early. Kayleigh knows Niall. She trusts him. He’s Uncle Niall to her. He knows her. Do you honestly think he would sit there and let something happen to her? Or Doyle? Doyle and Niall will have override rights to end things early if they think it’s harming Kayleigh in any way.”
“Why should I agree to this? Give me one fucking good reason!”
Douglas wished he could give him the best reason of all, but it meant violating patient confidentiality, and he couldn’t.
Not even to put his husband’s mind at ease.
Douglas walked over to him, gently wrapping his arms around him from behind and resting his chin on his right shoulder. “Because you’re a good dad. If Kayleigh ever asks us later on if her mom tried to have contact with her, we can be honest and say yes. And that we made the tough call to let her have that contact.”
“You sound like you don’t think she’ll hang around.”
Even this was pushing the barrier. “I…don’t know.”
Connor turned in his arms. “What aren’t you telling me?”
“Please don’t ask me that, Master.”
“Tell me!” He grabbed Douglas by the throat, but Douglas didn’t flinch, didn’t pull away, didn’t panic. This was another loyalty test, even if Connor didn’t consciously realize it.
Douglas maintained his gaze, looking Connor in the eyes, knowing his husband was at the edge of his control because one of the only two things in the world more precious to Connor than Douglas was being threatened.
“I can’t tell you,” Douglas said, knowing he’d have to admit this much. “It was something I learned before I realized who she was and alerted the caseworker and got her transferred to Doyle.”
Connor’s expression hardened, even as his fingers tightened around Douglas’ throat. “I’m giving you a direct order, boy. Fucking tell me.”
Still, Douglas stood there, refusing to react and trying to breathe through his growing panic, choosing to trust.
Choosing to believe.
If Connor really wanted to harm him, Douglas wouldn’t stop him, wouldn’t fight back. His husband was in pain and scared, and that wasn’t something Douglas could fix for him.
But he refused to believe his husband would cross that line. Ever. Not even through all of Connor’s dark bluster and the even darker look in his eyes.
All Douglas could do was pray his husband trusted him as much as he trusted Connor.
“Do you trust me, Master?” he managed.
Connor leaned in, his face twisted in rage. “How many fucking pedophiles did you stand by and protect during your years as a priest?”
“Zero. The worst crime anyone ever confessed to me was backing into a car in a parking lot and driving away without leaving a note on the windshield.”
“What if you had? Sanctity of the confessional, and all that bullshit.”
This was something he’d struggled with during seminary but had come to accept before ordination. “I would have reported it to the police, and I would have been excommunicated for doing it.”
Douglas grimly smiled. “And I would have taken down a lot of people in the Church with me when I went. When I gathered information on him about your case, I made sure to hold on to that and other information I stumbled across, like women who were paid off, babies being supported, things like that. I would have dumped it all in some reporter’s e-mail and watched the fireworks.”
Connor blinked as his rage evaporated. “Really?” His grip loosened on Douglas’ throat.
“Really. No way in hell would I have stood by, priest or not, and let that happen to another child. I was willing to take the risk. I wanted to try to protect from within. So again, I ask you—do you trust me, Master?”
Connor stared at him for several minutes without speaking.
Douglas waited him out.
“I’ll only agree to it if you’re in there with her, too,” Connor finally said. “And one hour. Kayleigh’s only three. If it goes well, I might allow another visitation like that, but don’t you dare tell her that.” He finally released Douglas’ throat. “And yes, of course I trust you.”
Douglas breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Master. I’ll tell them and set it up. We won’t tell them that you’ll allow another visitation. She’s only asking for the one. Let’s not offer more than we need to.”
If they were lucky, she’d be moving in a few weeks, and it would be moot after that point anyway.
Not that he could tell Connor that. If she related that to Connor herself, fine.
But…he couldn’t. It was already dicey enough that he’d had as much contact with her as he’d had. He couldn’t lose this job. His benefits were better than Connor’s, and they’d already switched Connor and Kayleigh’s health insurance to his plan.
Connor stared at him again, peering deep into his eyes. Douglas couldn’t help it when he felt his face flush, heat in his cheeks.
“Is she moving or something?” Connor quietly asked.
“Please don’t ask me things I can’t answer, Connor.”
He stepped closer, his voice dropping even more as a predatory smile quirked his lips. “You’re not allowed to lie to me, boy.”
He swallowed hard. “I know, Master…Connor. I’m not lying, I swear. You’ll know the answer soon enough. I’m only asking you to trust me.”
“She dying or something?”
Connor wasn’t going to give up, and Douglas knew it, but he needed to try to hold the line.
He didn’t answer.
Connor startled him when he swept Douglas into his arms and kissed him, tipping him back and crushing his lips, plunging his tongue into Douglas’ mouth and fucking him with it intently, making Douglas wish it was Connor’s cock fucking his—
“Tell me, baby. Confess to me, and let me hold your secrets,” Connor whispered against Douglas’ lips. “She’s moving, isn’t she?”
“Yes,” he breathed before he even realized he’d answered.
Victory narrowed Connor’s gaze before he slanted another crushing kiss over Douglas’ lips. “My beautiful boy,” Connor whispered. “Such a very good boy for me.”
All his will fled. But before he could pull away, Connor laid one more kiss on him, melting him, turning him into a compliant puddle of need and want.
Then Connor stood him up again and released him, smiling down at him, helping him straighten his shirt.
“I trust you,” Connor said, his smile fading. “I know you love Kayleigh as much as I do. Let’s get it over with as soon as possible. The sooner, the better, right?”
“Yes, Master. Next Monday afternoon.” Still, relief filled him. He knew Connor wouldn’t tell anyone he’d squealed. That wasn’t the problem.
The problem was it wasn’t a sure thing—yet—that she was moving. It was the probable thing. The likely thing.
Not the definite thing.
“I don’t think you should have contact with her,” Douglas added.
“Why?”
“Because if you get upset and go off, that doesn’t look good.” Not that he believed Connor would get physical with her, because he knew Connor wouldn’t do that. Not unless he or one of the girls was in danger. He was used to Connor’s “hands-on” ways as a sort of pressure relief for the man, and Douglas had always happily played that role for him, even as kids, knowing it helped him cope.
Knowing it spoke to the level of trust Connor had in him, too.
Douglas pressed. “Please, let me handle this. I’m your husband, and she knows that now. I promise I’ll handle this. Doyle’s office is right next to one of the conference rooms. You can wait in his office until Karlie’s inside, then I’ll bring Kayleigh out to you when it’s over while Doyle and Niall talk to her.”
“But you’ll be in there, with Kayleigh, right?”
Douglas nodded. “I will, if that’s what you want.”
“Okay.” He rested his forehead against Douglas’. “I trust you. I know you’ll keep her safe.”
Douglas just hoped he could get Connor through this stress with all their respective sanities intact. “Do you want to cancel dinner tonight?”
Connor frowned. “No, why?”
“I’d understand if you want to.”
Connor pulled him in for another hug. “No, baby. I want to live our lives. Like you said, this is our life. This is what we always wanted and dreamed of. I’m not wasting a minute of it.”
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
Douglas stopped by Doyle’s office first thing Tuesday morning. “Okay.”
Doyle leaned back in his chair, smiling. “See? How many strokes did he give you?”
Douglas rolled his eyes. “None. I told him the truth—that being married and having kids is something we’d always dreamed about and never thought could happen. Now that it is, it’d be stupid to do something to jeopardize it.”
“Ah, logic. Smart thinking.”
“He’s not happy.”
“I’m sure he’s not.”
“And here are the rules.” Douglas wouldn’t back down or allow Connor to make any further concessions. He’d already made the biggest one by allowing this to happen in the first place.
Doyle jotted them down, nodding as Douglas listed the conditions. “Okay, that’s all fair and reasonable. I’ll coordinate with Niall about his schedule. I agree we should have him there, too.”
The week passed…stressfully. The more things change, the more they stay the same. Connor still dealt with deep stresses by getting snappish—with Douglas, not with Kayleigh—and needing space. Which Douglas gave him. The submissive hubby wanted to throw down with Karlie/Anna for putting his Master in that mood, making him worry, and the priest and psychologist had to hold him back.
Connor seemed to realize he was doing this, and would head out really early in the morning to go work out, leaving the girls in Douglas’ care. Then he’d hit the gym again after work, sometimes not returning home until just before Kayleigh’s bedtime. Douglas knew this was his coping mechanism because Connor had outright told him that a couple of weeks ago. Douglas had asked him why he’d gotten into working out in the first place, since neither of them had been fond of sports as kids.
It’d helped him cope with the anger, the stress. A focus.
With Douglas gone, the only “safe” release he’d had, the only trusted outlet. Much in the same way Douglas had turned to working out as a masochistic outlet.
Douglas didn’t push, didn’t accuse, didn’t try to manage him. Connor needed to do this in his way, and in his time. They didn’t tell Kayleigh what was going to happen, either. Douglas, Niall, and Doyle agreed it would be best for her, the least disruptive, to wait and tell her the day it was going to happen, right before the actual event.
Sunday evening, after Kayleigh was asleep in bed, Connor sought Douglas out where he was sitting on the living room couch, curled up on it with him, and laid his head in Douglas’ lap.
“I’m sorry,” Connor whispered. “I’m just so scared.”
Douglas sighed, relieved that Connor was finally opening up. He ran his fingers through Connor’s hair, rubbing his scalp the way he’d always loved, the way that had always soothed him.
“I know. But I have no reason to believe there will be a problem tomorrow.”
“What if she sees her and decides oh, now that she’s not a tiny baby anymore and less work, that she wants Kayleigh in her life?”
He stroked Connor’s hair. “I seriously doubt that will happen.”
“And you can’t tell me why.”
“I’ve told you too much. And, FYI, no fair pulling rank on me and flipping me into slave-space for that info you already got, either.”
The tiniest of smiles quirked the corners of Connor’s mouth. “Not apologizing for it.”
“I know you aren’t, asshole.”
Connor snickered. A little one, but, again, it gave Douglas hope.
“Just remember,” Douglas added, “this is my job. Do not, under any circumstances, let on that I revealed that much to you. We have better health insurance now than you did before. I know you were paying the bills on your own before I showed up, but give a fella his pride, huh?”
Connor felt for his hand, laced fingers with him, and pulled it to his lips to kiss it. “I love you, baby. So fucking much.”
“I love you, too.”
“Thank you for coming back.”
His grief over Mackie’s death hadn’t magically vanished now that he was with Connor, but he’d be lying if he denied marrying Connor hadn’t allowed him to compartmentalize things in a way that made it easy for him to dip out more manageable doses of grief on his own schedule.
He could…function.
“You’re stuck with me for life, Husband,” he softly said. “Just try getting rid of me.” He played with Connor’s hair.
Connor squeezed his hand hard and long, burying his face against Douglas’ stomach.
Douglas sat there, stroking Connor’s hair with his other hand as he watched TV and pretended Connor wasn’t crying.
Because in this case, he knew that’s exactly what Connor wanted.
 
* * * *
 
Douglas expected they would leave Zee with Etsu when Connor picked Kayleigh up early with the excuse that they were going to have lunch with Douglas.
But when Connor showed up at Douglas’ office fifteen minutes before he was expecting him, Connor still wore his sunglasses inside and had both Zee’s carrier and her diaper bag with him.
“Papa!” Kayleigh ran around Douglas’ desk and threw herself at him, almost nailing him in the nuts as she climbed into his lap, but Douglas was getting better about that, at least.
He caught her and sat her on his lap after kissing her cheek. “Hello, Princess.” He’d thought it might get confusing calling them both Princess, but Kayleigh had come up with her own nickname for Zee, besides Angel or Sunshine, that quickly stuck and made both men silently snicker—Rainbow.
“Because she bwightens up youw faces,” Kayleigh had said. “Wike a wainbow in de sky.”
Neither man could argue with her logic, or the truth in her words.
Out of the mouths of babes.
“Daddy said we’re goin’ to wunch.”
Connor remained darkly silent and left his sunglasses on, even as he removed Zee from her carrier and sat with her resting on a burp rag on his shoulder. Also answered Douglas’ silent question about whether or not he’d said anything to Kayleigh about today.
No help there. “We will, but there’s something we need to do first.”
“What?”
“You know how we talked about Mackie? Zee’s mommy?”
“Yeah. She’s in Heaven.”
“Right. Remember how you asked about your mommy?”
Kayleigh scowled. “She’s not a nice pehrson.”
“It’s not that she’s not nice, but…” He struggled how to phrase it and realized Connor would have to just suck it up, in this case. “She made bad choices. She broke the law. She’s not a bad person, but some people shouldn’t be parents, and she knows she shouldn’t be. But she wants to see you.”
Kayleigh crossed her arms over her chest and scowled, a miniature, female copy of Connor. “Why?”
He couldn’t admit why Anna wanted to see Kayleigh without admitting he’d breached patient confidentiality. “Because she’s out of jail and asked to see you.”
“Oh.” She looked over at Connor. “You know ’bout dis?”
Oh, Lord. If it wasn’t for the circumstances, Douglas would be laughing his ass off.
But there wasn’t a hint of humor in Connor’s expression. “I know, Princess.”
“You okay wi’ dis, Daddy?”
Holy shitballs.
Connor nodded. “I am. You don’t have to see her if you don’t want to. Or if you meet her and decide to leave, you can. Papa, Uncle Niall, and Uncle Doyle will all be there with you.”
“I don’t haf to go nowhere wit’ her?”
“No, sweetheart. You’re not going anywhere with her. This is the only time you’ll meet her. I wanted to give you the chance to see her, if you wanted.”
“She’s not my mommy. Mommies don’t do bad things.”
“Sometimes,” Douglas said, trying to regain control of this, “mommies make really bad mistakes. It’s okay to be angry over that.”
Kayleigh’s gaze narrowed, identical to how Connor sometimes looked at him. Douglas suddenly had a premonition that raised gooseflesh all over him, of an adult version of his daughter standing over a submissive and eyeing them.
Yep.
“I haf you and Daddy and Zee. I don’ need a mommy. I haf Etsu. I had Lana, but she got sick.”
“We told her she could see you for up to an hour. If you don’t want to see her that long, you don’t have to.”
“Why can’t Daddy go in?”
“Because Daddy won’t play nice,” Connor growled.
Kayleigh studied Connor for a moment before looking back to Douglas. “Daddy’s not happy.”
“No, he’s not, sweetheart. I’m not exactly happy either.”
“Den why I got to do dis?”
He took a deep breath. “Sometimes, we do things because we’re given grace.”
“Wike a meal?”
“No, not like a meal.” He caught Connor’s grim smile and continued. “My religion teaches me that God is love, and God forgives people who are really sorry. As people, if we have a chance to be kind, even when we don’t have to, that’s giving grace to someone else. Choosing to be kind, even when there’s no benefit to ourselves.”
He was a little encouraged to see Connor’s expression ease just a bit, and he sniffled.
Still, sunglasses stayed on.
“So I sould be nice to her…because I can?”
“Because you don’t have to be, but being nice to her for a little while, and,” he quickly added, “since it’s safe to do so, because I’ll be there, is okay. If you want to.”
She chewed that over. “What about Zee?”
“Zee’s staying here with Daddy.”
“Where do I haf to go?”
“Doyle’s office is close by. There’s a room next to it.”
“Wight here?”
“Yes, right here in the building. Daddy will wait for us in Doyle’s office.”
“And Papa will have his phone on so I can hear what’s going on.”
He looked at Connor. Okay, that was a new and last-minute wrinkle, but he nodded. They could put speakerphone mode on, and Connor could mute his.
She finally nodded. “Okay. I suppose.” She frowned. “But we need to haf a tawk about dis wayter.”
Connor finally smiled, and even took off his sunglasses, revealing his red, puffy eyes. “Oh, we definitely will have a talk about this later, Princess,” Connor told her, even as his gaze met Douglas’. “Don’t worry.”
 
* * * *
 
Doyle let Douglas know when they had Anna in the conference room, and waited for them in his office while Niall sat with Anna.
Connor had left Zee’s carrier in Douglas’ office, opting to carry her in his arms. Douglas didn’t miss that she now wore her princess dress from the day of their wedding.
And Kayleigh was wearing hers too, he realized. Elsa from Frozen. He knew that now, knew that Connor had bought it for her a couple of months ago when she’d seen it. He might be a tough-ass Dom, but Daddy’s little Princess had him wrapped around her fingers. He must have changed them both before leaving Etsu’s.
And Connor was holding on to Zee, his security blanket, his other daughter.
The barely constrained fear in his husband’s face that he was about to lose Kayleigh wasn’t missed by Douglas.
Have faith in me, Husband. I won’t fail you.
Kayleigh asked Douglas to pick her up and carry her, and he thought maybe that was best.
“Where’s Unca Niwall?” she asked Doyle.
“He’s waiting for us. Ready?”
“No,” Kayleigh said while Douglas said, “Yes.”
She scowled at Douglas. “Daddy’s not happy.”
“It’s okay,” Connor said. He’d set Zee’s diaper bag down in a chair, but was hovering close to Doyle’s office door. They’d already connected the conference call, and Douglas had stowed his phone in his shirt pocket.
Connor kissed Kayleigh’s head. “Go on, then we’ll go eat lunch with Papa.” His gaze met Douglas’ for one last moment, his unspoken message clear.
Please don’t let me down, boy.
He sent a silent message back—I promise I won’t, Master.
Douglas followed Doyle out, Kayleigh in his arms. Nervous, Douglas watched the door to Doyle’s office swing fully shut behind them before Doyle arched his brow at him.
Douglas nodded and followed Doyle into the conference room.
Anna sat talking with Niall at the end of the table closest to the door. At the sight of Kayleigh, her eyes widened and she started crying, dabbing at her tears with a tissue.
Doyle took point. “Anna, this is Connor’s daughter, Kayleigh.”
“And Papa’s,” Kayleigh insisted, now clinging to Douglas’ neck and damn near choking him.
He shifted her on his hip, much the way Connor had shifted her on his hip that first Sunday, away from the threat, putting himself between Kayleigh and Anna.
Anna smiled. “I know. I heard Daddy got married.”
Douglas had seen less obvious reads from drag queens, the look up and down Kayleigh gave Anna, but she didn’t say anything.
Doyle tried again. “Anna wanted to spend a little time with you. She’s going to be moving soon.”
Whew. At least that got him off the hook for tattling. He suspected Connor was likely shedding relieved tears over that confirmation.
“I’m not goin’ wif you.”
Anna shook her head. “No, Kayleigh. You’re going to stay here with Daddy and Papa. I hear you have a little sister now.”
Aaaaand…they were off. Kayleigh was nothing if not an enthusiastic big sister. She started talking about Zee, and helping assemble her crib, and that she was going to help the men go through her old clothes and toys and find stuff for Zee, and—
Yeah.
Kayleigh didn’t make any motion to get down, so Douglas stood there holding her, and managed to catch Doyle’s eye and shoot him an amused look.
He barely nodded, returning his focus to Anna and Kayleigh.
After about twenty minutes, Douglas thought his arms were going to fall off, but Kayleigh finally asked to be set down. Instead of choosing a seat next to Anna, she climbed up into the one next to Niall and threw her arms around him in a hug.
“Hi, Unca Niwall.”
He hugged her back. “Hi, sweetheart.”
Anna’s smile looked painful to Douglas. He opted to remain standing, close enough to send a message and intervene, if necessary, but not hovering over Anna. Doyle, he noticed, also remained standing, arms crossed over his chest and positioned directly between Anna and the door.
Then Anna turned to Douglas. “May I give her something? I asked Doyle, and he said it would be up to you.”
Doyle leaned in and whispered into Douglas’ ear, “Picture album.”
Douglas nodded. “Okay.”
She’d had a small gift bag sitting on the floor under the table. Douglas hadn’t spotted it before. She set it on the table and slowly slid it over to Kayleigh. “This is for you.”
Douglas helped her take the photo album out. The album itself was a basic, cheap one, and many of the pictures were obviously taken with a low-quality phone or camera and then printed out at a drugstore.
But she’d written under all of them who the people were, or what the pictures represented, and, in some cases, when they were taken.
“You can’t come with me,” she said, “because I don’t have a lot of good people in my life. But I wanted you to have something for you to look back on. There’s some pictures of Daddy in there, too. Toward the back.”
Douglas helped her flip the pages, and, sure enough, there were some of Anna and a younger Connor. There were also some of Connor alone, a few taken while he’d been working on cars at the dealership, one of him in shorts and watching TV, another of him smiling and accepting some sort of award from a younger version of his boss. And a few others.
Pictures of her pregnant, her baby shower.
Connor shedding tears as he watched a sonogram tech with her hand on Anna’s very pregnant belly.
A very proud Connor holding newborn Kayleigh where Anna could see her.
Connor asleep on a sofa, no shirt on, infant Kayleigh asleep on his chest.
A picture so very much like his own it made Douglas’ heart ache. Even in this, separated by years and miles, their lives had echoed each other in so many unseen, unknown ways.
Kayleigh crooked her finger at Douglas, and he leaned in.
“Do I haf to say gwace now, too, Papa?”
He snorted. “No, sweetheart. That’s for meals. You can say thank you.”
She nodded and looked at Anna. “Tank you.”
“You’re welcome. I…” She grabbed a tissue. “Daddy and Papa love you very much. I love you, too, and I’m sorry I have to leave. I want you to know you have done nothing wrong. I’m really sorry that I can’t take care of you. But I’m sick, and did some things I shouldn’t have done. I just wanted to see you one more time before I move, because I have a feeling I’ll never see you again.”
“Do you wan’ a hug?”
Anna nodded. “If you’d like to give me one.”
Kayleigh got down and walked over to her and hugged her. “Do you want to take a pichur of me?”
Douglas was about to say hold up when the conference room door opened and there stood Connor, holding Zee.
Oh, fuckballs.
 
* * * *
 
It was the part about grace that did it. When Kayleigh asked Douglas that, and Connor thinking about what Douglas explained to her in his office only minutes earlier.
Grace.
What had been long lacking in his own life, feeling like he had none, wasn’t worthy of it, even after Kayleigh was born.
Grace.
“It’s okay,” Connor said, letting the door swing shut behind him. “Take a few pictures of them together, if Kayleigh wants to.”
Kayleigh nodded.
Karlie tearfully smiled. “Thanks, Connor.”
He nodded and shifted Zee on his shoulder. He kept his tone low and calm so Kayleigh didn’t catch on. “You can’t have her, Karlie. You promised me you’d never come back and take her away from me. That was the deal we made when I gave you the money.”
“I know. I’m not. I’m happy for you and Douglas. I’m going to be living close to my parents, and she should not be around them.”
Connor finally nodded. “Give Doyle your e-mail address, and I’ll send you pictures every so often. If you want them.”
“Thank you.”
Niall took the pictures for her with Karlie’s phone. Then Connor pulled his phone out and nudged Douglas with it after disconnecting the call. “Take a couple for Kayleigh, please.”
Douglas nodded and did it.
He couldn’t help staring at Karlie. She looked, no shit, at least ten or more years older than when he’d last seen her. Without coloring her hair anymore, her brown hair was now thickly layered with grey, shoulder-length and pulled back with an elastic band. No makeup, either, her nails natural and unpolished, cut short and blunt. She wore jeans and a plain navy blue T-shirt, with black sneakers.
Nothing like the woman he’d known before, who was always well-dressed and put together. He’d ended up with a couple of boxes of her things that she’d had a friend of hers grab from her condo for her, photo albums, stuff that’d been Kayleigh’s, things that Kayleigh might want later.
But Karlie had nothing.
And he literally had his dreams come true.
Grace.
He took a deep breath and let it go, choosing to stand near the door, leaning against the wall with Zee asleep on his shoulder.
Less than twenty minutes later, Karlie was standing to go. “Thank you, Connor. I mean it. I know I screwed up. Thank you for letting me say good-bye. I know you didn’t have to, and I appreciate it. You’re a great father, really. Thank you for taking her.”
He nodded.
She paused by him and looked at Zee. “She’s beautiful.”
He felt pride puff his soul a little, even though he knew he had no hand in what Zee looked like. “Thanks.”
“I know you always missed him. I’m glad you two found each other. You really look…younger than you did. You were happy after Kayleigh was born, but you look even happier now.”
“We are happy. Douglas is adopting her next week, and I’m adopting Zee. We’re a family.”
“If I e-mail about sending birthday gifts or Christmas gifts—”
“I’ll send you info. But I swear, Karlie, don’t you dare give any of your relatives my address, or any info about her. Don’t post her picture on Facebook, nothing. You do that, you might as well forget about her. Nothing negative about your life, or the people in it, better touch hers. Ever.”
“I promise.”
Connor nodded. “Okay.”
“I’m really sorry I screwed up,” she softly said. “Thank you, again, for today. I just needed the closure, I swear. That’s all. I needed to know I made the right choice.”
Connor nodded and offered her a handshake, and she gave him a sad smile as they shook.
She turned to Douglas and stuck her hand out, but he offered her a hug.
That was the priest in his boy, Connor was sure.
She was a woman in pain who might never find true peace in her life. Connor would let Kayleigh have a good memory of today, a good lesson.
Grace.
He’d show grace.
She turned to Kayleigh one more time. “Thank you for talking to me today.”
Kayleigh walked over and gave her one more hug. “Tank you for the pichurs.” Then she held her hands up to Douglas for him to pick her up.
He did.
Once Karlie left, Niall carried the gift bag for them and ducked out to retrieve Zee’s diaper bag from Doyle’s office before he walked with them back to Douglas’ office.
“Ye want to chat fer a few minutes?” Niall asked Connor. “I still have free time.”
Connor looked to Douglas.
“Why don’t you go?” Douglas said. “I’ll take the girls outside and let Kayleigh see the fountain. Zee’s due for a bottle. Come find us when you’re done, and then we’ll go to lunch.”
Connor leaned in for a kiss and followed Niall. Once they were alone in his office, Niall patted Connor on the shoulder before sitting. “I’m proud o’ ye.”
“I’ve been blessed. If I can’t show Kayleigh how to have grace for someone, then I don’t deserve to be a father.”
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Connor fixed Zee a bottle before he headed outside with her and Kayleigh. He’d sit in the shade of a tree and feed her while Kayleigh could run around and play in the kid-friendly garden, including a large play fountain area and playground equipment.
As he settled against the base of one of the oak trees, he watched Kayleigh play while Zee took her bottle.
Thank You, Lord. I think Connor really needed this today. Thank You for softening his heart and showing him Your grace. Thank You for letting this go smoothly. And thank You for not jerking him around. He really needed to see grace in action. Amen.
Kayleigh had dozed off next to him in the grass when Connor walked up to them about forty minutes later and sat down on Douglas’ other side.
“You okay?” Douglas asked.
Connor nodded and leaned his head against Douglas.
Douglas draped his arm around him and nuzzled the top of his head. “You’re a great dad,” he whispered. “And you’re a beautiful soul.”
“What if she fucks us over?” Connor softly asked.
“I don’t think she will.”
“But what if she does?”
Douglas encouraged him to lie down, his head in Douglas’ lap. He stroked his hair. “Do you trust me, Husband?”
“Yes.” Connor laced fingers with him.
“Then let me handle the worrying. You focus on being a great dad.”
“Did I do the right thing?”
“I think so.”
“Did Kayleigh talk about her?”
“Nope. She played for a while. Then she asked me about the fountain, and about what I do, and when we’re going to get lunch. After that, she laid down and promptly fell asleep.”
Connor brought Douglas’ hand to his lips and kissed it. “Love you, Papa.”
Douglas smiled down at him, and, yes, Connor did look younger than he did in pictures of him he’d seen. “Love you, too, Daddy. Ready to go eat?”
“Can we just lay here for a few more minutes?”
“Of course we can.” Connor didn’t release his hand, and Douglas made no move to pull free. Connor kept Douglas’ hand clutched in both of his, tucked tightly against his chest, where Douglas could feel every beat of his heart.
 
* * * *
 
Friday evening, Douglas had picked up the girls from Etsu and stopped by the grocery store, and still managed to make it home and get dinner started before Connor arrived home.
“Daddy’s home!” Kayleigh ran to the front door when she heard it open, and Connor returned with her in his arms.
“Yay, Daddy’s home.” Douglas grinned, earning himself a wink before Connor leaned in to kiss him.
“Smells good, babe. How soon?”
“About fifteen minutes.”
“Shower?”
Douglas waggled his eyebrows at him. “I figured we could do that later, after dinner, Daddy.”
The hint was clearly taken, because Connor answered with another wink. “Help me set the table, Princess,” Connor said, carrying her over to the silverware drawer and holding her so she could pull it open.
It almost felt like the years apart had never happened. Had it not been for their two beautiful daughters, and the urn that sat on a shelf in the living room next to a framed copy of the picture of Mackie holding Zee in the hospital, Douglas would have a hard time believing he’d spent a week apart from Connor, much less nearly a quarter century.
With the stress of the visit between Karlie/Anna and Kayleigh over, Connor had visibly relaxed and returned to his previously playful self. Things were only better between them than they’d been as kids, which was hard for Douglas to believe.
They’d been pretty damn good back then.
Maybe they were even better now because they could appreciate what they had, who they were, and recognize their blessings.
After dinner, and cleaning up the kitchen, they got the girls bathed, but Zee was still awake instead of falling asleep. Instead of making Kayleigh go straight to bed, they settled on the sofa with her, music on instead of the TV, and Connor read to her from The Cat in the Hat.
Once that was finished, Douglas stood and stretched. “Ready to go to bed, Princess?”
She grinned and shook her head.
“No? Do I need to do the ‘go to bed’ dance?”
She giggled. “Dere’s no such thing, Papa.”
“Sure there is.”
Connor snorted.
“What?”
“You, dance?”
It was good to see his guy smile. “I can dance.”
Connor snorted again. “Since when?”
Douglas raised his arms over his head and swiveled his hips—at least he tried to—in time with the music playing. Brothers Osborne, of course, their song “Shoot Me Straight.”
“See? Dancing.” No, he couldn’t get too grindy with Kayleigh sitting right there, had to keep it family-friendly, but he dropped Connor a wink.
Connor grinned, erasing years and lines from his face. “Oooh, the boy is tight.” He rose from the couch and stepped in close, swaying back and forth in time with him, circling him as Kayleigh started giggling on the couch.
Laughter. It filled their home, and Douglas silently gave thanks every time he heard it, whether it was from Kayleigh or, himself or Connor.
Especially from Connor.
Finally, they got the girls put to bed—Zee finally falling asleep with a full tummy—and it was time for the adults to play.
Douglas locked the bedroom door behind them and let Connor lead him into the bathroom. He wasn’t sure what kind of mood his Master was in tonight, but it didn’t matter.
Whatever mood Connor needed from him, that’s what Douglas would give him.
That’s what made him happy—making Connor happy, making their daughters happy.
“Remember when we were kids,” Connor said as they climbed into the shower, “and you’d snuggle around me so I could go to sleep?” He pulled Douglas into his arms.
“Yeah?”
Connor kissed him. “I haven’t slept so good in years, until you came back.”
“You’re the big spoon now, though.” He traced circles along Connor’s back, his ass, his hands settling there.
“I still sleep better with you back. Doesn’t matter if you’re curled up around me or I’m curled up around you. It’s just knowing you’re in bed with me.”
Douglas slowly rocked his hips against Connor’s as they kissed. Sure, two showers a day was overkill, but they got up together every morning and it was now a bonding ritual for them. A few minutes to wake up together, usually not talking much.
Evening showers were usually for chilling out and making love.
Like this.
“I can dance.” He held on to Connor’s hips and ground against him, earning him a smile.
“That’s not dancing, that’s fucking. Although you are very good at that.” He easily shifted Douglas in his arms and started dancing with him. “That’s dancing.”
“We should go dancing some time.”
“Maybe we can go up to the Toucan in a couple of months and spend the weekend. I’ll take you dancing then.” Connor nibbled on his neck and Douglas felt his stubble scratchy against his skin.
“I’d like that. Never been anywhere like that before.”
“Better never go anywhere like that unless I’m with you.” Connor rubbed his nose against Douglas’. “Because that’s our time together.”
“Yes, Master.”
Connor kissed his way down Douglas’ neck, to his left nipple, and nipped him. “Would you mind growing your beard back?”
“Is that a request or an order, Master?”
Connor straightened. “Your choice.”
“Would it make you happy for me to do it?”
“Maybe. I’d like a chance to see it again. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to do it justice the last time and appreciate it fully.” He smirked.
“You think it’ll scare the girls? I was kind of woolly.”
“They love their Papa. If something’s going to scare them, it won’t be that. It’ll be Papa’s dancing.” Connor snickered as Douglas poked him in the side.
“I think maybe you could take me to bed and persuade me, Daddy.”
Connor grinned, the light-hearted boy right there on the surface. “Oooh, watch out or I’ll make you keep calling me that.”
“Husband,” Douglas said, leaning in for another kiss. “That’s the one I want to scream from the rooftops.”
Connor nuzzled him, a soft sigh escaping him. “Say it again.”
Douglas kissed along his jaw to his ear. “Husband. My husband.”
Connor’s hard cock twitched between them, pressed against Douglas’, which was also hard.
They finished their shower and headed to bed, where Connor kissed every inch of his chest, his abs, down to his cock. He eagerly settled between his husband’s thighs and palmed his sac.
“Let’s see how persuasive I can be.” He wrapped his fingers around the base of Douglas’ cock and licked him, sac to tip and back again, soon making him beg and squirm under his mouth and hands.
“Please!”
“Please what?”
 
* * * *
 
Connor loved making Douglas beg. “Please make me come, Master.”
“Mmm-hmm.” Connor turned around, pinning him down in a sixty-nine, because he knew his boy would take forever to come for him if he didn’t.
His sweet boy.
His husband.
His.
Douglas eagerly sucked Connor’s cock down his throat. Before long, Connor was fucking his mouth, even as he bobbed up and down on his husband’s cock.
Heaven.
Absolute heaven.
He took his time tonight because they could sleep in tomorrow morning. One of the perks of him being the head of the dealership’s service department was usually not having to work on weekends, and Douglas didn’t, either.
Unlike when they were kids and didn’t always have a whole weekend together, or had chores to do, or homework.
They could spend the weekend focused on their daughters and on each other.
He knew Douglas still mourned Mackie, and didn’t want him to feel guilty for enjoying what they had now.
If there’s anyone up there, thank You for bringing her into his life. And thank You for Zee. And for bringing Douglas back to me. Amen.
He mouthed the length of Douglas’ cock, down, up again, swallowing it and taking long, slow pulls on it. He relished his pre-cum, loved knowing this man was officially his for life.
A literal dream come true.
It was that thought that tripped Connor’s orgasm, sooner than he’d planned to go off. He’d wanted to take Douglas with him. But with his husband moaning around his cock, all Connor could do was start fucking his mouth and bobbing his head up and down.
Fortunately, Douglas came moments later while Connor was moaning around his cock. When Connor finally collapsed, rolling off him, he dragged himself around on the bed and snuggled against Douglas, facing him, pulling Douglas’ arms around him.
Connor wanted to be the little spoon tonight.
It wasn’t a Top or bottom thing, it was a “be cuddled by his husband” thing.
Connor had spent too damn many years alone to feel apologetic that he wanted to snuggle against his man.
A leg hooked over Douglas’, his arm draped over him, and his head pressed against the man’s chest.
Douglas’ arms around him.
Like they used to sleep all the time, leaving Connor feeling safe.
The best sleeping aid ever—the security of Douglas wrapped around him.
“I love you so fucking much,” Connor whispered against his chest.
Douglas chuckled. “I love you, too. But don’t say fucking in front of the girls.”
He snickered when Connor poked him in the side.
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
Douglas never thought he could love Connor more than he did at this moment. Especially knowing what he knew about the man and what he’d endured and survived.
The complete and utter trust and love his husband held in him blew him away.
He also looked damned good in his suit and tie.
They sat in the front row, Connor holding a sleeping Zee in his arms and Kayleigh sitting on Douglas’ lap. Because of the girls’ ages, this would take place first, so they could take them to the Unitarian Universalist church’s nursery and then return for the rest of the service.
Rev. Sellis assumed her usual place, standing on the church’s small stage at the front of the congregation as the sound tech in the back of the sanctuary faded out the happy, joyful mandolin music that had been playing.
Over the four months Douglas had been attending the UU church, he’d not only regained the greater sense of belonging he’d thought he’d lost forever, but had accidentally stumbled upon what would soon be his third career—albeit only part-time and as a volunteer.
With Connor’s blessing, he’d decided to look around at local churches and had attended several over a couple of months before finding the UU church and loving the congregation and its energetic reverend. There was a gorgeous Episcopal church not far from their house.
Except that Douglas knew their rites were too close to Catholicism for Connor, and he’d wanted to find a new spiritual home his husband might one day wish to visit with him.
The short and petite seventy-year-old woman wore a playful dress with abstract turquoise and fuchsia and emerald shapes gamboling across it. Her gold-colored stole was embroidered with rainbows on both ends. Her beaming smile couldn’t be denied a response. “Good morning, everyone.”
The congregation responded, “Good morning.”
“To start our service today, I have the joyful honor and privilege of presiding over a dedication ceremony to officially welcome some of our newest—and youngest—members to our congregation.”
She held out her hand to them, and Connor carefully stood so as not to awaken Zee, asleep on his right shoulder, while Douglas stood and slung Kayleigh on his left hip instead of making her walk.
Douglas paused at the end of the row and handed their phones off to Rev. Sellis’ husband and adult son-in-law, who had already agreed to take pictures and video for them.
Connor followed Douglas up onto the stage and stood next to him, on his left. He’d left all this completely up to Douglas, telling him his one and only requirement for the day and wanting to be surprised by the rest of it.
Hence why Douglas found himself, for the second time in nearly two years, wearing one of his black button-up priest shirts.
With his clerical collar in place.
And a neatly trimmed beard and mustache that drove Connor wild.
Rev. Sellis continued. “Some of you have already met Dr. Strickland. He’s a ministerial candidate in the process of working toward becoming certified with our church. He spent fifteen years as a Roman Catholic priest, and he has a Master of Divinity degree, as well as a doctorate in psychology. He currently works locally as a clinical psychologist. We are blessed to now count him among our congregation, and are grateful for his participation as one of our volunteer ministers and pastoral counseling staff. Welcome!”
“Welcome!” the congregation responded.
“And this,” she continued, “who some of you have already met, is his husband, Connor, and their daughters, Zee and Kayleigh.”
“I’m Kayleigh, and dat’s my widdle sistuh, Zee. And that’s Daddy and Papa,” she helpfully chirruped before she waved at the congregation, making the reverend, Douglas, Connor—and everyone else—laugh.
“Welcome!” Rev. Sellis finally managed after she stopped laughing, and a still-chuckling congregation responded.
Once the laughter had died down, and the reverend had composed herself, she retrieved and opened her tablet from where she’d left it on a stool near the center of the stage. She preferred to walk around during her services and didn’t hide behind a lectern, which Douglas found refreshing and engaging. She began reading from the call-and-response ceremony Douglas had written for this, one he’d agonized over for weeks, wanting it to speak more to one particular person than to the congregation as a whole.
“Every soul is a precious and unique spirit, and worthy of love and acceptance. What we celebrate are those spirits, regardless of how we view higher powers beyond the scope of our sight. Today we celebrate love, we celebrate family, we celebrate community, and we celebrate the beginning of a new journey of hope and discovery.
“Today, we recognize that, no matter what, we support and uphold the blessings of love, the blessings of spirit, the blessings of grace and peace. We join together to openly worship in many voices with one message: Welcome.” She lifted her hand to the congregation to prompt their response.
“Welcome,” the congregation responded.
“Jesus said, ‘Whoever welcomes this little child in my name welcomes me; and whoever welcomes me welcomes the one who sent me.’ And therefore, today, we say welcome.” She signaled for the response.
“I Corinthians 13:13 tells us, ‘Three things will last forever—faith, hope, and love—and the greatest of these is love.’ It is in these three things we welcome you to our church—in faith, in hope, and with love. Welcome.”
Douglas dared a glance at Connor during that response, and spotted the way his eyes looked too bright, the way he was blinking now, trying to hide it.
“Jack Kornfield wrote in regards to Buddha’s teachings, ‘The heart is like a garden. It can grow compassion or fear, resentment or love. What seeds will you plant there?’ We openly embrace compassion and love and thus choose to nurture hearts and souls and spirits, regardless of the paths they’ve travelled, or where their paths might lead. Welcome.”
Connor’s right hand closed around Douglas’ left and squeezed, hard, and he knew it was taking everything in Connor’s soul not to break down crying right now.
He prayed that was a good thing.
“It is written in the Yajurveda, ‘The one who loves all intensely
begins perceiving in all living beings
a part of himself.
He becomes a lover of all,
a part and parcel of the Universal Joy.
He flows with the stream of happiness,
and is enriched by each soul.’ And today, in that spirit of happiness and love and joy, we say, welcome.”
Connor sniffled, the congregation’s response covering the sound of it.
“The Talmud tells us, ‘Every blade of grass has its Angel that bends over it and whispers, Grow, Grow.’ And thus we also whisper to you, to grow, to learn, nurturing you as the Angels whisper to you, loving you as the Angels love, completely and without reservation. And thus we say, welcome.”
She gently laid her hand on Zee’s head. “To Mackenzie Leanne Koenig Strickland, we say welcome.”
She moved to Kayleigh. “To Kayleigh Melinda Koenig Strickland, we say, welcome.”
“Thank you,” Kayleigh said, cracking everyone up again.
She smiled. “You’re welcome.” When she reached out to Douglas, he bowed his head so the much shorter woman wouldn’t have to stretch. “To Douglas Phillip Koenig Strickland, we say, welcome.”
Finally, to Connor, and this order was as Douglas had specifically requested of the reverend without betraying any confidence his husband had ever taken in him. Connor bowed his head for her, too, his eyes closed and tears now freely falling.
“To Connor Davis Koenig Strickland, we say, welcome.” She paused for the response, but didn’t move her hand from Connor’s head. “We welcome you with blessings, and with love, and open hearts. We offer you peace and healing, and lift you and your family with us in celebration. We hope that, with us, you have finally found your spiritual home where you will feel like you belong. Welcome.”
Connor nodded and wordlessly mouthed, “Thank you.” His hand nearly crushed Douglas’ now, but Douglas wouldn’t complain, wouldn’t pull away.
Rev. Sellis turned to the congregation. “I present to our congregation our newest members, the Strickland family—Mr. and Dr. Strickland, and their daughters, Kayleigh and Zee. Welcome.” She started applauding, and the congregation’s response mixed and flowed with their enthusiastic applause.
Connor finally released Douglas’ hand to wipe at his cheeks, and then Kayleigh spotted he was crying.
“Why are you crying, Daddy?”
He leaned in and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Because Daddy’s really happy right now, sweetheart.” He turned and met Douglas’ gaze, then gave him a quick peck on the lips, and a playful wink that sent relief coursing through Douglas’ heart.
As music started again, Rev. Sellis hugged them all. “Feel free to duck out the side door and return that way when you’re ready.”
“Thank you, Reverend,” Douglas said.
They’d left Zee’s diaper bag in the nursery earlier. After taking both girls there, once they were alone in the hallway on their way back to the main sanctuary, Connor pulled Douglas in for a long, desperate hug.
Connor had already attended a few services at the church with Douglas, of his own free will, without Douglas asking him if he wanted to attend. Each time, Douglas had quietly waited for him to talk about it later and bring things up to discuss. He hadn’t wanted to push or press or beg him to attend with him.
He’d hoped the warm, welcoming nature of the reverend and her congregation would draw him in.
“Thank you,” Connor choked out. “That was beautiful. It was perfect. I felt…” He kissed him. “I never thought I’d ever feel comfortable in a church again, or feel like I would ever want to go to one. But I did miss it. Thank you.”
Douglas closed his eyes as he held him. “God’s always been with you, the way I’ve always been with you, and the way you were always with me. Even though you couldn’t always see or hear or feel me. His grace was always there for you, waiting for you. He was just waiting for you to be ready to talk to Him again, in whatever way you felt able to.”
“Amen.”
“Amen.” He waited until Connor ended their hug first, and they ducked into the men’s room so he could wash his face and blow his nose. “Are you okay, Sir?”
Connor nodded and laced fingers with him as they returned to the hallway. “I’m the best I’ve ever been in my entire fucking life.”
“Oooh, swearing in a church.” Douglas smiled. “Might make a minister out of you yet.”
Connor playfully goosed him and lightly smacked him on the ass to get him moving again.
Mr. Sellis returned their phones to them when they quietly re-entered the sanctuary and quickly dashed back to their seats while the choir was still singing the last opening hymn.
Despite Rev. Sellis beginning her sermon, Douglas couldn’t resist taking a look at the still pics, which were on his phone. He’d have to wait until later to watch the video on Connor’s.
One of the pics had been perfectly framed, catching a smile on both their faces as Rev. Sellis laid her hand on Zee’s head. He quickly set that as his lock screen picture before lacing hands with Connor and exchanging a smile with him.
For the first time that Douglas could ever remember since originally meeting him, Connor actually looked…peaceful.
Compared to all the other times he’d thought peace had filled his guy, whether when watching their daughters sleep, or while singing along to their favorite songs, or even come-drunk and satisfied—all those expressions paled to the beautiful serenity filling his husband’s face right now.
Douglas nuzzled Connor’s cheek and then tipped his head over onto Connor’s shoulder to listen to the sermon.
Connor squeezed his hand, long and hard, and rested his head against Douglas’ after pressing a kiss to the top of it.
Amen.
 
 
THE END
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PLAYLIST
 
Douglas and Connor have drastically different tastes in music, but all of these songs fit into the story in various places. I’ve included a link to this YouTube playlist on the book’s page on my website at: http://bit.ly/ciftc-playlist
 
I Don’t Remember Me (Before You) - Brothers Osborne
Slow Your Roll - Brothers Osborne
Arms of Fire - Brothers Osborne
While You Still Can - Brothers Osborne
Stay a Little Longer - Brothers Osborne
Rum - Brothers Osborne
Shoot Me Straight - Brothers Osborne
Pushin’ Up Daisies - Brothers Osborne
Love the Lonely Out of You - Brothers Osborne
21 Summer - Brothers Osborne
Couple Wrongs Makin’ It Alright - Brothers Osborne
Let’s Go There - Brothers Osborne
Heaven Can Wait - Meat Loaf
Paradise by the Dashboard Light - Meat Loaf
I’d Do Anything For Love (But I Won’t Do That) - Meat Loaf
It’s All Coming Back to Me Now - Meat Loaf
Objects in the Rear View Mirror May Appear Closer Than They Are - Meat Loaf
Glitter in the Air - P!nk
Just Give Me a Reason - P!nk
Beam Me Up - P!nk
Chaos & Piss - P!nk
Change the World - Eric Clapton
Sober - Little Big Town
Slow, Hot & Sweaty - JJ Grey & Mofro
Details In the Fabric - Jason Mraz
Are You Gonna Be My Girl - Jet
Church - Lyle Lovett
All My Love Is Gone - Lyle Lovett
I Got Love For You - Michael Franti & Spearhead
All I Want Is You - Michael Franti & Spearhead
Say Hey (I Love You) - Michael Franti & Spearhead
Have a Little Faith - Michael Franti & Spearhead
Nobody Right, Nobody Wrong - Michael Franti & Spearhead
Miss You Love You - Maroon 5
Coming Back For You - Maroon 5
Animals - Maroon 5
Won’t Go Home Without You - Maroon 5
This Love (Acoustic) - Maroon 5
Sunday Morning (Acoustic) - Maroon 5
Sandcastles - Beyoncé
All Night - Beyoncé
Pray You Catch Me - Beyoncé
Take Me to Church - Hozier
Jackie and Wilson - Hozier
Someone New - Hozier
Cherry Wine (Live) - Hozier
Ain’t No Rest For the Wicked - Cage the Elephant
The Distance - Cake
You’re My Home - Billy Joel
Bubbly - Colbie Caillat
Blackbird - John McClean
My Little Secret - Cavo
Words That We Couldn’t Say - Yoko Kanno and the Seatbelts
Call Me Call Me - Yoko Kanno and the Seatbelts
Gotta Knock a Little Harder - Yoko Kanno and the Seatbelts
Ask DNA - Yoko Kanno and the Seatbelts
Naked As We Came - Iron & Wine
World So Cold - Three Days Grace
Lost In You - Three Days Grace
Never Too Late - Three Days Grace
On My Own - Three Days Grace
Let You Down - Three Days Grace
Born Like This - Three Days Grace
Give Me a Reason - Three Days Grace
Something Like That - Tim McGraw
Next To Me - Imagine Dragons
I Bet My Life - Imagine Dragons
It’s Time (Acoustic From the Occidental Saloon) - Imagine Dragons
Second Chances - Imagine Dragons
I’ll Make It Up To You - Imagine Dragons
Walking the Wire - Imagine Dragons
Yesterday – Imagine Dragons
 
 
AFTERWORD
 
The Book of Connor and Other Profane Texts
 
Devotional
 
Blessed is the boy on bended knee, the boy owned by his Master. You own me, heart and soul and spirit. My love is yours, my body is yours, my blood is yours, my life is yours. To bend and break, to bow and ache, this boy belongs only to you, above all others, above even God, because I belong only to you and my Heaven is in your arms. I am most happy on my knees before you and find comfort there forever. Amen.
 
Communion
 
Cleanse my heart and lips, Master, that I may be worthy of you. Through the words of my Master, may all my fears and self-doubts be wiped away. As your boy partakes of you I carry you with me, part of me, inside me. My body is yours, my blood is yours, just as yours is within me and of me.
Please let me drink of you, Master. I need you.
Blood of your blood, flesh of your flesh.
 
Cockxology
 
Praise Master, from whom all orgasms flow. Praise Master, whom I do blow. Praise Master, above all, for every stroke fast or slow. Praise Master, Sir, Connor—Amen.
 
The Book of Connor
 
1:1 - The boy shalt have no Masters before or besides Connor.
1:2 - Master’s word is boy’s law.
1:3 - The boy is always ready for his Master, no matter how Master wants to use him.
1:4 - Boy does not refuse Master, unless it’s a matter of harm.
1:5 - Master is the center of boy’s world. Exceptions may be granted by Master.
1:6 - Master can change his mind or revise the Book of Connor at his whim.
1:7 - The Book of Connor is sacred text that shall not be shared with anyone.
1:8 - The boy will refer to Master as such when alone. When around people, boy may use Sir or Connor as appropriate.
1:9 - Boy may not call anyone else Master, even in jest.
1:10 - Boy will think of Master first thing every morning and last thing every night, especially if not with Master.
 
2:1 - All orgasms belong to Master.
2:2 - Master chooses when, where, and how his boy finds joy.
2:3 - Boy will come when Master orders.
2:4 - Boy will be punished for coming without permission.
2:5 - Just because Master comes doesn’t mean boy’s allowed to come.
2:6 - Boy may be given permission to jerk off at Master’s whim.
2:7 - If boy is allowed to jerk off, he will lick his hand clean and pretend it’s Master’s and give thanks to Master as if it was.
2:8 - If boy is denied orgasms, he will still thank Master.
 
3:1 - The boy is Master’s cherished fucktoy and will happily take every load Master gives him, and give thanks for it.
3:2 - Boy will take Master’s loads however Master wishes to give them.
3:3 - Boy may ask for Master’s loads, but it does not mean he will be granted them.
3:4 - Boy will always swallow, unless Master otherwise orders.
 
4:1 - Master’s good boy is always rewarded for being a good boy.
4:2 - Punishment is at Master’s whim.
4:3 - Punishment doesn’t mean boy has been bad or displeased Master.
 
5:1 - Boy is in a no-win situation with Master.
5:2 - Boy is always Master’s good boy, even if being punished, unless Master says otherwise.
 
6:1 - Boy will always keep himself safe, even from Master, if needed.
6:2 - Boy will default to Master as to what’s safe, if no harm is being caused.
 
7:1 - Boy will dress as Master wishes.
 
8:1 - Boy must have a sense of humor and infinite patience.
 
9:1 - Boy must always be ready to recite anything from the Book of Connor if Master asks him.
 
10:1 - Master has no boys except his boy, and loves his boy unconditionally, and will never cast his boy out or give him up.
10:2 - Master promises to admit when he’s wrong and apologize to his boy, because Master loves his boy.
10:3 - Master’s not allowed put himself down when boy is honest about his feelings.
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