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Suncoast Society
A New Chapter
Rom finally has his happily ever after with the sweet, handsome, snuggle puppy of his dreams. He’s looking forward to spending his future with Colton, and is especially anticipating their honeymoon week…with no interruptions.
With Rom’s love to help heal his soul, Colton thinks he’s finally managed to put his past and the pain of his parents’ emotional abuse and abandonment behind him. Having Rom as his husband, Master, and partner for life, Colton knows he can handle anything.
But a knock on their door one afternoon interrupts their honeymoon and sends their lives spinning sideways as a shocking and heartbreaking development from the past intrudes on their perfection. Can their relationship handle the strain of unexpected revelations and responsibilities they never dreamed possible? Or will this new chapter in their lives tear them apart?
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Chapter One
 
Late Sunday afternoon, Rom lay sprawled across the couch, where he snuggled tightly against Colton’s body. Married less than twenty-four hours, he was finally starting to process everything and let it sink in that his big snuggle puppy was now officially his husband. They’d started their morning by sleeping in late, having sex, dozing off, taking a shower, having a late brunch, followed by some TV watching cleverly disguised as napping in bed, mutual blowjobs…
And now more TV snuggling on the couch.
“This is heaven,” Rom mumbled.
Colton rubbed his chin in Rom’s hair. “You can say that again, Sir.”
Come-drunk and with a full tummy from their late brunch, Rom was definitely glad they’d both opted to take next week off.
He planned on spending it naked with his boy, probably mostly horizontal, and ignoring the outside world. They weren’t going to take a honeymoon trip right now. They wanted to save up money and vacation time—the time part more for Rom’s sake than Colton’s, because Colton set his own schedule—and go somewhere exotic.
Or, at least somewhere that wasn’t Florida.
On the coffee table in front of them, Colton’s cell phone started vibrating, rumbling against the table’s surface.
“Goddammit,” Rom muttered. Being closer, he reached out and grabbed it, then spotted the shop’s name come up as the contact. “Oh, it’s downstairs.”
He handed it to Colton over his shoulder, a flash of irritation washing through him as he did. Aunt Roberta knew this was supposed to be their honeymoon week and not to interrupt them except for dire emergencies involving flood, fire, or death.
Well, he didn’t smell any smoke, so…
Whatever it was she thought was so important as to interrupt their honeymoon had better be damned urgent, or he was going to get growly with her, no matter how much he loved her.
“Hello? … Yeah, we’re upstairs. Why? … Um, wait—no, I mean—” Colton sighed as he listened for a moment. “Okay. Give us a couple of minutes though. … Because we’re not dressed, Aunt Roberta. It’s our honeymoon. We were doing honeymoon things, that’s why.” He hung up.
Rom now felt more awake—and more irritated. “What’s going on?” He sat up.
“I don’t know, Sir, but we need to put clothes on. She’s coming upstairs.”
“What?” Rom knew he was practically whining and didn’t care. “Whyyy?”
“I don’t know, Sir.” He sat up and held out his hands. “Can you take my collar and cuffs off, please?”
Rom fought his growing aggravation as he quickly removed Colton’s collar and wrist cuffs. This was the downside to living over the shop—they didn’t have as much privacy as Rom wished. On the weekends, they couldn’t make as much noise during the day as he’d like, either.
Although it was nice, at night, being able to make as much noise as they wanted, because they didn’t have residential neighbors to hear and complain.
They both had donned shorts and T-shirts by the time they heard the knock on their door a few minutes after the phone call.
Rom stood in the kitchen, leaning against the counter, while Colton walked over to the door to answer it.
There stood Aunt Roberta, but the anguished look on her face immediately wiped away all of Rom’s irritation as he hurried over to join Colton.
“What happened?” Colton asked.
She motioned to someone who apparently stood on the landing behind her, but out of their line of sight. The other person stepped in front of her, into the doorway.
A boy who could be Colton’s younger twin stood there, his eyes red and cheeks streaked with tears.
Aunt Roberta choked up as her hand came to rest on the boy’s shoulder. “Colton, this is your little brother, Clayton.” Her smile looked tight. “Can we please come in to talk?”
Rom was still trying to process that, and knew Colton had to be even more deeply in shock. Rom gently grabbed Colton’s arm and eased him out of the way. “Yeah, sure,” Rom said. “Come on in.”
 
* * * *
 
Colton wasn’t sure he’d heard Aunt Roberta correctly, but he still let Rom move him out of the way so she and the boy could enter. “What?”
Rom closed the door behind them. “Let’s go talk in the living room,” he said.
Aunt Roberta guided the boy into the living room and Colton followed, his mind reeling. Sure, the kid looked…
Just like me.
On feet he couldn’t feel, Colton followed them all into the living room. “What’s going on?” he asked.
The boy had started crying again, standing there with his arms tightly wrapped around himself like he’d never had a hug before. He was blond and had brown eyes—it was like looking in a mirror into the past. In fact, as if ancient scabs had been ripped from Colton’s soul, he remembered the cold, shattering fear he’d felt while on the phone with Grammy that horrible afternoon when he was twelve, sobbing so hard he could barely get the words out, when he’d called her to tell her what had happened. He’d locked himself in his bedroom, and out in the hallway his father ranted, screaming at him that he wanted him out.
Gone.
That he didn’t have a son anymore.
Aunt Roberta wore a look on her face that was somewhere between grief and rage. He remembered her wearing a similar look that day twenty years ago, when she and Uncle Mike had also shown up, along with a bunch of their friends, to help Grammy move him out of his parents’ home.
“Clayton’s your little brother,” she said. “He’s thirteen. He showed up downstairs, looking for me. He didn’t even know you were alive.”
“What happened?” Rom asked. “How’d you get here?” Colton was glad Rom took over, because he was literally speechless.
“He hitchhiked here from Georgia,” Aunt Roberta said. “He came out to them last night, and they threw him out.”
“Shit,” Colton muttered.
He watched her swallow back rage. “I need to get back downstairs, because we have a full store down there, but you two need to…talk.”
Colton’s brain finally engaged and he stepped over to the boy, his arms open to him. “Come here, buddy.”
Clayton started sobbing as Colton engulfed him in a hug. The boy was thin, like he’d been at that age, and nearly six feet tall, looking years older than he was. He was nearly two inches taller than Rom’s five-ten.
“What the hell is wrong with those people?” Rom asked as he wrapped his arms around both of them.
“I don’t know,” Aunt Roberta said in a dark tone. “But I’d sure like to beat some sense into both of them.”
The boy was crying too hard to talk, so Colton and Rom stood there and held him, waiting him out. After a couple of minutes, Rom guided them over to the sofa and then went to the kitchen. He returned moments later with a box of tissues and a glass of water.
“Here, drink this,” Rom said, offering him the glass after the boy blew his nose. “Have you eaten?”
The boy shook his head as he gulped the water. “Not today,” he said, sniffling. “I was too upset.”
“Oh, this is my husband, Rom,” Colton said.
The boy nodded. “Nice to meet you.”
“His bags are downstairs,” Aunt Roberta said. “In the office.”
“I’ll come down and get them after we get some food in him,” Rom said.
She nodded. “I’ll come back to check on you boys in a little while.”
“Thanks, Aunt Roberta,” Rom said, seeing her out.
Colton knew he should be talking, saying something, but right now all he could think to say were a lot of expletives.
Rom returned. “Do you have any food allergies?” he asked the boy.
Clayton shook his head. “No, sir.”
Colton bit back the urge to laugh, because the boy—
My brother
—wouldn’t understand what he found so funny.
Or that it was due to borderline hysteria trying to break through.
Rom’s brown gaze met Colton’s. “I’ll make him something to eat,” Rom said before he headed for the kitchen.
Old rage washed through Colton as the sniffling boy leaned over, curled into a ball, his head in Colton’s lap, where Colton stroked his head.
“I’m sorry,” Clayton said, sniffling. “I didn’t know where else to go. I didn’t have any friends there. Mom handed me a piece of paper with this address and told me to come live with Aunt Roberta.”
“No, you don’t need to apologize. You’re safe now, and you’re home.”
The boy’s chest hitched as he talked. “They told me I was going to hell, and I could either take it back or I could get out. I grew up thinking you were dead. That’s what they told me growing up—that you had died. Mom screamed at me that I was exactly like you. Dad told me that they threw out one gay son, and they wouldn’t hesitate to throw out another one for it. I didn’t know you were alive until I got here and Aunt Roberta just told me.”
Horror replaced rage. “They told you I was dead?”
“Yeah.”
“Motherfucker,” Colton muttered. He heard the microwave running in the kitchen, and the scent of food wafted out to them. “No, I’m obviously not dead. I was twelve when they threw me out. Do you have any other brothers or sisters?” He was still trying to process this was his little brother.
“No.”
“How did you hitchhike here from Georgia?”
“We live in Valdosta. Not far over the state line. I met a lady truck driver and she took me to Tampa, and hooked me up with a friend of hers at a truck stop there who brought me to the exit for Venice on 75. He paid for me to take an Uber here.”
“Jesus. Well, obviously, you’re safe here. You’ll have to sleep on the couch tonight until we get Rom’s bed out of the storage room and I clear out the office bedroom so you can have it as your bedroom.”
“I don’t mind.” Fresh tears started. “I still can’t believe they threw me out. And I can’t believe they lied to me about you being dead!”
“Yeah, well, they won’t believe it when I show up on their doorstep.”
Clayton shook his head. “Please don’t make me go back there.”
“I have to go, buddy. I need to get your stuff.”
“I don’t care about it. I didn’t have much. Last time we moved, they made me get rid of most of my stuff, sold my toys, and they haven’t had a lot of money to buy me new clothes. I hate that church they joined. They give most of their money to it.”
Another wave of rage washed through Colton. “Well, we’ll still need to get papers signed to give me custody of you, regardless. Right now, I don’t have any legal ability to take care of you.”
Someone rang the buzzer downstairs, at the back door that opened onto the hallway where the stairs going up to the apartment lay.
“I’ve got it,” Rom said from the kitchen. He walked over and hit the intercom. “Yeah?”
“Rommy, it’s me and Ina. Roberta called us.”
Colton exchanged a glance with Rom before Rom buzzed them in.
“That’s Rom’s older brother and sister-in-law,” Colton told the boy.
Rom opened the door and they quickly rushed in, Ina leading the charge. After introducing them, Colton realized Ina was bound and determined to basically mother Clayton. She plopped down on the couch on the other side of the boy, her arms around him and comforting him as he started crying again.
Rom brought over a plate of food and took the empty glass so he could refill it. “We’ll need to talk to Ed first thing tomorrow morning and find out what we have to get for him.” Ed Payne was their attorney, a man they’d met through Venture and the Suncoast Society. He’d drawn up their new wills for them, as well as a prenup agreement the men knew they’d never need but Rom wanted it to protect Colton and the shop, no matter what.
“You realize I’m going to Georgia with you guys, right?” Chad said.
“We’re all going,” Ina said. “Mom can watch the boys for us.” She looked even more enraged than Aunt Roberta had. “I want a little chat with those…people. I want them to look me in the eyes and explain to me what fricking kind of mother throws her children out, and in what Bible verse Jesus told her that was okay. Then I want to punch her in the snoot and remind her to turn the other cheek.”
“No one’s snoot-punching,” Chad said. “Unless I get to do it first.”
“Get in line,” Rom said. “I have dibs.” After Rom brought Clayton another glass of water, he stood off to the side, arms crossed over his chest. “We’ll go on Tuesday. I want to leave early in the morning. We can be back by late Tuesday night, as long as they don’t fight us on this. We can go to a bank and pay a notary there to witness them signing whatever Ed gives us for him.”
“Please don’t make me go back to them,” Clayton said.
“We won’t,” Colton assured him, “but legally, they could come after any of us right now. You’re a minor. Besides, we need to get you enrolled in school.”
“They didn’t have me in school there. Mom was supposed to be homeschooling me but she wasn’t.”
 
* * * *
 
Just when Rom didn’t think he could feel any angrier, they hit a new bottom. “Wait a minute. You haven’t been in school? For how long?”
“No, sir. Not since last year. When they moved and changed churches, and the pastor told them they should homeschool me.”
Rom exchanged a dark look with Chad and was pretty sure his older brother’s thoughts mirrored his own—that he really wanted to have a talk with the supposed parents of this boy.
Who were also the parents of his boy.
Oh, boy.
This had just infinitely complicated their life, but no way would Rom turn his back on Clayton.
He was family.
“I’m going to go down and get your stuff from the office,” Rom said.
“I’ll go with you,” Chad said.
They weren’t even halfway down the stairs when Chad said it. “We’ll take him. He can have your old room.”
“Bro, I appreciate it, but he’s Colton’s little brother. He needs to live with us. We’ll turn the office into a bedroom for him, so that’ll take us a day or so.”
“We’ve got the room, Rommy. He can live with us.”
Rom stopped and turned to face him. “I know Ina wants more kids, and I love you to death for the offer, but Colton and Clayton literally just found out about each other. They need time together to bond. They told Clayton that Colt was dead. They need each other.”
“I’m just saying, the offer stands.”
“I know. And I appreciate it. I’ll definitely want your help going to get his stuff. We’ll rent a truck or trailer or something. Just remember that bail is expensive.”
Chad finally laughed as he shook his head. “Why can’t things ever be easy?”
“I don’t know.” Rom resumed his trek downstairs. “Let me know if you figure that out, bro.”
 




Chapter Two
 
Well, there goes our Monday plans.
Colton hoped it didn’t make him a shitty person or brother for thinking that, but there it was. They were supposed to go file their marriage certificate tomorrow, and then had planned to come home and literally spend the rest of the week naked and mostly horizontal.
It figured that he’d finally found the love of his life, married him, and his parents still managed to fuck up his life, without even showing up in person to do it.
Worse, they’d fucked up another boy’s life.
A little brother he’d had no idea even existed.
“This is good, thank you,” Clayton said as he ate.
“Yeah, Rom’s a good cook.” He reached out and stroked the boy’s hair, amazed how much like him he looked, almost to a spooky amount. “I need to teach you Grammy’s recipes.” He choked up. “I wish she was still here. She never knew about you, either.”
Clayton looked at him. “Grammy?”
“Mom’s mother. She died four years ago.”
His eyes widened, tears once again filling them. “They told me she died in the same accident you did.”
Holy shitballs.
“What?” Ina gasped. “They told you she died, too?”
Colton wasn’t sure if he should laugh, cry, or rage. He slowly shook his head. “I guess that explains why they didn’t come to her funeral when Aunt Roberta reached out to them.”
Ina handed the boy more tissues as he cried again. Colton took the plate of unfinished food from him and set it on the coffee table so he could once again fold Clayton into his arms and hold him.
“She would have taken you in, just like she took me in. She would’ve loved you and supported you.”
“Mom always said she hated her. She would never tell me why. Neither would Dad. I wasn’t allowed to ask about her.”
“I’m sorry you never got to meet her.” He gently rocked Clayton. “Why’d they move? Did they move a lot?”
“Dad’s job. And Mom had to go to work.”
“I thought she was homeschooling you?” Ina asked.
He snorted. “Usually, she left me with a woman from her church who made me sit and read the Bible all day,” he grumbled. “Until a couple of months ago. Then they had me go work for the pastor on his dairy farm not far from where we lived. He’d pay them cash for the work I did, and they usually gave most of it right back to the church.”
Fuck.
Rage was setting in again. Every time Colton thought he was getting a handle on it, he realized, nope, he wasn’t.
“Maybe we should call the police,” Ina suggested.
Colton shook his head. “No. Not until we talk to Ed. I don’t want them putting him in foster care. He belongs here, with me and Rom. Once I have signed papers giving me custody, then yeah, if Ed says we have a case, absolutely.”
Rom and Chad returned from downstairs. Rom carried a duffle bag and a backpack, and Chad carried a small, battered rolling bag, a carryon size.
Clayton had calmed down a little, and Ina coaxed him into starting to eat again.
“While I’m here,” Chad said, “I’ll help you move what you need to.”
“If you can help me carry the mattress upstairs,” Rom said, “that’d be helpful. At least then we can put that in the room for him tonight. Colton and I can move the bed frame up there tomorrow once we shuffle stuff around.”
“Sure.”
The brothers headed downstairs again. Once Clayton finally finished the food on his plate, Colton took the plate from him. “Did you want more?”
The boy seemed reluctant to admit it, but Colton reached out and touched his shoulder. “If you’re hungry, please say so. I want you to eat.”
Eventually, he nodded. “I’m still a little hungry.”
“Don’t be bashful around here,” Ina said with a smile. “We like to feed people. You’re family.”
The boy froze, as if that thought finally made it through to his brain. Before Colton could rise to take the plate to the kitchen to get Clayton a refill, Ina stood. “I’ll get it for him. You stay here with him.”
Clayton looked into Colton’s eyes, and Colton saw the same hazel and green flecks in his brown gaze that he saw every day when he looked in the mirror. As his emotions vacillated between anguish that he was denied being a part of his brother’s life—and that they’d discarded Clayton, too—and rage over those same thoughts, Colton remembered Grammy’s words to him so long ago.
Being angry is okay as long as you let it pass. Holding on to it only hurts you, not them. It also lets them win.
He took a deep breath and let it out again before speaking. “We’re going to get our attorney to draw up papers,” Colton gently said. “To give me and Rom custody of you. As soon as we have that, we’ll get you enrolled in school, and we’re going to move forward as a family. Okay?”
Tears welled up in the boy’s eyes again as he nodded.
Colton held him. “You’re going to be angry,” he said. “That’s okay. You’re going to be angry, and sad, and grieving. You’re going to wonder if you should have done something different, or if you did anything wrong. You’ll even wonder if something’s wrong with you.
“But there’s not a damn thing wrong with you, buddy. There’s something wrong with them, something’s broken inside them. Because the only people in my life who thought there was something wrong with me was them. You’ve got me, and Rom. Aunt Roberta, and you haven’t even met Uncle Mike yet. Chad and Ina, and a whole bunch of adopted aunts and uncles who are going to love meeting you and telling you stories about Grammy.”
“I shouldn’t have told them,” he hoarsely said. “But we were at church earlier. The sermon was about God being perfect and humans not being perfect, and loving what God created. So I thought maybe if I admitted it then that they’d accept me. I mean, I’m their son.”
“I’m so sorry I wasn’t around to help you out.” He sat back so he could look down at his little brother. “But hey, think of it this way—they made not one, but two gay sons. And from what I’ve been told, I’m pretty damn fabulous.” He smiled. “I have a feeling you’re pretty damn fabulous, too.”
 
* * * *
 
Rom and Chad dug out the mattress from where it was—of course—buried against the back wall. Hell, they hadn’t thought they’d need it, so they’d wrapped it in a zippered plastic case and stashed it upright against the wall, where it’d take up less space and not be in the way.
Wrrrooooonnng.
As they were shifting stuff around to get to it, Chad chuckled.
“What’s so funny?” Rom asked.
“First, would you like some unsolicited advice?”
“Hit me.”
Chad reached out a hand to touch Rom’s shoulder and waited until Rom looked at him. “You’ve just started a new chapter in your life. Both of you have. Doubly so for Colton, since Clayton’s his little brother and sort of his son now. You’re going to feel scared shitless at times. You’ve got the benefit of Clayton being older than you were when I became your dad.”
Chad shook his head. “I mean, I gotta be honest with you, once the initial shock wore off and I started to process I was now your parent, it fricking terrified me. Be gentle on yourself. You’re not perfect, you won’t be perfect, and accept that now. It’s okay to fuck up. Just own it when you do, and be honest with him about it.”
As that advice slammed into Rom’s brain, he really studied his brother’s face for a moment. “Wow,” he softly said. “Yeah, you did. I never thought about that before.”
“Yeah, I did. When I met Ina, I told her from the start that she couldn’t be a dictator with you. I mean, yeah, setting boundaries and stuff, enforcing rules, that’s one thing. But if she messed up, she had to admit it to you. Because your school counsellor sat down with me and talked to me. She said that you would have serious enough trust issues without me adding ego to the mix. And I took that to heart.”
Rom leaned against his sofa, which was covered with a plastic tarp and had boxes stacked on it. “How do we get him through this? I knew Mom and Dad were dead. How do we help him process that his parents threw him out?”
“I think Colton will be the expert there.” Chad sadly smiled. “When we meet those jerks, can I rub it in their faces that obviously if they gave birth to two gay sons, who weren’t raised together and didn’t even know each other, obviously it’s genetic?”
“After they sign over custody, sure.” Rom stood and they resumed the shuffling of furniture and boxes to make room for them to get the mattress out of the storeroom. “I don’t want them to fight us on that.”
“They threw him out,” Chad said. “You’d think they’d be happy to sign over custody of him. And, hey, if they don’t, threaten to call the law on them.”
“I want to do that already.”
“They probably will sign him over. They signed Colton over to his grandmother.”
“I won’t count on it until it’s a done deal.” He took a deep breath and surveyed the storeroom. “I think I’m still in shock.”
“Probably.” Chad grinned. “Welcome to parenthood.”
They finally excavated the mattress from its resting place and carried it upstairs. In Rom’s mind, he was already thinking about what they’d have to do to get the room changed over from a home office to a bedroom, where to move Colton’s office stuff to in the living room and make him a corner desk area.
Good-bye, nakey nights.
For only a second—okay, maybe two—he reconsidered Chad’s offer to let Clayton live with them. They had two sons, Jeff fourteen and Allen twelve, so the perfect ages to raise Clayton with. That Chad and Ina were fit parents wasn’t in doubt to Rom, because, hellooo, he’d been raised by them.
And it would allow them to continue nakey nights.
No, that’s selfish and wrong.
Rom never claimed to be perfect, and getting the thought out of his head now was better than letting it sit there and fester, for sure.
Resentment and anger, however, were rapidly building. Not at Clayton, but at the brothers’ parents.
Once they sign that damn paperwork, I’m giving them a piece of my mind.
 




Chapter Three
 
Rom reached inside the second bedroom and flipped the light on while Chad balanced the mattress. As Rom looked around, he realized there’d be more to do than just shuffling stuff to make room.
“We’ll need to move those shelves to our bedroom. And my dresser.”
“I’d just add shelves to your bedroom. He’ll need shelves in here. Or even make an IKEA run for some shelves.”
“True.”
After leaning the mattress against the doorway, Chad walked over to study the ceramics pieces on the shelves. “Did Colt make these?”
“No. Most of those Grammy made. He put them up here to keep them safe.”
Chad had been reaching to touch one and jerked his hand back. “Yikes. I’ll let you guys move those. I don’t want to butterfingers them. I’d feel horrible.”
“If we can move the file cabinet and desk out right now, and my dresser, that’d be great.”
While Colton and Ina sat and talked with Clayton, Chad helped Rom move the items around, including moving the big dresser in the master bedroom so they could fit Rom’s dresser next to it. Rom saw they’d need to completely rearrange the living room and move the TV and couch to give Colton an office area, but he and Colt could do that later.
After running the vacuum in the second bedroom to pick up dust bunnies that had hidden under the desk and file cabinet, Chad helped him move the mattress in.
“That’s perfect,” Rom said. “Thanks.”
“Why don’t you let me help you move the bed frame up here?” Chad asked.
“Because we still need to move other stuff around first. It’ll be easier to do that without the frame in the way.”
“Stubborn,” Chad muttered with a smile.
“You should know.”
They returned to the living room, where Rom knew Chad would have a hard time prying Ina out of there.
“Why don’t you guys come over for dinner?” Ina offered. “He can meet the boys.”
“Because I think we need to talk to him and let him get settled in, Mom,” Rom teased. “He probably wants to take a shower and needs a nap.” The poor kid looked like he was about to drop.
It took another hour, but with Chad’s help, Rom finally got her to leave.
Yeah, Rom could see Ina wanted to try to talk him and Colton into letting her have Clayton, but the boy wasn’t a puppy. Sure, her heart was absolutely in the right place, but Rom was going to be firm about this point. Weekend visits, absolutely, but living with them?
No, Clayton was going to live here, with them.
“You go get your shower,” Rom told him. “There’s towels in the cabinet, and there’s shampoo and stuff under the sink. We’ll add whatever you need to the shopping list and go out later.”
“Thank you.”
Once he was in the bathroom and they heard the water running, Rom had Colton help him start moving the vases and other fragile items from the office. For now, they could stay on their two dressers.
“We need to go shopping,” Rom said as he stared at the room. “He’s going to need a desk, and a dresser of his own.” Rom still wasn’t sure what he’d do with his own clothes that were hanging in the closet in there, but they could stay there for another day or so. “He needs his own space.”
“There’s that thrift shop two blocks over. I know they’re still open.”
Clayton emerged from the bathroom. “Better?” Rom asked.
“Yes, sir. Thank you.”
Rom decided to let it go. The kid was polite, at least. If it got to the point it weirded him out, he’d handle it then. “We need to go get a couple of things for your room. Come with us so you can pick them out.”
It nearly broke Rom’s heart that Clayton looked awestruck they were going to buy him furniture, used or not. Colton knew the store’s owner, because he’d been a friend of Grammy’s. When he heard Clayton’s story, he waved all three of them toward the furniture section.
“Get him whatever he needs—no charge. And you can borrow my pickup to take it over to your place.”
“Are you sure, Arty?” Colton asked. “We aren’t looking for free.”
He shook his head. “No. Roz was there for me when I had surgery. She made sure I had someone with me at home, and helped arrange people to watch the store for me so I didn’t have to close. I’ve been wanting a way to pay her back when she wouldn’t let me. This is the least I can do.”
Well, shit. Now Rom was crying, too. They all hugged him and Arty even followed them back through the store and pointed Clayton toward stuff the boy probably wouldn’t have picked for himself.
An hour later, they had carried the new dresser, desk, desk chair, and bookshelf upstairs. Although Rom did make Arty take money for the bookshelf, because they would put that in their room for the display pieces. Rom and Colton also put Rom’s nightstands and lamps in there for him after retrieving them from the storeroom.
With that handled, the men, with Clayton’s help, dug the bed frame out and moved it upstairs and assembled it. Meanwhile, Clayton unpacked his bags, and set aside the dirty clothes to wash.
The last touch—making the bed, which Clayton helped Rom with. When Clayton sat on it, his awestruck gaze made Rom wonder if they’d ever reach the bottom of how heartbroken he felt for this boy.
“Thank you so much for this.” Clayton looked up at them. He started to say something else, but then a yawn hit him.
Rom patted him on the shoulder. “Take a nap, buddy. When you wake up, if you want to eat, we’ll make you dinner. If you sleep through the night, we’ll wake you up in the morning to go run errands.”
“Thank you.”
They both hugged him and left him so they could work on rearranging the living room. When Rom checked just a few minutes later, because Clayton had left his door open, he found the boy sound asleep.
 
* * * *
 
Colton watched Rom give him a thumbs-up and pull the door nearly shut again.
“Good,” he said when Rom rejoined him. “He looked exhausted.”
They spent two hours rearranging the living room. It was nearly nine o’clock by the time that was finished and they had everything tidied, plus they’d eaten and taken showers. The new living room configuration didn’t give them as much room as they’d had before so Rom could easily swing a flogger, but it wasn’t like they’d have as much privacy to play out there, either.
Shit. Guess we will be going to Venture on a regular basis now.
They’d need to, so he could get a spanking fix when he wanted one.
Or to Kent’s.
This situation was beyond fucked up. He was torn between numb and wanting to rage. He was about to note that to Rom when Clayton’s door opened and the boy emerged, yawning.
“Hey, there,” Colton said. “You want something to eat?”
He nodded, his eyes and nose puffy, like he’d been crying again. “Yes, please,” he softly said.
“Is it finally all hitting you?”
He nodded.
“That’s okay. I cried for a few days, off and on. And even after that. It will get easier.”
They got him seated at the kitchen table and fed him until he finally said he was full. Then, they put him on the couch between them to watch TV and decompress.
And he promptly dozed off again.
Colton noted Rom’s sad smile. “I wonder if he’s ever been able to just sit and relax like this,” Rom whispered.
Colton studied his little brother’s profile, at the worry still etched deep in his face, even in sleep. “Doubtful. Knowing them, probably not.”
Around eleven, they roused Clayton and sent him to bed before they retired to their room. Colton’s plans for the day had been shot to hell, and with a barrage of old memories and emotions swamping him, he didn’t feel the slightest bit romantic.
Thankfully, Rom seemed to understand. “Let’s just cuddle tonight, boy. Okay?”
Colton nodded. “Thank you, Master,” he whispered. He’d need to do a sound check of their room when Clayton wasn’t home. He had no idea what could be heard over there.
This was not a problem he was used to having. Sure, on weekends they had to be quiet because of the store, but they could at least make love without worrying about the grannies hearing about it.
“Now I kind of wish I still had Grammy’s house,” Colton said.
“Why?”
“Privacy.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Rom told him. “I accidentally walked in on Chad and Ina having sex once, while they were dating.”
“Yikes!”
“Yeah, they forgot to lock the bedroom door, and I’d had a nightmare.”
“Did that give you new nightmares?” Colton teased.
Rom laughed. “No, that didn’t, but Chad then insisting on sitting down and having ‘the talk’ with me nearly did. He wanted to be a responsible parent and assure me I could talk to him about anything, but once I realized what was going on, I just wanted to crawl into a pit and hide, I was so embarrassed. Finally got over it, both of us.” He snorted. “It’s amazing we both didn’t end up traumatized from that.”
“And Ina still married him?” Colton joked.
“Yeah, nosy little brother and all. I can tell you, though, once he had ‘the talk’ with me, that cured my nosiness. I had no desire to go peeking through his drawers. I didn’t want to see a damn thing.”
“Good to know.”
They lay there for a few minutes and Colton thought Rom had been close to going to sleep when he spoke again. “So we’re agreed, we need to see Ed first thing, right? We need custody paperwork ASAP, and to enroll him in school.”
“Yeah.” Colton sighed. “I wonder how much this’ll cost us?”
“Doesn’t matter. Even if I need to dig into savings.”
“I hate my parents.”
“I wouldn’t call them parents,” Rom said. “More like biological creators. Parents don’t discard their kids like this.”
And that was the thought rolling through Colton’s brain as he fell asleep.
That, and he’d lived a charmed life to have both Grammy and Rom loving and supporting him. Hopefully, they could be a stable, loving home for Clayton and give him every advantage so he could succeed, too.
If Colton didn’t get himself arrested for punching the man and woman who’d discarded them.
 




Chapter Four
 
Monday morning, Rom and Colton had just started their morning coffee when Clayton emerged from his room. Rom hadn’t slept well but didn’t want to tell Colton that. He’d had nightmares he hadn’t experienced in years.
Just another reason for him to hate Colton’s parents, sight unseen, for setting this series of events into motion.
“You sleep okay?” Colton asked the boy.
He nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”
“Let’s get some breakfast into you,” Rom said.
Rom called Ed’s office as soon as he opened, and the attorney told them to come in ASAP once Rom gave him the short version of recent events.
With Rom driving, a little after eight thirty the three of them were sitting in front of Ed’s desk with a teary Clayton telling the attorney his story. Then Rom and Colton told Ed what they wanted to do, to drive to Georgia.
Ed wore a dark expression Rom hoped he was interpreting as anger on Clayton’s behalf.
“I would prefer you handle this by mail,” Ed said, “but we can’t guarantee they’ll sign the paperwork if we do that. And it could take weeks. We need the paperwork back before then so we can get him enrolled in school, and to protect you two legally. I mean, we can file for an emergency order, but they could claim he’s a runaway and demand him back. It’s better if they sign him over.” He removed his glasses and laid them on his desk so he could rub his eyes. “When do you want to drive up?”
“Tomorrow,” Rom said. “Leave first thing in the morning.”
“How do you know they’ll be there? They work, don’t they?” Ed asked.
“They usually come home for lunch,” Clayton said.
“And Clayton told us where they work,” Rom said. “We’ll show up at their jobs, if need be, and hunt them down.”
“So here’s the thing, I can’t go tomorrow. But I have three friends who are attorneys, I can call them and see if one of them has their schedule open and can do it. You’ll have to pay, but the pucker factor of having an attorney standing on their doorstep and threatening to call the law on them for throwing Clayton out might make them sign the papers. Actually…let me make one call right now. Loren’s a notary, she could go, too, then you wouldn’t need to find a bank.”
“Loren?” Rom asked.
“Yeah.” He glanced at Clayton, then back to Rom. “Our friend in common?”
A laugh escaped Rom. “She married us Saturday.”
“Oh.” Ed chuckled. “Then even better. She knows you. Hold on.” He placed the call, summarized the situation, and then noted something on his sticky pad. “Excellent. I’ll call you back shortly with details.” He hung up. “That was easy. You know Ross, her husband? He’s licensed to practice law in Georgia, too. Normally, his area of expertise is IP and trademark law, but an attorney is an attorney. And he said as long as you drive and buy lunch and dinner, they refuse to take any money.”
Rom gasped. “We don’t expect him to do this for free. We can pay.”
Ed smiled as he sat back. “They like to pay it forward. Ross is semi-retired and said they didn’t have any plans tomorrow.”
When Clayton burst into tears, Colton reached for the box of tissues on the corner of Ed’s desk so he could hand him one.
“What if they won’t let me come back with you?” Clayton asked. “What if they say I have to stay with them?”
“No, you’re not going tomorrow,” Ed said. “Because exactly that might happen. It’s better you’re down here. Otherwise, we could have a nasty custody fight on our hands, and I wouldn’t put it past your parents to try to hand you off to one of their church friends or something. We really need to get you enrolled in school, but we can’t do that without paperwork. If you’re down here, it gives us leverage to call the law on them and report them for child endangerment and abandonment. Colton, can he stay with your aunt tomorrow?”
“Yeah. Aunt Roberta will be happy to have him in the store with her.”
Rom took a deep breath to try to ease his anger. He hated that Clayton was in such pain.
That Rom knew how much Clayton looked like Colton made it only that much worse for him, because he could easily imagine how his husband had suffered when younger.
“I’ll draw up all the paperwork this morning and e-mail the file to Ross to print to take with you guys tomorrow.” He jotted something else on the sticky pad and then tore the top note off and handed it to Rom. “That’s Ross and Loren’s address and phone numbers. What time tomorrow…”
By nine thirty, they were out of there and on their way to the clerk’s office in Sarasota to file their marriage license. Approximately halfway there, Clayton spoke up from the backseat in a heartbreakingly timid voice.
“I’m sorry I’m so much trouble.”
“No, hey, you’re not trouble,” Rom said before Colton could respond. Rom adjusted the rearview mirror so he could see Clayton. “Think of it this way—you’re upgrading.”
“I want to know why they told me Colton and Grammy were dead.” He looked angry, and Rom understood that.
“Because they’re evil,” Colton grumbled. “And I plan on telling them that, too.”
Rom also wanted to, but honestly, he wasn’t sure Chad and Ina might not get themselves in legal trouble. Ross was a Dom and definitely had a Dom kind of presence, imposing when he wanted to be. As much as Chad and Ina wanted to go, Rom was inclined to ask them to stay behind. Especially since Clayton had clarified that he’d had very little in the way of personal belongings left there, mostly some clothes and a few books and a mattress on the floor.
Poor kid didn’t even have a desk or dresser of his own.
Once they filed their marriage license, and Colton filed his name change form to make his last name Quinn, they headed to the DMV so Colton could change his license.
While they waited, Rom fielded questions from Ina via text about how the day was going, how Clayton was doing.
About if they could come over that night to introduce the boys to him.
Rom had already broken the news to her, and Chad, that they wouldn’t be going to Georgia with them tomorrow, so Rom figured the least he could do was give in and let them come over tonight.
From the DMV, they headed out to Siesta Key. Rom wanted to take Clayton to lunch and let him see the beach. This was a shitty time in the kid’s life, and maybe this one thing he could do would make a good memory for him to start with.
Rom noticed Clayton seemed to hesitate while looking at the menu. “What’s wrong, buddy?”
Clayton kept his voice down. “How much am I allowed to spend on lunch?”
Colton laid his menu down and looked at him before Rom could formulate a response to that heartbreaking question. “Buddy, don’t order like a champagne special or something, but order what you want. What looks good?”
 
* * * *
 
Colton was having a really difficult time not swearing up a storm. It was bad enough their parents had fucked up his childhood and his self-esteem, but to turn around and do it again to another son enraged him.
Then there was the whole creepy issue that they’d literally tried to replace him, by how they’d named his brother Clayton.
“Can I have the grouper sandwich?” Clayton asked.
“You can have anything you want off the menu,” Colton assured him. “Get fries and a salad with it, if you want.” No wonder the poor kid was so freaking skinny. He was lucky Grammy had always fed him—
Oh.
Now he got it. Before he lived with her full-time, one of the first things Grammy always asked him when he arrived at her place, or at the store, was if he was hungry or wanted a snack. He remembered always being hungry at home, and how his father would bitch if he had seconds at dinner, or a snack at home, always making him feel self-conscious.
But his father was far from skinny and had no problem taking seconds when he was hungry.
Clayton nodded and set his menu down. “Yes, please.”
Colton exchanged a glance with Rom and knew the other man’s thoughts were probably running along the same wavelength as his own.
There would be a lot of deprogramming, and probably some counseling, in Clayton’s future.
After lunch, they headed over to the beach. Clayton had never been to the beach before, and as Colton and Rom kicked off their shoes and walked with him, showing him how to look for sharks’ teeth, he thought about all the times he walked Venice Beach with Grammy, times spent much like this.
In some ways, Clayton acted like a boy much younger than his age. Having spent a lot of time recently with Rom’s nephews, Colton could see the ways in which the boy hadn’t been nurtured.
There weren’t a lot of people out today, since it was a Monday, and school was in session. As Clayton straightened with a small shark tooth in his hand to show them, Colton tried not to think about tomorrow, about confronting their parents.
He hadn’t seen them in twenty years.
He damn sure wasn’t a skinny, terrified kid anymore.
“Hey, that’s a good one,” Rom told him, and the smile Clayton gave him nearly broke Colton’s heart.
He knew that fear hiding in Clayton’s eyes. He recognized the hope the boy wore on his face after hearing praise.
I guess I should consider myself lucky I didn’t have to risk my life hitchhiking from another state.
Rom led them up the beach, past the high-tide line, to dry sand, where they all sat. “Is there anything you want to tell us?” Rom quietly asked. “I get the feeling there’s more you’ve held back. It’s okay. Say whatever you need to—no judgment from us.”
Clayton seemed to need a moment. He stared out over the Gulf as the sea breeze blew in and ruffled his hair. He was a little on the shaggy side, like he needed a haircut, but that wasn’t a battle he’d have with him. If he wanted to shave himself bald or grow it long, that would be up to him.
“Why’d they lie to me all my life and tell me Colton and Grammy were dead when they weren’t, but I’m the ‘bad’ one because I’m gay?”
Colton didn’t even know what to say, but Rom did. “Because people can be evil in lots of ways, buddy. They can do bad things and still look like good people. They wear people suits to hide what they really are, and when you least expect it, they do stuff that can ruin or even end lives.
“And you’re not ‘bad.’ We are the way we are, and there’s nothing wrong with us. There is far less wrong with us than with a guy who murders his wife and an innocent woman, and the guy cheating on that innocent woman with the man’s wife. There’s far less wrong with us than people who will do what your parents did.
“I need you to understand and take it to heart that while what they did is going to hurt for a long time, it’s about them, not you, and not us. We didn’t do anything wrong. We were born. I don’t ever want to hear you say that about yourself, either.”
Clayton studied the sharks’ teeth in his hand. “We won’t go to church, will we?”
“We don’t go to church. If you ever want to go, we won’t stop you. We’d have to ask around with Aunt Roberta and the grannies, though. I wouldn’t want you going to a church like you just escaped from. There are good churches out there. It’s just not our thing. It sounds like your parents are basically in a cult, not a church. Cults hurt people.”
He looked at Rom. “Will I ever stop being so…angry?”
Rom looked to Colton, who took over. “I had trouble with that. We can work on that. But we need you to be honest with us when you’re angry. Don’t hold your feelings in. That’s toxic. Anger can come out in other ways, too. It can make you depressed, or make you cry, or make you want to hurt people who didn’t do anything to you. The trick is figuring out how to recognize it and use it in a healthy way until you can process it. I had my art and the gym. We need to find what your thing will be. It could be anything that helps you process it.”
Clayton’s gaze returned to his palm. “I liked computers. In grade school, we were learning about them, and they were teaching us coding. Like to make games and stuff. I didn’t have a computer at home, though. Dad told me that was for sissies.”
Rom held up a finger. “I’m going to put another rule in place, right now. Eliminate that word from your vocabulary, too. I went to college and got my degree and I work at a bank. I started out as a teller and I’ve been promoted. I might one day be a branch manager or something. I’m not rich, but I’m happy. Colton is a personal trainer and runs the shop. He’s happy. It’s not a bad thing to do what you love for a living, college or not. Your father strikes me as an unhappy man.”
“He is,” Colton muttered. “He always was. I think that’s one reason he hated Grammy. She was happy and did what she loved, and made a living at it. He resented her for it. Mom hated working in the store while she was growing up and saw it as a chore, and she just fed into his resentment.”
“It was weird watching TV last night,” Clayton admitted. “We never had one. Mom said they were a waste of money, and they were evil.”
“Of course she did,” Colton said. “Because why would she want you to have an independent mind? You could challenge her worldview, if you did.”
Clayton lay back in the sand and stared up at the sky. A cloud had scudded across the sun, taking the edge off the heat. “Is it always this pretty here?”
Colton smiled. “Nah. Today’s a crummy day. You should see it when it’s beautiful.”
Clayton finally laughed. “Crummy day?”
“Yeah.”
They finally stood, brushed the sand off, and headed back to the car. At home, Clayton went to his room to take a nap, and Colton pulled Rom into his arms once the boy’s door was shut.
“Thank you, Master,” he whispered.
“What’d I do?”
“For…everything. The beach, the talk. Thank you.”
“Thank Chad and Ina.” He smiled. “They researched their asses off to raise a halfway normal kid.”
Meanwhile, Colton knew Ina had been texting with Rom to see if they could stop by with the boys after dinner, and Rom arranged that.
Since Ina and Chad had apparently taken the news they were off the revenge caravan roster better than expected, Colton agreed it was wise to have them over.
After Clayton woke up they fixed dinner together, and Colton carefully watched his little brother as he got to know his new cousins…or brothers-in-law, depending on how they wanted to look at it. Clayton acted stiff, at first, like he was scared of saying or doing the wrong thing.
But then Rom dug an old video game system out of the storeroom, hooked it up to the TV, and the adults sat back while Jeff and Allen taught Clayton how to play it.
As the adults held back in the kitchen, watching, Rom spoke low enough only they could hear him. “I take it you talked to them?” he asked Chad.
“Yeah. Told them to go really easy on him. Not to joke around with him like they might their friends. Not until he gets to know them and relaxes. One of their friends is gay, so they’re okay with that.”
Rom cleared his throat.
“I mean someone their age, Rommy, sheesh. Of course they’re okay with it in general, but you’re older than them by their ages. You and Colt both. To them, you’re an adult, not a kid.”
“Ah. Sorry.”
“You sure you don’t want backup tomorrow?” Chad asked as he watched the boys playing.
“Yeah. We have an attorney who is definitely an in-charge kind of guy. You met him at the wedding, Loren’s husband Ross.”
“Oh! He’s an attorney? Wow. I thought he was one of your kinky friends.”
Colton nearly swallowed his tongue, but he knew Rom had let Chad and Ina in a little on their dynamic, so they wouldn’t get worried about Rom.
“He is one of our kinky friends, bro,” Rom said. “But he’s also an attorney. Doubly lethal. I want their parents to be the only ones at risk of going to jail tomorrow.”
“I can’t argue with that logic.”
By nine, Chad and Ina were collecting their boys and saying goodnight.
“So? What’d you think?” Colton asked Clayton once they’d left.
“I really like them. They seem nice.”
“They are nice. And they don’t care we’re gay.” He spotted “a look” on Clayton’s face. “What’s wrong?”
Clayton shrugged, but it took him a moment to say it. “I’m not used to people knowing that. No one else knew it before I told Mom and Dad.”
“Yeah, well, not a problem around here,” Rom said. “Only thing around here discriminated against is peanuts, and that’s because they try to kill me.” He smiled. They’d warned the boy to hopefully prevent any accidents.
“Make sure you take your thing with you tomorrow,” Clayton warned.
“What thing?” Rom asked.
“The needle thing. Mom works for a peanut farm. She always brought peanuts home because they gave them to her free.”
“Yikes. Thanks for the warning.”
Well, that was one way to prevent Colton from wanting to go inside and punch them—Rom could be sneaky and remind him of the inherent hazard of peanut contamination.
 




Chapter Five
 
Colton was glad Rom had ordered him to let him drive, because Tuesday morning, he was too fricking nervous. And he was a little surprised that just as they were opening their bedroom door to go make coffee, Clayton emerged from his room, fully dressed and looking awake.
“You’re up early.”
“I didn’t want to keep Aunt Roberta waiting.”
Colton didn’t bother trying to correct him. They’d have plenty of time after today to deprogram Clayton the way Grammy had to deprogram him.
Aunt Roberta arrived earlier than normal so she could be there with Clayton and take him into the shop to work. She’d stay all day, and evening, and make dinner for him.
Ross took the front passenger seat and Colton sat in back with Loren for the drive north. “Don’t worry,” she assured Colton with a smile. “Sir will get them to sign the papers.”
While he appreciated her confidence, he wasn’t so sure.
They made decent time up there. Once they turned off I-75 and headed inland, the landscape quickly turned rural with a side order of depressing as fuck. Every turn they made seemed to take them lower down the economic food-chain, until they were less than a mile from their destination. They were starting with the trailer, and if they didn’t find them there, they’d track them down at their jobs.
Thank god they didn’t bring me up here.
He didn’t want to be elitist, but he could only imagine how bleak his own future would’ve been had he ended up here instead of with Grammy.
“Well, this is a charming little shithole,” Ross drawled as they made the final turn, according to GPS. The clay dirt road appeared to dead-end in a small trailer park that looked like it was in need of a good tornado cleansing. Several overturned garbage cans had trash strewn around them, garbage bags ripped open, and from the look of the place it wasn’t the first time it’d happened.
Didn’t look like anyone cared, either.
What grass there was wasn’t mowed, but there were more weeds than grass. The plot of land that held maybe twenty-five trailers total was surrounded by something that looked like it’d been the suggestion of a rusted barbed-wire fence maybe twenty years earlier. On the other side were cotton fields and cow pasture.
Colton let out a shudder, thankful beyond measure that his parents had thrown him out so he’d ended up with Grammy instead of in this place. It wasn’t that it was a low-income area, it was like no one gave a shit. Like hope had been sucked out of them like a rancid cancer.
The first three trailers they passed were gutted husks, one with a rusted-out pickup truck sitting parked in front of it on three flat tires.
“Honestly?” Rom said. “Unless it’s pictures or books or something, I don’t want anything from this place in my car.”
“Agreed,” Colton said.
They pulled around to the last row of trailers, Colton uncomfortably noticing how different residents peeked out at them, or even blatantly watched them as they passed.
Loren snorted. “Next week on Meth-House Makeovers…”
Colton offered her a fist bump.
“Be ready, Lor,” Ross told her. “Have your stuff ready to go. In and out. Preferably getting them outside and signing on the hood of the car.”
“Yes, Sir. I am.”
When they pulled up to the trailer, they saw an old Ford Escort parked next to it, which fit what Clayton had told them.
“Let me do the talking,” Ross repeated. “I have the scary Dom attorney act down pat. Once they sign the papers, and Loren witnesses them, and we have Clayton’s paperwork, then knock yourself out. But once you start in, they’re going to shut down, and we’re done. Rom, make sure you’re recording video with your phone so we have proof of what happens, in case they try to claim something later.”
“Will do.”
Colton noticed Rom parked the car so he could easily leave without having to turn around first, and made sure to lock it once they were all out. Then Rom pulled out his phone and held it so that it’d capture video.
Colton hung back with Rom while Ross, Loren on his heels, walked up to the door and knocked.
Not just knocked, but a firm, hard rap that just barely missed being a pounding fist.
When Colton’s mom opened the door, he felt a sick twisting in his gut. She looked ancient, deep wrinkles in her face that hadn’t been there before. She wore a wary expression that Colton knew meant she’d give in.
Whether his father would remained to be seen.
“Eileen Oakes?” Ross asked.
Colton could tell she recognized him, from the way her eyes went wide for a moment before she focused on Ross. “Who are you?”
Ross didn’t smile. He wore a grim frown that would’ve scared the piss out of Colton if he were on the receiving end of it. “Mrs. Oakes, I’m Ross Connelly, one of Clayton’s attorneys, and—”
“One of? We’re not paying for any attorney!”
“—and I’m here for you and your husband to sign the custody papers. Now.”
“We’re not payin’ you.”
“Then I suggest you sign these papers, right now, or you’ll be paying a lot of money, because I’ll make you people my hobby. You broke at least six state laws, and I’ll be happy to call the sheriff and file charges against you, starting with child abuse, child abandonment, and child endangerment.”
Holy shit. Ross wasn’t fucking around.
“You have no right to tell me how to deal with that boy!”
Ross’ smile held no humor and a lot of steel. He dropped his voice. “Get your husband out here. Now.”
A look of uncertainty furrowed her brow. “He’s napping.”
“Then wake him up, right now, or I’ll call a sheriff’s deputy to come out to this charming hovel and wake him up for me. We can do this fast, easy, and with zero money out of pocket by you, or—and believe me, I’ll enjoy option two a lot more—we can do it the hard way, with you both ending up in jail and me making sure you stay there for a very long time, and I’ll still get the paperwork handled. Totally your choice. Pick one.” He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Before I pick for you.”
Apparently, she decided she didn’t want to push him. She stepped inside and Colton heard her calling for his father.
Colton blew out a shaky breath as an adrenaline spike hit his system.
When she returned, his father was behind her, and Colton nearly laughed out loud.
I was afraid of him?
David Oakes could barely walk, and looked like he’d gained at least a hundred pounds since Colton had last seen him. And he had a good three inches in height on the man, at least.
He scowled at Colton for a moment before glaring at Ross. “What’s going on?”
Ross offered a devilish smile. “I’m about to save you and your charming wife tens of thousands of dollars in legal fees, bail money, and embarrassment with your church, Mr. Oakes. You’re going to sign over custody of Clayton, right now. Then you will give me any and all personal paperwork you have for Clayton—birth certificate, Social Security number, medical records, school records, baby pictures—all of it. Then we’re going to get in our car, drive away, and you’ll never have to be inconvenienced by me again.”
The attorney’s smile widened. “Or, you can piss me off, which your wife pretty much has already done, and I’ll have you thrown in jail. Your call.”
The man lumbered his way down the rickety metal stairs that looked like they could barely hold him. “Where do I sign?”
Ross’ smile changed, now friendly and warm. “I knew you were a smart and reasonable gentleman. Right this way…”
Five minutes later, Colton’s mother and father had signed Clayton away, much as Colton remembered them doing for him twenty years ago. Loren witnessed everything, and they gave his parents copies of the papers.
“And now, paperwork for Clayton?” Ross asked.
Colton’s mom went inside and returned a moment later with a grubby old banker’s box that looked like his father had sat on it at some point. She plopped it down on the hood of Rom’s car. “There.”
Rom stepped back from it and Colton bit his tongue to stay quiet as Ross opened the box and rifled through it, removing a Social Security card, which he handed to Colton, along with Clayton’s birth certificate. It was less than a third full, and Colton spotted some pictures in there, too. He hoped there were baby pictures.
If not, it’d be a shame, but they’d start making new memories with Clayton.
“Does he have any other personal belongings? Ross asked. “We’ll take them, too.”
“No,” she said. “We took everything to the church thrift shop yesterday. Wasn’t much.” She finally looked at Colton, an evil glare in her eyes that would have chilled him years ago.
Today, it only made him sad.
And angry.
Ross looked at Colton and tipped his head, his meaning clear.
Colton stared at them. “You know, I’m supposed to be on my honeymoon this week. But now I have to try to put my little brother’s life back together, because you evil people can’t seem to understand there’s nothing wrong with me, or with him.”
Both their jaws gaped.
“You…you got married?” she asked.
Oooh, it was evil, but he knew right where her mind went, and he decided to play it for maximum impact. “Yep. Had a huge wedding on Saturday, all our friends and family. Loren married us. Everyone said it was beautiful. And you two missed it.”
“Well…who is she? Why didn’t you tell us you turned straight again?”
Rom snorted, but stayed quiet, apparently enjoying this as much as Colton now was.
“No, no no no. You don’t get to be part of our lives now, Mom. You’re as dead to me as I was to you.”
“But if you could turn straight, then maybe he could, too!”
Loren snickered.
“Well, how about I reenact our first kiss for you, then?” He pulled Rom in for a long, deep kiss that was definitely a lot more X-rated than the one they had Saturday.
His father sounded like he swallowed a frog.
His mother, however, lost her shit. “What the hell are you doing?”
Colton added a little extra tongue before he finally ended their kiss. “I’m kissing my husband, Mom.” He draped his arm around Rom and snugged him against his side. “No, I’m not introducing you. I changed my last name to his name, and Clayton will hopefully change his name, too. You can go on living your shitty lives while we help him heal from your abuse, and he goes on to live a happy, healthy life surrounded by friends and adopted family who will love him for who he is.”
Ross grabbed the box. “Let’s go, guys. We’re done. We got what we came for. They’re not worth it.”
Ross put the box in the trunk and they loaded into the car. Colton’s parents still stood outside the trailer as Rom pulled out, leaving a dusty orange cloud in their wake.
They were almost to the interstate when the tears hit Colton. Rom pulled over so he could get out and hug him. Ross and Loren joined them in a group hug.
“It’s okay,” Ross told him. “You and Rom have what you need right now to take care of Clayton and get him enrolled in school. Ed will file this first thing tomorrow as an emergency, and Pat Donnelly will be the one to hear it. He’ll rubber-stamp it for Ed. He’s one of us. Then we’ll file the paperwork so you and Rom can adopt Clayton.”
“Adopt him?” Colton asked. “We can do that?”
“Well, considering they literally just signed away all parental rights to you and Rom, yeah, you can. You’re not just his guardians now—you are legally his parents. I’m not sure what paperwork your grandmother had for you, but Ed went full-monty. They signed a power of attorney, guardianship, and revocation of their parental rights, including a statement that they are unwilling to care for him any longer. I was flipping through the papers so fast I’m not sure they read any of them, but we’ve got all we need so you don’t have any more contact with them. Once it all goes through, we’ll send them copies as an FYI, with a note that they don’t owe any money as long as they never contact you again, and that should be it.”
 
* * * *
 
“I really hope it’ll be that easy,” Rom said. “How long do you think it’ll take?”
“You’ll have an emergency custody order in your hands by late tomorrow morning,” Ross said. “The adoption will take longer, but we’ll try to get that pushed through. At least a month.”
“Thank you so much for this,” Rom said. “We can’t tell you how much we appreciate it.”
“Hey, we like to give back when we can.” His smile faded as he draped an arm around Loren’s shoulders. They exchanged a melancholy look. “Sometimes you can’t fix something, but you can help make it right. We want to help make this right for Clayton. He deserves a chance to be happy.”
They returned to the car and got back on the road. When they reached the Interstate, they found a place to eat lunch. Ross emptied the box into the trunk and then had Loren toss it.
“How you doing, Rom?” Ross asked.
“I have my EpiPen with me.”
“I’d rather you not need to use it.”
“I probably would have reacted by now if there was enough residue on there.”
Still, Colton walked next door, to a convenience store, and bought a box of large, zipper-top plastic bags, and Ross loaded the items into them for him so Colton could take them inside to go through them.
Once they were at a table and had ordered lunch, Colton started going through the contents so he could sort them into different bags by type. Yes, there were baby pictures, and others. Not as many as they wished there were, but it was a start.
Colton found one of Clayton as a newborn, based on his mother sitting up in a hospital bed and holding a swaddled newborn, and that she looked older than he remembered her being the last time he saw her.
“There’s part of me that really hates that they just tried to replace me,” Colton quietly said. “I mean, why accept and love the son they had when they could throw him away? But then I think about wow, I have a little brother. When I was growing up, I always wanted a brother, until they threw me away. Then I was glad I didn’t have one, because I was afraid I never would’ve seen him again.”
Rom draped an arm around Colton’s shoulders. “Their mistake,” he said. “They didn’t deserve either of you. Both of you are too good for them.”
“I wish Grammy could’ve met him.” He sniffled as he looked at another picture of infant Clayton. “She would’ve loved him.”
“She’d probably be in jail from killing your parents,” Rom snarked. “Based on what Aunt Roberta said her reaction was when they threw you out.”
Colton tearfully laughed. “True story. She did a good job early of hiding how angry she really was at the time, because she didn’t want me to be afraid she’d get arrested or something. But later, yeah, she told me she almost hit Mom that day. I didn’t see it, but she said Mom tried to grab me while we were getting my stuff, but I had my back to her, and Grammy got between us and said she almost punched Mom. I guess Mom realized she’d pushed too far, and that’s when she went out in the back yard.”
Colton sniffled. “Before today, that’s the last time I ever saw my mom.”
“You’ll never see her again, either,” Rom swore. “Neither of them. And Clayton won’t, either. I won’t allow it.” He ran his hand through Colton’s hair. “I’m going to take care of you, and him.”
Loren giggled.
Ross arched an eyebrow at her. “Comment, pet?”
She snickered and dropped her voice. “I feel sorry for the poor kid who tries to date Clayton in high school. Between Colton being so beefy, and Rom being so intense, Clayton will have a hard time not having guys be terrified of him.”
“True story,” Rom said. “And just think, we add Ina and Chad to the mix, boys will be petrified.”
 




Chapter Six
 
The drive south was uneventful. They ate dinner in Sarasota, dropped Ross and Loren off, and then headed home to Venice. Ross had the paperwork he needed to give to Ed for the filing, and he gave Colton what they’d need for enrolling Clayton in school tomorrow.
It was after nine when they parked behind the building and Rom shut the car off.
“Home,” Colton said as he stared at the back of the building.
Rom reached over and touched his shoulder. “It’s okay. We’ll go get him enrolled in the morning.” The latest transcript they had for him was two years old, though, and they didn’t know what other hoops they’d have to jump through to complete the process, like needing testing, or even vaccinations.
In the bottom of the box, they’d found items that had rocked Colton to his core—some of his own baby pictures. Grammy had managed to get nearly everything else from his parents back then, but he’d never had these pics of himself as a newborn.
“Why are they like this?” he softly asked without making any move to get out.
Rom sighed. “Because they’re shitheads. I wish I could fix that for both of you, but I can’t. Tomorrow morning, we’ll get him enrolled at the junior high.”
Colton looked at him. “Thank you, Master,” he softly said. “I know this wasn’t part of the plan when you married me.” He had to say it, had to put it out there, instead of letting it silently swirl within his heart and soul. “I’d understand if you want to—”
“Don’t,” Rom said, silencing Colton. “Don’t finish that sentence, because I don’t want to hear it.” His fingers closed around Colton’s hand. “I love you. I meant it when I said it’s for life. So I get a bonus son-slash-brother-in-law? I’m good with that. Not the pain he had to go through, but the final result.”
Colton nodded, studying Rom’s hand, his fingers, where they curled around his own hand. “At least Mom’s too old to try again,” he said, but it came out sounding darker and flatter than he’d meant it.
Rom snorted. “If your father can even find his dick with two hands and a flashlight.”
The laugh erupted from Colton and filled the car. It felt like some dark, festering scab had been ripped free, finally, from where it’d always remained attached to his skin and preventing that last little bit of healing.
“You’re free,” Rom said. He ran his fingers through Colton’s hair. “You’re both free, and you’ve both got me, and I’m not going anywhere. Neither are Chad and Ina, or Aunt Roberta. Now let’s get upstairs and check on him.”
Colton nodded. “Yeah.”
Colton carried the bags of paperwork and followed Rom inside and upstairs, where Ina and Aunt Roberta were watching TV with Clayton in the living room.
Clayton sat up when they entered. “Is it really over?” he asked. They’d called Aunt Roberta after lunch, before heading south again, to give her a brief update so Clayton—and everyone else—wouldn’t be stressed out any longer than necessary.
Colton nodded and set the bags on the table. “It’s really over. All we have to do is file the paperwork tomorrow, and then the adoption. The adoption will take a little longer, but tomorrow morning, we’ll take you to the school and get you enrolled.”
Clayton stared at him, then jumped up and ran to them, throwing his arms around them in a hug. “Can I pick a different name when you adopt me?”
“Like what?” Rom asked.
“Your name. Can I change my last name to your name? Can I be Clayton Quinn?”
Okay, that was dust in Colton’s eyes, not tears. Right?
Right.
That was Colton’s story, and he was sticking to it.
“Sure you can, buddy,” Rom said. “We’ll do that.”
They both hugged him again. “You should get ready for bed,” Rom told him. “Morning’s going to come early. Tomorrow we can talk about what happened today.”
“Okay. Thanks.” He hugged Ina and Aunt Roberta and said good night to them.
Once he’d headed to the bathroom and closed the door behind him, Aunt Roberta stood. “I’m going to head home.”
“How’d he do?” Colton asked.
She smiled, but it looked tight, worried. “He’s going to need a lot of support,” she whispered. “It wasn’t just them throwing him out. He’s been under their thumb in a really bad way for his whole life. Apparently, they doubled down on their dumassery and were really strict on him in bad ways. He’s spent especially the last several years feeling horrible. They pulled him from public school when he asked about a gay pride event he saw advertisements for while riding on the school bus.”
Ina looked grim as she nodded. “Definitely psychological abuse,” she whispered. “Apparently they are off the deep end. They blamed anything he did wrong as being ‘bad’ and tried to justify their beliefs with the Bible.”
“Ugh,” Rom said.
“Be consistent with him,” Ina suggested. “Gently firm and consistent. Once he has processed that you’re not going to be like them, I think he’ll really start the healing process. It’s going to take a while. Don’t go overboard and spoil him, though.”
“What’d he say?” Colton asked.
She shook her head. “We’ll talk tomorrow once he’s in school. I don’t want to talk about it where he can hear, and it’s a conversation that shouldn’t be rushed. You have all the papers, right?”
Rom nodded. “We can start the adoption process. They signed over full parental rights to us, not just guardianship.”
“Good. He needs you guys.”
“Desperately,” Aunt Roberta added.
Aunt Roberta and Ina left. When Clayton emerged from the bathroom, he walked over to the men and hugged them again. “Thank you,” he quietly said. “I’ll work to pay you back.”
“Uh, for what?” Rom asked.
“For the attorney.”
“No, you won’t.” Rom grabbed the envelope with their copies of the paperwork and showed him. “We have to get the court stuff done still, to make it official, but you’re our son now. I mean, yeah, you’re his little brother, but still, no one’s taking you away from us.”
Clayton stared at the papers and started crying again. “Really?”
“Really.” He reached out and tousled the boy’s hair. “I know this is a lot to take in, but it’ll be okay. Try to go to sleep. We need to get you back in a routine for school.”
“Thank you.” He hugged both men again. Colton wondered if Clayton was as starved for basic human affection as he’d been as a kid. “I love you.”
Colton and Rom hugged him. “We love you, too,” Colton said.
Once Clayton went to bed, Rom and Colton retired to their bedroom to take a shower. Colton felt…
Exhausted, drained, lost.
Much like he had that first night he was with Grammy.
Rom held him, stroking his head. “It’s okay,” he said. “We’ll all get through this.”
“This feels like a bad dream,” Colton said. “When I first moved in with Grammy, I’d have nightmares. I’d dream I was still with them, and they threw me out, but I didn’t have anyone to stay with. No one wanted me. That they called everyone I knew and told them not to take me in because I was bad.”
 
* * * *
 
Rom wasn’t sure who his heart was breaking more for—Colton or Clayton. Obviously, old wounds Colton thought had healed were ripped open once more.
“I wish I knew what to say or do to make this better for you, baby,” Rom said. “I hate that you’re reliving all that old pain.” He wanted to curl his body around his big snuggle puppy and protect him from everything, including what those evil people had done to his beautiful man when he was a boy.
Colton sighed. “You do make it better, Master,” he whispered. “By being you. You make me remember what’s good about the world and other people.” He snuggled his head against Rom’s chest.
Rom knew he needed to lighten the mood a little so Colton might go to sleep a little more easily. “Hey, just think, we can still have nakey time and play while he’s in school tomorrow.”
Colton’s lips feathered across Rom’s chest. “I hope so, Master.”
Within five minutes, Rom was relieved to hear Colton’s breathing deepen and grow more regular, definitely sound asleep.
Good. His boy needed the rest. He knew Colton hadn’t slept well last night, and today had been long and stressful, to say the least.
Fortunately not as ugly a confrontation as it could’ve been. Rom wouldn’t have been shocked if they’d had to get the police involved, and Ross had totally been ready to do that. He revealed at lunch that he’d even had the statutes ready to cite.
Thankfully, none of that had been needed. While they absolutely would have done it—and the fact the Oakes couldn’t have used Clayton running away as an excuse, since they got rid of all his things and didn’t report him missing or as a runaway to the cops—Rom knew that would have made everything that much harder on Colton.
Best this way. He would gladly help Colton heal from these new wounds just to have the brothers shut of those two biological fuckheads.
Another thing he’d added to his mental to-do list for tomorrow was checking Clayton’s credit, now that they had his Social Security number and other information, to make sure the two assholes hadn’t taken out cards in his name or anything, and putting a credit lock on it. He already had one on his own and on Colton’s. He’d seen first-hand the aggravation and anguish that kind of financial fraud could wreak on a person.
Hopefully, the rest of this would be an easy downhill glide. Enroll Clayton in school, get him school supplies and clothes, get him counseling or whatever he needed, and then…
Living.
 




Chapter Seven
 
The alarm went off way too early for Rom’s liking Wednesday morning, but they didn’t want to drag this out and have Clayton miss more school than was necessary. Rom already knew what school to go to from talking to Ina, and they had had all the paperwork they hoped they’d need.
Otherwise, the next several days could involve another drive to Georgia to get what they’d need.
Colton groaned as Rom sat up and turned the alarm off. “Fuuuuuuck,” Colton grumbled.
Rom poked him in his gorgeous abs. “Language, buddy. We have a kiddo in the house now.”
He let out a sigh. “You’d think I’d be used to this.”
“Yeah, well, we might have to end up with a schedule change anyway. Depending on what time he’s supposed to be at school, you might have to rearrange your clients on your morning schedule.”
Colton sat up. “I didn’t even think about that.”
“Well, that’s another reason I want to sit down and take a hard look at our budget and bills.” He stood and stretched. “You might be able to give up some of your clients now, with my income.”
“What about savings?”
“We can reduce how much we put in, for now.” He headed to their bathroom.
Colton climbed out of bed to follow him. “Or we might have to forget saving for that exotic vacation altogether,” he said. “We could be paying for college.”
After the bathroom, they headed out to the kitchen together to start the coffee, just to find a fully dressed Clayton sitting at the kitchen table and going through the bags of items.
“Hey, buddy,” Colton said. “Didn’t expect to see you up. It’s only six thirty.”
“I’ve been up since five. I used to get up at four thirty to work on the dairy farm.”
Rom knew that shocked Colton as much as it did him, because he pulled up short and gave Rom a look that probably matched Rom’s.
“You’re kidding?”
Clayton shook his head. “No, sir. I had to be there by five and had to walk to work.”
Well, no fricking wonder the poor kid was skinny.
Rom took care of the coffee while Colton sat at the table with Clayton. “You will have chores to do here,” Colton told him, “but your main ‘job’ will be schoolwork. We’ll settle all of that once we’ve got you enrolled and know what your schedule is.”
Rom listened and kept his mouth shut, for now. There’d be plenty of time for him to step in once they had a routine in place. For now, he wanted to treat the boy with kid gloves.
“I had fun yesterday. Aunt Roberta showed me stuff downstairs. She told me Grammy had you working in the store when you were younger than me.”
“Well…” He sighed. “It wasn’t ‘work’ like I had to earn a living. It was helping her out, and it was fun. I liked what I did down there, and she encouraged my artistic side. She taught me about ceramics and art and everything involved with it. I loved doing it—it was like a hobby. I’m not going to ‘make’ you work down there. If you want to help out around your studies, and want to learn more about it, sure, I’d love to teach you all of that. I’m sure Aunt Roberta and the grannies would adore teaching you stuff, too.”
Rom started getting their breakfast ready while the brothers talked. He noticed Clayton held one of the pictures of Colton as a baby.
“Did they say anything when they signed the papers?” Clayton asked.
Colton sighed. “Not really, no. Once Ross told them they didn’t have to pay any attorney fees, they signed the papers. He threatened to get them arrested for throwing you out, and that motivated them to sign and get rid of us.”
“How many eggs you want, Clayton?” Rom wasn’t about to send the poor kid to school hungry.
“I…I…” Rom turned and spotted him rubbing at his eyes.
Colton patted him on the shoulder and met Rom’s gaze. “Buddy, if you’re hungry, say so.”
“Can I have three, please?”
“Sure. Scrambled okay?”
“Yes, please. Thank you.”
Rom bit his tongue not to swear up a storm at Clayton’s parents.
Within an hour, they were heading to the school even earlier than they’d planned, which was fine. It meant more time to get things done.
After parking and finding the office, they stood in line at the administration desk and finally got to speak with a very harried-looking receptionist who, after hearing the basics, waved them to chairs and told them to wait.
Rom heard a bell ring, and through the office windows noticed students starting to pick up their pace. Within fifteen minutes, the halls were clear by the time another bell rang, and a different woman walked out to shake hands with them.
“Sorry for the wait. I’m Lisa Ayers, the guidance counselor. They’ve got me doing triple duty this week, because our staff got hit by the flu bug. Follow me, please.”
The three of them followed her to her office, where behind a closed door Rom took point explaining the full details of the situation to her.
Halfway through Rom telling the story, Clayton broke down crying where he sat between Rom and Colton.
“I’m so sorry, sweetie,” she said, but she looked as angry as Rom felt over it. “We’ll get you situated, okay?”
Clayton nodded and blew his nose in a tissue Colton snagged for him from a box of them on her desk.
“So, first off,” she said, “let me see what you have for him for paperwork.”
Rom handed everything over for her to look at.
“Okay,” she said after examining everything, “we can start here. But do you have his vaccination records?”
“Just what’s there.”
“He’ll either need his records, or you’ll need to get him vaccinated before he can attend. Most clinics will do it as a walk-in. That way, he can start classes tomorrow. I have a list of what you’ll need.”
“I’ll call my sister-in-law and see who she uses,” Rom said. “Her sons are twelve and fourteen.”
“Excellent. Meanwhile, I’ll need you to fill out these forms for me for him…”
Two hours later, Clayton was enrolled, had a photo ID badge, an assigned locker, a paid lunch account for the month, Rom and Clayton had a folder full of paperwork, a computer login for the parent portal, and Clayton had a full schedule of classes, a list of school supplies to go with it, and she’d taken them all on a quick tour of the campus so he’d know where he’d need to go tomorrow.
But before Clayton could start classes, he needed to see a doctor and get a physical and shots.
They’d just returned to the car, and Rom was going to call Ina, when his phone rang from Ed.
“Hold up, guys.” He answered. “Please have good news for me.”
“I have in my hands a freshly minted court order officially revoking their parental rights and granting you and Colton full custody.”
Rom pumped his fist. “Hold on, let me put you on speaker so you can say that again.” He did.
Clayton wiped at his eyes. “Thank you, Mr. Payne.”
“No problem, kiddo. I’m going to get the adoption paperwork filed today and we’ll start that.”
“I want to change my last name to Quinn. Like Colton and Rom.”
“We can do that, too…”
An hour later, they were sitting in a doctor’s office getting that handled. From there to buy school supplies and new clothes for Clayton. No uniform needed at Clayton’s school, but Rom knew he’d face enough of a hassle as the new kid and having survived a rough circumstance without doing it in the worn-out clothes he’d arrived with.
By the time they returned home a little after five, including a stop at the grocery store, Rom was worn out but the smiles on Clayton’s face had been worth it.
“Go get everything put up,” Rom told him. “Then you can help us cook dinner.”
“Yes, sir.”
He caught the smirk on Colton’s face. “Don’t say it,” Rom muttered to him once the boy had left the room.
Colton’s smirk went full-on grin. “I didn’t say a thing…Sir.”
Rom rolled his eyes, but at least Colton was smiling again, too. This had been a good day.
Not exactly what he’d planned to be doing, but it was productive. Clayton would have two days in school that week—and they’d have that time to themselves in the apartment while Clayton was gone.
By the time they went to bed that night, Rom felt exhausted, but in a good way this time. Ed had sent him an e-mail with copies of everything he’d filed that day, including the adoption paperwork. Now it was just a matter of waiting.
Colton curled around him, playing the big spoon tonight. “I feel…good. Is that weird?”
“Um…depends what you mean by weird.”
“I mean that we got him in school and he was smiling.” Colton rubbed his chin on Rom’s shoulder. “He looks happy. I feel good because he feels good. This is a shitty situation, but he looks like he’s happy now compared to when he first arrived.”
“It was adorable watching him get everything ready for in the morning,” Rom said.
They’d sat watching TV while Clayton arranged his backpack and school supplies, and both of them had nudged each other as he’d swapped stuff around in the backpack several times.
 
* * * *
 
Colton wondered if Grammy had felt like this when she’d taken custody of him, the confusing mix of anger and hope and love. They settled in to sleep, and his dreams were plagued by nightmares of his own childhood before the alarm finally went off at six thirty.
Once again, they found Clayton was up, dressed, and ready to go.
Well, that’s one thing we don’t have in common.
Even though he got up early for his morning clients, Colton wouldn’t call himself “awake” early in the morning. More a case of vertical under protest. Colton and Rom opted not to shower then, and after getting Clayton fed, and after taking first-day pictures, they both poured travel mugs of coffee to sip while they drove him to his first day of school. They wanted to accompany him to the office to show the shot records, just in case there were any problems.
With that done, they took a few more pictures and then hugged him. “We’ll pick you up this afternoon,” Colton told him.
And then he was off.
“I’m scared,” Rom softly said as they watched him go.
“Why?”
“What if kids pick on him?”
“I have experience with that,” Colton told him. “That’s something else I can help him with.”
They stopped for breakfast before returning home. “We need to get him a cell phone,” Rom said. “I don’t like not being able to locate him.”
Colton didn’t understand the dark furrows creasing his brow. “Rom, he walked five miles every morning and every afternoon. He’ll survive a couple of days in a middle school without a cell phone.”
“And stuff can happen before you know it.” He leveled a gaze at him. “Parkland. I want him to have a cell phone.”
Colton sighed, remembering his guy had issues of his own. Issues that were, in some ways, worse than Colton’s.
He reached across the table to hold Rom’s hands. “I think he’s going to be just fine, but will it make you feel better if we go get him one now?”
“Yes.” His gaze met Colton’s. “Sorry. I can’t help thinking about worst-case scenarios. And he needs a way to get ahold of us if something happens.”
Colton squeezed his hands. “You’re a good dad.”
Rom froze and stared at the table, where their hands were joined.
“What?” Colton asked.
“I never thought I’d be a dad. Chad’s right—this is terrifying.”
Colton smiled. “At least we have a low bar to meet. Almost anything’s better than my parents.”
 




Chapter Eight
 
After a stop by the cell phone store, where Rom bought Clayton a phone and added it to their plan, they finally returned home and locked the door behind them.
Rom stopped right there and started stripping. “Gah!” He scratched himself all over as Colton watched him and laughed. “I hate clothes! And why are you still dressed, boy?”
“You’re adorable, Master.” Colton started stripping while Rom got the new phone plugged in so it could charge. The men had already added the number to their contact lists.
Colton dropped to his knees and held his hands up to Rom. “May I please have my cuffs and collar, Master?” Rom might have been miserable wearing clothes, but Colton had been equally miserable unable to wear his leather cuffs and collar. His day collar was nice, but the chainmaille necklace wasn’t a collar. The soft heft of the leather as it warmed to his flesh was a sensation he loved.
“Yes, my good boy. Where are they?”
“In the bedroom, Master. Top dresser drawer.”
“Wait right there.”
Rom went to grab them and brought them back, quickly buckling them on him, collar and wrist and ankle cuffs. “Greeting, boy.”
Colton reached for Rom’s left hand and brought it to his mouth where he kissed his palm, then pressed it to the top of his head and leaned in to rest his head against Rom’s hip.
“I guess I can’t say welcome home, Sir, because we were both gone. But your boy has missed this.”
Rom gently scratched the top of Colton’s head. “I’ve missed it, too, boy,” he said.
Colton’s cock had started stiffening, and Rom’s was already rigid and standing out from his body. He’d started to nuzzle it when someone knocked on the door, startling both of them.
“What the fuck?” Rom muttered. He turned and looked through the viewfinder. “Sonofabitch, go, boy. Bedroom. Now. Put clothes on and take those off.” He reached for his own clothes and started to pull his them on.
Colton heard Rom open the front door after Colton had closed the bedroom door behind him, but he was too busy getting his cuffs and collar off to listen to see who it was. He grabbed a T-shirt and shorts, yanked them on, and returned to the living room to find Sherry and Lucy standing there.
“What’s going on?” Colton asked.
“We wanted to see how Clayton’s doing,” Lucy said. “Where is he?”
Colton fought a wave of irritation. “Thanks, but he’s in school. You could’ve called, hon.”
Lucy looked consternated. “Oh. We didn’t think he’d be in school this fast.”
“Yeah, we got him registered yesterday,” Rom said. “Today was his first day.”
“We’ll come back by later, then.”
Rom was doing an amazing job at not being sarcastic. I should give that man a blowjob.
“We love you, ladies,” Rom said, “and you know that, but next time, please call first. Especially this week.”
“Why?” Lucy asked.
“We were…busy.”
“Doing what?”
Not getting laid. But Colton didn’t say that.
“This is our honeymoon week,” Rom reminded her. “We’ve already…lost a goodly chunk of it, if you get my drift? We’re going to use today and tomorrow while he’s in school to—”
“Oh, my god!” Sherry gasped. “I’m so sorry!” She glared at Lucy. “See? I told you we should’ve called first.”
“Well, I didn’t mean to cock-block them!”
Colton clapped a hand over his face. “I could’ve gone my entire life without hearing you actually say that out loud, Lucy.”
She cackled. “Oh, honey, I’ve got four kids, seven grandkids, and two greats. You think I don’t know what cock-blocking feels like, think again.” She offered him a hug. “I’m sorry, boys. I really didn’t think about it. I figured with the disruption that you’d just take a new honeymoon some other time.”
“We probably will,” Rom said, “but for now, we’d like to make use of what’s left of this one.”
“Understood.” The octogenarian snapped him a rickety salute and headed for the door. “Come on, Sherry.”
She hugged them, too. “Sorry again, boys.”
Once the men were alone behind a locked door—again—and had stripped—again—and put Colton’s cuffs and collar on him—again—they headed for the bedroom.
Rom gave him a gentle shove to push him back onto the bed and climbed on top of him. “Now, where were we, boy?” He smiled down at him.
Colton loved his sweet brown gaze, the beard and mustache, the fine dark brown hair that felt like silk against his own skin. “I don’t remember, Master, but I like being right here under you.”
Both their cocks had started to recover from the interruption. As Rom leaned in, he wrapped his hand around both of their cocks, pressing them together as he brushed his lips against Colton’s. “My perfect boy,” Rom said. “I—”
The power went out, making the two UPS units they had for the TVs and cable boxes and modem start beeping in there and in the living room.
“Son of a bitch!” Rom yelled as he sat up. “Seriously?”
“Maybe it’s just a flicker, Master. Sometimes it comes right back on when this happens.” Then again, Rom usually wasn’t there in the daytime.
They waited.
Then Colton’s cell phone rang where he’d left it out in the kitchen.
The ringtone for Aunt Roberta’s phone.
“Goddammit,” Colton muttered as Rom swung off him so he could go answer it.
 
* * * *
 
Greeeeat. So we’re never having sex again, apparently.
He’d been a parent less than a week, and his sex life had already tanked. The old saying must be true, except he’d always thought it was just younger kids who did that to you.
Rom plopped onto the bed and listened to Colton’s end of the conversation.
“I know the power’s out, Aunt Roberta. We’re upstairs. And— … What? Well, why the hell did she plug all three small kilns into that circuit? I told her never to do that! … How long’s it been like that? … Sheesh. Okay, I’ll be right down.” He walked through the bedroom door.
Rom sat up and once Colt had hung up, Rom was already reaching for his wrists to get those cuffs off him. “Can I spank her?” Rom asked. “And which her are we talking about?”
“Louise. She put the three small kilns on the same circuit. I think she just tripped the main. It’ll only take me a minute to reset it. I’m sorry, Master.”
Rom patted Colton’s right leg to prompt him to put it up there so he could remove his ankle cuffs. “Every minute is a cane stroke, boy. Hurry back.” He pulled him in for a kiss before turning Colton loose again so he could get dressed.
Rom flopped back on the bed and listened to the front door open and practically slam shut, followed by the sound of Colton thundering down the stairs.
He smiled. No, he wouldn’t really take it out of Colton’s ass. It wasn’t his boy’s fault, but it was fun to mindfuck him. Besides, it was a work thing, so that was outside the scope of what they did.
Although…it was starting to get a little stuffy up there without the A/C running.
I’m so spoiled.
While he had his own place, he kept the temperature exactly the way he liked it, all the time. Fortunately, Colton was comfortable with him taking control of the apartment’s thermostat, too, and found Rom’s preferred temperature comfortable.
When two minutes stretched to five…and then to ten, Rom was about to throw on clothes and go after Colton to rescue him from the grannies—and get him focused, because the power still wasn’t back on—when he heard his cell phone ring.
Colton’s tone.
Rom sighed and got up to answer it. “Yes, boy?”
“Uh, good news, bad news,” Colton said.
“What’s the good news?”
“It wasn’t the circuit. I redistributed the plugs, but that’s not the problem.”
“Is that the bad news?”
“Um, yeah. Power’s out all over in this area. Car hit a power pole. Will probably be a couple of hours.”
Mother.
Fucker.
The apartment would be an oven by then, unless they opened all the windows.
And no, he was not making love in the apartment with all the windows and blinds open. The building directly across the street from them on the side their bedroom windows were located had a second-floor bistro in it with an outdoor patio area where smokers sat.
With both a perfect line of sight and, likely, the ability to hear everything.
Rom sighed. “All right, boy. Come on back upstairs. I guess there’s not much we can do about it.”
“Sorry.”
Rom collapsed on the bed, remembered the beeping UPS units, and got them reset and powered down. They had them both as surge protectors, and to keep from having to wait through cable box and modem reboots just because the power flickered off and on during a storm.
Colton returned a couple of minutes later, looking as dejected as Rom felt. He knelt next to the bed after stripping and Rom put his cuffs and collar back on him.
“Sorry, Master.”
Rom rolled onto his stomach and reached out to ruffle Colton’s hair, where he knelt next to the bed. “Not your fault, boy. No strokes, obviously.” He played with his hair. “Guess we’re not meant to get laid this afternoon.”
Colton appeared literally close to tears. “I was really looking forward to it, Master,” he said in a soft voice that hit Rom’s ear wrong.
When Rom made him look up—yep, there were tears in Colton’s eyes.
Rom sat up and moved to make room for him on the bed, patting the mattress next to him. “Come here, baby,” he said. “It’s okay.” He snuggled Colton in his arms. “I’m sure Chad will laugh when I tell him about this. He’ll probably say it’s the Universe getting me back for all the times I cock-blocked him and Ina in the early days.”
That finally earned him a snort from Colton.
“There’s my boy.” Rom kissed him. “How about we—”
The power came back on, to a chorus of audible cheers from the grannies downstairs.
Whew! “There,” Rom said, once again swinging into position astride Colton. He leaned in and kissed him, hoping to get Colton’s mind back in a sexy mood.
Rom laced fingers with him and pinned Colton’s hands to the bed over his head, something almost guaranteed to get his boy in the mood, and—
The power went off, accompanied by a chorus of disappointed sounds from the grannies downstairs.
“Oh, come on!” Colton screamed.
If it wasn’t for the fact that Colton was now upset, Rom would be laughing his ass off at this uncontrollable sadism.
Except it was hitting both of them. “Do you want to go to a hotel? We don’t have to pick Clayton up for a couple of hours. Or, I have the key to Chad and Ina’s. I can call them and ask if we can use their guest room.”
“No, I don’t want to spend the money,” he muttered. “And, no offense, hell no to using Chad and Ina’s. Why not just ask Aunt Roberta if we can shag in their guest room?”
“Ew.”
“Exactly. I mean, I love them, you know I do, but—”
“Yeah, I get it.” Rom rolled off him and stared up at the ceiling. “I’m sorry, baby.”
“It’s not your fault, Master.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “I guess we might as well take our shower. At least we’ll have water.”
“Oooh.” An idea hit Rom. He sat behind Colton, nibbling on the side of his neck. “How about some super-quiet shower sex, baby?”
Colton grumbled, but turned his head to kiss him. “I’ll go get the LED lantern from under the kitchen sink and meet you there.”
 




Chapter Nine
 
Colton knew he’d probably look back on this afternoon and, in the retelling, laugh his ass off.
Today was not that day.
Tomorrow wasn’t looking so hot, either.
He found the LED lantern under the kitchen sink and, fortunately, experienced no additional sadism, like the batteries being dead or any bullshit like that.
Thankfully.
He switched it on and carried it back to the bathroom, where Rom awaited him.
“Let me get those off you, baby,” Rom said as he motioned, indicating Colton’s collar and cuffs.
Colton sighed. “Again.”
Rom smiled. “Again.” He pulled Colton in for a kiss. “Love you.”
“Love you, too, Master.”
They climbed into the shower and Rom started the water. Yes, they’d probably run out of hot water if they stayed in too long, but at least it was a warm day and cold water in their part of Florida usually wasn’t colder than seventy degrees this time of year.
Rom pressed Colton against the wall as he kissed him. Colton closed his eyes and let go, wanting to make the best of this situation. He loved Rom—the love of his life, definitely.
This series of annoying interruptions, in the grand scheme of things, wasn’t a big deal. Not when looked at as a whole. Considering the good life they had together—and the life they’d be able to give to Clayton—Colton knew he needed to relax and enjoy what they had.
Aggravations and disruptions and all.
Because he had this loving man to share his life in the first place.
Rom lifted his mouth from Colton’s. “Come back to me, baby,” he softly sing-songed.
“Sorry, Master.”
Rom trailed his fingers down Colton’s body, across his pecs, brushing over his nipples, teasing him. “Stay with me,” Rom murmured. “Be my good boy. Let me take your mind off your troubles.”
His fingers skimmed down Colton’s abs, over them, lower. When Rom’s fingers closed around Colton’s cock, it hardened immediately in Rom’s hand as he gently squeezed.
Rom never had trouble getting Colton hard. That was one thing always perfect between them—the sexual chemistry they shared was off the charts.
Up until this point, they rarely went longer than a couple of days without having sex in some form, even if only jerking each other off in the shower. Between the emotional toll and physical toll of the last several days, and their newest addition, it’d been four days.
And Colton was getting a little…antsy.
Which was weird, because before Rom, his sex drive had dipped since he didn’t have a partner.
Now? Hell, Rom could give him a sultry look and Colton was popping wood over him.
Rom leaned in as he slowly stroked Colton’s cock, taking his time to rub his thumb over the slit, gathering the pre-cum pearled there and smearing it all over the head of Colton’s cock. “Who’s my good boy?” Rom whispered.
“Me, Master.”
Rom reached up and cupped the back of Colton’s neck with his other hand. “I’m going to make my boy feel good,” he promised as his fingers slowly teased Colton’s cock. They squeezed, eased, working up and down the length of his shaft and milking more pre-cum from him, making his balls ache with need.
Colton moaned and realized he was thrusting into Rom’s hand. Rom pulled him in for another kiss, their lips slanted against each other while Rom’s tongue teased and taunted.
Subspace also teased and taunted. Rom had a way of coaxing him into it even without impact play. Their rapport far surpassed anything Colton had felt with any other partner before.
Rom broke that kiss. “On your knees, boy,” he said.
Colton had to remember they were in the shower and not hit the floor too hard and risk getting an inquisitive phone call from downstairs about the noise. Kneeling put him at the perfect height to suck Rom’s cock. And from the feel of Rom’s fingers on the back of his head and guiding him, that’s exactly what Rom wanted from him.
He gladly complied. He’d spent countless hours on his knees for Rom, or in a similar position. It was one of his favorite things, to worship his Master’s cock and know he was the only one who got to do this for him.
And that Colton was the only one Rom would ever do it for, too.
Leaning in, he slowly flicked his tongue along the slit of Rom’s cock, playing with it and loving the sharp hiss of pleasure he earned in return. Time and aggravations and thoughts about anything else vanished as his world shrank to encompass only Rom and what they were doing. Colton slowly swirled his tongue around the head of Rom’s cock, teasing him, playing with it, knowing if Rom wanted more immediately he had no trouble taking it from him.
That meant Rom was enjoying this.
No other partner he’d had made Colton feel like this, eager and needy and nearly desperate to make his guy happy. To take his time with exploring his cock, making love to it with his tongue and lips. He reached up with his other hand to cup Rom’s sac in his palm, then he worked his way down Rom’s cock and slowly laved his tongue over the man’s balls, too. Taking one, then the other into his mouth, back and forth, drawing more sweet hisses and gasps from his Master.
He took great pride in this. Rom had a quiet, calm strength about him, nearly unshakable, and in moments like this the fact that Colton knew he was the only one who could make him come undone in this way made his heart and soul swell with pride and love.
They were meant to be together and no one could ever convince Colton otherwise.
Colton glanced up to see Rom had braced one hand against the wall. The other he kept cupped around the back of Colton’s head, his fingers kneading and massaging Colton’s scalp.
Colton went deep on him, loving the sounds rolling from Rom as he pleasured him. He pulled off to the head and teased the tip with his tongue, flicking along the slit. Warm, salty pre-cum rewarded his efforts, and he went deep again, wanting more.
“That’s it, baby,” Rom said. “You know what Master likes.”
Yep, subspace. He held on to Rom’s legs, his fingers curling around the backs of Rom’s thighs as he surfed his buzz and worshipped Rom’s cock. There were few things that felt better than this.
 
* * * *
 
Rom knew how to short-circuit his boy’s brain. It was sweet and simple and completely replicable on a regular basis. As Colton’s perfect mouth sucked and licked his cock, Rom’s balls ached from the strain of holding back.
Yeah, it’d been a few days for them, which was unusual.
There was something indescribable about the way Colton worked his lips over every square inch of flesh on his cock. Then down, to his balls, to gently mouth them, sucking one and then the other into his mouth before working his way up again.
Finally, Rom couldn’t hold back any longer. Colton was too good, too perfect. When Rom’s climax started deep in his balls, his fingers dug into the back of Colton’s head even harder. Pleasure coiled, tightened, snapped, and as it shot through him, his balls contracted and his cum erupted, right into Colton’s willing and eager mouth. His boy sucked and swallowed and kept his orgasm rolling just to the point of almost too much when he eased up, holding Rom’s wilting cock in his mouth and waiting, knowing what Rom wanted.
“Good boy,” Rom managed after catching his breath. “Sooo fucking good.” Colton rested his forehead against Rom’s thigh for a moment. “On your back,” he finally said.
Rom snagged the bottle of lube from its usual resting spot and knelt over Colton. “My boy’s earned a special treat today,” he said. Then he quickly lubed his own ass and Colton’s cock and lined the head of it up with his rim.
“Get what you need, baby,” Rom told him as he pressed down, easing Colton’s cock inside his ass. The slight pinching burn quickly transformed to pleasure as he settled into place and listened to the sweet noises erupting from his boy.
Colton let out a soft groan as his hands settled on Rom’s hips. “Oh, yeah!”
Rom rode him, his hands resting on Colton’s pecs as he rose and fell. Slowly, he drew his hands lower, so he could play with Colton’s nipples while he fucked him. He pinched and rolled them between his fingers, feeling every twitch of Colton’s cock buried in his ass in response.
“Come for me, baby,” Rom softly coaxed. “You know I love giving you this treat. Show me how much you enjoy it.”
He felt how Colton struggled not to dig his fingers in too hard, always careful about trying not to hurt Rom. Which always amused Rom, in some ways.
His big, sweet snuggle puppy.
Who would take one hella huge-ass beating from Rom, but who was gentle and precise with those gorgeous hands of his.
Sweet. Everything about Colton was sweetness, and goodness, and light, and love.
Which was another reason Rom hated Colton’s parents. Because they’d had a perfect son—two perfect sons—and didn’t love and appreciate them.
They’d done their best to extinguish the light within this beautiful soul.
Rolling Colton’s nipples between his thumb and fingers, he smiled down at him in the dim light. “You going to come for me like this, boy?” Rom flexed his ass around Colton’s cock, squeezing it.
Colton’s lower lip caught under his teeth as he nodded.
Rom alternated between tweaking Colton’s nipples and brushing the pads of his thumbs over them. Colton’s hands cupped Rom’s ass, fingers squeezing, kneading him, and Rom knew he was close.
Finally, Rom felt it when Colton’s larger body tensed beneath him, back arching as he thrust his cock up into Rom, their wet bodies slapping together under the spray as Rom rode him hard, feeling Colton’s cock deep inside his ass.
Rom hoped the grannies downstairs couldn’t hear, but if they did—well, they shouldn’t be eavesdropping on them, then.
Colton’s eyes squeezed closed even as he squeezed Rom’s ass one last, hard time before falling still beneath him.
Rom leaned in and kissed him. “Better, baby?”
He nodded. “Better, Master.” He smiled up at Rom. “You always make it better.” He stroked Rom’s thighs. “Love you.”
“Love you, too, baby.”
The bathroom lights switched on.
Colton groaned. “Goddammit!”
Beneath them, the grannies cheered.
 




Chapter Ten
 
Rom and Colton were in the pick-up line and waiting for Clayton when school let out a couple of hours later.
“I can’t believe I’m a dad,” Rom mused. He was driving, Colton still too nervous about everything to even attempt it.
It was easier, in Colton’s mind, to let Rom handle the driving for now.
“There he is,” Colton said. He rolled down the window and waved. Clayton saw them and hurried over, quickly jumping in the backseat.
“Well?” Colton asked as he looked back at him and prayed for a positive answer.
Clayton smiled. “It was good. I felt a little weird at first, but I ate lunch with some kids from my English class, and they’re nice.”
Colton reached back to give him a fist bump. “Good job!”
Rom pulled out into traffic and got them headed for home. “How much homework do you have?”
“Oh, boy. I have math. I’m glad they put me in the basic math class. I think I’m way behind. Everything else was okay, though. I might have trouble with biology.”
“Well, what we can’t help you with, we’ll get you a tutor,” Rom told him.
Colton couldn’t help it. “We got you something else, a surprise. It’s back at the apartment.”
“What?”
“It’s a surprise,” Colton repeated. “Tell us about your classes…”
By the time they returned home, Colton felt good about Clayton attending his new school. Sure, there could be problems with bullies that might develop, but at least Clayton was tall, like he was. That’d help a lot, as long as the bullies didn’t think they could cow him.
“Would you mind if I went by Clay instead of Clayton?” he asked.
Colton exchanged a glance with Rom before looking back at him. “Why would we mind?”
Clay shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never really liked Clayton.”
“You go by whatever you want,” Rom assured him.
“Thanks.” He offered an awkward smile. “My first teacher asked if I preferred Clayton or Clay, and I realized I actually had a choice now.”
“Of course you do,” Colton said. “Or if you want something else entirely.”
As promised, they detoured through the store downstairs so the grannies could ooh and aah over Clay and get hugs before the three of them headed toward the back to go upstairs.
“They really like me,” the boy said, sounding awestruck.
“Yeah, they do,” Colton told him. “Most of them knew Grammy, and they loved her. So they loved me, and that means they’ll love you, too.”
The boy nodded like he couldn’t believe it. Colton knew how he felt, because there were times in the immediate aftermath of moving in with Grammy that he couldn’t believe all those nice people liked him, either, and he’d already known nearly all of them, some of them for his whole life.
It was another feeling that would eventually go away for him.
“What?” Rom asked as they headed up the stairs.
Clay shook his head. “Mom and Dad didn’t pay me much attention, unless they had chores for me to do, or wanted to yell at me for something.”
“Well, that sounds familiar,” Colton snarked.
Inside, Rom handed him the phone and charger. “We’ve already programmed our numbers into your favorites for you. And Ina and Chad’s, the store, and Aunt Roberta and Uncle Mike. I listed them as emergency contacts with the school, too. So if something ever happens, they’re the only ones legally able to sign you out if Colton and I can’t come do it.”
Clay burst into tears again and threw his arms around Rom in a hug. “Thank you!” Then he hugged Colton. “Thanks! This…this is awesome! I’ve never had a phone before.”
“Never?” Colton asked.
“No.”
Rom took it from him. “Let me show you how it works…”
Once they finished that quick orientation, Rom returned it. “Three rules—One, Colton and I always have the right to look at your phone. We’re paying for it, and you’re under eighteen, so we own it. When you’re older, if you want to work part-time to pay for your own phone, once you’re eighteen, then that’s your phone. Two, I’m going to have a monitor activated on it. There’s unlimited data, but I see you doing stuff on it you shouldn’t be, including using it at times you should be in class or sleeping, I’ll deactivate the extra features so all you can use it for is basic phone calls. And three, no naked pics, sending or receiving. You’ll lose it completely if you do that. If someone sends you something like that, you need to tell us immediately so we can deal with it. Besides, that’s against the law for kids, and you could get expelled. Got it?”
Clay nodded. “I promise! This is so cool! Thank you!”
Rom patted him on the shoulder. “Go change clothes, and then show us what you’ve got for homework.”
“Yes, sir. Oh, they’re going to get me a tablet.” He set his backpack on the table and rummaged through it to find a form, which he handed to Rom. “All the kids use them, but I need this filled out before they can give me one.”
Rom took it. “Okay. We’ll get this done for you.”
“Thank you.” He headed for his bedroom.
Colton noticed the smile on Rom’s face. “What’s that look for?”
Rom indicated the form. “We’re dads. Still having a hard time believing it.” His smile widened. “This is really cool.”
 
* * * *
 
Friday morning, they took Clay to school and dropped him off before returning to the apartment for a fortunately uninterrupted fucking—in their bed—that left them both drowsy and come-drunk.
Happy.
Colton curled up against Rom and wore an adorable, blissful smile. “That was wonderful, Master.”
He played with Colton’s hair. “You were pretty awesome yourself.”
Rom’s phone vibrated with a text on the nightstand, and he checked it to find it was from Kent.
 
Party weekend after next. Y’in or pass?
 
Rom smiled. “I think I can take care of the spanking issue for you, boy.” He showed Colton the text.
“Oooh, yes, please! We can ask Chad and Ina to let Clay come over for the evening.”
Rom texted him back.
 
Yes, please. Been a weird week and we’ll need the play time.
 
Rom’s phone rang seconds later.
“What’d you mean a weird week and you’ll need play time?” Kent asked. “Aint’cha on your honeymoon?”
“Well, sort of, in theory.”
“Uh, you got married in my backyard. What happened?”
By the time Rom finished telling him the story about fifteen minutes later, Kent sounded ready to kill. “You need anything for him—I mean anything—you’d better tell me, and I’ll make sure we make it happen.”
Rom held Colton a little tighter, overcome by emotions. “Thanks.” He tearfully laughed. “Might regret that if we need help with college tuition.”
“Nah, you said he likes computers, right? He decides he wants to go into coding, we’ll let him intern at our place.”
“So about that party, we’ll come, but we might not be staying all night. I mean, we’re a definite maybe. I want to make sure Clay will be okay staying with Chad and Ina, and I don’t want to leave him alone yet.” Kent had met Chad and Ina and Rom’s nephews at the wedding and hit it off with the family.
“Oh, sure, that’s fine,” Kent said. “Hey, family and work have to come first. Believe me, I know that. My dad disowned me when I came out. Lucky my mom still kept some contact with me, but had to be sneaky, right? I hope your attorney dry-fucks those people with barbed wire. Poor kid’s lucky he didn’t get hurt or killed on the way to your place. Fucking assholes.”
Once Rom ended the call, he lay there, processing. What he’d experienced in his life was the polar opposite of the brothers’ experience, and he knew it. He was lucky.
Damned lucky.
Not that he lost his parents, but that he’d had Chad and Ina and they only let supportive people into his life.
“When do you want to ask him, Master?”
“Soon as we pick him up.” They were supposed to head over to Chad and Ina’s tonight for dinner, so Rom texted her the question about if Clay could stay overnight next weekend.
Which, of course, received a resounding yes.
When they picked Clay up that afternoon, Rom waited only as long as it took him to safely leave the pick-up line and pull back out into traffic.
“We have a question for you, and you can answer yes or no. There is no wrong answer. But a friend of ours invited us to an event at their house next weekend, and it’ll probably last late, so they invited us to stay over in their guest room. Would you be okay spending Friday and Saturday nights with Ina and Chad and the boys? You can say no.” Rom glanced in the rearview mirror. “I should add, they have a pool.” He smiled.
Clay laughed, but it sounded nervous. “Do I have to tell you right now?”
“No, not at all. Why don’t you wait until after tonight, when you get to see their house and spend more time with them?”
Clay nodded. “Thank you.”
“The other option would be that we go and only stay a few hours, while you spend the evening with Chad and Ina, and we pick you up and bring you home. But he’s the friend who let us get married at his house. He heard about everything that happened and kind of wants to give us a mini-honeymoon. There won’t be any kids there, so we’re not trying to exclude you, but it’s not a kids’ party.”
Clay seemed to relax a little over that. “Okay. Thanks.”
But when they returned home and swung through the store downstairs, they found they had a visitor.
 
* * * *
 
Colton’s eyes widened a little to see Kent sitting at one of the tables in the classroom and schmoozing a totally entranced Sherry, Lucy, and about five other grannies.
“Kent? What are you doing here?” Colton asked.
He grinned as he stood. “Hiya.” He held out his hand to Clay. “Kent Corwin. Nice to meet you.”
Clay shook with him. “Clay Oa—Quinn.” He smiled at Rom. “It’s going to be Quinn as soon as the adoption goes through.”
Kent ruffled the boy’s hair. “Excellent. Ain’t it great when you can pick your family? Beats the heck out of the other kind, sometimes.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Listen, I was talking to Rom this morning, and I had to be in the area.” He retrieved something from under the tables, what looked like a laptop case, and waved the trio over to an empty table, where he set the case down and opened it.
“They said you might be interested in coding at some point.” He pulled out what looked to Colton to be a brand-new laptop, and a couple of books. “These are good starting points, even if all you want to do is play around, right? I figured you probably don’t have a laptop yet, and you’ll want one for school, at least.”
“Oh, my god, thank you!” He threw his arms around Kent in a hug while Kent grinned at Colton and Rom and gave them a knowing smirk.
By the time he left nearly an hour later, Kent had not only won over the grannies, but Clay, too.
Clay headed upstairs with his new computer to get changed and start his homework before they headed to Chad and Ina’s for dinner.
“I think it’s safe to say he’s going to be okay with us going to Kent’s next weekend,” Rom whispered as they followed.
Colton snorted. “No shit.”
 




Chapter Eleven
 
The next Friday evening, Rom returned to the apartment and headed upstairs. “One little bro safely delivered to Auntie Ina—ohhhh, my.”
Colton stood in the kitchen, cooking at the stove and dressed in nothing but his leather cuffs and collar, and an apron.
Which left his shapely, gorgeous ass exposed.
He cast a smile over his shoulder. “Like what you see, Master?”
“Mmmhmm!” Since Rom didn’t get to see that sight as often as he liked anymore, he definitely liked it.
Rom locked the apartment door behind him and started stripping as he walked, naked by the time he reached Colton. Rom stepped in behind him and wrapped his arms around him. “I see a little piece of Heaven right here in our kitchen.” He nibbled the side of Colton’s neck. “And it looks absolutely scrumptious.”
“You know,” Colton said, “maybe this works out really well. He can spend time on the weekends with Chad and Ina and the kids. That gives us all what we need. We can have weekend nakey time here or at Kent’s, and Clay gets healthy family social time.”
“You said it.” Rom pressed his face against Colton’s back and tightened his embrace. “We still need to re-do our budget.”
“Master?”
“Our vacation will, obviously, not happen like we’d planned. But more important, we need to start working on a college fund. We’ve only got five or six years. If he decides not to go, then we get our vacation. We’re not going to dip into our retirement savings. Like you said Grammy said, better to be comfortable later.”
“True.” Colton patted Rom’s hands. “Let me finish with these, and then you can ravish me.”
Rom stepped back to lean against the counter and watch him. He was cooking pork chops for dinner, and the delicious aroma filled the kitchen.
Colton really did have a perfect ass, gorgeous thighs. Sometimes it made Rom feel a little inadequate in comparison, his skinnier body, but he knew he didn’t have the desire or discipline to hit the gym.
And there was the whole he was seriously worried he’d punch a guy if he saw them hitting on Colton problem.
Yeah. Assault…baaaad.
“Christmas should be interesting this year,” Colton said.
“Hmm? Why?”
Colton smiled. “Well, Grammy and I used to host it. After she died, I went over to Aunt Roberta’s. Now I have Ina and Chad’s, and we’ll still have to fit Aunt Roberta in, too. I might actually feel like putting up a tree this year.”
“Oh, we’re absolutely putting up a tree,” Rom told him. “We can’t let Clay not have a tree. In fact, maybe we should host Christmas here. We can always move the dinner downstairs to the classroom to have enough room.” He smiled. “I think Halloween will be a hoot, too.”
Colton finished cooking the pork chops and got them plated. They snuggled on the couch to eat in front of the TV and Rom felt a familiar peace settle over him. “This is the life,” he said.
There would definitely be play and sex tonight, but with rope and bare-handed spanking, not implements. He was saving that for tomorrow night when he could really cut loose at Kent’s.
While Colton did the dishes, Rom prepared his rope and set up the bedroom. After the previous week’s interruptions, Rom wasn’t sure he wanted to play in the living room and risk someone walking in on them. Clay had his own key now, and while he shouldn’t need to come home this weekend, if he forgot something, Rom knew Ina would bring him over to get it.
Once Colton joined him in the bedroom, Rom pulled him in for a long, soul-sucking kiss that had both their cocks hard and dripping by the time Rom released him.
“Bed, now,” Rom ordered. “Sit on the edge.”
Colton got into position and Rom quickly started tying him in the chest harness he’d learned to tie in rope classes with Scrye and June over at Venture. With Colton’s arms secured behind his back, it left him helpless and quickly dropped him into subspace.
His sweet, predictable boy.
 
* * * *
 
Colton’s cock throbbed as Rom tied him. When the chest harness portion was finished, Rom had him stand and crawl up on the bed, on his knees, shoulders on the bed, over a large beach towel he’d put down.
Rom palmed Colton’s cock and balls from behind. “Someone’s having fun.”
“Yes, Master,” Colton said, grinding against Rom’s hand. Now that the pump was primed, he felt hornier than hell and just wanted a good, hard fucking.
Well, and a spanking, duh.
Rom started tying his legs, forcing Colton’s knees wider apart and then tying them to the corners of the bed frame and leaving him unable to move.
“That’s better.” Rom’s warm hands caressed Colton’s ass, down his thighs, along his calves. “Now this is an even more gorgeous sight than what I came home to.” He leaned in and Colton felt his warm breath brush against his balls and the underside of his cock. Rom’s tongue flicked out and teased his sac, making Colton whine with need.
“My boy’s all horny,” Rom softly teased. “Just ready for Master’s cock in your ass, hmm?”
His cock twitched. “Yes, Master, please?”
“You need your spanking first. A warmup for tomorrow night.” Rom’s hand closed around Colton’s cock and gave it a slow squeeze. “Then I’ll reward you for what a good boy you’ve been for me.” The hand disappeared and he felt Rom change position.
Tonight, Rom didn’t start slow. The hard, bare-handed smacks stung his ass, his thighs, and made him cry out in all the good ways. Rom pinched and dragged his nails over his inner thighs, until Colton lost all track of time and was one trembling ball of needy sexual lust by the time Rom finished.
Rom fisted Colton’s hair and pulled his head up. “Someone ready for their fucking?”
“Please, fuck me, Master!” If he didn’t get fucked, and soon, he was going to cry in the not-fun way.
Rom leaned in for a long, sweet kiss, his tongue tracing Colton’s lips. “Then hang on, baby.” He moved around to Colton’s ass. A moment later, Colton felt fingers and cold lube pressing against his greedy hole and he couldn’t help rocking back against him.
That drew laughter from Rom. “Someone really is needy tonight. Hold on, baby.” A moment later, the fingers disappeared and Colton heard him ripping open a condom pouch.
When Rom pressed the sheathed head of his cock against Colton’s hole, he rocked back as far as the ropes would allow, impaling himself on Rom’s cock and moaning to feel him finally there, inside him.
Rom’s hands settled on Colton’s ass and held him steady. “I’m driving, baby.” Rom started a slow, grinding rhythm as he fucked him that still made Colton whine because it wasn’t enough, it was never enough unless his guy was plowing him like a cornfield. He loved feeling owned and used by Rom, willingly submitting to him however his Master asked.
Because Rom made everything else in his mind go still and quiet. For that brief and blissful time, nothing from his past or present snuck in to steal his joy in any way.
Mixing it up with long, slow strokes, and hard, short, jabby ones, Rom finally found a combo that shoved Colton closer to the edge. “Think you can come just like this, baby?” Rom asked. Every stroke sent the head of Rom’s cock gliding perfectly against Colton’s gland, but he still couldn’t quite make it over the edge.
“I…I don’t know, Sir.”
Rom hooked fingers through the rope around Colton’s arms and held on, while with the other hand he reached around him for his cock. “Then let’s get you over like this.” He slicked pre-cum down his shaft and started squeezing, stroking, making Colton gasp and tremble.
Right…fucking…there.
Sooo close.
He hovered on that edge for several minutes, even with Rom stroking and fucking him. Rom slowed his thrusts. “Be my good boy, and come for me.” Followed by him squeezing Colton’s cock, almost to the point of pain.
Colton exploded. From riding that edge and unable to get over, to pleasure almost too intense to tolerate, his toes curled and he let out a cry as Rom focused quick, hard strokes with his fist around the head and glans of Colton’s cock, coming all over Rom’s hand as he milked it from him.
Once Colton finished, Rom hurried to catch up, pounding into him and finally sitting up and fucking him until he let out a gasp of his own—“Fuck, yeah!”—and finally fell still.
Colton trembled, sated, exhausted, spent.
“Hold on, baby.” He pulled out and Colton knelt there, eyes closed, as he heard Rom in the bathroom. He returned a moment later and started untying him. Once he was free, Rom wiped him down with the beach towel and then tossed it to the floor so he could roll Colton onto his side and spoon against his back.
“Better, baby?” Rom asked.
Colton found Rom’s hand and squeezed hard. “Waaaay better, Master.”
 
* * * *
 
With Clayton spending the weekend at Ina and Chad’s house, the men were going to enjoy their mini honeymoon.
All morning Saturday at the gym, Colton tried to focus on working with his training clients, but his mind kept drifting back to Rom’s promises for tonight.
Anticipating what might be in store for him.
Looking forward to the fact that they would get to go to Kent’s early, before anyone else arrived, and have privacy in the playroom. That kept Colton fighting a semi that stubbornly refused to go away.
That they’d be able to spend the night there and have freedom the next morning to play again didn’t help Colton’s focus, either.
It was the only drawback to living above the shop, that they had to watch their activities while anyone was downstairs. They could have sex, sure, as long as they weren’t loud, but spanking and other play like that was too noisy.
Although now that rope had entered Rom’s repertoire…
Rawr.
There was something so amazingly sexy and freeing all at the same time while Rom tied him. They’d told Scrye and June that they might be hit-and-miss on classes, and the couple offered to give them private lessons once they heard the circumstances.
They also received their first invite to a family-friendly Suncoast Society event that’d be held next weekend, a family cookout. Where they were assured there’d be other kids and zero kinky activities.
Even better? Apparently a couple of the kids who might be in attendance were gay, and could be a valuable support system for Clay.
Colton couldn’t wait until Rom’s rope skills had reached the level needed to safely do suspensions. He’d already envisioned in his mind how he could hook up a hard point downstairs in the workroom area, where the ceilings were high enough. He could easily install a hard point there and no one would ever notice it. The workroom wasn’t visible from the front windows, so once everyone cleared out at the end of the day, they could have all sorts of fun if Clayton wasn’t home.
Kind of like their own private dungeon.
Without the dungeon. Because trying to hide dungeon furniture from Clayton, Aunt Roberta, and the grannies would be impossible.
That was a conversation he damn sure would prefer not to have with any of them.
Once he finished with his last client of the morning, he opted to skip his own workout and head home.
He couldn’t wait to be with Rom.
And, hell, tonight would sort of be a kind of work-out.
Cardio, right?
He opted to wait to shower until he returned home, heading straight upstairs via the back entrance, where he found Rom lounging on the sofa.
Naked.
Colton immediately headed for the sofa, stripping as he walked, kneeling in front of Rom.
“There’s my boy,” Rom said, reaching out to stroke Colton’s head.
Immediately, a sweet, soft curtain of peace descended over his brain. The way it always did like this with Rom.
Rom silenced all the voices in his head, the memories of his parents’ harsh and angry words.
His self-doubts.
Everything.
Everything drew in tight and focused on Rom, and quieted his mind.
Rom sat up and leaned in. “Ready for a shower, baby?” Rom raked his fingers along Colton’s scalp, making him shiver.
“Yes, Sir. I waited.”
“You’re home earlier than I expected.”
“I skipped my workout.” He looked up at him. “I wanted to be with you. I figure tonight and tomorrow morning will be plenty enough of a workout.”
Rom’s evil grin finished hardening Colton’s cock. “Ooooh, boy. You got that right.”
Rom stood, holding out a hand to Colton, his meaning clear. Colton slipped his hand into Rom’s and let him lead him to their bathroom, where Rom pulled him into his arms for a kiss. “I know we’re going to need showers later before we go, but I can’t resist teasing you for a few minutes.”
 




Chapter Twelve
 
Can’t resist?
That was the understatement of…ever.
Rom could barely keep his hands off Colton. The man was just…
Haawwwt.
And sweet. It wasn’t merely Colton’s looks that held Rom’s heart and soul captive. It was his boy’s gentle nature, his devotion, his heartfelt submission in everything he did for Rom. Add to it he was a fantastic big brother, which only made Rom fall harder for Colton, and that was something he hadn’t thought possible.
Colton was the whole package, and not just a gorgeous face, lickable ass, and Adonis belt to make Rom’s cock throb.
Plus his art was gorgeous. The man was a master with his hands, whether it was drawing or sculpting or working with pottery.
Most people who saw Colton and knew nothing about him assumed he was a gym rat or something, when nothing was further from the truth. Sure, he trained. He was a personal trainer, and kind of needed to stay in shape. Plus, training helped keep his mind focused. It was a means to a mental and emotional end more than it was a physical one.
He made it through the shower without either of them coming, although they were both hard now. Rom wanted to save it for Kent’s. After checking in with Clay to make sure he was doing okay and still wanted to spend another night at Chad and Ina’s—he was, and apparently enjoying the heck out of their pool and playing video games with the boys on their brand new game console—they prepared to head out to Kent’s.
Kent greeted them at the front door as they walked up. “How’s my new daddies?”
Rom and Colton both burst out laughing as they hugged him. “Um, that sounds sooo totally wrong like that, dude,” Rom said.
“Is he liking the computer? I received his thank you note. I’m impressed—that was old-school and very nice of him. Extra dad points for you two for that.”
“He loves it, and he’s started working on some of the stuff in the books.”
They headed inside, where Tim and Paul were preparing for the evening’s party. After catching up, Kent grinned.
“Playroom’s yours all night, gentlemen. Plan on sleeping in there, if you’d like.”
“Thanks,” Colton said, apparently fighting the urge to drag Rom there from the way he kept edging toward the doorway.
Rom grinned. “I think I have an eager boy in need of some marks.”
“Have fun, gentlemen,” Kent said.
Rom wasn’t sure, but that was probably the fastest Colton had ever stripped before. Rom put his cuffs and collar on him and didn’t waste time having him kneel on the floor. He knew what Colton wanted, and after spreading out a towel on the kneeling bench, he had Colton climb into position there. Colton didn’t just want this—he needed it.
Hell, it was what Rom needed, too. They both needed this mental reset. Colton had asked to cry tonight, so Rom knew he’d be going hard and heavy on him.
Problem was, he’d have to be careful about where he left marks on Colton now. He couldn’t put them just anywhere, because it’d be too easy for Clay to spot them if Colton wasn’t thinking and walked around without a shirt, or with the wrong pair of shorts that showed too much thigh above his knees.
Rom stripped and stroked his hands up and down Colton’s back. “Going to restrain you for tonight, baby. Okay?”
Colton’s eyes were already closed, and he nodded. “Yes, Master.”
Rom used snap clips on Colton’s wrist and ankle cuffs to secure him to the bench. The blindfold and ball gag went on next.
With his boy secured, Rom started by slowly massaging Colton’s whole body, knowing it’d both relax him as well as drive his need through the roof. Meanwhile, his own hard-on throbbed and ached, and Rom had to give himself a squeeze to calm it the fuck down.
Patience, boy.
 
* * * *
 
Once the blindfold and gag were on, the man let go of Colton and let his Master’s boy take over the helm. No thinking was required now.
With Rom’s hands working him over, Colton focused on breathing, on absorbing every touch. Around him, he could feel the air shift and move with Rom, the way sounds reflected off his body, the feel of warmth even if Rom wasn’t touching him.
He held nothing but faith and trust in his Master. Rom was careful and thorough and would never go too far.
That meant the boy could let go and just be. Something he desperately needed. Thank god he’d had Rom through the past couple of weeks, his strong and steady guidance and control. He would have been a wreck by now trying to do everything himself.
If not in jail from confronting their parents.
Shut.
Brain.
Off.
Rom didn’t spend too much time with his hands before picking up the first implement, a heavy mop flogger Rom liked to use for warmup and stepping down through stages of play. Thuddy, it was a good way to ease him into a deeper level of subspace without pain. Every impact rocked him and helped him slow and deepen his breathing.
After a few minutes of that, Rom moved to a strap, slappy and loud, but not really painful compared to what Colton knew lay ahead.
He’d asked Rom for tears tonight, and Rom would take his time building him up to that cathartic release.
Cobwebs clouded his mind, old and new garbage collected there. This was the one sure way to sweep everything out so he could think again.
Paddles that were a little stingy, and used over his ass and thighs, but he could tell Rom was trying to not mark him any more than necessary. Which meant some creative logistics juggling on Rom’s part, which would, no doubt, end up meaning canes at the end.
Another flogger, this one stiffer leather and a little stingy, but wouldn’t mark him. Colton gritted his teeth into the ball gag and held on. The ride was entering part two, and would only get hairier from here on out.
Then to a different paddle, this one a metal one that stung like fuck. Colton sucked in a sharp breath and wrapped his fingers around the bench’s frame to hold on. Rom spaced these impacts out, harder, but sweeping his hand over every mark to help soothe it, just to do it again.
Time disappeared, the way it always did when his brain went down the rabbit hole. Colton’s entire existence centered around Rom and the implements, his hands, his mouth, where he bit his ass cheeks and high inside his thighs, even teasing Colton’s sac with his teeth.
The soft rattle of canes in the plastic tube, and Colton knew they were at the big finish.
Rom laid one of them against his ass, right along the sit seam, and held it there. “You know what this is?”
Colton nodded and mumbled around his ball gag. “Yes, Master.”
“Here we go.” Rom’s left hand settled in the small of Colton’s back and he took the first stroke. A stripe of fire settled in its wake, rounding Colton’s back and making him howl around the ball gag.
“I know, baby. I know.” Rom kissed the mark, tracing it with his tongue.
And then he did it again.
And again.
Colton didn’t keep track of the number. He’d slipped into that dark, comfortable lair where his thinking brain had completely disengaged and finally allowed the dam to break and release the pain, the ache, the old wounds as he sobbed.
And Rom didn’t stop.
Colton didn’t want him to, either.
Along his ass and just the very upper parts of his thighs, Rom switched canes a couple of times, but every impact was hard, searing, and soooo damned welcomed. Colton screamed and cried and begged for more, afraid more that Rom might stop too soon instead of going too far.
Only when Colton lay there between every stroke with hoarse, ragged sobs burbling from him did Rom finally wind up their scene. He took a series of quick, hard strokes, no breaks between them, rapid-fire blows along his ass that wrenched him up against his restraints and made his fists clench as he tried to hold on.
When it stopped, he sobbed again, sucking in deep breaths. Rom reached between his legs and leaned in. “Now.” His fist closed around Colton’s cock and it only took two pumps before he exploded, another strain against the restraints but this time with pleasure so exquisitely aching it bordered on pain.
And more tears, of relief and joy this time.
Rom unfastened his wrists and ankles and removed the blindfold and gag so he could kiss him, lick up his tears and whisper all the loving, sweet, tender things that made him desperately love this sadist so fucking much.
Finally, once Colton felt steady enough he could stand, Rom moved him from the bench to the bed and then cleaned everything up. He joined Colton in bed, cuddling him, playing with his hair, nuzzling his head.
Tomorrow would be fun sitting, but for tonight the silent bliss inside his noggin made it worth it. “What about you, Master?” he asked.
Rom kissed him again. “Your choice, baby. Whenever. No rush.”
But Colton was already sitting up, turning, wincing when he felt his sore ass and then happily moaning as he stretched out next to Rom and sucked down his cock.
Rom’s hand settled on his head. “That’s it, baby. You’re perfect.”
It didn’t take him long to suck it from Rom, either. He knew if he didn’t do it now, there was a very real possibility he might fall asleep on Rom, and he didn’t want to do that either.
As he tasted Rom’s cum, he felt satisfied, triumphant, even.
This belonged only to him.
The man who thought he was perfect.
The man who’d written several new chapters in Colton’s life, and who would keep helping him write new chapters.
Only after Rom’s cock lay soft and spent in his mouth did Colton let Rom coax him back up the bed again to snuggle.
A happy sigh escaped Rom. “Nap time, baby. Love you.”
Colton pressed his face against Rom’s chest, feeling his warm flesh against his cheek and hearing his heart beat in his ear. “Love you, too, Master.”
Yeah, he could spend the rest of his life like this. Easily. They could make time for them and still raise Clay.
And none of them ended up in a Georgia jail over assholes who weren’t worth the dirt on their shoes.
He closed his eyes and let sleep take him, knowing Rom had his back, had his life, had his heart.
Even more important—Rom had his trust.
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