
        
            
                
            
        

    
DEPTH OF FIELD


A Last Chance Novel

By Riley Hart


Copyright © 2017 by Riley Hart


Kindle Edition

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be used, reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval systems, without prior written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

Published by:

Riley Hart

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual persons, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

All products/brand names mentioned are registered trademarks of their respective holders/companies.

Cover Design by X-Potion Designs

Cover Photo by Kevin D. Hoover Photography

Edited by Undivided Editing and Nathan at Indigo Marketing.

Proofread by Judy’s Proofreading.


Dedication


To Chris. Because you deal with all our crazy writing shenanigans, and because you give the world’s best hugs. Glad I can call you a friend now too.


Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Epilogue

Excerpt from A Hundred Thousand Words

Acknowledgement

About the Author

Other books by Riley Hart


PROLOGUE


Shane didn’t flinch when the balled-up piece of paper hit him in the back of the head. He kept his eyes trained on the chalkboard as his math teacher worked out an equation.

Another one hit him, and he ignored that too. There were a few chuckles behind him that Mrs. Johnson somehow didn’t hear. Not all teachers ignored Maxwell and his crew, but some did. Who wanted to fuck with the town’s golden boy? Maxwell and his family were revered as though they’d died on the cross for the sins of every resident in Last Chance—at least the ones that mattered. Maxwell was rich and good at football and baseball, after all.

The room door opened and the principal stepped inside. “Can I have a quick word?” he asked.

Mrs. Johnson nodded before telling the class to continue working the problem on paper before she left, closing the door behind her.

His chair lurched forward when someone pushed it from behind. “Look at us when we want your attention, faggot.”

That was enough to get a response from him. Shane’s body went rigid and the pencil in his hand snapped in two. It hadn’t been Maxwell who’d spoken, but Maxwell’s best friend, Jonathan. The papers had come from Maxwell though; Shane had been able to tell because of the angle.

“Fuck you,” he said without turning around.

“You think you got real big balls, but you don’t. You’re just a little queer. The town faggot. I bet you even suck dick to help pay the bills since your mama rarely leaves the house. She’s probably too embarrassed of you.”

Shane shoved himself to his feet, an earthquake erupting beneath his skin. He could take a lot of shit. He did take a lot of shit, but one thing he wouldn’t deal with was anyone talking about his mom.

“Shut up.” His hands balled into fists. Jonathan was bigger than him—Maxwell, too. They both played sports and lifted weights the way good little jocks did. Shane was too thin. At sixteen, he looked more like he was fourteen but that didn’t matter. Not in that moment.

“Or what? What are you going to do about it?” Jonathan asked with a chuckle.

“Keep talking, and you’ll find out.”

“Oh, no. Please don’t. I’m so fucking scared of the faggot with toothpicks for arms.” Jonathan stood. “Sit down before you embarrass yourself.”

“Take it back. What you said about my mom. Take it back.”

Maxwell groaned. Shane glanced at him to see him roll his eyes. “Sit the fuck down and shut up before he kicks your ass. Jesus, you’re fucking stupid.”

“What do you want me to take back?” Jonathan asked. “Everyone knows she’s fucked in the head. Can’t even leave the fucking house. Good thing she has her little bitch of a son to take care of her. I—umpf.” Jonathan grunted when Shane lunged at him. He hit Jonathan in his chest and tackled him. The only thing he had going for him was the element of surprise and sheer fury.

“Oh, fuck,” Maxwell said before jumping to his feet and moving toward him. Shane swung every which way, taking out years of anger and frustration and torment on Jonathan.

“Get the fuck off me! What the hell are you doing, you psycho? You’re just as crazy as your mom.” He covered his face and Shane kept swinging.

People circled them. He was pretty sure someone ran out of the room. Maxwell grabbed at him, trying to pull him off Jonathan but Shane kept fucking swinging.

“Shane Wallace! What are you doing? Get off him right now!” Mrs. Johnson screamed, and then it was the principal standing over them. Shane’s breaths came out in heavy, sharp pants. His eyes stung.

“What happened?” Mrs. Johnson asked as Principal Dickinson pulled Shane off Jonathan.

“He’s crazy! He attacked me!” Jonathan replied, as he pushed to his feet. “He’s lucky I didn’t fight back because I didn’t want to hurt him.”

“Is that what happened?” Principal Dickinson asked. Shane didn’t reply. Just kept his mouth shut. What was the point? It didn’t matter if he told them what Jonathan said, or about Maxwell throwing shit at him. They’d make up some BS excuse about violence never being the answer. Plus, he didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of hearing him try to defend himself only to end up suspended anyway—because he would.

He’d just attacked Jonathan Wilson—Maxwell Sullivan’s best friend. He was fucked no matter how he looked at it.

“Son, if you’re not going to defend yourself, I’ll have no choice but to suspend you.”

“Like you won’t do it anyway,” Shane replied. His eyes caught Maxwell’s and he could have sworn he saw Maxwell flinch, before pushing his hands into his pockets and looking down at the floor.

“Come with me, Mr. Wallace,” Principal Dickinson said to Shane. He grabbed his things and followed the man out of the room.

They called home and let his mom know he’d been suspended for three days for fighting. She couldn’t come and get him of course, because Jonathan had been right. His mom rarely left the house. It wasn’t something that hit all of a sudden. She’d suffered from severe anxiety and panic attacks for years, but it steadily got worse and worse. She had to work up to leaving. Prepare herself. Sometimes she could and sometimes she couldn’t. Sometimes they had months where everything felt fine, but it always came back with a vengeance.

By the time Shane was able to begin walking home, the school day was over. Someone stepped up to him and nudged him from the side. Shane whipped around, ready to defend himself before he saw it was Caleb.

“What the fuck, dude?” Caleb asked.

Shane shrugged. “He was talking shit about my mom. Pissed me off.”

The corners of Caleb’s lips turned down. He looked away. He was the only person Shane considered a friend, the only one he gave a shit about other than his mom. They also liked to kiss and rub off on each other when they were alone—most of the time at Caleb’s place, or when they could manage to skip class together. No one knew about him and Caleb. Shane was pretty stoked about that benefit though.

They used to hang out all the time. It started because they lived close together but the older they got, the more friends Caleb got too. He was never a dick to Shane and he always offered for Shane to hang out with them. Once they started giving each other orgasms, they silently made the choice not to show they were good friends; as though looking at them might prove Shane knew what Caleb’s mouth tasted like.

What was the point in getting too close to Caleb anyway? In getting used to having someone there? Shane knew that in two years, Caleb would leave Last Chance, because who the fuck wouldn’t want to leave? Only Shane couldn’t. Who would take care of his mom if he did? So, he figured it was better not to let himself get too close.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb said. “Want a ride home?” His parents had gotten him a piece of shit car, but it was his piece of shit. Shane had been playing around with his mom’s car, trying to get it running better. He was good at things like that, good with his hands and mechanical stuff, so he figured he’d get it eventually.

“Nah, I’m good. I’d rather walk.”

“Shane,” Caleb said.

“Seriously. I just want to be alone.”

Caleb nodded and gave Shane a sad smile before someone called his name.

Caleb looked at Shane as though he wasn’t sure what to do. Shane nodded and said, “We’ll hang out later…call me when you get home if you wanna….”

Caleb’s eyes darted around as though someone would know what Shane meant by what he said.

“Okay,” Caleb replied before jogging away.

Shane took as long as he could to walk home. As soon as he stepped into the house, his mom said, “Oh, Shaney. What happened? Fighting? That’s not like you.”

He just shrugged. He didn’t tell her that Jonathan had said something about her, though she likely knew.

“I’m sorry,” she replied.

“He’s a jerk. It’s not your fault.” And it wasn’t…only sometimes it felt like it was. Sometimes Shane thought he hated her for what she dealt with and then he felt like an even bigger dickhead than Maxwell and Jonathan combined. How could he hate her for something that wasn’t her fault? She was sick.

“I’m going to get better. I promise you, I’m going to get better.” And sometimes he thought she did. Sometimes things would be okay but they always went to shit again. “We have the stuff for chocolate cake. It’s your favorite. I’ll make it.”

His mom wouldn’t punish him for the fight. Even if it had been his fault, she wouldn’t. Their dynamic didn’t work that way. “Okay,” Shane replied. “I’m going to get into the shower real quick.”

She nodded and he went into the bathroom, stripped, and stepped under the spray. He looked down at his ribs that stuck out—even though he ate like a fucking horse. At his arms that looked like spaghetti noodles.

Maybe if he saved money he could buy a bench press. He could find room for it in the garage around all his mom’s stuff….

Shane finished showering. Once the chocolate cake was finished, they sat down and ate a piece. Caleb called, and Shane went over to his house. They closed themselves in his room, because why would anyone wonder why two sixteen-year-old boys were in a room together? They turned on video games and made out, clothes on because they hadn’t braved anything else yet, rubbing their dicks together through their clothes.

When they both came, Caleb changed and gave Shane a towel to clean himself off. Luckily, it didn’t show through his pants. They played a game on Caleb’s system and then Shane went home and went to bed.

It was late when he heard the noise outside. The clatter from the side of the house by his window.

What the fuck?

His mom would lose her mind if she heard it.

Shane got out of bed and snuck through the living room. He opened the door quietly and heard, “What the fuck, man. Be careful before you get us caught,” in a hushed voice.

Jonathan. He had no doubt in his mind who was with him.

Shane took off toward them. As he rounded the corner, three figures stopped and looked at him from under black ski masks.

“I called the cops!” Shane declared, even though he hadn’t.

“Fuck you, you little pussy,” Jonathan said before he took off running. The second kid was right behind him. It was as though the third was frozen, unable to move. The moon was bright enough that Shane could see a can of spray paint by his feet.

Shane stepped closer and the kid took a step back and then another one. The kid’s foot hit something and he tripped before falling on his ass. It was the perfect moment. Shane went after him; what he was going to do, he didn’t know.

“The cops are on their way and you’re fucked,” he said.

When the person didn’t move, Shane cocked his head slightly…what the hell? He walked over, grabbed the mask and pulled it off his head.

Maxwell. His green eyes were wide and he was shaking. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t me. I didn’t paint it. I’m…please don’t tell on me. He’ll kill me for getting caught.”

Shane’s heart raced. He froze, stared. “Who?” Who would kill him? Jonathan? Whoever the hell had been with them? Shane hardly believed the idiot would cross Maxwell. In a lot of ways, he wouldn’t be who he was without Maxwell by his side.

“I’m sorry,” Maxwell said again, then shoved to his feet and ran.

Shane turned and looked at the house, three black letters stared back at him: FAG.

He picked up the can and blacked it out as best he could. First thing the next morning, he walked to the hardware store and bought some white paint, and covered it.

His mom never knew. And that wasn’t the first—or the last—run-in he had with Jonathan and Maxwell.


CHAPTER ONE


“Hey! How’s it going today, Mr. Miller?” Shane tossed the greasy towel over his shoulder as he walked toward his customer.

“I’ve been bringing my cars to you for five years, Shane, and every time I ask you not to call me Mr. Miller. You make me feel old.” He crossed his arms with a small smirk on his lips.

“You are old.” Shane winked at him, and earned himself a full-fledged laugh.

“I guess you’d think so. Oh, to be thirty again. But just so you know, sixty isn’t too bad either, and it was one thing to call me Mr. Miller when you were a kid, but now you’re my favorite mechanic so Bill will do just fine.”

Shane nodded at him. “Bill,” he said, though he was sure next time he saw the man he’d probably call him Mr. Miller again. It was just the way he’d always been. He might have changed a whole hell of a lot, but some old habits died hard. “What can I do for you today?” Shane leaned against a Mustang in the stall.

“I drove to Albany this weekend. Picked myself up a Camaro. She’s a beauty, but she needs some work and there’s not a mechanic in the state I trust more than you.”

Shane couldn’t help but smile at the compliment. He loved what he did.

It hadn’t been easy, working to get his certificate when he was eighteen. He’d driven back and forth from Last Chance to Portland. Every once in a while, he would stay overnight—still did from time to time when he wanted to fuck, but never for more than a night. He always worried about leaving his mom alone too long. “She here with you?” Shane asked, getting back to the topic of the Camaro. Who the fuck wouldn’t want to talk about a car like that? It was a whole lot better than dwelling on shit that would never change.

“Of course, she is.” Bill walked out of the stall and Shane followed behind him. He made his way around the side of Last Chance Automotive, Shane’s baby, to see an older yellow Camaro, with just a little bit of body damage, but nothing he couldn’t fix. He did both—worked under the hood and worked on the body of cars.

Shane whistled. “She’s a beauty.”

Bill tossed him the keys. “Start her up and listen to her.”

Shane caught the keys, opened the door, and sat inside. She smelled old, but he loved it—loved a weathered car with a story to tell and this one definitely had that. Shane put the key in the ignition and turned it. The car rumbled to life with a deep purr that made him smile.

He could hear it though—a little sound in the engine that he would need to check out.

“She sounds beautiful.”

“Nothing like hearing a pretty lady purr,” Bill winked at him.

Shane had no desire to hear a woman make the kinds of sounds Bill was talking about. For him it came from a man, always had, but most people didn’t know that. Scratch that, they didn’t acknowledge his sexuality. It wasn’t that Shane hid it, but there also weren’t a whole lot of gay bachelors in Last Chance. There was an older lesbian couple and the Richmonds had a gay nephew in his twenties who came to visit sometimes. As far as he knew, there were no other gay men in Last Chance—not since Caleb’s parents had dragged him away after he got caught skipping school with Shane. He grimaced, trying to forget the painful memory. After all this time, it shouldn’t still hurt.

Without replying to Bill’s comment, Shane kept the car running, climbed out, and opened the hood. He listened to her real close, took a peek around. Oh yeah. He definitely wanted to work on that car.

“You can leave her with me a bit?” he asked. “I’m pretty booked solid but you know I want a chance at her.”

“Absolutely,” Bill replied. “I knew you would.”

He’d made a place for himself in Last Chance. A home. Was it everything he wanted? No, but it was okay. The more he’d started respecting himself, the more people in town respected him too.

Shane turned off the car, and pocketed the key which was on a ring by itself. He told Bill he’d be in touch. The man thanked him and left with his wife, who’d driven her car down with him.

The rest of the day was fairly standard. He didn’t get anyone else bringing him cars that nearly made him want to jizz in his pants.

At five o’clock, Ryan, his only other technician, approached him. Ryan was three years older than Shane. He’d moved to Last Chance just about a year earlier, apparently because he needed a change. Shane couldn’t imagine coming here from something different—in the small town that felt like it never fucking changed, but then again, he didn’t know what Ryan was running from either. He figured it had to be something, but Shane wasn’t real big on sharing his shit with people, so he didn’t pry into other people’s lives either.

“Holy fuck, that Camaro is gorgeous,” Ryan whistled.

“No shit,” Shane replied. “I can’t wait to get inside the engine.”

“It was a good day.” Ryan rubbed his oil-stained hands with a towel. “Thinking about grabbing a beer tonight. Wanna join?”

They’d become sort of friends since Ryan started working for him. It was nice to have someone around who didn’t know everything about his past. Who didn’t know about the scrawny boy he’d used to be. The boy who’d been teased and tormented by a group of assholes for most of his life. Shane wasn’t that boy anymore. He wasn’t a real social butterfly or anything, but he didn’t keep himself as distant as he’d used to. Everyone in town liked him—respected him, his work, and how he took care of his mom.

The assholes were all long gone, except Jonathan, and they were too old to pay each other much attention.

And he sure as shit wasn’t the too-thin kid any longer. Puberty had been nice to him, and he also enjoyed weight training and running. “Yeah, sure. I need to take care of a few things. I’ll meet you about eight?”

There wasn’t any question where they would meet. There were two bars in Last Chance, but Round Table was always the one they went to.

“Sounds good.”

Shane locked up before he and Ryan headed for their vehicles. Shane climbed into his black Tundra, pulled out of the gate behind Ryan, then jumped out to lock it before pulling away.

He made the familiar drive down Main Street, passing all the small shops, cafés, and the donut shop he’d been going to since he was a kid. He thought about stopping by Rosie’s for a shake, but didn’t.

Shane took a left on Fallen Tree Lane, the quiet back road that led just slightly out of town, to the property he’d lived on his whole life. The one he’d lived on with his mom and dad, before his mom started getting sick and his dad decided he didn’t want to deal with it. Their place was just far enough from town to give them their desired privacy, but close enough that he could get home and back in a hurry if need be. He turned his truck down the gravel road, where he’d built his own one-bedroom house on the same two acres of land as his mom.

She’d bought it before her mental health struggles, which was the only reason they had it. Land had been a whole lot cheaper back then. Shane had put in a separate driveway that led to his house, which could be seen from his mom’s. It was ridiculous, really. It wasn’t as if she was coming and going from her own driveway very often, but it made him feel as though he had some space, as though his house was really just his, instead of being attached to his mom at thirty years old.

And he likely always would be. Who else did she have? Who else did either of them have?

Shane climbed out of the truck. He didn’t bother locking it because he really didn’t have to worry about things like that in Last Chance. Plus, everyone knew that was his place and Shane didn’t take shit the way he’d done as a child.

As soon as he walked inside his small, cabin-like house, Shane stepped out of his shoes. It was rustic, which had always been his style. Lots of wood and earth tones. He went into the kitchen, stepping around the island, and filled a glass of water. There was a sliding glass door on the far wall which led to a deck and his hot tub. It faced the opposite direction as his mom’s place, something he’d done purposefully when he’d drawn up his design for the place. He drank the water as he made his way down the hallway to his room.

He set the glass down, stripped, and went straight into the bathroom for a shower.

Shane turned the water on, thought about shaving the stubble on his face, but didn’t feel like it. Instead, he stepped under the spray, letting the hot water work his tired muscles, before he rubbed one out. Living there, he did a lot more jerking off than he did coming with someone else.

He typically made the drive to Portland about once every month. It was only an hour away, but crazy as it sounded, he always felt guilty when he went. Not because of the fucking of course, but because he couldn’t stop himself from constantly worrying about his mom.

Shane finished showering and then pulled on a pair of worn jeans with a hole in the knee and a tee. Once he finished getting ready, he went outside and jogged over to the small house that his mom rarely left.

“Hey, Shaney.” She smiled at him when he stepped inside. She looks good today. She still had her ups and downs, of course, some times were better than others. The past couple years had been filled with more downs, more panic attacks. She basically only left the house when he took her to her doctor or therapist appointments, and even that was a struggle.

It was something they had to work up to and prepare for. There was almost always a crash afterward—a period of days or weeks where she wouldn’t get out of bed unless he forced her.

It didn’t take leaving for those crashes to happen either. Sometimes, they didn’t need a reason at all. Other times, it would be because she missed his dad or felt guilty that she needed Shane so much. Shane figured the real reason was her depression, but sometimes it was easier to have another excuse.

Her knitting club helped sometimes. And her friends from game night. It was something Shane insisted on. It would be better if his mom went out to spend time with people instead, but at least it still kept her social.

“Hi.” He bent down and kissed her forehead. She was sitting at the table working on a puzzle. She loved those damn things.

“How was work?” she asked.

He took the chair across from her and talked about his day. Afterward, she got up and made spaghetti for dinner. They ate and talked and laughed.

He loved it when she was happy. When he could forget how debilitating even the easiest things could be for her sometimes. It nearly ripped his fucking heart out each and every time a panic attack happened.

Shane spent a couple hours visiting with her before he pushed to his feet. “I’m going to go have a beer with Ryan tonight at Round Table. I’ll have my phone with me, of course.” He always kept his phone with him.

She smiled. “You spend a lot of time with him….”

He rolled his eyes. “Not really, and he’s straight, Ma. Can you stop trying to hook me up?” Any time he mentioned a friend, she prodded him about whether it could be more. She’d even gone as far as to create profiles on dating websites for him. He knew it came from the heart—and her guilt—but it still drove him fucking crazy.

What would he do if he met someone in Portland or elsewhere? It wasn’t as though he was going anywhere, and Last Chance didn’t have much to offer outsiders.

“I just…I hate that you’re alone. Because of me.” She looked down, fiddling with a puzzle piece.

Shane sighed. “I’m not alone because of you. I’m happy here. My life is here.” Which was true in a lot of ways. He thought about how much he would like to leave, but what the fuck else did he know? And he had his own shop here. His own house. His studio where he liked to blow glass. It didn’t get much better than that. “I’m not real big on the idea of settling down with someone, anyway.”

“That’s because you’ve never done it.” She gave him a sad smile. “Your father and I were so happy.”

They had been, but then she got sick and he ran away. Why focus on the past?

Shane walked over to the cabinet and grabbed her pills. He shook one of each into his hand, filled a glass of water, and brought it to her. She was good at taking them herself, but today he wasn’t taking any chances by not being responsible for it himself.

She swallowed each pill, then gave him another smile. “Thanks, Shaney. You take such good care of me.”

A sad ache settled in his chest before he bent and kissed her forehead again. “That’s what family is for, Ma.”


CHAPTER TWO


Round Table was packed.

Shane and Ryan sat at the bar, both nursing a beer. Rock music played from the speakers throughout the room. There were two bartenders behind the counter, almost every high-top round table behind them filled.

“You know I’m going to want to work on that Camaro with you,” Ryan told him and he grinned.

“Only if you’re real nice.”

“Fucker,” Ryan teased him back. “I’ll be finished with the Bailey truck tomorrow. I would have finished today, but that fucking part didn’t come in.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” Shane replied. “We’ve had a few unexpected delays like that out of Lehrman’s recently. I need to figure out what’s going on. It screws with our schedule.”

“Can I get you boys another beer?” Trinity, one of the bartenders, asked. Shane glanced at Ryan to see if he wanted another or planned on leaving. When he nodded, as if to say, I’m down if you are, Shane looked back at her and told her yes.

Trinity was his age. She’d lived there her whole life, just like most people in Last Chance. She’d married right out of high school and had two kids, but her husband had left her a couple years back, leaving her to raise the children alone. Her ex had been a lifer in town, too—Jimmy. He’d hung out with Max and Jon—or at least had tried to. He’d been the type who wanted to fit in and would have done anything those jackasses said. Who the fuck knew where he was now? Trinity certainly didn’t.

“Did you hear the news?” she asked him as she popped the lid off his bottle before handing it over.

She smiled when she did the same for Ryan and he nodded back at her before looking away.

“What news is that?” Shane replied.

“Max is finally coming back to town.”

Shane hated the fact that his spine stiffened at her reply. He’d wondered why Maxwell hadn’t come as soon as his old man had passed away. It had been over a month. He hadn’t even made it back for the service, which had been the talk of the town since it happened. He might not have come home once since he left Last Chance but he had to return when his father and idol passed away, didn’t he? Shane couldn’t say how many times he’d heard that question posed but as the days and weeks passed, it changed to why didn’t Maxwell come back? Where’s he been all these years? What’s he doing?

Shane didn’t care for an answer to any of those questions. He was used to dealing with Jonathan; he’d given Shane a half-assed apology some years back. So they ignored each other, or grinned and pretended their past didn’t exist.

“Who’s Max?” Ryan asked. “Am I supposed to care that he’s coming back?”

“No,” Shane answered right along with Trinity’s, “Yes.”

“Used to be the town’s golden boy,” Shane continued. “His dad was Maxwell Sullivan.”

“Oh,” Ryan replied. Everyone knew who his dad was. He’d practically owned Last Chance. Now his wife did, though they hadn’t seen much of her since his passing. Looked like the prodigal son was indeed coming home to claim his throne.

“Why do you say it like that?” Trinity asked. “That was a long time ago—the way you, Maxwell, and Jonathan used to be with each other. It was dumb kid stuff. Plus, you’re not the same person you used to be.”

Did that mean if he was the same kid who didn’t socialize all that much, kept to himself, and was too small to defend himself, he wouldn’t be as accepted in town as he was? That it was okay for them to treat Shane like they had because he just hadn’t been as cool as they were? Fuck that.

“Don’t excuse them. They tormented me. I handled it and I couldn’t care less about Maxwell, Jonathan, or anyone else, but don’t excuse the fact that they were cruel.” Shane lifted his bottle of beer to his lips, swallowing most of it down in just a few chugs.

Trinity sighed as though he were being dramatic.

He fucking hated Maxwell. Hated people like him—rich, cocky bastards who thought they could get away with anything…but there was a part of him that wanted to see the other man. Wanted him to know that Shane might have stayed, but he’d made something of his life.

Then he was pissed at himself for even thinking it mattered what that fucker thought about him.

“Everyone’s wondering about him,” Trinity added. “I mean, his parents rarely spoke about him since the day he left. No one knows what he did with his life or anything. It’s always been a mystery.” She winked. “One I can’t wait to unravel.”

“Jesus, Trinity. He was a horrible person.”

“His dad just died, Shane,” she reminded him.

“And I’m sorry about that, but that’s as far as my concern over Maxwell Sullivan goes.”

She rolled her eyes and walked away to help someone else.

“Sounds like a dickhead,” Ryan spoke from beside him. “I hate people like that.”

Shane nodded. “Yeah, I do too.”

[image: *]*

Van couldn’t believe he was back in this town.

Here, he’d been Maxwell. He hated who that person was, hated the things that person did.

One week to the day after high school graduation, he’d driven his car to the bus station in Portland where he’d left it for his parents, gotten a ticket, and sworn never to come back. He’d wanted a fresh start and that was when he’d become Van.

He’d made good on that promise not to return until now, and he fucking hated it. Hated that he’d had to come back. Hated that he had to see the Welcome to Last Chance sign when he drove into town. Hated that he still knew every street and almost every shop, and that his car had practically steered itself to his mother’s house.

He’d wanted to leave the town and his past behind him and he’d done that, only he hadn’t forgotten like he thought he had. Jesus, he wished he’d forgotten.

All he had to do was help his mom sort things out after his father’s death, to help her move and he could be on his way again.

And Shane….

If he was still in Last Chance, Van owed him an apology. He owed Shane more.

Van pulled up in front of the large, Colonial-style home. The yard was as impeccable as it had been his whole life, though not because he or anyone in his family had taken a hand to it themselves. No, they’d had people for that, and his mom obviously still had people for it. They’d always prided themselves on things looking perfect from the outside—What people think of you matters, Maxwell. Make them respect you. Make them fear you. It doesn’t matter what you do as long as you command respect. His father had been good at that. Van had been good at it too. He’d kept up the façade of everything looking perfect on the outside, while inside? Between the walls of the house and the inside of Van’s head for the first eighteen years of his life, had been nothing close to perfect. The Sullivan family was a well-constructed lie.

And he was back. Why had he allowed himself to go back?

He dropped his head against the back of the seat, took a couple deep breaths, killed the engine, and got out of his car. There was no use in stalling. He’d help his mom get settled after his father’s death. It had been the reason he’d come. She’d never sounded needy for anything in his life until she called to tell him his dad had died nearly a month before and she needed him to come home. She hadn’t been there for him growing up, but something had made him want to be there for her now and he wasn’t happy about it.

Once they got things sorted out, he would head back to Southern California and never set foot in Last Chance again.

His knee popped when he got out of the car. He brushed his hand down his pant legs and noticed paint stains around his fingernails. It wasn’t anything new. His hands had been calloused and paint-stained for years, but he’d bet his mother would make a comment on it. Luckily for him, he didn’t give a shit.

Van made his way up the porch stairs and knocked. He waited a few moments and when no one answered, he knocked again. As soon as he lowered his hand, the door opened.

“You need to shave,” was the first thing his mother had said to him.

“No, I don’t. I like it this way.” It wasn’t that he had a full beard but he knew it would be too scruffy for her. He’d just jumped in his car and driven up from Southern California at her insistence that he come. Was it that big a deal that he hadn’t taken the time to shave?

“You look messy,” she replied.

“Lay off, Mother. Please,” Van replied as he stepped inside. The second he did, it was as though someone shot ice water into his veins. What the fuck was he doing back there? Why had he let her talk him into coming back?

He took a step inside, then another. The house used to always smell like cleaner. His mom would scrub daily, because his dad always prided himself on a clean home. Now? Now it smelled like old food and cigarette smoke. “Who’s been smoking in the house, Mom?” he asked.

“Me. I used to smoke before your father, but I stopped because he didn’t like it, and when you love someone you make sacrifices for them. You wouldn’t know anything about that though, would you?”

Because he’d moved away? Lived his own life?

Van’s feet rooted to the floor. His body, which had just felt frozen a moment before scorched with angered-heat. Van turned to her, feeling the tightness in his jaw. “The way you made sacrifices for me?” he asked.

He could have sworn he saw her flinch. Was it guilt, he wondered, or surprise because she didn’t expect him to stand up to her? Because he never would have dared when his father was alive. He’d always gone along with whatever was expected of him, but he wasn’t that person anymore.

“I don’t want to do this with you right now, Max. You don’t understand. I….”

He shook his head, not wanting to hear an excuse. He’d put the past behind him. Van didn’t want to dredge it up any more than she did. “What’s going on, Mother?” he asked.

She sighed and he noticed the curve in her spine for the first time. The bags under her eyes. She never let herself look tired. Always stood up straight because if you commanded respect, you received it. His father had made sure they both lived that way.

She started moving again, making her way into the kitchen. Van followed. The blinds were closed, not letting any natural light into the large space, which wasn’t like her. They’d obviously remodelled since he left. It was upgraded with stainless steel and dark tones that made the space seem even more dreary without natural light.

“There’s coffee. Do you want coffee?” she asked. He noticed her hand shook as she reached for the pot.

“Mom,” he said before reaching out and grabbing her hand. “What’s wrong?” The ache in his chest now was completely different than the one he’d had when he pulled up. Then, it was nothing except the fact that he didn’t want to be here. Now, he was filled with worry.

“I…” she started and then pulled her hand away and wiped the tears he hadn’t noticed were in her eyes. “What is wrong with me? I don’t cry. Why can’t I stop crying?”

Because you lost someone you love. Because you lost the only person you’ve ever really loved, even if it meant choosing him over your own son’s well-being.

“You’re in pain.” But why hadn’t she cared that much about him?

“And showing that to everyone helps me how?” she asked.

Jesus, he’d forgotten what it was like in that house. Forgotten how they steeled their emotions, and put on a façade for the world to see. “It’s not everyone. It’s your son.”

“The son I haven’t seen in twelve years? The son who I don’t even know anymore?”

He couldn’t let himself feel guilt for that. He’d done what he’d had to do. She had made her choices and Van had made his. “What’s wrong?” he asked her again. There had never been a time in his life when he looked at either of his parents to see that they didn’t have the answers. It was who they were. Even when they were completely wrong, they didn’t see it.

“Your father died, Maxwell. That’s what’s wrong.”

He flinched at his real name. And she was right. His father had died and he couldn’t find it in himself to be heartbroken about it.

“I know that.”

“Then why aren’t you acting like it?”

“Did you call me back here to give me a hard time for taking care of myself?” Because that was what he’d done.

“No. I called you back here because I’m your mother, Max, whether you like it or not.”

Why hadn’t she been a mother to him back then? When he’d needed her?

But there was a silent part of him who still wanted her love. He wondered if the two of them could have a relationship. If they could find common ground without his father dictating who they should be.

“I can’t stay in his house,” she said, shaking her head, and he saw the pain in her features. Wondered if she felt any of that pain when he’d left. “Everywhere I look there are memories of him. Of our life together. I can’t do it. Jonathan said I should call you about the house.”

Hot anger shot through him. Jonathan said she should call? She hadn’t wanted to? He’d assumed when she had called for his help with the house and getting things in order, it would have been because she wanted him there, not because Jonathan said to do it. “I don’t want it, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“You can say that so easily?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“He was your father. I know he had his problems, but he was your father and he loved you.”

“Christ, Max. What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you so dense?”

Max’s head snapped back at the pop from his dad’s hand.

“You’re too goddamn soft. Keep acting like that and people will think you’re light on your feet. You act like you’re queer. You queer?”

The breath got knocked out of him as he was shoved against the wall. “Christ, I don’t know how I ended up with such a fuckup for a son.”

No, his father hadn’t loved him. That wasn’t love.

“He left you money. He hadn’t seen you in twelve years, and he left you money.” She said it as if that were proof of his love, as if money could make up for how things were.

“I don’t want that either.”


CHAPTER THREE


Van hated sleeping in this house. Hated thinking back to the person he’d been when he’d lived there.

He’d spent most of the night lying awake, staring at the ceiling, wishing he had a paintbrush between his fingers and a canvas in front of him.

When he’d grabbed his bag the day before, he’d left those things in the car. Somehow pulling them out felt more permanent. Felt like he was bringing his new life into his old life, and the thought made him nauseous. He couldn’t handle the thought of blending the two, of dirtying it that way. No, he didn’t think he could ever paint in that house. Not with all the memories there.

He and his mom hadn’t spoken much more, and it had been late afternoon when he’d gotten in. After her mini breakdown, she’d stood, wiped her eyes, and assured him she was fine. That was the mother he was used to, the one with the hard armor he’d been forced to wear for eighteen years as well. Sullivans were strong. Smart. Confident. Wealthy. At least that was the image they were always supposed to project.

They sure didn’t run away from home as fast as they could and work as a waiter while putting themselves through art school. They didn’t paint pictures and take photographs of naked men, bodies locking together in the most intimate way. They didn’t lick the sweat off another man’s skin, or take another man into their body, or love the feel of a cock in their mouth, either.

When his body got too restless to stay in bed any longer, he pushed out of it. He was in his old room, only it wasn’t the same. His parents weren’t the kind of sentimental people who kept his things for him and he was fine with that. Nothing he’d had back then had truly been Van anyway. They’d been who he was supposed to be. Who his father wanted him to be. The boy next door with the perfect grades, who loved sports and girls. The American fucking dream.

He made his way down the hallway and toward his mom’s room. The door was cracked open. She lay on her side, eyes closed, facing him.

It was early…early enough that he had a good excuse not to wake her, when he just wasn’t prepared to dive into anything with her yet. He still didn’t totally understand why she’d called him back, besides the fact that Jonathan said she should—oh and money he didn’t give a rat’s ass about. She could have told him about it over the phone, and he could have rejected it from home, just like he would have if she had been able to get ahold of him in time for his father’s service. He sure as hell wouldn’t have come for that.

Van went back to his room, changed clothes, brushed his teeth, and then scribbled a quick note about going to grab breakfast.

Van’s car nearly drove itself to Lucky Rose. It was down Main Street about a block from the movie theater that only played one movie at a time. He hadn’t realized where he was going until he pulled into the parking lot and parked.

Motherfucker.

It was where he’d always gone with his friends.

He’d spent hours there with Jonathan and their other friends, eating French fries, milkshakes, and sneaking Jack into their Cokes before taking off to go make out with whatever girls they had with them at the time.

He almost put the car in reverse and drove away…but fuck that. There was no chance he could spend the next few days in Last Chance and not run into anyone he knew anyway, so Van got out of the car and went inside.

They’d remodeled since he was a kid. Everything still had the soft, rose-pink accents, but the tables were newer and there was now a bar along the front.

“Just one?” the hostess asked. She was young, it was probably her first job. They’d always been good about that at Lucky Rose.

“Yep. Just one.”

“Do you want to sit at the bar?”

“I’d rather a table, if you don’t mind.”

She nodded and led Van to a small, two-person table that sat directly across from the bar. He ordered a coffee and before she even had the chance to return with it, the bell over the door sounded.

The second he looked up, he was eye-to-eye with his former best friend.

“Max!” Jonathan grinned as he walked over. He wore slacks and a white button-up, without a tie.

“Hey, man. How’s it going?” Van pushed to his feet as Jonathan pulled him into a hug. It was slightly awkward, standing there with Jonathan again. The other man reminded him of the person he used to try to be, the one his father tried to force him to be. Acid burned through his gut at the thought.

“Good. Great. I can’t believe it’s been twelve years. Christ, your mom didn’t even know how to get a hold of you at first.”

Van just nodded because he wasn’t going to go there with Jonathan. He’d done what he’d done for a reason. “I’m here now,” Van replied as the waitress approached with his coffee.

“Would you like one too, Jonathan?” she asked. He looked at Van as if to ask if it was okay. Van gave a nod and they both sat down.

“Are you ready for your order?”

“I’ll take an egg white omelet, light cheese, and turkey sausage,” Jonathan replied. The waitress looked at Van next.

He sure as shit wasn’t eating like Jonathan. “I’ll take a grasshopper milkshake and a breakfast burrito.”

He handed the menu to her and Jonathan chuckled.

“You always used to try and eat like shit.”

But he hadn’t gotten away with it most of the time. Not if it was baseball or football season, when his dad thought he needed to be in the best shape.

They spoke for a couple minutes and Van learned Jonathan’s wife was a real estate agent—the best one in Last Chance—and that he was an attorney. That part Van had known. There was no way Jonathan couldn’t be. It’s what his father was and what Jonathan wanted, as well.

They had three girls but Jonathan wanted to try again because damn it, he wanted his son.

Van bit back a groan at that.

He wondered if Jonathan would ask what he did. How he would respond when Van told him he created homoerotic art. Because he wouldn’t skirt around what he did or who he was.

Jonathan apparently wasn’t interested though because he went straight into, “My deepest condolences on your dad. He was a good man.”

Van’s molars ground together. It wasn’t that he was glad his father was dead. He didn’t wish that on anyone, but he didn’t need condolences. And his father hadn’t been a good man.

“I know it was important to your mom that you come back. You’re all she has and she wants a relationship with you.”

Did she? She hadn’t said it that way to Van. But there was hope there, living inside him. Hope that they could work on their relationship. That without his father there, she could love him the way he was, even though she’d never protected him. “I hope we’re able to work through some things,” Van replied, even though Jonathan wouldn’t know what those things were.

The bell over the door rang again but Van didn’t turn to look.

“Hey, Shane! How’s it going?” a voice popped up.

“Saw that Camaro outside your shop!” someone else said and Van froze. Couldn’t move.

Christ, was it Shane Wallace? The Shane Wallace he’d tormented, much like his own father had tormented him? The quiet, scrawny kid who kept to himself?

Van’s gut cramped up at the thought of how they’d treated Shane.

“Hey, man. How’s it going? Just picking up some muffins for the shop.”

The voice was rough, deep. Nothing like the voice of the Shane he remembered. Van couldn’t stop himself from looking back anymore and…damn, Shane Wallace had grown up—cut muscles, tousled, dark hair, and an easy smile that would knock anyone on their ass. A smile that had never been that effortless, that settled, when they’d been kids.

Jonathan saw him staring. “He’s found his way, all right, I guess. Made a name for himself. Still takes care of his mama. We’re still not too fond of each other, if you know what I mean.” Jonathan chuckled but Van wasn’t sure what was so funny. That they’d been horrible to Shane, so he and Shane still had their issues?

Shane grabbed a box from over the bar, laughed some more as a few people spoke with him and patted him on the back. His eyes scanned in Van’s direction. As soon as they zeroed in on Van, every fucking thing in Shane’s expression changed. He went cold. Closed up. Looked at Van with the kind of hate in his eyes Van hadn’t seen in a long time. The kind of hate he deserved.

Shane’s eyes went from Jonathan to him and back to Jonathan again, just as Van’s tablemate turned around.

Jonathan gave him a small wave and then chuckled again, before Shane gave Van one last death stare, and turned away.

Van knew he should move, get up and say something; because if there was anyone who ever deserved an apology from Van, it was the man standing at the counter.

When Shane got to the door he turned, taking one more look at Van and walked out.

As Jonathan began rambling again about his mom, his wife, and hey, we should get together sometime, Van’s mind stayed with the boy who’d been more like Van than he’d ever known. With the only man he’d thought about over the years and wished he could see again, because nothing in his whole fucking life ever made him feel the shame he did when he thought about how he’d treated Shane Wallace.


CHAPTER FOUR


He’d overthrown. He couldn’t fucking believe he’d overthrown. There’d been no way Mathews could have caught the ball. He’d been open, right in front of the goal line. If Max had thrown accurately, if he was a better athlete, Mathews would have caught it and they would have won the championship.

“Fuck,” he cursed before he kicked the book on his bedroom floor, which flew up and hit the wall. Why the hell did he have to screw up so badly? He’d messed it up for everyone. He’d lost the championship for his team.

Max tensed up when he heard footsteps from the hallway. There was no doubt in his mind who it was. His father had been in the locker room after the game. In front of the others, he’d told Max it wasn’t his fault just like everyone else on the team had, despite the tears in their eyes and the edge in their voices. He’d told Max they had a good season. He’d done his best. Blah-fucking-blah. All the shit Max knew he didn’t feel. He was Maxwell Sullivan. He was expected to be perfect. Anything less than wasn’t acceptable.

Max sat on the edge of his bed and waited. When the door opened, he looked up, looked his father in the eyes because that was what was expected of him. He shouldn’t shy away. A man always looked another man in the eyes. You were weak if you didn’t. What he saw was hardness in his dad’s eyes.

“That was an easy throw, Maxwell. Your defense did their job; they blocked for you. Your running back did his job; he got open. You’re the only one who didn’t do his job.”

“It was an accident,” Max replied. “I screwed up. I don’t know why I overthrew.”

“Because you lost your head the way you always do!” he snapped. “You have to toughen up. You’re mentally weak and you always have been. It’s all up here.” He tapped his temple. “If you’re strong and portray that, people will believe you. You’ll believe you. You’ve always been so goddamned soft.”

He flinched at his father’s words and looked down.

“See, like that. Looking away because you can’t handle it.”

Max winced when he felt his father’s hands tighten in his hair. He jerked Max’s head up so he was forced to look at him, his grip getting tighter and the sting to Max’s head sharper. “Don’t look away. You fucked up the season for your team. All that work for nothing. One throw. One throw and we would have won. Don’t turn away from seeing what you did. Own it.”

“Yes, sir,” Max replied fighting the tears that wanted to leak from his eyes. Fighting the urge to wince again in pain.

“You’re supposed to be a leader. Your peers need to be able to look at you to lead. I know you think I’m being hard on you, but you’ll appreciate it one day. You’re destined for greatness, Maxwell, it’s about time you stopped acting so goddamned weak and proved it.” He pushed Max’s head as he let go of his hair. His fingers twitched with the need to rub the spot where his dad had pulled, but he didn’t dare. “Now, get dressed and go out with your friends. Everyone will expect you to be out tonight. We’ll finish discussing this later.” Without another word, he turned and walked from the room.

Only it wouldn’t just be a discussion. Max knew better than that.

He steeled his emotions, pushed to his feet, got changed, and headed down the stairs. He wouldn’t cry. Wouldn’t give in to the tightness in his chest. Wouldn’t let himself be what his dad hated. He’d be strong. He’d be good. He’d show his father he wasn’t weak.

He jumped into his Mustang and drove straight to Lucky Rose where the whole team would be. His hands hurt, he gripped the steering wheel so tight. His foot pressed more and more on the accelerator and he watched the number rise…sixty, sixty-five, seventy, seventy-five….

His head still hurt. His father’s words still circled his brain. Weak. Fucked up. Leader.

He went around each sharp corner, his speed still rising, his heart beating faster as he went. Eighty, eighty-five.

Jesus, he couldn’t breathe. Why in the hell couldn’t he breathe?

Max jerked the car to the side of the road. Slamming the brakes, nearly running off the edge and into a ditch.

The second the car stopped, he jumped out, gasping for breath that he couldn’t find. He held his chest, bent over, and vomited in the dirt.

When his pulse slowed and his breathing evened out, he got back into his car. He’d be okay. He’d freaked out. No one had seen. Everything was okay.

When he pulled into the parking lot at Lucky Rose, he saw the whole team was in fact there. He rinsed his mouth out with an old Gatorade in his car, opened the door and spit it out, before popping a mint past his lips and going inside.

“Sullivan! What took you so long, fucker?” Jonathan called and everyone laughed.

“I was busy with your mama. She gives the best head,” Max replied and earned harder laughter than Jonathan had.

Your peers need to be able to look at you to lead.

He glanced to the left and saw Shane bussing a table. He knew his father hadn’t meant people like Shane when he spoke about Max’s peers. He meant Jonathan and Jimmy and the rest of the team.

Shane turned with a gray bin in his hands full of dishes.

“Oops,” Max replied as he walked by and hit it with his hand, so it toppled to the floor, dishes going everywhere. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

The laughter got louder. His friends cheered for him. Shane bent down to clean the mess…looked up at him with hate in his eyes…hate and loneliness. Max fought the urge to stop, to apologize. To kneel beside him and help because that look that Shane gave him? He felt it too. The hate for himself every time he looked in the mirror and the loneliness every second of his life.


CHAPTER FIVE


Back at the auto shop, Shane hadn’t expected it to bother him as much as it had to see Maxwell. He’d never left Last Chance. He saw people like Jonathan every day of his life and let it roll off his back. He had his life and they had theirs and damned if he would let anyone think theirs was more important or that he’d put any thought into who they were or what they did.

Jonathan was still a dick but they were adults and were cordial to each other, even though there was obviously no love lost between them.

Seeing Maxwell had somehow been different. Maybe it was because he’d left, disappeared for twelve years without so much as a visit, so he hadn’t had time to put his past with Maxwell to rest.

Maybe it was because every time he thought about Maxwell, he saw the fear in his eyes that night at his house, when he’d said, “he’ll kill me,” and Shane had never forgotten it. He’d spent too much time thinking about it and wondering who Maxwell meant. If maybe there had been more to him than Shane saw, only for Max to fuck with him again and show there wasn’t.

And there he was, thinking about the motherfucker again.

“Shane?”

He shook his head and turned to Ryan at the sound of his voice.

“You okay, buddy? I said your name three times.”

Shane groaned, annoyed at himself for losing his mind to thoughts of Maxwell and wondering where in the fuck he’d been for twelve years. “Yeah, I’m good. What’s up?” He wiped the sweat off his brow and no doubt left a smudge of dirt or oil behind.

“I wanted to ask you something about this paperwork.” He showed an invoice to Shane and asked a few questions about the discount it showed, which Shane explained to him. They were done in less than three minutes.

He walked back into the stall just as a shadow cast around the corner. “Can I help you?” His eyes darted up and were met with ones he was just trying to forget. His body immediately went tight all over.

“Place looks great. It’s yours?” Max asked. His voice sounded careful, wary.

“Yep.” Shane started working on the car again. He didn’t know what Max was up to, but he wasn’t going to give him his full attention. “You shouldn’t be back here.”

“I came to apologize.”

No apology could make up for the years of bullying.

“What makes you think I want your apology?” He didn’t look up from what he was doing, though Max had his full attention. “Do you think I’ve been sitting around here for twelve years, waiting for the great Maxwell Sullivan to admit he’s an ass so I can get on with my life?”

“No,” he replied, “I don’t think that. I’m positive you want nothing to do with me.”

Shane met his gaze then. “And you’d be right.” He wasn’t being completely fair. There was a part of him that knew he wasn’t. He’d dealt with Jonathan so why couldn’t he deal with Max the same way and put it in the past?

Because in a strange way, it always felt different with him. After that night at my house, I saw something different in him. Something he didn’t show to anyone else. Something I always felt. Something in his eyes that none of the other guys showed.

Loneliness. Maybe even reluctant compassion.

But that couldn’t have been the case. If Max felt that way, he’d had a shitty way of showing it. Tripping him in the hallway, hiding his clothes after PE, torturing him every fucking time he worked at Lucky Rose, making bigger messes he knew Shane would have to clean, drawing a dick in ketchup, yelling “queer” at him when Shane walked down the street.

No, someone who treated another person that way couldn’t know what it was like to feel alone, because they would never put that on someone else.

So why did it feel different with Max? The ambiguous feelings he’d gotten from him made Shane even angrier and edgier, made him question things that were supposed to be black and white.

“We’re adults now. I was wrong. I hate what we did to you. I just thought….”

“You thought wrong,” Shane replied. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

He got to it then, but he was mad at himself for giving the guy the satisfaction of knowing his actions still bothered him after all those years. It took a moment for Max to walk away, but eventually, he did. It wasn’t until he’d heard the car drive away that Shane relaxed and breathed.

And he was pissed. Pissed at himself for letting himself react that way. Pissed at himself for feeling guilty. Pissed at himself that for a moment there, he’d felt like that helpless kid again.

He jumped when his phone rang in his pocket. He wished he could ignore it but knew it would be his mom.

“Yeah?” Shane snapped into the phone.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. I’m having a bad day. Aren’t I allowed to have a bad day too?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he wanted them back. “Fuck. I’m sorry.” It wasn’t fair for him to take his shit out on her.

“It’s okay. I just called to check in. I’ll let you get back to work, Shaney.”

“Are you sure everything is okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She paused. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

He made himself push Maxwell and his mom out of his head and got to work.
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Van sat up on one of the old fire access roads and snapped another picture.

There was a partially burned couch, in what had obviously been a bonfire. Looked like the kids still came up there to party, the way they had when Van was a teenager.

When the weather was good, they’d make their way up the mountain—car after car of people, build a fire, and drink all night. That was all there’d been to do in Last Chance when they were playing sports, and they’d partied well.

He kicked a rock, walking around. When he saw a thin tree that was snapped in half, the top resting against another, he took another photo.

It wasn’t naked men, but for now it would have to do. He was sure there wouldn’t be an opportunity for that while he was in Last Chance.

Hell, he didn’t even know how long he would be there.

So far it had felt like he’d come for nothing, which he’d known was the case before he came.

But the thing was, he and his mom had had their moments. She used to enjoy reading to him and they’d laughed about each of them having a sweet tooth.

When his dad was happy, she seemed to truly want to be a real family.

When his dad was upset, she’d turned a blind eye.

Tired of sitting up there pouting, Van climbed into his car and made his way down the mountain. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected when he’d gone to see Shane. It should have been exactly what he got. He sure as hell didn’t deserve anything more than that.

What? Did he think he’d walk down there, say he was sorry and that they’d be fast friends after that?

No, he knew that wouldn’t happen, but he’d hoped for forgiveness. He needed it, whether he deserved it or not. The way he’d treated Shane was one of his biggest regrets.

He’d been no better than his father.

Soon, the dirt road turned to asphalt. The road ended at a “T” where he took a right. He had driven for only a few minutes when he saw it—what looked like a woman in the distance, sitting on the side of the road. She was far enough back, close to the trees, that he almost missed her. She had her arms around her legs, her body rocking back and forth.

“What in the hell?” His heart dropped to his stomach. As soon as he got close enough to her to pull over, he knew exactly who she was.

He and his friends had painted FAG on her house, which was down the long driveway next to where she was sitting.

He’d been a real stellar guy, hadn’t he?

Van killed the engine and got out, making slow movements. She didn’t look at him, didn’t say anything to him either.

“Hello?” he said tentatively. “My name is Max Sullivan.” He gave her his real name because she likely knew his family. “Can I help you with something?” He wasn’t sure what to do, he didn’t want to move toward her too quickly and scare her.

“I know your son,” he said when she didn’t reply. “Shane. I just saw him at the shop a little while ago. I could call him for you.” He didn’t mention the fact that he’d bullied her son as a child and that Shane hated him. He just wanted her to feel comfortable and he figured mentioning Shane was the best way for that to happen.

She looked up at him then. “You know Shane?”

“I do.” He took a step closer, then another. “I used to live here. Just came back for a visit.” Another step. “His shop is great.” Another one. “I bet you’re real proud of him.”

She smiled then, and damned if it didn’t make his own heart speed up. It was the one a mother was supposed to smile when someone mentioned her child. The way he wished his own mom would smile. “I am. I’ve always been proud of him.”

“How about I call him for you?” he asked.

“No. I’m okay…I just need a few minutes. I’m okay. I don’t want to bother him. I just…I thought I could make it. I haven’t had an attack in a while.”

His heart broke her for; broke for Shane too. “Can I sit with you? I’ll give you my phone if that makes you feel safer.”

“I forgot my phone at home. How could I have forgotten it?” She reached up, rubbing a spot at the back of her head.

When Van reached her to sit down, he saw there was a small bald spot, as though she often played with the hairs there until they’d fallen out.

“Here’s my phone.”

“Thank you.” She took it and he was glad for it.

They sat in silence, in the gravel, for what felt like an eternity but he knew it was only a few minutes.

“Shane loves working on cars,” she said.

“Yeah, I bet he does.”

“He was always a natural. He used to work on them before he had any training. That’s my Shane, though. He can do anything if he sets his mind to it.”

Van could see that. Wished he’d had the chance to witness it in person.

“I’ve always envied people like that,” Van told her. “People who were good at everything.”

“Me too. Most of the time those people are assholes.”

“Not Shane,” Van said.

“Nope.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “What about you?” she asked and then said, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to sit out here and tell me anything. I’m fine. I’ll be fine. That’s my driveway right there.”

He knew it was. “Nah, I’m good. I have nowhere else I need to be. My father recently passed away. We weren’t close. I came to see my mom.”

They talked a little about how Van hoped he could find some kind of common ground with his mother. Annie, he’d learned her name was—because over the years he’d forgotten—said that they would, because mothers loved their sons too much for them to be lost to each other forever. He hadn’t given her all the details, of course, and he thought that might change things but right then he knew that wasn’t what she needed.

Right now, he thought, Annie Wallace just needed someone to listen.

He talked about living in Los Angeles, the ocean, and how weird it was being back here.

She told him Shane had built his own house on the same property as her—designed it himself. Again, he was good at everything, she reminded him.

They talked about movies and donuts in town and any and everything they could.

Hours went by. She seemed less fidgety than she had been. She wasn’t playing with the hairs around her bald spot anymore.

She was too young to look as tired as she did. He could see Shane in her. She had a very simple beauty to her face.

Van told her he was gay and waited for the possibility of a negative response but, if anything, her eyes brightened in a strange way. He wanted to reach out to her, make her feel comfortable, so he told her how he’d struggled with it at first, with accepting himself but that he realized if anyone had a problem with him, it was their problem and not his.

“I know it’s silly,” she said softly a little while later. “My house is a quarter of a mile down that driveway but I just…I panicked. I came out to check the mail. Shane usually does it but damn it, I should be able to check my own mail. He has too much responsibility. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t make myself move. I feel a lot better now.”

“Good,” he told her. He wanted to reach out and squeeze her hand but didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. “And it’s not silly. We all have our demons.”

“I’m tired. I think I need to go home now,” she told him.

“I can help you, or we can call Shane. Whichever you’d prefer.”

They didn’t have a chance to do either. A truck suddenly jerked into the gravel, kicking up flecks of gravel as it went. Shane jumped out, looking fierce, just as Van pushed to his feet.

“She’s okay,” Van quickly said. “I sat with her and just talked. She’s okay.”

“What are you doing?” Shane gave him a hard glare before he knelt beside his mom.

“I’m okay,” she repeated what Van had said. “It’s stupid. I just…I felt okay today, and I wanted to check the mail. You know how quick the panic attacks can hit sometimes. I feel ridiculous.”

“You look tired.” Shane gently pushed a lock of short hair behind her ear. “Come on. Let’s get you home. I can’t believe you didn’t call me.”

Shane helped her stand. He went to take her arm but she was holding Van’s phone in her hand. She held it out to him, and Shane watched intensely. Van saw a kaleidoscope of different emotions flash across his face as Annie passed the phone back.

“Thank you for talking to me,” she said.

“It was my pleasure.”

“You should come to dinner sometime with me and Shane. Wouldn’t that be nice, Shane? To thank him for sitting with me?”

The emotions on Shane’s face changed even more—confusion, anger, maybe a little shame. Van jumped in to save him. “I appreciate that, but I couldn’t put you guys out. I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be in town anyway.”

“Come on, Ma. Let’s get you home to rest,” Shane said. Without looking back, he led her to his truck and helped her in, the tires kicking up dust again when they pulled away.

Van realized then that no matter what he did or said, Shane would never forgive him. As much as that hurt to realize, he knew he deserved it.


CHAPTER SIX


Shane sat in a chair in his mom’s room, feet on the edge of her bed, the soft glow of a lamp in the corner. She’d been sleeping for hours, obviously needing it. Her panic attack and fear had no doubt taken a lot out of her.

It wasn’t as if she could never walk to the edge of the driveway to check the mail. Sometimes she could. Sometimes she couldn’t. Sometimes the panic and anxiety presented like agoraphobia for her, but that had never been her diagnosis. All the markers didn’t fit. She had major depressive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and panic disorder. Oh, and trichotillomania. When she was nervous, scared, or stressed, she played with the same spot of hair on her head to the point where she had a bald patch a little over the size of a quarter. That came and went.

That was her life.

That was his life.

He shook his head, frustrated at himself for going there. They were okay. They always made sure they were okay.

He looked up when he heard a soft sigh from the bed. His mom rolled over onto her side and faced him. Neither of them moved. Shane still in the chair, arms crossed, feet on the bed. He watched over her as she lay on her side with her legs curled.

After a few moments, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Shaney. This house is my solace. The only place in the world I’m totally comfortable in my skin, but sometimes it’s like the walls are closing in on me. Like I can’t breathe if I don’t get out. But then I get out and a different kind of panic sets in and I can’t breathe out there either. I’m sorry,” she said again.

Fuck. A fist squeezed tightly around his windpipe. Why did everything have to be so goddamned hard? Why couldn’t the medication or all the doctors just fix her? “There’s no reason to be sorry. You tried. You wanted out and you tried, but can you please talk to me beforehand next time? Just so I know what’s going on and can check on you?”

“You shouldn’t always have to check on me.”

“That’s what family is for,” he told her. They were all the two of them had. “I didn’t mean to snap at you on the phone. It was a hectic day.”

“You’re the last person in this room who needs to feel guilty about anything.”

Then they were quiet again, their breathing and her leg brushing against the sheet when she moved the only sounds in the room. She was the one to break the silence again. “I didn’t realize Max hadn’t been back once in the twelve years he’s been gone. He said he’s an artist—a painter and a photographer.”

Shane sat up a little straighter at that. Max Sullivan was a painter and a photographer? That surprised the shit out of him. “That’s good for him, if he’s happy, I guess.”

“He came back to help his mom because of his father passing away.” She shook her head. “So sad.”

Max was the last thing Shane wanted to talk about. It irked him that Max was trying to be nice, and to his mother of all people.

“You don’t like him,” she said when he didn’t respond.

“Not particularly.”

“Why?” she asked. “Was he one of the boys you fought with at school?”

There was no chance he would explain to her everything Max and Jonathan had put him through. It would kill her to know he’d suffered so much and never told her. It was easy to hide things from people who rarely left the house. “I just don’t think he’s a very nice person, Mom. But I guess I don’t know him anymore. It’s been twelve years.” He wasn’t sure he believed people could change that much though.

“He was nice to me. I don’t know what would have happened had he not been there today.” Shane winced at her words but she didn’t seem to notice and kept going. “He had to have sat in the rocks with me for a good three or four hours.”

His pulse kicked up a notch at that. Three or four hours? He hadn’t known that earlier. Hadn’t known she’d sat on the side of the road that long…and that Maxwell Sullivan had sat with her.

“He told me he’d paint me a picture of town. Said he could take some photographs too for me to look at when I was feeling restless. I don’t know if it will help, but it was a kind offer.”

Shane frowned. It was. And so fucking far from the Maxwell he’d known, he wouldn’t have believed it if anyone else had told him. What was he up to?

“He lives in Los Angeles. Did you know that? He talked about how different the beaches are there, which I knew, but it was both magical and depressing the way he made it sound.”

Shane’s feet slid off the bed and planted to the floor. What the fuck was going on? Max had sat with his mom for hours and talked her down, telling her stories about LA and making promises to her. Promises he’d damn sure better keep. “Why depressing?”

She gave him a small smile. “It’ll probably sound stupid but…it almost sounded lonely. Like there are all those people and all those things but as though everyone is too busy to enjoy it. Or like they’re so worried about their own little world that they don’t visit other people’s. I’m sure that sounds ridiculous coming from someone like me, but…maybe loneliness sees loneliness. I almost feel like I saw a piece of myself in that boy.”

Shane’s throat felt like it was going to close up. His brain wanted to shoot down what she was saying, give her stories and reasons why that couldn’t be true, but he didn’t. What the fuck did he know? But damned if what she said didn’t make him curious.

“Anyway, I’m rambling. The meds still have me feeling loopy. I think I’m going to go back to sleep. Go home, Shane. I’ll be fine.”

He almost said he’d sleep there but instead he nodded and pushed to his feet. “I might go fishing in the morning. Do you mind?”

She gave him a sad smile. “Of course, I don’t mind. And I’ll be a good girl and stay home instead of trying to take the world on by myself.”

“Are you sure? I can—”

“You can go. I want you to go. You’re not my keeper.”

But he was her keeper. He had to be. “Okay.” Shane leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I’ll get you some ice water before I go. If you’re feeling bad, you can have your anxiety meds any time now. No sleeping pills though. Everything else is still on schedule.”

“Yes, sir.” She chuckled but Shane didn’t return it.

He pushed the hair off her forehead and gave her another kiss. By the time he got back with her ice water, she was already asleep again.

It was after 2 a.m. by the time he got out of the shower and climbed into bed. He wouldn’t sleep—there wasn’t a chance of that. He’d spent the night tossing and turning and wondering what in the hell his mom had been talking about when it came to Max. She couldn’t be right. Couldn’t.

Still, when he rolled out of bed at five and packed his truck up with fishing supplies, he made his way to the Sullivan house instead of his quiet fishing spot. He may not be able to forgive the guy for the emotional scars he’d left on his own soul, but he could acknowledge what he’d done for his mom.

Thank you for your help yesterday. I owe you one.

Then before he talked himself out of it, Shane added to the note, scribbling down where he was going fishing. It was out of the way, and there was a chance Maxwell couldn’t find it or wouldn’t be interested. He almost hoped he wouldn’t, because he still wasn’t sure how he felt about the man. He appreciated the hell out of what Maxwell had done for his mom…but that didn’t wipe away years of hate.

At least he had done the right thing. He really did owe Maxwell…and there was a quiet part of him that wanted to know if what his mom thought about Maxwell was true. The boy he’d known before definitely wouldn’t have done what Max had done yesterday. Not unless he would get something out of it.

Shane left his truck running as he put the note under the windshield wiper of the car he’d seen Maxwell in yesterday, and before he could grab it back and rip it up, he got into his truck and drove away.


CHAPTER SEVEN


It was early when Van woke to the sound of a soft engine. It wouldn’t have woken him in LA but it was different here—quiet. The sun rose on his side of the house, breaking through the shades much earlier than he usually climbed out of bed. It wasn’t as though he would be able to sleep much, anyway. His father was gone but the memories were still in every room of the house. His father’s ghost hid around every corner and in his mom’s eyes.

Not that she had ever done anything to hurt him, but she hadn’t done anything to protect him, either. Her loyalty was always with her husband.

Van pushed out of bed and stretched. He rubbed a hand across his stomach before making his way to the bathroom.

He needed to take a piss, make some coffee, and then go straight into his father’s office to start looking through paperwork, gathering anything his mom might need and tossing what she didn’t. It was the room he hated most, so he wanted it done first. The sooner he got things sorted out there, the faster he could get his ass back to LA where he belonged. When he left Last Chance this time, he knew there wasn’t a damn thing that could bring him back. He would be done with this place for good.

Van finished taking a leak, washed his hands, and then brushed his teeth. He stepped out of the bathroom and went straight for the window, where his suitcase sat on the seat below it. That was new. There hadn’t been a window seat there when Van was growing up.

After he pulled a paint-stained T-shirt from his suitcase, Van looked up, and his eyes caught something on the windshield of his car. He frowned, remembering the soft rumble he’d heard before he opened his eyes a few minutes earlier.

It was from Shane. Van didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. Jesus, the look on Shane’s face when he saw him. He’d thought it was full of hate at the diner, but that was nothing compared to the contempt directed his way when Shane caught him with his mom.

Could he blame Shane, though? After the things they’d all said about her? After the things he’d said and done to Shane himself? The truth was, he couldn’t blame Shane for the concern he likely felt over Van seeing his mom at a low point. He really fucking couldn’t.

Van tugged the tee over his head, changed his underwear, and then pulled on the jeans he’d worn the day before. He grabbed a pair of white socks from his suitcase, hopping toward the door as he pulled them on. His pulse beat faster than it had a few moments before. He hated the reality of the things he’d done, who he’d been when he lived in that town, and most of that self-hatred was because of the man who’d likely left a note on his car minutes earlier.

He jogged down the stairs, his pulse louder and louder in his ears. Van didn’t put his shoes on before unlocking the door and jogging out to his car, likely to be told to fuck off and die via car window note, which he would deserve.

That wasn’t what the note said, though. Thank you for your help yesterday. I owe you one. And then directions to a fishing area that Van vaguely knew. His father had never taken him. Jonathan’s dad had a few times, but it didn’t sound as though they’d gone to the exact spot Shane described, but it was close.

His eyes darted to the house. To the perfect paint, and perfect lawn, and the walls that held so many fucking nightmares. He needed to talk to his mom. Needed to see if there was any way they could salvage any part of their relationship, help her take care of whatever she needed to move, and get the hell out of there.

He glanced down at the note again, saw the anger in Shane’s face yesterday and the anger from their childhood.

He remembered the pride, too…the strength…the loyalty to his mother, and that goddamn loneliness that Van had felt matched his own.

Instead of going in and heading straight for his dad’s office, he slipped his shoes on, grabbed his wallet, keys, and phone, and went back out to his car. If he could try one more time to earn Shane’s forgiveness, he could go back to LA with a clearer conscience.

It didn’t take him long to get to the old dirt road. Van remembered it. The brush had grown more and the ground was rougher than it used to be. His car bottomed out once, but he ignored it, continuing to make his way between the trees and brush until the road veered to the left. Shane’s truck was parked there. When he was a kid, he would have continued to follow the road to go fishing, but instead, he parked beside Shane. Van snatched the note from the seat so he could follow the directions Shane had left for him.

It wasn’t a long walk. There was a slight trail that led the way and before he knew it, Van stepped out of the trees and into a clearing—a bend in the lake in front of him—Shane there, sitting in a chair, with his back to Van.

“I didn’t bring you a chair,” Shane said without looking. Van wasn’t sure why but his lips pulled into a smile.

“I deserve that,” he replied before taking a step, then another toward Shane.

He shrugged. “Wasn’t sure you’d come.”

“Me either.”

“Wasn’t sure I wanted you to.”

Van stopped beside him, but didn’t look down, just kept his eyes trained forward on all the gorgeous green of the trees and the quiet lake tucked between them. “And you are now?” he asked. “Sure if you wanted me to come or not?”

“Nope,” Shane answered and Van appreciated his honesty.

“Can’t say I blame you.” He didn’t blame Shane at all. “I’m sorr—”

“Don’t. Don’t do that,” Shane cut him off. “I don’t need or want your apology. That’s not why I left the note.”

Shane’s words didn’t surprise him. What the fuck good would I’m sorry do, anyway? It couldn’t change the past. It couldn’t change the way they’d treated Shane.

He fingered the charm on the black rope chain around his neck before tucking it into his shirt. “I know it’s not why you left the note. It’s still something I need to say though.”

“No offense, but fuck what you need,” Shane replied and then for the first time he looked up at Van. He saw the movement from the corner of his eye, looked down and Jesus, it hit him again how the man next to him looked like a completely different person from the boy he’d known. He was harder in some ways, yet seemed softer in others. More confident. Happier. Maybe not in that moment, but Van knew it was true. He’d heard it in Shane’s laughter at Lucky Rose. In the way he’d spoken to everyone before he saw Van.

“Fair enough,” Van replied. He could apologize to Shane anyway, but he also figured he owed Shane that moment. He owed him more than that, and he knew it.

Van kneeled, then sat in the dirt beside Shane’s chair. He wrapped his arms around his knees and waited to hear what Shane needed to tell him.

“You sure you don’t mind sitting out here with a faggot?” There was a sharp sting to Shane’s words that made Van wince. It had been one of his father’s favorite words. One he’d hurled at Van as though it was the worst thing he could be. And he’d done that without knowing Van’s secret. Hell, Van wasn’t sure he’d known it himself back then. He would have been too afraid to admit it.

And he’d said the same thing to Shane. He’d thrown the same word at Shane, projecting his own fear at Shane. Because back then, he hadn’t really known if Shane was gay or not. Either way, it didn’t make using the word okay, but now it felt worse….

He looked over at Shane, who still watched him, something different in his eyes, as though he was surprised that Van sat in the dirt beside him. Surprised Van hadn’t made a comment at his admission, maybe?

“You’re doing the same,” Van told him. “Though, I don’t use that word anymore.”

“What do you mean?” Shane’s brows pulled together. Van could see the confusion spelled out in the wrinkles his admission caused on Shane’s forehead.

“I mean I’m gay.” Which again, made him feel even worse for what he’d done.

Shane inhaled a breath, shaking his head. He moved his fishing pole from one hand to another. “I don’t know what to say to that…not with our past. I owe you a thank you for yesterday though…for sitting with her. I….”

“You don’t have to thank me,” Van replied. “I enjoyed her company.”

“Don’t do that. Don’t handle me with kid gloves, complimenting the fucked-up, quiet kid. I don’t need that shit from you. That’s not who I am anymore.”

“Is that ever who you were?” Van asked, then continued. “That’s not what I’m doing. You don’t know me, Shane. Maybe you think you do, but you don’t. Don’t assume you know how I feel or don’t feel. She is kind…and proud as hell of you. She talked about you the way a mother is supposed to talk about her son.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Shane asked.

“Exactly what I said.” Maybe he shouldn’t have been acting that way, but Van couldn’t help it. He sighed, shook his head, and added, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be an asshole. I’m not even sure why I am. I meant what I said though. It wasn’t a problem. I’m glad I was there and it was nice talking to her. If you don’t want me to apologize for our past, I sure as shit don’t want you to thank me for yesterday. I don’t need thanks for that.”

“She’s the most important person in my life. I can’t let what you did go without making sure you know what it meant to me.”

And that was why they were there. Why Shane had reached out. Christ, the man was loyal. He always had been. He’d known it when they were kids, the way Shane had always defended his mom and he knew it now.

They locked eyes again and Van noticed the flecks of gold in his light brown irises. They were a unique color; one he wanted to paint but wasn’t sure he could get it right.

They were filled with questions and he figured Shane saw questions in his gaze too. They stared at each other for a moment before Shane asked, “That time, outside my house. When I caught you and Jonathan spray-painting. You said he’d kill you. Who were you talking about?”

When he was younger, he would have protected that truth above anything else, but in that moment, back in his hometown looking at the boy who was his biggest regret, Van opened his mouth, and answered honestly, “My father.”

He saw Shane tense up. Saw the doubt…then the shock.

“I don’t want your pity,” Van told him. “I got over it a long time ago.”

He was surprised when Shane chuckled. Van didn’t ask why. He figured he knew, anyway. Shane felt the same about him. He didn’t want Van’s pity over the way Shane had been treated when they were younger. They were the same that way. That didn’t mean Van didn’t feel as though he still owed him an apology.

They were quiet for a few moments, before Shane said, “Hold my rod, real quick. I need to take a piss.”

Van glanced his way. “We know each other well enough for me to hold your dick while you piss?” Nervousness filled him, wondering if the joke was too much, too soon.

Shane shook his head but Van could have sworn he saw a small smile tease his lips, which he considered a small victory. He didn’t reply though, just handed his fishing pole over to Van who took it, and then he watched Shane slip through the trees and disappear.

When he came back, Van would thank him and then leave him alone.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Shane’s head was fucking spinning. The kid he hated more than anyone else had grown up to be a gay artist who’d had an abusive father that Shane had never known about? It didn’t make sense. He’d always envied Maxwell with his perfect fucking life. Had he really been afraid of his father or was it an exaggeration?

But Shane remembered the fear in Max’s eyes. “Please…he’ll kill me….”

“My father….”

A million questions bombarded Shane’s brain. About Maxwell. Their past. His mom saying she saw herself in Max, and how Shane had sometimes thought he’d seen loneliness in him too. About what the fuck Max was doing there now.

The longer Shane stood there thinking about it, the angrier he became. My father…. Was that supposed to wipe out all the years Maxwell was an asshole to him? He’d said he didn’t want Shane’s pity but how in the fuck did he know that was true? The Maxwell he’d known hadn’t been above using whatever he could use to get whatever he wanted. Had he come out there trying to make Shane feel like his hatred of him was misplaced? Poor little rich boy whose father likely treated Maxwell the same way Maxwell and his friends had treated Shane.

He wasn’t going to do it; wasn’t going to let Maxwell off the hook for the shit he’d done.

His head throbbed. His jaw tensed and he felt the tick there. His whole life, he’d wanted to show Maxwell the shit they’d pulled hadn’t fucked with him. That he’d grown past it, but now that Maxwell was there, his body was a hurricane of different thoughts and needs.

He didn’t want to care.

He didn’t want to give Maxwell the satisfaction.

He also didn’t want to let Maxwell off the hook for the shit he’d pulled, the same way he and his friends had always been let off when they were growing up.

Anger controlled Shane’s movements as he pushed away from a tree and made his way back to where he’d left Maxwell—motherfucker, at his fishing spot.

“You know what? Fuck you,” he said the second he broke through the clearing.

“I was waiting for that.” Maxwell stood beside Shane’s chair. He put the fishing pole through the cup holder, which had a hole in the fabric so it would stay there. Shane could have done that from the beginning.

“So because you’re gay and you didn’t have a perfect life I’m supposed to forget the way you treated me?”

“I never said that,” Maxwell countered. “I—”

“It makes it even worse because you knew what I was going through! In some ways, the perfect Maxwell Sullivan knew what I was going through and instead of calling your fucking dogs off me, you just kept piling it on. You spray-painted fag on my house, when you were gay too. That makes you worse than all the rest of them combined.” Shane had been alone. The only person he’d had in his life was Caleb and Caleb had been taken away from him, yet Max had been gay too and he’d harassed Shane?

“You think I don’t know that?” Maxwell’s voice thundered through the quiet space around them. “You think I haven’t regretted that every goddamn day of my life since then? That I haven’t hated myself for it? That I haven’t thought of a million ways I could try to make it up to you? Because I have, and no, I know that doesn’t make it better. I know what I did, Shane. I live with it every fucking day of my life, the same way I’m sure you do. No matter how much we try to forget our pasts, they’re always fucking there.”

He shook his head, ran a hand through his dark curls. “When I left Last Chance and put myself on a bus to LA, I never wanted to come back. I never planned to see this fucking town, Jonathan, my parents, or any of them again. I wanted to do nothing but forget—the lies, the pain, you.”

Shane rolled his eyes. “Believe me, I wasn’t real fond of memories of you either.” As much as he hated it, he felt some of his anger melting away. He’d needed to get that out, needed to tell Maxwell to fuck off, and he’d done it.

“Thinking of you reminded me of the worst in myself,” Maxwell said, then pushed his hands into the pockets of his worn jeans. “Thinking of this town, and especially of you, made me remember who I didn’t want to be. I’ve spent the past twelve years trying to make amends for the person I was, and the things I did.”

His words were broken-down, bare-bones honesty. Shane could hear it in the painful rasp to his voice. See it in the pain in his green eyes.

He opened his mouth to say something…he wasn’t even sure what, when his fishing pole jerked. Maxwell must have noticed it too because his eyes darted to the side. It pulled again, slipping out of the makeshift holder in the chair. Both he and Maxwell dove for it at the same time.

Maxwell got his hands on it first. “Oh fuck. Feels like a big one.”

“Reel it the hell in!” Shane told him.

“I’m trying!” Maxwell turned the handle on the reel but pulled it too tight.

“The line’s going to snap. Give it here. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“Fuck you. I’m doing fine,” Max replied.

The pole bent. Maxwell pulled it back, just as Shane reached for it.

“Give it to me, Maxwell,” he said as the pole bent sharply again.

“Van,” Maxwell snapped, handing it over. The rod almost slipped out of Shane’s hands.

“Truck,” he said as he gripped his fishing pole tighter. “But I have to admit, I don’t get this game.” Why in the hell had Maxwell shouted “van” at him?

“It’s my name. I don’t go by Max anymore. I haven’t been called that in twelve years. Maxwell is the boy who lived here, the one who lived under my father’s thumb. My name is Van.”

That caught Shane’s attention. He looked at Maxwell—Van—and forgot about the fish on the line for one second, before he heard the line snap, and he said, “Shit. Well, that’s kind of a stupid name, isn’t it?”

“Fuck you. It’s sexy!” Van said, smiling despite himself. “You’re the first man I’ve met who hasn’t thought my name is hot.”

It was weird as hell to hear him say things like that—to talk about men. It was weird as hell to be there with Max—Van at all. “Sounds stupid to me,” Shane replied. “And you made me lose my fish.”

“It came from Sullivan, and you made you lose your fish. I didn’t ask you to stop and call my name dumb.”

“Stupid, I said it’s stupid.”

Van cocked a brow at him. “Is there a difference?”

No…he guessed there wasn’t. Shane sighed, before plopping down in his chair. Now that he’d vented, his anger at Van was all but gone, the only thing left was…curiosity. And he wasn’t sure he liked that. If he was being honest, he’d admit his anger was nearly gone at hearing Van had spent hours with his mom when she needed him.

Guilt bled its way in now. “He was physically abusive?” he asked, because he needed to hear it.

“Yes,” he replied simply, before sitting in the dirt again. “And mentally.”

Flashes of the past pieced themselves together in Shane’s head—black eyes, swollen lips—none of them he’d ever questioned. None that anyone else had ever questioned either. Who would? Not when it was Maxwell Sullivan and Maxwell Sullivan Senior they were talking about. “You broke your wrist in the eighth grade.”

“He broke my wrist in the eighth grade. I believe the story was I fell off a horse, but he was pissed at me because he heard me tell my mom I wanted to stop playing football and asked about art lessons for Christmas. I never did that again. He was upset I’d gotten hurt so badly because it could have fucked up my football career.”

“Jesus.” A heaviness rested on Shane’s chest. He’d never known. No one had…or they hadn’t wanted to know. “It was that bad?”

Van shrugged. “Not all the time.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to do this. That’s not why I came out here. I just…I wanted you to know I’m sorry. And I’m not the same person anymore.”

He made a move to stand, and Shane found himself asking, “You want a drink? I have two beers. I’ll give you one.”

“Isn’t it a little early for beer?” Van asked.

“Not today, it’s not.” Shane leaned over and opened the cooler behind him. He pulled out the only two beers that he’d brought, because he needed to drive, and handed one to Max—Van—that was going to be hard to get used to.

They cracked them open, and both took a few swallows. Van drew in the dirt with his finger and Shane watched him, trying to figure him out. He wondered if things had been different, if he and Van could have been friends.

“I can fix your line for you…ya know, since it was my fault and everything.” Van winked at him. Shane handed his gear over, just for something to do, watching as Van replaced the line. His fingers looked rough—calloused in a way they hadn’t as kids, but then his hadn’t looked that way back then either.

“I’m trying to figure out what to say to you,” he admitted. “There’s not a chance in hell I ever saw us sitting together like this.”

“Talk to me like you would anyone else,” Van replied. “Or don’t talk to me at all. I’m not real fond of that second option but I understand if that’s what you want.”

He should want to walk away. Maybe part of him did, but Shane didn’t work that way. “You’re here because of your father’s death?” he asked.

Van’s muscles tensed up. “No. I would never come here for him. I’m not sure I should be here at all but my mom asked, so I came. She’s struggling and needed my help with a few things. He was the most important thing in her life.”

He couldn’t imagine a parent putting anyone over their child. Shane’s mom was a lot of things, but he knew she would never let anyone physically hurt him.

“So you came for her?” he confirmed.

“Yes and no. I think I need to try. I’ll always wonder if I don’t. And maybe I just knew I needed to make peace with my past to fully move on. She’s going to sell the house. I figured I can help her pack and clean things out. Then I’m gone.”

The word gone hit Shane in the chest, nearly stealing his breath. Shane would never be gone…. I have a life here. I’m happy. And in a lot of ways, he was. Still, he envied Van—the ability to go when he wanted to. He also realized the two of them might have more in common than they ever thought they did.

Van was there. Despite how his mom had let him suffer, he was there. Unless… Shane’s spine went rigid. “Did he hurt her, too?”

“Fuck no,” Van replied sharply. “I would have never left her alone with him if he had. He saved that for me. I was the disappointment. I was the one he wanted to walk in his footsteps. Make him proud.”

Shane sighed, leaned back in the chair, and took a drink of his beer. A breeze rushed through the trees and he saw Van shudder. If it was from the chill, or his memories, Shane didn’t know. What he did know was that nothing was as it seemed. No, that wasn’t true. Van had still been wrong in what he’d done, but his life wasn’t what Shane had always thought it was. Van’s reasons for his actions weren’t what Shane thought, and that somehow altered how he viewed the past. It still hurt, but in a different way.

“They really have the ability to fuck us up, don’t they?” he asked.

Van looked up at him, honesty in his eyes. He obviously knew exactly what Shane meant… “Yeah…yeah, they do. How is she?”

The hairs on the back of Shane’s neck rose.

Shane’s mom is crazy.

What happened to her?

What’s wrong with her?

He shook his head. The last thing he wanted to talk to Van about was his mom. He must’ve understood because Van nodded and said, “I’m sorry.” He looked out over the water then. His forehead wrinkled when he squinted his eyes. “It really is beautiful out here. I forgot how beautiful Last Chance could be. It didn’t look like this to me anymore…not by the time I left.”

Shane took in the water, the trees, all that fucking green. He couldn’t imagine looking around and not seeing the beauty there. Yes, he had his resentments but he couldn’t look around him and not appreciate this. “Don’t let other people steal your joy. If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s not to let other people take what you love. Hold onto that shit.”

Van’s eyes snapped up to him. Just as he opened his mouth to answer, the ring of a phone broke through the quiet.

Van pulled his cell out of his pocket, before silencing the call. It made Shane take a glance at his which sat on the arm of the chair, to make sure he hadn’t somehow missed a call from his mom.

“Shit,” Van said. “I should go. I need to go help my mom.”

His mom. Van was in town helping his mom despite the pain she’d let him endure…the same way Shane did with his own mother.

Van pushed to his feet. He was so damn different from what Shane remembered. His hair wasn’t cut as short as it had been, and had grown out in curls. He had scruff on his face and kindness in his eyes.

“Thank you…for asking me out here. For listening.”

Unable to reply, Shane nodded.

Van took a few steps away, then stopped. “I probably don’t have the right to ask you this but…would you want to have a beer or something while I’m here?”

“You won’t be busy with Jonathan?” Shane found himself asking.

“No. I ran into him yesterday and I have no plan to rekindle any kind of friendship there. We’re just too different. He reminds me of what I don’t want to be.”

Shane didn’t answer. Time stretched between them until Van finally said, “That’s okay. I understand.”

He took another few steps before Shane’s mouth opened and the words, “Round Table,” tumbled out. “I hang out at Round Table. I’ll probably be there around nine tonight.”

There was a short pause and then Van said, “Yeah, I’ll probably be there around nine too.”


CHAPTER NINE


“Where were you?” Van’s mom asked when he stepped back into the house. A heaviness sat on his chest just from being inside.

He still couldn’t believe he’d spent time with Shane that morning. That Shane had been willing to talk to him at all. But he had, and they were going for a beer later. He wasn’t sure what made him ask Shane. Maybe because he liked his company, which he did. Maybe because Shane intrigued him, which he did. And also, maybe because Shane was the only person in the town Van thought he might understand, which oddly, he did.

“Don’t you think I’m a little old for you to be asking me that?” he replied.

She looked away, and wiped her eyes, making Van frown. That wasn’t like his mother at all.

“I thought…I thought you left again.”

It hadn’t seemed to bother her much the first time. Not outside of…what will we tell everyone? Things were different, he noticed. Now, she was alone. Now, he almost sensed…fear? Sadness? At her confession to having thought he left. Anger flashed white hot through him but Van stamped it down. She should have felt those things back then. As long as she had his father, she had been okay. It hadn’t ever mattered to her if Van was, but now she was worried if he was here or not?

“My suitcase is still upstairs. I wouldn’t have left without my stuff.”

“But you would have left without telling me again?” she asked.

He sighed, then replied honestly, “I don’t know. I don’t know how to do this. Not after all these years and not after all I’ve been through.”

She waved him off that easily; he knew the conversation was over. She’d always been good at sweeping things under the rug. “Were you with Jonathan?” she asked.

“No.” Van opened the lid on the coffee machine and began to make a pot.

“He’s a lawyer, you know. He’s done very well for himself. He and his wife have three kids. He met her in college. She’s not from Last Chance, but she fits right in. He’s done a lot for this town. It’s like he’s living out your dream. Remember, the two of you wanted to go into practice together?” She told him everything about Jonathan’s life that Jonathan had already said.

Van scoffed. “That was never my dream. That’s what Dad wanted for me and I knew better than to say I wanted something different.” He looked at her, waiting to see if she would make eye contact. Waiting to see if she would show any kind of remorse, but she didn’t.

“Don’t be silly, Maxwell. Maybe you changed your mind, but you wanted those things. Jonathan comes to see me sometimes. He’s such a good man.”

If she knew more about who he was, would she tell people the same about him? Van had a feeling he wouldn’t like the answer to that question. “What about me? Don’t you want to know what I do?” he asked.

“You’re a photographer, right? Painter? Both?”

“Yes, but of what? Do you want to know that?” Maybe he was being an ass and that he shouldn’t be doing this right now, but he couldn’t help it. If they were going to have any kind of relationship, she had to accept him for who he was.

When she didn’t answer, he continued, “Do you want to know if I’m married? If I have anyone special in my life?”

“Do you?” she asked.

“No…but I need you to know, if I did have someone special in my life, he would be a man.”

She gasped.

“And I’m not ashamed of that. I haven’t been in a long time. I’m happy. I’m a gay man and I’m an artist who creates homoerotic art. I put myself through art school. I worked two jobs at a time sometimes. I rented rooms and spent time in shelters, but I made it and I’m proud of that. Are you?”

She shook her head. “Of course, I’m glad you’re okay. You’re trying to pick a fight with me, Max. You’re trying to hurt me.”

“Telling you who I am hurts you?” But the truth was, he feared she might be right.

“Your father—”

“Has no say in my life. Even if he was still here.”

“Are you trying to be difficult?” she asked.

“No.” And he wasn’t. “I’m trying to have a relationship with you and the only way we can do that is if we put all our chips on the table. If you can accept me for who I am. Can you do that?”

She looked down and he closed his eyes while he waited for what would come next. “I don’t know, Max. This is…this is a lot. I just don’t know.”


CHAPTER TEN


Shane hadn’t meant to sleep so long. He stayed at the lake for hours after Van left. It felt easier to think of him as Van. It was almost as though he could then pretend it wasn’t the same person, because he no longer felt like the Maxwell of his dark memories, and he was glad for that. He hadn’t realized how much those old scars lingered and hurt until they dug them up and reburied them again. Yelling at Van had been therapeutic, releasing all of the anger he’d held against the old Max.

He hadn’t caught any other fish as he sat there, but then, he wasn’t worried about that. He went out there more for time alone than anything else, which was funny because he had plenty of time by himself. It was different there, though.

After coming home he’d checked on his mom, before going back home to strip out of his clothes and take a nap for a few hours. It was close to dinnertime when his eyes opened, and Shane forced himself out of bed. Fuck, he’d needed that sleep. Probably needed more of it.

He tried to put the day behind him. He went straight for his shower, turning it on and stepped inside. The hot water felt good against his anxious body, so he let himself savor it a little longer than he normally would have before getting out and pulling on a pair of boxer briefs, jeans, and a white T-shirt.

Once he finished getting ready, he made his way across the property and back over to his mom’s. He always used the back door which led to the kitchen. She’d just closed the oven when he entered.

“Oh, I was making you some chocolate cake,” his mom said.

It was a peace offering because she felt guilty. She always made him chocolate cake when she felt bad. “You don’t have to do that, ya know?” Shane sat down at the table.

“What? Make something special for my son? That’s all I’m doing.”

“Okay,” he replied because he didn’t want to argue with her.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s not supposed to mean anything, Ma. Smells good.”

She smiled at that. “It’s a new recipe I found online. I think you’re going to like it.”

She walked over and kissed his forehead. “You smell good.”

“Like soap.” He frowned at her. Cologne and all that shit wasn’t his style. He sure as hell wasn’t going to put in anything extra to see Van at Round Table.

“Huh. Not sure what the difference is. I was thinking we could skip dinner tonight. Just eat massive amounts of chocolate cake and watch horror movies or something.”

Which was likely what he should do. What was the point in spending any more time with Van? The guy was only there temporarily. Still, he found himself saying, “I was thinking about going out tonight.”

“Portland?” she asked.

“No, just Round Table.”

A smile stretched across her face. She looked good, better than she had that morning. “With Ryan?”

Shane rolled his eyes. “I told you he’s straight, and can you not talk to me like I’m sixteen? I just felt like going out for a few beers, but if you need me to stay home with you, I can. Actually, maybe I should just stay. I’m a little tired anyway and—”

“No.” She shook her head. “Don’t do that, Shane. Please don’t. You’re thirty years old. If you want to go out, go out. You do not owe me your life. I don’t want you to stay in with me.”

But I’m not sure if I want to go out with Van….

“That’s not why I was thinking about staying in.”

“You’re a bad liar, and I’m fine. I’m just in a little bit of a funk is all. You know how my cycles are.”

Yes, he did. He knew her depressive cycles better than she did. They’d have their good times and their bad. Things weren’t too hard right now, and he hoped it stayed that way. Just a small dip and not the plunge off the cliff they’d experienced in the past.

“Okay, but I do have a little while before I have to leave. You know I’m not going anywhere without cake.”

They talked as the food baked. Once it cooled, Shane helped her frost it. They each devoured a large piece before Shane worked with her on her puzzle for a little while.

When it was almost nine, he stood and stretched, saying, “I have my cell on me like always. Call if you need anything, okay?”

“I’m fine, Shane. I’m probably going to watch a movie and go to bed. That’s it. Have fun with Ryan.”

He nodded, instead of correcting her. He knew where it came from, her obsessiveness with Ryan. Since they’d become friends she hoped for more, because if Shane found someone, it might ease her guilt a little that he’d stayed.

Shane gave her a hug goodbye and walked out. He went back to his place and brushed his teeth again. The whole time silently cursing himself for telling Van not only that he’d be at Round Table, but also for that morning. He’d forgiven the guy, but did that mean they needed to hang out? He couldn’t deny Van intrigued him. Shane was curious about all the ways he’d changed.

He shoved those thoughts away, not willing to dwell on them before jogging out to his truck. The motion detector light came on as he made his way there, lighting the way for him.

The drive to Round Table was short because the drive anywhere in Last Chance was short.

He saw Van’s car in the lot as he pulled in, Van’s words from that morning filtering through his head.

Maxwell Sullivan had been afraid of his father. All those years he smiled and laughed and pretended everything was perfect, he was being abused. And in return, he’d abused Shane. A horrible cycle.

Shane’s throat burned as he gripped the steering wheel tighter. Christ, he couldn’t believe that had been Van’s reality underneath all that ugliness.

And for the first time in his life, he felt like the town had failed someone other than himself and his mom.

How many more secrets lingered within the county line that no one knew about, or that people kept quiet about?

Before he sat here dwelling on shit that couldn’t be changed, Shane killed the engine and got out. He heard the beat of music through the walls of the building, and it got louder the closer he got. He felt oddly nervous.

It was a Saturday night—the busiest night of the week at Round Table. Music assaulted him as he pulled the wooden doors open.

Shane scanned the busy bar, packed with bodies standing around and at the long counter. There was nothing to do in Last Chance besides drink on the weekends. There was the movie theater, but the teens usually went there. For those who didn’t want to drive to Portland, it was one of the two bars.

He scanned the room until his eyes landed on a booth in the back. Van wasn’t facing the door. His black curls somehow looked a little longer from the back. He was bent over the table looking at something, a pink T-shirt stretched across his muscular back.

He’d obviously known Van was already there since he’d seen his car, but Shane cocked his head slightly, thinking about the fact that he’d not only come, but he’d come early. It was eight fifty-five and Shane had expected to beat him here.

A body stumbled into Shane from behind and he turned around to see Beverly, another woman about his age whom he’d known his whole life. “Oh, hey, Shane. Sorry. My husband was supposed to call you. My car is making a funny noise.”

Shane grinned at her. “You know how Lyle gets. I’m sure he got busy with work and spaced it. You can bring the car down on Monday if you want.”

“Thanks, Shane. You’re the best. My sister is still hoping you’ll ask her out, you know.” Beverly winked at him. They had to know he was gay but every resident in Last Chance liked to pretend otherwise, trying to hook him up with women. Maybe it was hard for them to accept since he didn’t have a boyfriend and wasn’t parading lovers around town.

“She’s a lovely girl but I’m pretty sure we both know why that won’t ever happen.”

Beverly giggled and swatted his arm. “I’ll see you later!” she said before making her way through the crowd. Shane figured he should do the same and headed toward Van’s table.

“Hey!” he said when he reached it. Van’s head snapped up, startled.

“Oh. Hey.” It was loud enough that they both nearly had to shout to talk. Van exited out of his screen on his phone and nodded toward the other seat. “Have a seat. I’m glad I got here early and got us a table.”

Shane noticed his beer was half gone as he sat across from him. “You know how it is. Nothing to do in this town.”

“They could party up the old mountain fire roads like we used to.”

“Like you used to. Not me,” Shane reminded him and felt a small stab of guilt at Van’s frown.

“I didn’t mean anything by it.”

Shane waved him off. “I’m being a dick. I have a lot on my mind. You’re fine.”

Van leaned back in his seat. “I can drink to that. Jesus, if just being back here wasn’t bad enough. My mom doesn’t make it any easier.”

His voice sounded beat down in a way Shane himself felt sometimes. He wasn’t sure exactly how to reply though. “Yeah, family is hard. And you guys…you’re going through a lot.” He hoped that was the right thing to say. What was Van feeling with the death of his abusive father?

“I don’t want to talk about that right now.”

“What do you want to talk about?”

“Hell if I know,” Van replied and Shane chuckled.

“This is weird as shit.” Shane wished he had a beer to drink. As he glanced around for their waitress, he caught eyes on them. “You know half the people in this room keep looking at us, right? They know there was never any love between us, so now they’re wondering where you’ve been for twelve years, what it means that you’re back, and why the hell we’re sitting here together.”

“Let ’em wonder. They were always so goddamned nosy when they shouldn’t be, but didn’t pay attention to the things they should.”

Like what was happening in the Sullivan household.

In a way, what had always been happening at Shane’s house too.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” Van added.

“I wasn’t sure if I’d come either.”

They looked at each other. Van’s eyes were different shades of green. He was a stranger, yet familiar at the same time. Someone Shane hated, but also wanted to know.

“I—”

“Maxwell Sullivan!” Trinity stepped up to the table. “I didn’t know you were back in town. Give me a hug!” Van stood to hug her. “I was real sorry to hear about your daddy.” Her eyes flashed to Shane sharply as if to beg him not to announce that she definitely had known Van was coming back.

“Hey, Trin. How you doing?” For some reason, hearing Van use the nickname with her made him wince. He remembered they used to date.

“A lot better now that I’ve gotten to see you. I missed you, Max.” She squeezed him and Shane just leaned back in his seat and waited. Once the hug was over Van sat back down. His eyes darted toward Shane uncomfortably. Because he thought Shane felt out of place or because he did, Shane wondered. “How long are you back in town for?” she asked.

“I don’t know exactly. It won’t be too long. I have to help my mom sort a few things out.”

“We just got you back! We don’t want to lose you too soon.” Trinity winked at him. She had a Round Table shirt on and Shane had to admit he was thankful she was working and couldn’t join them.

Van picked up his beer and took a swallow. “It’s likely to be a quick trip. I have some stuff back home I need to take care of.” Van looked at Shane. “Let me buy you a drink.”

“Coors,” Shane replied. “I’ll get the next one.”

“This is so great. I didn’t know the two of you were friends,” Trinity added.

“Shane took mercy on me,” Van joked and Trinity laughed.

“Please,” she said. “Like it’s a hardship to hang out with you. I’d love to spend some time with you before you leave. Maybe we can hang out. I can give you my phone number.”

“That’s nice of you. I can’t make any promises since I’m not sure how long I’ll be here, but maybe we can grab lunch or something. I’m warning you though, it might be a little more of a hardship to spend time with me than you think. I’m a little more of a homebody than I used to be. I used to drive my ex-boyfriend crazy.”

If Shane had been drinking something, he sure as shit would have choked on it. As it was, he just had his tongue, and he ridiculously started coughing out of the blue. Holy shit, he had not expected Van to blurt that out. Who the fuck was this guy?

“You’re…oh…oh,” Trinity said as she looked at Van. Shane could see her dissect him, trying to figure out how Maxwell Sullivan was gay, or at least bisexual, as though he had to fit into some kind of mold.

Trinity turned to Shane, then back at Van, then to Shane again.

“That’s nice…good for you,” she told Van. “I’ll go get you that beer, Shane.”

The second she disappeared through the crowd, Van asked, “Think I should talk to her? I didn’t mean to embarrass her but I don’t want to lead her on either. And I sure as shit won’t pretend I’m someone else again.”

Christ, this man had him so confused, twisted and tied in knots in an uncomfortable way. “How are you Maxwell Sullivan?” he asked, even though the question was a silly one.

“I’m not. I told you, I’m Van.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Van saw the skeptical look in Shane’s eyes. Still, the other man nodded and then said thank you when Trinity approached the table again with his beer.

She smiled at Van, and he considered talking to her again but figured that would likely make it more awkward than anything. He’d told her they could grab lunch, which they could and mentioned an ex-boyfriend just so she could be aware. There was no harm in that.

When she disappeared again, he returned his attention to Shane. Watched as he took a swallow of his beer and then licked his lips. He was sexy as hell. He’d grown a couple inches in the later years of high school and had beefed up a bit since then. Not that he looked like a gym rat or anything, but there were long cords of defined muscles in his arms. His chest looked solid, and his waist dipped in. Van had a feeling there was a nice set of abs underneath his shirt.

“You’re looking at me weird,” Shane said, pulling Van from his appreciation.

“You’re different.”

“I am,” Shane replied. More than just physically, too, Van thought. There was a confidence to Shane he didn’t have when they were younger. He’d always been strong-willed. He defended himself, even when he’d known it was a losing fight, but he’d still looked a little lost back then. He held his head higher now.

“It’s fucking strange, though. Everything feels the exact same. It’s like the moment I drove into town I went through a time portal where we all look older but nothing else has changed.”

“No shit,” Shane replied. “I’ll drink to that.” They each held their beers up and clanked them together.

“Tell me about your shop,” Van asked him. He was curious about Shane, about his life.

“It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted for myself. I was always good around an engine. It came naturally to me. I used to work with Old Man Davies out at his place in high school.”

“Really?” Van asked. He’d never known that.

“Yeah, he taught me some shit. Would let me fuck around with old cars when they got towed in and no one claimed them. After high school, I traveled back and forth between here and Portland to get my certificate. I worked at some shops out there but the commute was fucking brutal. Took a while for me to get my own place but it’s going well and I get to do something I love every day.”

Yeah, Van too. He didn’t say that though, he just wanted to learn more about Shane. “What’s your favorite thing about it?”

Shane’s dark brows pulled together. “Huh?”

“Your craft. What’s your favorite thing about it?”

He frowned and Van wondered if he’d said something wrong. “No one has ever asked me that before,” Shane replied.

“Then I’m glad I did.” Van finished off his beer while he waited for Shane to answer.

“Well, shit…I don’t know. I guess in a way it feels like bringing something back to life. Cars make sense in ways people don’t, ya know?” he shook his head. “Or not. Christ, look at us, getting all deep and shit.”

Van chuckled, then waited to see if Shane would continue.

“I feel like I understand an engine better than I ever could a person. And I’m fucking good at what I do, which is a plus.” Shane winked and Van grinned.

Van liked him, he realized. Shane was someone he could be friends with. Maybe even someone he could have been friends with twelve years ago if he hadn’t been so fucking scared to open his mouth and go against the grain. “Always a plus,” Van finally replied.

There was a loud rumble that came from the doorway as a group came in laughing and talking.

“Jesus, does the whole fucking town come here on weekends?” Van asked, leaning in so Shane could hear him.

“Not usually. I mean, it’s busy, but not like this. Maybe they all wanted to make an appearance because you’re back.” Shane winked, obviously meaning it playfully but the thought made Van’s gut heavy.

He looked up just as a couple of guys stumbled to the table. “Holy shit! I heard you were back but I didn’t believe it. Maxwell fucking Sullivan. You think you’re too good for us now?”

Van locked eyes with Randy Jensen, one of his friends from high school. The two men and two women beside him looked familiar too but Van couldn’t remember their names.

After a beat, Randy said, “I’m giving you shit. Give me a hug, bro,” and Van stood and did just that. Larry and Brad were the other men, he realized after a few moments. The women were Randy and Brad’s wives.

“We were real sorry to hear about your dad,” Larry said. “Tragedy. He was such a good man.”

Van’s beer suddenly tried to crawl back up his throat. He was tired of people saying that. He cleared his throat. “You all know Shane, right?”

“Hey, man. What’s up?” Randy said to Shane and the others followed along before returning their attention to Van.

They spoke for a few minutes, tried to get Van to join them at the bar, which he declined, before walking away.

Van turned to Shane again. “Sorry, about that, I—”

“Max? Oh my God. Max, is that you?” Tracy nearly tackled him in the booth, giving him a hug.

As soon as she was gone, someone else approached. Then another group. Everyone asked where he’d been, how long he planned to stay…and wanted to talk about his dad. I’m so sorry. God, how did Maxwell Sullivan die? It was like he was invincible. How is your mom doing?

Shane sat quietly and nursed his beer, speaking up every once in a while, when someone asked him about the shop or a car.

Van wanted out of there. The more people who spoke to him, the more he wanted to disappear. When Tate Green finished up his hellos and said, “Hey, why don’t you come over and have a drink with us?” Van opened his mouth to reply, but Shane beat him to it.

“Actually, we were just leaving. Van agreed to help me out with something tonight.” Shane slid out of the booth and stood. He nodded toward the door and gave Van a small smile. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. I’m not letting you off the hook that easily.”

Grateful for the way out, Van stood too. Actually, Shane really had let him off the hook easily, and Van appreciated the hell out of it. The longer they’d sat there the tighter his skin became. Those people all saw him as Maxwell, who was the last person he wanted to be.

“Oh, well I hope to see you around,” Tate said.

“Sure. You too…and I go by Van now.” Tate had always been a pretty decent guy, even though he looked baffled about the name thing. Van didn’t feel like explaining. As they made their way to the bar to pay, Van said, “Thanks, man. I….”

“Yeah, I hear you. I needed to get out of here too,” Shane replied without Van having finished his sentence. It’s what he had been thinking though.

Van insisted on paying for the beer, and he was surprised that Shane let him. When they stepped into the warm night, he inhaled a deep breath, the scent of clear air and nature filling his senses in a way that didn’t happen in LA.

“It smells good out here,” Van said.

“Smells like home.”

Van looked at him then, wondering even more about him. Was Shane completely happy here? Had he ever wanted anything else? It was okay if he hadn’t; Van just didn’t know and he wanted to. Wanted to know as much about Shane as he could.

“Thanks again for getting me out of there. I have to admit, I don’t want to go back to my mom’s house though.” That place wouldn’t ever be his home. He had some fond memories of Last Chance, but not that house. “You tired of me yet?” he joked.

“Fuck yes,” Shane replied with a smile, before adding, “You trying to go home with me?”

Van shrugged, a nervous excitement ratcheting through him. “If you want to look at it that way. We don’t have to go to your house though. I like your company. I didn’t expect to like much of anything on my trip, but I like this.” Van spent eighteen years holding back. The day he left he made a promise to himself not to do it anymore, and he didn’t plan to start now.

Shane looked at him skeptically. His brows knit together and his forehead wrinkled. He had the urge to reach over and rub them out. Van thought for a moment he was going to say no but then he gave Van a slow nod and said, “Yeah, yeah, okay. I have beer and quiet.”

“Two of my favorite things. Where do you live?”

“Next to my mom,” Shane replied and then watched Van as though he was looking for some sign of pity.

Oh yeah. He’d forgotten Annie said Shane lived on the same property only in a different house. Van pretended he didn’t know.

“You can follow me. I built a second home on the property and have another driveway. Gives me some privacy, at least.”

As he looked at Shane, he thought about the fact that he’d stayed the whole time, that he built himself a life, while also taking care of someone he loved. Pity was the last thing Van felt for him. Respect, yes. Pity, fuck no.

“I’ll follow you out.” As they turned to head for their separate vehicles, Van stopped, and said, “Hey, Shane?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

Shane nodded. “You have nothing to thank me for.”

But really, he did.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Shane’s eyes darted to the rearview mirror and saw the headlights were still behind him. Van’s headlights, which meant Maxwell’s headlights and Jesus fucking Christ, how had they gotten to that point?

He’d seen Van’s discomfort grow every time someone different approached him. It had to be hard for him, navigating who this town thought he was compared to the person he’d grown to be, which even Shane wasn’t exactly sure who that was.

He hit his blinker and then slowed down to turn into his driveway. Those same headlights followed, bumping along the gravel road behind him.

Shane pulled up in front of a log house, with the small front porch, and got out of his truck just as Van pulled his smaller car up beside him. He waited for Van to kill the engine and then step out. The flood lights had already come on. Van ran a hand through his curly, dark hair and then made his way toward Shane. “Nice place,” he said and Shane playfully rolled his eyes.

“Ah, come on. Don’t do that. Don’t give the obligatory compliment.”

“What?” Van replied. “That’s not what I’m doing. I like it. I miss places like this. My condo in LA definitely doesn’t look as homey as this.”

They walked forward and stood at the stairs that led up to his porch. “I don’t know if I could handle neighbors that close.”

“You get used to it,” Van replied as Shane opened the door. There was a small lamp on in the living room, which was the first room they walked into. Van stepped inside behind him and looked around as Shane moved to close the door.

His place was small. It was mostly all wood and earth tones. There were two small end tables made locally out of logs, a black couch with a matching LA-Z-Boy, and a built-in bookshelf filled mostly with books about cars, engines, and fixing random shit. Shane wasn’t picky about the shit he fixed, as long as it was something.

“It fits you,” Van said as he ran his fingers along the back of the couch.

“Small town boy who never left?” Shane asked.

“I didn’t mean—”

“No. It’s fine. I’m being a dickhead again.” He wondered what Van’s place was like in Los Angeles. How modern or large it was. “I just wanted something small…something that was my own. I helped build it and drew up most of the plans.” He moved toward the kitchen, Van behind him. “The deck is my real baby. She’s bigger than the house.”

He opened the sliding glass doors and pulled back the screen before hitting the light. He wanted Van to be impressed by it, he realized, which was some fucked-up shit if he was being honest.

Van took the hint and stepped outside. There were four wooden lounge chairs that Shane had made himself. His hot tub, a built-in kitchen area with a small fridge, grill, and counter space. Across the deck was a table, with an umbrella. Part of the space was covered by an Alumawood patio cover.

“What’s that?” Van asked as he pointed to the small building off to the right. There was a path where the deck narrowed to lead to it.

“That’s my…well, I guess my studio, in a way. I play around with woodworking, and shit like that. Gives me something to do.”

“Wow,” Van replied. “That’s really cool.”

“Eh. It’s nothing,” he said, because it really didn’t feel like it was.

“No, it’s not nothing. It’s you.”

They were quiet for a moment. A slight breeze swept over him and it struck Shane again that he was standing there with Maxwell—with Van. That he wore faded jeans and had mussed hair, that Shane suddenly wanted to fist.

“Grab a beer from the fridge and make yourself comfortable. I’m gonna run to the other house real quick.” To check on his mother, but he didn’t need to tell Van that.

“Okay.” Van nodded and Shane thought maybe he understood what Shane was doing.

He grabbed his flashlight and then made his way across the property. The kitchen light was still on and when he opened the door, he saw his mom sitting at the table.

“Perfect timing,” she said. “I just finished my puzzle.”

“Looks good.” He glanced down at the ocean scenery she’d made. She almost always did scenery puzzles. Maybe it was her way of seeing different places.

“You didn’t stay out very late.”

“I wasn’t really feeling it.” Which was the truth. “Are you good?” he asked.

She sighed. “Yes, and you didn’t have to come check on me. I have a phone and I know you always have yours within reach. I know I had a hard day the other day, but I’m okay, Shane. I promise.”

If he didn’t have Van at his place, he might not have gone to check on her. He’d needed a moment, though. Needed to work through the reality of having Van at his place, and being okay with it.

She stood, walked to the cabinet and got her nighttime meds out. “I’m taking this and going to sleep.” She swallowed the pill, smiled and asked, “Are you okay? You seem a little off.”

He thought about Van in his living room. It was the first time he’d brought a man home, and by man, he meant a gay man. Of all the people. He was thirty years old and it was the first time in his life he’d brought home a man that he had the potential of sticking his dick in…or having a cock inside of him. Not that he had any plans to fuck Van. Their past was too screwy for that, but there was a possibility there, when there never had been before.

It was always hotels, quick bathroom sucks, or heading back to someone else’s place when he made his visits to Portland.

As happy as he’d always been…in that moment, his life felt pretty fucking sad.

“Yeah, Ma. I’m okay. Good night.”

He closed the door, heard her lock it behind him, and then made his way back to his house…and back to his ghost from the past.

When he climbed the stairs to the deck, he saw Van with his elbows on the railing, a bottle of beer in his hand, and his ass toward Shane. His jeans fit across it nicely, and damned if Shane didn’t wish they had a different history and he could walk over there, slip the jeans down his legs, and plunge inside. Maybe spend a few hours with his tongue in Van’s ass until he was drunk off him. But it was impossible to forget who this was.

“Oh, hey,” Van turned and said over his shoulder. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, it’s good.”

“I think I would live on this deck if this were my place. I forgot how quiet it is out here.”

“Not so quiet in LA?” Shane teased as he plucked a beer out of the fridge.

“Just a little louder.” Van winked at him. “And I like that too. Both have their appeal.”

They were quiet again as they leaned against the railing, nursing their beers.

“Let’s sit down,” Shane told him and the two of them made their way to the chairs. There were stools for their feet as well and Shane put his up. “What did you do when you left?”

“Took a bus to LA. I had some money I’d saved, because that was always my plan—to get the fuck out of here the second I could. I stayed in a hostel when I first got there, then a shelter, finally got a cheap-ass hotel where I could pay weekly and was basically afraid to leave at night.”

“No shit?”

“No shit,” Van replied. “But it was incredible.”

The tone in his voice surprised Shane. He could hear the fondness for that time and he guessed he understood. “You were free for the first time.”

Van looked at him and grinned. “Exactly.”

Shane got it. Christ if he didn’t feel like he got Van. If he didn’t respect him too.

“I worked two jobs waiting tables. Piled money away. Worked through art school. Kissed lots of boys. That was my favorite part.” Van winked and Shane chuckled.

“I bet.”

“You don’t even know. It was like a whole new world. I didn’t have to pretend to like girls, or not like art and be enthralled with the male body. I went a little crazy at first—fucked in alleys, bathrooms at clubs. Did a lot of X and some stripping, too.”

Shane shook his head. “Holy shit. You’re fucking blowing my mind right now.” He sure as shit couldn’t imagine it. Stripping, drugs, and fucking his way through Los Angeles.

“I don’t regret any of it. It’s hard to explain. I spent my whole life being trapped when no one knew I was trapped. Pretending to be okay when I felt like I was dying inside. I’d put on a façade for so long that I didn’t want to fake anything. Didn’t want to lose any experience. Didn’t want to be that perfect kid whose private life was anything but perfect.”

Shane looked at him then. All those years he was suffering and no one knew. Maybe even suffering more than Shane. “At least with me, I didn’t have to pretend.” And he had someone who loved him.

“Doesn’t make your pain less than mine,” Van replied.

No, he guessed it didn’t. “Let’s not do that. I don’t want to talk about anything depressing.”

“Me either.”

They talked more about Los Angeles. About cars. Music. Movies. And he realized he had a whole lot in common with Van. They laughed and drank, and a couple hours went by before Shane realized it.

His head spun slightly, the snap and crack of electricity zipping under his skin. “I’m a little buzzed.” He rolled his head, keeping it against the back of the seat.

“Me too.” Van did the same. “I wish I could take your picture right now.”

Shane’s nose wrinkled. “Why the fuck would you want to do that?”

“Because the moonlight is shining off you just right. It’d look good in black and white.”

“What do you do?” Shane asked. His mom had told him but he wanted to hear it from Van. Wanted more details too.

“I’m a painter and a photographer. All male…a lot of nude and erotic stuff.”

“Are you shitting me right now?” Shane hadn’t known the nude and erotic part.

Van laughed. “No.”

Holy fuck the man was full of surprises. He’d lived so much life. A whole lot more than Shane had. “Let me see some of your art.”

Van leaned closer and pulled his cell out of his back pocket. “I can pull up one of my galleries.”

He fumbled slightly with his phone before opening a page and then scooting his chair closer to Shane’s. He handed the phone over and the first photograph that popped up was of a man on a bed. His chest touched the mattress. His knees were up under him so his ass was slightly in the air, legs spread, head turned toward the camera.

It was the perfect angle. You could see the arch of his spine, his sexy face, and the curve of his ass cheeks.

Shane’s dick perked up. “Wow. That’s fucking beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Van replied.

Shane scrolled to the next. It was of two men, tangled together—arms and legs and torsos entwining. One man had his face in the other man’s neck, and he had his hand on the first man’s ass.

“I was so afraid of who I was growing up. So ashamed, but Jesus, it’s fucking beautiful, isn’t it? Two male bodies together. Sex. Passion. Love. There’s nothing more beautiful in the whole goddamn world.”

A shiver ran down Shane’s spine. Van’s voice had gotten deeper, huskier as he spoke. “Yeah…yeah, it is. Do you paint the same kind of stuff?” he asked.

“Yes. Only that’s more from my head than a visual.”

His finger shook slightly as he continued to scroll through the images. There was a little of everything—men alone, couples, threesomes and more. Partially clothed men, naked men. Guys who were tied up, others wearing chastity devices. Some of the images were sweet and romantic and others harsher. Kissing, touching, fucking, sucking, and also just men in a room together, without being skin-to-skin.

Shane’s dick began to plump and his mouth went dry, making him finish the rest of another beer. Every photograph he looked through made him wonder more about Van—made his curiosity grow. Which ones were his favorites? What did he like…if he were photographing Shane, what would he want to see?

The last question rubbed raw against his skin. He sure as fuck shouldn’t care how Van would photograph him. It wasn’t as if that would ever happen. Wasn’t as if Shane would want it to. What the fuck did he know about anything like that?

But one thing was obvious, Van had left Last Chance and become a different person. It was in each image he looked through.

And Shane liked what he knew of that person. Not because the photos were beautiful, but because of the things Van said.

Shane cleared his throat. “They’re beautiful.”

“I just take the pictures. It’s the men who are beautiful. It’s amazing how much passion can come through in a photograph. How much you can learn from someone by looking at a picture of them.” Shane felt Van’s breath against his face.

He turned and they were close, so fucking close, and Christ he was fucking sexy…and Shane was horny. It had been a while for him.

Van’s statement played in his brain again, making him ask a question that he likely wouldn’t have asked if he wasn’t a little buzzed. A question he was slightly embarrassed about wanting the answer to. “How would you photograph me?”

Van smiled. He had a dimple beneath his lips, and he pushed the dark curls off his forehead. “Just like this.”

Shane frowned. That hadn’t been what he was expecting. “Just like this?”

“Maybe not completely, but you’d be in this chair the way you are now. Your legs would be open the way you have them and you’d be leaning back, relaxed, with your head to the side and all those thoughts in your eyes.”

Shane trembled, fucking trembled as he listened to Van.

“You’d be naked though. Your arms on the arm rest. Your dick would be hard—no, actually, it wouldn’t be. It’d be soft…spent, because you just blew your load. There’d be come on your chest and stomach, but it wouldn’t be yours. It’d be your lover’s.”

Shane’s hand slid down. He cupped his erection, rearranged himself because his dick was so damn hard it hurt. It was crazy and unexpected and maybe a mistake, but in that moment, he wanted to live. Wanted to live the way Van had when he left. “What did he do to me? My lover?” Shane found himself asking, then he waited to see what Van would tell him next.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Van watched Shane for a minute. He didn’t turn away, didn’t even flinch as he waited for Van to answer his question. He knew Shane was asking because he was drunk, but that was okay.

Van leaned to the side and set his bottle down on the deck. His eyes caught Shane’s again as he plucked his cell from Shane’s hand and set that to the side, too.

He stood, took a couple steps until he was in front of Shane, Shane’s eyes following him the whole time. “He would have gone home with you one night. He’d hoped you’d ask, even though he didn’t think it would be for sex.”

Shane nodded, in what Van assumed was his way of telling him to keep going, which he appreciated because he almost asked Shane if he was sure. Their past was so fucked, he didn’t want to make the wrong decision. “He felt oddly comfortable with you, so it had been a relief to him to say yes. Plus, he thought you were hot and hoped you thought the same thing about him.”

A small smile curled at Shane’s lips. “I did.”

“Well that’s a relief.” Van winked. “When he realized you wanted him too, he asked you to sit up so he could take your shirt off.”

Shane moved slowly, sitting up, as Van kneeled on the deck beside him.

“You skipped a part,” Shane told him.

“Yeah, I guess I did. He would have gone down on his knees and then told you to lift your arms.”

Shane did it.

“He slid his hands under your shirt, groaned when he felt your hot skin as he lifted it over your head and tossed it to the deck.” Van did it, let his fingers skate along Shane’s skin, pulling the shirt with him. He didn’t let himself think about anything—not the past, not the future, not the fucking town. Just that moment. When Shane’s tee hit the deck, he said, “Your lover liked your chest.”

A spark lit in Shane’s golden-brown eyes. “That’s a relief.”

Before he could lower his arms, Van leaned in, nuzzled Shane’s armpit, which smelled of clean skin and man. He licked it, got Shane’s salty skin on his tongue.

“Oh fuck,” Shane gritted out.

“Want me to do it again?” Van asked.

“You know I do.”

So he did. He tongued Shane’s body, rubbing his hand over Shane’s pectoral as he did. His cock ached behind his fly.

“What’d he do next? Tell me what he’d do to me, Van. Show me.”

“Stand up,” Van told him and Shane did. The bulge in his jeans was eye-level. Van couldn’t wait to see what he was packing, couldn’t wait to see how beautiful his dick was—because it would be. Every part of a man’s body was gorgeous to him.

“He’d take your pants off next,” Van said. “His fingers might shake because he’d be really fucking eager to see your dick…how long would it be? How thick? How low would your balls hang? What would it look like through the lens of a camera?”

“Oh fuck.” Shane knotted his hand in Van’s hair. “My cock is leaking all over the damn place.”

“I can’t wait to taste it.” Van fumbled with the button and zipper on Shane’s jeans. He pulled them open, saw Shane’s white boxer trunks, his fat bulge and the outline of his cock, and the wet spot. “You really are leaking.”

“My balls are so damn full.”

“Guess we should get to emptying them,” Van said with a smile.

“Guess we should.”

“Your lover would take your pants off next.” Van pulled the jeans and underwear down Shane’s hairy legs. “Sit down,” he told Shane, who did. He pulled Shane’s shoes off, then his pants. The hum under his skin got more and more intense. He wanted Shane’s dick in his mouth. Wanted to tongue his balls. Taste his skin.

“Tell me.” Shane put his hand in Van’s hair again, letting the curls fall through his fingers. “Tell me what he’d do next.”

“He’d do his best to blow your mind.” Van didn’t break eye contact with Shane. Hell, he hardly blinked as they stared at each other. He lapped at Shane’s sac with his tongue, then ran it base-to-tip along his cock.

“Oh fuck,” Shane rushed out.

“Your skin tastes good,” Van told him, before he grabbed Shane’s dick and lowered his mouth over it, taking it as far as he could. He loved sex. Loved touching and licking and tasting. Loved fucking. Maybe because he’d allowed himself to fear who he was so much, that he just wanted to revel in who he was and what he enjoyed.

He swirled his tongue around the crown. Licked the pre-come there. “I had a feeling you’d have a beautiful cock. I’d love to photograph it.” He brushed his fingers over Shane’s length, just softly caressing his hot skin.

“I’d put everyone else to shame,” Shane teased almost uncomfortably, before grabbing the root of his erection and angling it toward Van’s mouth. “Is this where my lover would let me feed it to him?”

Van’s lips tugged into a deep smile. “Yeah, this is where he’d do that.”

He let Shane nudge his lips with the tip of his cock. He rubbed the head over Van’s mouth before saying, “Open up.”

Van did and Shane used his other hand to push him forward, to guide him as he worked Shane’s prick with his mouth.

“Christ, you have a talented mouth,” Shane told him and Van smiled around his dick.

He loved the feel of steel and velvet in his mouth. Loved the musky scent of man in his nostrils. Loved the feel of wiry pubic hair against his face.

When Shane’s head dropped back and his hand fell away, Van took over. He jacked Shane’s cock at the same time he blew him.

He listened, heard, as Shane’s breathing got heavier, sharper. He thrust his hips slightly as Van pleasured him.

Van cupped Shane’s balls, playing with them, brushed his thumb over Shane’s taint. He could feel Shane’s body getting tighter, more rigid, and knew it wouldn’t be long before he got a mouthful.

“Fuck, you feel so goddamned good.” Shane thrust his hips just as he blew, as a jet of his come squirted to the back of Van’s throat. He swallowed it down, sucked harder, was rewarded when Shane shot again, which he just as eagerly swallowed down.

As soon as Shane’s body went lax, Van pushed to his feet. His dick ached, he was so damn hard. His body buzzed. With quick, shaky fingers he pulled his shirt off, unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. Shoved them and his underwear down enough he could grab his dick. He spit in his hand and started to jerk himself off right over Shane. Brown eyes looked up at him, watching Van work his dick.

His balls were already high and tight. It didn’t take long for the orgasm to rocket through him, for everything to feel fuzzy and his body amped up. His vision blurred as he shot. Come flew against Shane’s chest.

Van kept going, kept jerking until another spurt landed on Shane’s stomach, in the trail of hair that went to his dick, and then another spurt landing on his cock.

“Goddamn, that was a good orgasm,” he said, his knees so weak he thought they might give out on him.

Shane reached out then, rubbed his finger in the come at the tip of Van’s dick, then pulled back, a string following along before it broke.

Van’s pulse suddenly sped up.

He reached over and turned Shane’s head to face him, the way he’d said he would like to photograph him. Positioned his arms on the rests. Shane already leaned back, his legs spread, his flaccid cock in a bed of hair—come on him.

It was almost perfect.

Van leaned down then and took Shane’s mouth. He didn’t know why, but he was surprised when Shane let him. He pushed his tongue in deep, kissed him hard, sucked on his lip; so when he pulled away, Shane’s mouth was red and swollen from kissing.

His head immediately went back into the position Van put it in.

“You’re fucking beautiful like this. It’s exactly the way I’d photograph you.” His hands shook, and he wished like hell Shane would let him.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“You’re fucking beautiful like this. It’s exactly the way I’d photograph you.”

Van’s words made a small jolt of excitement race through him. The thought was…thrilling. Exciting in a way nothing in his life ever was. He typically liked calm. He went about his routine every day of work and his mom, because most variations in that usually meant something was going wrong. That his mom was in a depressive cycle.

Gay artists didn’t come to Last Chance, give him head, and talk about taking nude pictures of him. And even though Shane knew he wouldn’t do it, he had to admit, the thought was invigorating…freeing. Like stepping into another life, outside of that town, in the comfort of his own home.

He chuckled.

“What are you laughing at?” Van’s brows pulled together. “I don’t typically have men laughing after I suck them off.”

“Just thinking how fucking crazy this is. I’m naked, laid out by Maxwell Sullivan, who has his dick out and just swallowed my come. Oh, and he’s an erotic artist now, who is telling me how he would take my picture.”

“Would you let me?” he asked.

The ember of excitement inside of him burned brighter, stronger. Still, Shane shook his head. “I don’t think so. You have plenty of California boys for that.” Goose bumps traveled across his skin. Christ, he wanted that. He wanted Van to take nude pictures of him. Wanted to feel like someone else, even if it was a lie. He wanted to feel like those men in the photographs.

Shane stood, grabbed his tee and rubbed the come off himself. He picked up his boxer trunks next and pulled them on.

“I understand. It’s not for everyone. I probably shouldn’t have asked, but if you don’t want to do it, make sure it’s because it’s not your thing and not because you don’t think you can. You forget, I’m not one of those California boys either.”

“You are now,” Shane reminded him. Van just shrugged.

Shane’s eyes traveled down Van’s body—the light dusting of hair on his chest and his soft dick still hanging out of his pants. He was sexy as sin, and he found it didn’t bother him as much as he figured it would that he wanted Van. “Put your dick away before we end up naked together again.” This time, in Shane’s bed.

“Would that be such a bad thing?” Van asked.

“I’m not sure,” Shane answered honestly. He sat down and Van sighed before tucking his junk away and sitting down with his pants unbuttoned and unzipped.

“I didn’t come over for this, but I can’t say I regret it either. I can understand why you might.”

Because their past was such a dark spot in both their lives.

But the thing was…he didn’t regret it. This, what happened, felt good and he needed things in his life that felt good. Things that were for him. “I’m not going to pretend it’s not weird, but I don’t regret it. I enjoyed the hell out of it—I mean, it’s head.”

Van smiled. “Good point.”

And because despite their past, having Van there made Shane feel a little less lonely. He could only compare it to the feeling of being with Caleb all those years ago. Someone there, in Last Chance, that he could connect with on a different level. Ryan was great, but it was different to spend time with another gay man. It might be easier to ignore if that was the only piece of the strange, new friendship with Van that felt good, but it wasn’t. They both had skeletons in their closet that he didn’t come across often in Last Chance.

“I like spending time with you, Shane.”

Goddamn him and his fucking honesty. Shane looked at him. “I like spending time with you too. You’re supposed to be a dickhead.”

Van laughed. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

“You didn’t.” But it should have. “It’s late. I have to work in the morning. I should probably hit the sack.”

“Yeah, I should get back to Mom’s, too. I’m hoping to get some time to talk with her and start working through a few things.”

“How long will you be in town?” Shane asked.

“I don’t know. Probably a couple weeks—maybe less—depending on how things go with her.”

Shane was quiet for a moment, weighing his words and trying to decide if he really wanted to utter them. The thing was, he did. And why the fuck not? It wasn’t often he had anything for himself other than the shop. Why not spend time with Van until he left? Even if he didn’t get any more BJs out of the deal. “If you’re available tomorrow evening, you’re welcome to come over. We can grill some dinner and…I don’t know.”

“I’d like that,” Van replied. “It’s tough…being in that house, ya know?”

Shane nodded. He felt that way sometimes too. “I hear ya.” He stood. “Come on. I’ll write my phone number down for you.”

They went into the kitchen. Shane grabbed a pad of paper from beside the home phone and scribbled his cell number down. Shane ripped the paper off and handed it to Van.

“I’ll text you so you have my number,” Van said.

He walked Van to the front door and opened it where they both stopped. “You never really know what life will throw at you sometimes, do you?” Van asked.

The thing was, most of the time, Shane did. Life didn’t throw him too many surprises. This was a curveball of all hell. “Guess not.”

“Thank you.”

“For letting you blow me?” Shane teased. “Shouldn’t I be the one thanking you?”

“Not if it’s for that. I loved being on my knees for you, but I meant for just letting me be here, despite everything. Not many people would have.”

With that, Van turned and jogged down the stairs. Shane stood and watched him get into his car, stepped out onto the porch as he pulled away, still watching when his taillights disappeared from sight.

[image: *]*

Van sat in the lobby, waiting for his mother to finish talking to her lawyer, and thinking about Shane. He should probably feel guiltier than he did about the fact that his mom was discussing his dead father’s estate and he was sitting there thinking about sucking dick. But it was more than that too—he was thinking about Shane in general, so that had made him feel a little better.

Van sure as hell hadn’t expected to hook up with him but there also wasn’t a part of him that regretted it. He liked Shane. He was attracted to him. He figured Shane might regret it, though.

He glanced down at his cell and saw that his mother and her lawyer had been in their meeting for half an hour.

Van’s eyes darted up at the sound of a door opening. His mom wore a dress with flowers on it, her arms at her side and her head held high. He could see it in her face, though, the fact that it was an act. That she wanted to fall apart but she wouldn’t give anyone that kind of power over her. Sullivans weren’t weak that way.

She never had been. His father hadn’t been either, and they sure as shit hadn’t wanted Van to be.

“Maxwell, can you join us for a moment?” the lawyer asked, making Van’s stomach twist into knots.

He stood, walked over and held out his hand. “Van. I go by Van now.”

“Nice to meet you, Van. I’m Thomas Chan.” They shook hands before Mr. Chan led them back into his office. Van waited, letting his mother sit first, before taking the seat beside her as Mr. Chan took his seat behind the desk.

“We have some things to go over. Your father left you a sizable amount of money. I’m going to need some signatures and—”

“I don’t want it.” Van’s lips were so tight it was hard to speak. He looked at his mom. “I told you I didn’t want it.”

“Don’t be silly.” His mom shook her head.

“I’m not being silly. I don’t want the money.”

“There are options if you—”

“No,” his mom cut Mr. Chan off. “It’s Max’s money. His father wanted him to have it. Just…give us some time.”

Why didn’t she get it? And why in the hell was she so insistent on that? “Time isn’t going to change anything, Mom. I won’t take that money. It’s yours. You should have it.”

“Why do you have to be so difficult? You’re Maxwell Sullivan, Jr. This is your father. He wanted you to have this money. It’s yours.”

“I’m Van.” It felt like he hadn’t stopped saying those words in the couple days he’d been back. He wasn’t Maxwell Sullivan, no matter what his birth certificate said.

“That is not who you are.”

Jesus. “I’m sure as shit not my father’s son.”

Her eyes began to well with tears. That was where he should apologize but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

Mr. Chan cleared his throat. “What about the bank?”

“What about it?” he asked, the hairs on his arm rising.

“It’s been left to both you and your mother—you as the primary.”

“What the fuck do I know about running a bank?” Van shot forward in his seat. He didn’t know how he hadn’t even thought of the bank. “Who’s been taking care of things now?”

“Charles, the manager, and myself,” his mom answered with a sharp edge to her voice.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone for a moment.” Van didn’t look up at the lawyer as he slipped from the room.

“What was he thinking?” Van ran a hand over his face. Was that his father’s way of trying to apologize? That didn’t fit with the man his father had been. He never apologized for anything. Was that his way to try and get Van back to Last Chance? To try to tie him somewhere he knew Van didn’t want to be? And what about his mom? “What about you? You’re his wife.”

“Yes, I am. And whether you like it or not, you’re our son, Max. I agreed to this. I knew what your father’s wishes were and I damn sure plan to do my best to honor them.”

“Why?” he asked. “You don’t want me here. You can’t. Not knowing what you do about me. I’m not going to change, Mom. You accept me as I am or not at all.”

His heart sped up and his palms began to sweat. He wanted her to accept him. Maybe needed it, in some small way.

“The way you accepted your father for who he was, flaws and all?”

“That’s different.”

“Is it?” she asked.

“How can you ask me that? I never hurt anyone. I never hurt him. Hell, he never even said he was sorry.”

“Maybe he did. Would you accept it if so?”

The truth was, Van couldn’t say for sure. Likely, the answer was no.

“Seems we’re all looking for a little acceptance here. The thing is, I didn’t do anything wrong.”

She reached into her purse then, and pulled out an envelope that said Max in his father’s messy scrawl.

Blood rushed through Van’s ears. “How?” His father had died of a heart attack. How could he have written this?

“He wrote it a year and a half before he died.”

“Why didn’t he send it then?”

“Fear.”

Van scoffed at that. “He wasn’t afraid of anything. He sure as shit wasn’t afraid of how I would react or feel about something.”

She sighed. “I really loved him, ya know?”

An ache started in the center of his chest and spread out from there, until it nearly choked him. “Yeah, I know.” He just wished she’d loved him as much.

They called Thomas back in and his mom said they had decisions to make and would get in touch with him again. Van had already decided and he wasn’t changing his mind.

When they got back to the house, he asked, “Do you want to get started? We can get some packing done. I’ll help you.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not today, Max.”

He could hear it in her voice, her disappointment in him. But he was disappointed in her too.

She left not long after. He didn’t know where, so Van left too, camera in hand, trying to forget about the letter he had never expected to get.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Oh fuck.” Shane’s hand slipped, as he tried to loosen a nut on the alternator and his knuckle scraped the belt pulley.

Ryan looked over at him. “This is probably the tenth time I’ve heard you say ‘oh fuck’ today. You sure are screwing a lot of shit up,” he teased Shane. “What you thinking about so hard?”

“Your daddy,” Shane teased back, making Ryan bark out a laugh.

“You can do better.”

The truth was, Shane had been distracted. He couldn’t stop thinking about last night with Van—the head and the photographs. The way Van had described taking his picture. The way he’d left Last Chance to follow his dreams, that he’d done something so far from Shane’s reality he almost couldn’t comprehend it.

But he wanted to. Christ, he fucking wanted to.

“You okay, man?” Ryan said and Shane realized the other man had said something else to him he’d missed.

Yep, just fine. Thinking about my childhood nemesis taking pictures of me naked, is all. And that’s what it was, he realized. He almost…wanted that. Wanted to feel as though he could step outside of his body. Be someone totally different than the Shane Wallace who lived in Last Chance his whole life, and had never done anything…exciting. How he wanted something outside of his life of taking care of his mom, working in the shop, playing around in his studio, and drinking beer at Round Table.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just have a lot on my mind,” he finally answered Ryan.

“Everything okay with your mom?”

The words were like needles in his skin. “Yeah, fuck. I can have shit going on in my life that has nothing to do with my mother, ya know?”

Ryan frowned. “Sorry…I didn’t mean—”

“No, I’m sorry.” Shane shook his head. “I’m obviously having a bad day and I shouldn’t take it out on you.” He also shouldn’t be having a bad day. He’d come down a gorgeous man’s throat the night before. He should still be experiencing a post-orgasmic high.

“I’m around if you need anything. We can go out and get a beer tonight if you want.”

His immediate response had been to open his mouth and say yes. He got to the opening of his mouth part right but then remembered he had plans with Van. “I can’t. I appreciate you asking though.”

“No problem.”

Someone came into the shop and Ryan went to take care of them while Shane continued his work.

What had he looked like, sitting on that chair last night, cock spent, come all over him and lips red from Van’s kiss? He wanted to know. Wanted to see himself through Van’s lens like the photographs of all the other men he couldn’t get out of his head.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” Shane muttered to himself. He sure as shit wasn’t a nude model. He wouldn’t know the first thing about it. Plus, he wasn’t positive he wanted that many people seeing him naked.

Shane had managed to finish out his work day with minimal fuckups and not too much thought of Van on his knees, and wondering what he’d looked like to the other man.

He made a trip to the store, grabbed some steaks, baking potatoes, salad, and beer, because grilling wasn’t complete without beer.

When he got back to his truck, he sent Van a text telling him he was heading home and the other man could come anytime.

The reply came back almost instantly. Perfect. Coming now.

Shane smiled. Without me?

Hopefully not. ;)

He cocked his head as he looked at the text. He hadn’t been sure if last night would be a repeat performance but he had to admit, he wouldn’t mind if it was. When did he get to fuck around with someone for a couple weeks straight? He might as well enjoy it while he could. If you’re lucky, he texted back before tossing his cell to the seat beside him.

Shane made the quick drive home, parked his truck, but left everything inside as he made the trip to his mom’s. “Honey, I’m home!” he teased.

“Hey, you,” she called from the living room. “They have a Harry Potter marathon on TV. Wanna watch with me?”

A stab of guilt pierced his gut. He hated the fact that she sat there alone most of the time. That he would be off next door with Van and she likely wouldn’t even be able to come out. But there was another part of him that didn’t want her to know about Van. He didn’t have much of anything in this town that was just for himself. Just his, and Van felt like that, however fucked up it was.

“I’m going to barbecue and have a friend over,” he told her. “Do you think you might feel like coming out? It’ll do you some good.”

Immediately she shook her head. “No…I…don’t think I can handle that today. You have fun with Ryan.”

The knife in his stomach dug deeper. It was right next door. “Are you sure?”

“Don’t worry about me, Shane. I’m fine. You know I love Hermione. I’m going to enjoy my show. Plus, my knitting club is coming over tomorrow. That’ll get me the social aspect I know you’re stressing about. Sometimes it’s like you’re the parent instead of me.”

All the time, was his first thought and he was immediately frustrated with himself over it. None of it was her fault. “I forgot about that. Let me know what you need for snacks and stuff and I’ll make sure I pick up some things at the store.”

She smiled up at him. “You take such good care of your mama.”

He didn’t feel like it though. He didn’t feel like he took good care of her at all.

By the time he made it outside, Van was already heading down the driveway. A wave of nervousness rushed through him.

“Hey,” Van said to him as he stepped out of the car.

“Hey, yourself,” he replied, and then, “Holy shit. I’m pretty sure I just sounded double my age.”

That earned him a chuckle from Van. He winked. “If that’s the case, you look damn good for your age.”

“You grew up to be a flirt.” Which, Shane had to admit, he liked. It wasn’t often he got flirted with. Gay man in a small town hazard.

“I grew up to be a lot of things you wouldn’t expect, but does flirt surprise you?”

“Flirting with me does.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to do it a lot so you get used to it.”

Shane shook his head. “God, this is weird.”

“The thing is…it doesn’t feel weird to me.”

Shane sighed because he thought maybe Van was right. They took a sharp nose dive into the friendship…temporary friends with benefits…whatever the fuck it was, but it felt a whole lot more natural than he thought it would. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He turned toward his truck. “Come on. Let’s get this show on the road. I’m fucking starved.”

“Yeah…yeah, I’m hungry too.”
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They spent the evening on the back deck again.

It was a whole hell of a lot easier to breathe out there—the fresh and clean air. He couldn’t say if it was being around Shane in his element or just being out of his mom’s house.

The day still weighed heavily on him, but he tried to keep that shit at bay, not wanting it to ruin his night.

Shane threw potatoes in the oven to bake and they grilled the steak. Van helped him put a salad together and then they sat at the table outside and enjoyed their meal together.

“Sometimes, I hate that my past here has ruined this place for me. I went and took some photos today, and sitting out here, I realize there really are so many things I love about it,” Van told him. He watched as Shane pushed a piece of lettuce around on his plate.

“Yeah, I can understand that. It’s tough even for me sometimes. There are moments where I want nothing more than to get into my truck, drive away and never come back.”

Van frowned, those words surprising him.

“But then there are times where I look around at all the beauty, walk down the streets I know so well, and don’t know if I could live anywhere else. Even if it wasn’t for my mom.”

There was a pang in Van’s chest. Jesus, he couldn’t imagine what it was like, to feel that sense of obligation to another person. To love someone that much. He’d never felt that way about anyone and he sure as shit knew no one had ever felt that way about him. “I’m sorry,” Van told him.

Shane shrugged. “It is what it is, ya know? She loves the hell out of me and I love her. She’s sick and that’s what you do when you love someone, you take care of them.”

No one had ever loved Van enough to do that for him, not even his own mother.

He had a lot of respect for the man sitting across from him right now.

“You’re looking at me funny. Stop looking at me like that,” Shane said on a grin.

“I can’t help it.”

“If you can’t help it, who can?”

“You.” Van smiled back at him.

“How can I change how you look at me?”

“Stop being so damned charming.”

Shane rolled his eyes, but Van swore he saw a light blush rise to Shane’s cheeks.

“That line work on all the LA boys?” Shane asked.

“No, I usually just ask them ‘your place or mine?’”

They both laughed and goddamn, he enjoyed Shane’s company. “The pictures I took today…they were for your mom. I need to print them off for her.”

Shane gave Van a frown he didn’t expect. “That okay?” Van asked.

“That’s more than okay. It’s…thank you. For thinking about her. For being kind to her. You don’t know how much that means to me.” The sincerity in Shane’s voice worked its way under Van’s skin.

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s everything.”

Damned if that didn’t make Van feel good. Special. After years of making Shane feel like shit, he liked making Shane happy.

“How was your day with your mom?” Shane asked.

“Not good. He left me money…the business. I don’t want either of them.” He looked at Shane’s kind eyes. “She gave me a letter from him.”

“Did you open it?”

“Took everything in me not to burn it.”

“Understood,” Shane replied.

“Will you show me your shed?” Van asked, wanting to change the subject.

“Is that some kind of LA slang for my asshole? If so, you’re gonna at least have to kiss me first.”

“I didn’t kiss you before I got to see your dick,” Van teased back. It was funny how well they got along. How comfortable they felt together. Or at least Van felt that way with Shane.

“Most people don’t win the lottery twice.” Shane winked and they both laughed again. He took a drink of his beer and Van let him have the moment, not wanting to push Shane but really wanting to see that part of him.

“Yeah…yeah, I’ll show you my shed. Don’t think I do this with just anyone. But I guess since you blew me and you asked, I have no choice.” His words came out playfully but the thing was, Van knew they were true. Shane didn’t do that with just anyone.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


He waited behind Shane as he pulled keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door. “Most of the time I don’t lock my house or my truck, but this? Always. Funny, huh?”

It surprised Van the way Shane spoke to him. Maybe the way he spoke to Shane too. He wouldn’t have thought they’d connect like they had. Part of the time he wasn’t sure why they did and the rest of the time, he thought it made the most sense in the world.

Shane hit the switch to turn on the light when they walked inside. It wasn’t a big room—and it wasn’t a shed either. He shouldn’t have called it that.

There were saws on one side of the room, wood—a few small, random pieces—but it didn’t look as though that was where Shane focused most of his energy.

“Holy shit,” he whispered out as he walked across the room. There was shelf after shelf of glass pieces—all in different colors and shapes and sizes.

“You blow glass?” Van asked, his voice slightly rough with surprise.

He looked back and saw Shane shove his hands into his pockets. “You’re not the only person here who’s good at blowing things.”

“I think you might be better than me. Jesus, Shane. These are incredible. Can I?” he asked and Shane nodded. Van picked up one of the pieces. It was a swirl of blues, greens, and red—all twisting parts, circles attached to each other.

It was amazing. Van loved seeing a piece of art that someone else brought to life. “I had no idea you were into this kind of thing.”

“Most people don’t,” he replied, making Van wonder how many people, if any, did know. And how they’d gotten to the place where he was among them.

“Well, they should. Do you sell these or anything?” He set Shane’s artwork back on the shelf.

“Nah. I just do it for fun. I can’t imagine someone wanting to buy it.”

Van frowned. “Are you shitting me? Don’t go all humble on me. You’re fucking good and people would buy these, Shane. I guarantee it. It’s one thing if you only do your art for yourself and something entirely different if you keep it to yourself because you don’t think anyone else would want to see it.” People would fall in love with Shane’s work. He already had.

Van’s fingers itched to hold a paintbrush between them. He wanted to view the world through the lens on his camera. Seeing what Shane did made Van want to create.

“I do it just for me,” Shane finally replied. Van had a feeling he was lying but he didn’t call the other man on it.

“I think that’s a tragedy.”

Shane rolled his eyes, clearly not agreeing with him.

“I’m serious. I’m a little jealous of you.”

“Says the man who takes the most beautiful photographs I’ve ever seen.”

“That’s just because there’s cock and ass in them,” Van teased.

“Whatever you say.” He pulled his hands from his pockets and crossed his arms. “You can have one if you want. They’re just sitting out here.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, hoping Shane was.

“Yep.”

Van ran his fingers over a few pieces but picked up the one he’d already held. “I miss it,” he found himself saying.

“Miss what?”

“I can’t paint here…at least not at my mom’s. I tried but it’s almost like…I don’t fucking know. Like I’m dirtying something I love just by doing it in that house. I can’t paint there. I won’t. Not with all of the other shit that happened inside those walls.”

“You can paint here if you want,” Shane told him, his voice slightly lower. “Or I don’t know, you might not be here long enough to deal with it.”

The thing was, he almost didn’t see a reason to stay. He couldn’t help his mom if she refused it. They obviously weren’t getting closer or couldn’t see eye to eye on things. Still, as he looked at Shane, looked at those soulful brown eyes of his, Van realized he wasn’t ready to go. That he wanted to spend a little more time getting to know Shane, and hoping things could change with himself and his mom in the process.

“She refuses me at every turn. I don’t know why I try.”

“Because it would eat you alive not to,” Shane said with bare-boned truth in his words. Yes, it would bother Van not to try. He wasn’t happy that it would, but it was true. Shane wasn’t talking about Van though, he was talking about himself. It would eat him alive not to be there for his mom. Van thought Shane was probably happy here, but even if he wasn’t, he would stay because it would kill him not to.

“I think you’re giving me too much credit.” He wasn’t the same man that Shane was. He’d left and never looked back. He didn’t regret that fact, but it put Shane on a whole different playing field from himself.

“I don’t think I am. You came.”

Yeah, yeah he had…and he was thankful for it.

“Yes,” Van replied.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, I’ll paint here. Thanks for offering.” It meant a lot to Van. Being there in the first place meant a lot to him, too.

They stood there a moment before Shane spoke again. “This is getting weird. We’re standing here staring at each other. I think that’s enough show-and-tell for tonight.”

Shane turned and walked out, Van filed in behind him. “Now that show-and-tell is over, what are we going to do next? Truth or dare?” he joked.

“Strip poker?” Shane replied after locking the door.

As they made their way across the deck, Van spoke. “We don’t have to play a game for you to get me naked.” It was the truth. He wasn’t sure if the night before was a one off but he wouldn’t mind a repeat performance. “But if you want to play a game, we can try naked Twister.”

Shane didn’t stop at the table where they’d been before, just kept moving until he got to the sliding glass door, which he opened.

“I don’t play games,” Shane said when they got inside. He turned, took the blown glass out of Van’s hands, and set it on the counter. “If I want to fuck, I fuck.”

Van’s cock began to plump under his fly. “Yeah…me too. I guess the only question is, do you want to fuck me?”

“So…what?” Shane stepped closer, ran his fingers across Van’s neck, holding the side of his face. “Have a little fun until you leave? I don’t get that opportunity very often in Last Chance. And by not very often, I mean never.”

Shit. He hadn’t thought about that. It wasn’t as though there were a lot of options there for Shane. It made Van bleed a little more for him, wonder if he felt tied down to this town, this place. Wonder if he legitimately wanted to get out. But he also knew Shane wouldn’t want to hear that. It was funny how well Van felt like he knew the other man. “Does that mean you only want to fuck me because I’m the first piece of ass you’ve found local?”

“Did I say I wanted to fuck you? I don’t remember saying that yet.” He grinned and Van found himself doing the same. When Shane’s thumb brushed his bottom lip, Van licked it and felt Shane shudder. “Oh yeah, you wanna shot at me.”

“Cocky,” Shane replied, but then added, “And no…I want to fuck you because you’re sexy as hell.” Shane’s mouth crashed down on his. His tongue immediately delved in and Van opened up for him, sucked on it before Shane explored his mouth again.

They were all hands and lips and bodies as they pushed at each other, running their hands up and down one another’s backs and asses.

Shane turned their bodies and walked backward, as Van followed. Their mouths were still fused. Shane’s fingers worked the button and zipper on Van’s pants before he shoved his hand inside.

“Oh fuck. Jesus, you’re hard for me,” he said.

“Been hard for you since last night,” Van admitted. He could hardly take in a breath before Shane’s lips came down hard on his again.

They kissed and stumbled down the hallway. When they turned into what he assumed was Shane’s room, Shane pulled back as he jerked Van’s shirt over his head. “You top or bottom?” he asked.

“Vers.” Van shoved his hands under Shane’s shirt, feeling all that hot skin and firm muscle, and pushed the fabric up. “But I lean toward bottoming. I’d love to take your dick.”

Shane shuddered against him. “I think we can work something out,” he replied playfully, which was exactly what Van wanted to hear.

They became hands and lips again, kissing and touching and making their way toward the bed. Shane pushed Van onto it before falling down to his knees between Van’s legs.

“Feels strange to have someone in my bed,” Shane said.

Jesus, it really wasn’t fair—the hand Shane had been dealt.

“You have someone here now,” Van replied, then lifted his hips for Shane to pull his pants off, which he did. “What are you going to do with me?”

“I’m going to fuck you. Commando?”

“Never liked underwear. Too damn tight and constricting. Only wear them sometimes.”

“Easy access.” Shane nudged Van’s balls with his nose. “I love the smell of a man,” he said before teasing Van’s sac with his tongue.

“Yeah,” Van replied, his eyes damn near rolling back in his head. “Me too.”

Shane licked him slowly, laved his nuts, before running his tongue up Van’s cock. “I love dick too. Could spend hours just touching, fucking, and tasting.”

A tremble ran the length of Van’s body. It felt…strangely right, being there with Shane like that. Not just because it was fucking, and fucking was always pretty damn good in his experience, but because it was Shane. “I’ll fuck, touch, and taste you as much as you want while I’m here.”

Shane looked up at Van then, his face between Van’s legs, his balls at his lips and something shifted in his expression, like a switch had been flipped and Van wasn’t sure it was a good one. Because he’d reminded Shane he was there temporarily? Not that he thought Shane wanted Van to stay, but maybe because Van had the luxury of being able to leave?

But then, as though Shane realized what he was doing, he just leaned in, lapped at Van’s sac again before he stood up. He reached for his own button on his jeans, but Van said, “No, no,” before sitting up. “I want to unwrap the package.” So he did; first, he just unbuttoned Shane’s jeans before licking his skin where it met his jeans. “I’d take a photograph like this of you…just a tease. You’re fucking gorgeous and it would make people lose their minds, Shane.”

That wasn’t an option, he understood that, but he also wanted Shane to know how sexy he was. He also liked talking to him that way, telling Shane what he really fucking wished he could do. Sleeping with his models wasn’t a line Van had ever crossed. Photographing men he was seeing wasn’t really something he did either, but fuck, he couldn’t stop thinking about it with Shane. He’d never wanted someone in both aspects of his life before, wanted them to be his art and in his bed at the same time.

“Oh yeah?” Shane asked before fisting his hand in Van’s hair.

“Yeah.” He opened the zipper, then stuck his hands in the back of Shane’s jeans and pushed them down, halfway, so they were in the middle of his ass. “Like this too. I’d take a picture of your ass. It would be a whole series of teases before getting to the real thing.”

He moved his hands again, pushed Shane’s jeans and underwear down until he got mid-thigh. “And there is the reward.” His dick was fucking beautiful—so damn thick and full of veins that Van wanted to lick.

“Open your mouth,” Shane told him and Van did. He grabbed the base of his cock before tracing Van’s lips. He felt the pre-come there, painting him like lipstick, before he pushed his dick inside. “Could we take a photograph like this?” Shane asked. “Set it up so I could look back on it and see how hot my prick looks between your lips?”

Van’s dick jerked against his stomach, as heat shot the length of his body. Still holding the base of his erection, Shane pulled it out so Van could say, “Fuck yes,” before Shane guided it in again.

Jesus, the man got him amped up.

Shane didn’t let Van suck him long before he stepped back, his dick red and fucking hard and slick with Van’s spit.

“I need your ass.”

“Then get naked and come here.” He leaned back and waited for Shane to do just that.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Shane’s body was overheating. His pulse thumped beneath his skin. Christ, he was fucking hungry for the other man, hungry to slide his dick between Van’s ass cheeks and revel in all that heat around him. He wanted to just let go—fuck and feel free in ways he wasn’t often able to do. Wanted to step outside his world, and pretend it was something different.

“What are you waiting for?” Van asked him, his brows pulled together.

“Nothing,” Shane replied. He finished removing his jeans and then grabbed his lube from the drawer. There was an unopened box of condoms inside, which he tore into before plucking one out. “Get on your hands and knees for me,” he told Van, who did it. His sexy, tight ass was there and waiting for Shane. He climbed on the bed, leaned forward, and licked it. Wanted to push his face in it and eat at Van’s hole until he lost his damn mind.

He wanted to make the other man come harder than he ever had before. Wanted to prove that even though he stayed in the tiny town, on the same goddamned property he’d grown up on, that he was experienced and knew what he was doing. That he could make Van scream, could make him come in a hundred different ways.

On his knees behind Van, he rubbed Van’s pucker with his thumb and watched him tremble. “Nothing like a tight, little hole. I can’t wait to see it stretched out, taking my dick.”

Van looked over his shoulder with a cocky, grin on his face. “Then give it to me.”

Shane’s fingers shook, so much pent-up energy racing through his body, as he ripped open the condom and rolled it down his erection. He opened the lube with a snap, squirted some on his hand and rubbed his prick, before adding more to Van’s hole. He pushed the tip of his finger inside, just to play with him, as he rubbed his other hand over Van’s ass.

Christ, he still couldn’t believe he had the man in his bed.

“Give it to me, Shane.”

Hearing Van say his name almost pulled him out of it, but just as quickly as it happened, his need took over again. Not just his need, but the fact that there was not one thing about Van that reminded him of the boy he’d been. Neither of them were the same.

“Ask me again,” he said.

“Give it to me, please. Make me see stars—no, fuck that. Make me see all those damn colors you use when you’re blowing glass.”

Well…when he put it like that.

Shane grabbed the base of his cock and pushed at Van’s opening. He eased his way slowly inside, giving the other man’s body time to adjust…driving them both fucking wild at the same time.

“Christ, you’re tight.”

“Awww, you say the nicest things,” Van replied playfully.

“Or maybe it’s really that my dick is so fucking big,” Shane tossed back with a chuckle.

“Get your big dick in my tight ass.”

“Bossy motherfucker.”

“Yes, I am. And needy.”

They laughed and when they did, Shane felt Van’s asshole tighten around him. It was all he could do not to shove himself inside with one thrust. Instead, he grabbed onto Van’s hips, letting his fingers press hard into his hip bones and slowly worked his way in…tighter and tighter, until he was balls deep.

And then…then he fucking gave it to him.

Shane pulled out and then pushed again, pistoned his hips in sharp, hard, thrusts. His vision went blurry, Van’s hole felt so damn good.

The bed shook, banged into the wall and Shane found himself hoping it would put a dent in it, that the evidence of having Van in his bed would always be there for him to see.

A bead of sweat dripped down his forehead and landed in the arch of Van’s back. He wondered what it would look like to photograph them now—even if it was only that small pearl of sweat in the crease of someone’s back. It made him want more of himself on Van. He wanted their bodies slick together with sweat and come so he leaned forward, fucked harder, felt Van’s body against his as he slammed into him over and over and over.

“Fuck yes…give it to me, Shane.”

There it was again…his name on Van’s lips. Funny how that one thing suddenly got to him so much.

Shane wrapped his arms around Van, pulled him up so he kneeled too. They were positioned with Shane’s torso to Van’s back, one of Shane’s arms around his stomach and the other hand, easing slowly up toward Van’s neck.

He teased him there, rubbed it as he thrust, fucked him deep, heard their bodies slap against each other.

“You can do it. Please fucking do it…” Van said and a thrill of pleasure shot the length of him. Shane wrapped his hand around Van’s throat. Not too tight, but enough pressure so Van could feel him. He held Van against him tightly, licked the edge of his ear, and tasted salty sweat there as he continued to take him from behind.

“Christ, your fucking ass. So goddamn good. I’m going to keep my cock in your hole until you go.”

Because he would be going…and Shane would be staying…that was their lives.

He eased his hold on Van’s throat before letting go completely. Van turned his head so Shane could take his mouth as they continued to move together.

He pushed his tongue into Van’s mouth, fucked him with it as he took Van’s ass at the same time. Each thrust of his hips made the slow build of energy in his body increase more and more.

When Van pulled away, Shane licked his neck, sucked the skin into his mouth—salty and so damn heady it went straight to his head.

“Spit on my hand,” he told Van, who did before Shane wrapped his hand around Van’s dick. It was so damn hot and hard, and Shane tightened his hold to jerk him off. “My balls are so goddamn full. Gonna blow my load any second,” he said before biting at Van’s neck.

Van’s body tensed up against him then, just as hot, thick come slipped between his fingers, making it even easier to stroke him…which Shane continued to do. “Oh fuck,” Van groaned out before he shot again. His ass tightened and that was all Shane needed, that damn electricity inside him short-circuited and his balls let loose, as he spilled into the condom.

His sight clouded over as he rode out the orgasm, still playing with come and cock as he did.

When he thought he was going to die of what was likely the orgasm of his life, Shane pulled out and collapsed onto the bed. “Jesus fucking Christ. As long as you’re here, we’re definitely going to keep doing that.”

“You think so, huh?” Van kneeled beside him. “Are you going to give me some ass too?” he asked.

“If you’re good.” Shane pulled the condom off and tossed it. The room smelled like sweat and sex and he inhaled, wanting to take it in.

“Who wants to be good?” Van finally replied and Shane realized he didn’t. Or maybe good wasn’t the word…he just didn’t want to be the same. He wanted to be different, he wanted to know what it was like, to pretend he was someone else…and Van gave it to him.
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Shane couldn’t sleep.

After they’d had sex, Van had passed out. Shane hit the lights but continued to lie there, thinking. He couldn’t get the man beside him out of his head. It was a mixture of different elements for him. Part of it was the fact that he liked Van…enjoyed his company. Felt a connection to him, maybe because both of their pasts were hard and because they both had responsibilities to their families…or maybe it was just that they were both gay men who were attracted to each other. Inside, he knew it was more than that.

The other part of it wasn’t quite as specific to Van himself, but the fact that he represented a life Shane had never been allowed to have. One that he was curious about.

One he wanted to experience.

Van moaned and rolled away from him. He lay on his stomach with one leg bent. His ass was right there and Shane wanted it again. Wanted to rub his face against Van’s hairy thighs, spread his cheeks, and touch and play with his hole. He wanted to taste his dick and swallow his come from the source.

He wanted to see Van paint too…wanted to witness it. Wanted to know what his life was like. What made him tick?

And at those thoughts, he eased out of the bed, grabbed his phone, and slipped into his bathroom where he turned the water on for a shower.

It was late—the middle of the night. He wasn’t sure the exact time. If his mother woke up she would see another car parked there overnight for the first time in his life. How fucking sad was that?

Why didn’t he at least try to meet someone? Date long distance? Spend more time in Portland other than just going there to fuck or monthly appointments for his mom?

He realized then that he’d envied Maxwell growing up…and a part of him still envied Van. It was a different sort of envy, but it was there all the same.

Shane stepped under the spray of the shower and washed up. He didn’t linger. He’d only come in because he couldn’t sleep but the longer he was there, he saw he wanted back in the bed.

He washed his hair and body and stepped out.

Shane wiped the fog from the mirror and looked at himself as he dried off.

I’d take a photograph like this of you…just a tease. You’re fucking gorgeous and it would make people lose their minds, Shane.

Shane’s dick perked up slightly.

Goose bumps pebbled across his skin.

He thought about Van’s words. The way the other man looked at him.

About Van telling him each and every way he would have posed him for photographs when they were on the deck.

His pulse sped up. His skin got hot….

He wanted that. Christ, Shane really fucking wanted it. Wanted tonight to be about more than the small-town mechanic who played around with art in secret and took care of his mom.

Shane grabbed a navy blue towel from the rack and wrapped it around his waist. He opened the bathroom door, the light shone into the bedroom and right on Van…. Van who was awake, lying on his back and looking at Shane.

“Do you have regrets?” he asked sincerely. “I know our past is—”

“No,” Shane cut him off.

“Good. I didn’t think so…but I wanted to make sure. I don’t want to fuck up with you. Not again.”

Those words twisted up Shane’s insides more than he thought they would. Christ, Van really was a good man. “Did you mean it?” Shane asked.

“That I don’t want to fuck up?”

“No.” Shane shook his head. “That you’d like to photograph me.”

Van’s eyes practically glowed. He sat up in the bed, and looked hard, deep at Shane. “Yes. And I want you to know this isn’t something I do. I don’t typically blur the lines, but yes, I’d love to take photos of you. You’re fucking beautiful, Shane.”

He smiled. It wasn’t something he heard often—that he was beautiful. Men he met and fucked told him he was hot, or sexy or had a big dick. But they didn’t tell him he was beautiful. Not the way Van just did. “I’d like that.”

Van stood, grabbed his pants and pulled them on. “My camera is in the car. We’ll do it right now.”

And then he walked out of the room, turning the light on as he went, and leaving Shane to wait anxiously.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Should he take off his towel? Not take off his towel? Lie on the bed? Continue to stand there like a fucking idiot? Shane settled on the last option.

It was no time at all before he heard the door open again. And before he knew it, Van stepped back into the room, camera in hand, wearing nothing but jeans, a sexy smile, and messy hair. Shane begged to differ with Van. Out of the two of them, he was pretty sure Van was the beautiful one. Not that Shane didn’t know he was attractive, because he did. Van had just always been a little more…well, a little more of everything. It was what had attracted everyone to him as a kid, but he knew Van had been a little more of things like lonely and scared too.

“Where do you want me?” Shane finally asked.

Van’s grin grew, which made Shane smile in return. “Oh, that’s a dangerous question. My answer might be anywhere and everywhere. Oh, hey. Cute dimples.”

“Dimples?” Shane asked. Where in the fuck had that come from?

“You have them. I didn’t realize until just now. Makes you look a little innocent. Sorry, I blurt out random shit from time to time.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Shane replied and Van winked.

“Good because I really wasn’t.”

Shane got a strange, airy, feeling in his chest. “You’re crazy.”

“A crazy photographer who is fucking giddy over getting to play around with you.”

Yeah…Shane was pretty fucking giddy over it himself. “Where do you want me?” he asked again, because it was easier than returning Van’s sentiment.

Van put his camera to his face and snapped a picture.

“Hey, I wasn’t ready yet.”

“I beg to differ. You have my dick hard at just the thought of doing this. And that photo was perfect. How far are we going here, Shane?”

The truth was, he didn’t know. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Van would keep his photographs between the two of them, and he definitely wasn’t ashamed of his body, but that didn’t mean he’d ever considered having nude pictures of himself out there. “Not sure. I’ll let you know as we go along.”

Van nodded once. “Fair enough. And if you want me to, I’ll get rid of these photos the second we’re done. Whatever you want, okay?”

But he didn’t want that. He wasn’t sure what he wanted but that wasn’t it. “I’m fine.”

“Duh.”

Shane grinned and Van snapped another photo. Christ, he felt dumb. “I’m not a model.”

“You don’t have to be. I’m not asking you to be. I just…I just want you to be Shane.”

Be Shane. Okay. He could do that. “Maybe we should be at the shop for this, then? I could bend over, hands under the hood…” The joke did its job and untwisted some of the nerves tying him up.

“We can do that next time.” Van stepped closer and snapped another picture. “I wasn’t joking when I said anytime and everywhere. I don’t think you know just how incredible you are.”

Van walked forward and brushed his thumb over one of Shane’s nipples, which instantly hardened. A soft, unexpected moan snuck past Shane’s lips as a tremor shocked through him. His skin began to feel too tight…too hot…and damn it felt good.

“You’re hard,” Van nodded down and yeah, without looking, Shane knew the towel was tented.

Van leaned in and sucked the same nipple, getting it wet before pulling back and taking a photo of it.

His skin got tighter still…his body even hotter. His dick even harder. “It’s…thrilling. Like I’m high or something. Christ, we haven’t even done anything yet.”

“We will,” Van said before sucking Shane’s other nipple. He bit into Shane’s pectoral just enough to leave marks and nearly make Shane come.

“This how you get all the men to do what you want?” he teased, and Van stopped.

“No. I told you, I don’t usually do this. Not even playing around.”

But he was doing it for Shane…and Shane wanted him to.

When Shane smiled, Van took another picture. “Couldn’t help it. Those fucking dimples kill me. Will you lie on the bed?”

What Shane really wanted was to sink his dick into Van’s ass again. His whole body was on fire. His dick was aching. It was turning him on in ways he didn’t expect, having his photo taken. The thought that people might see it. Maybe he was a closet exhibitionist and never knew? “Yeah.” He walked over and asked, “Should I fix the blankets?”

“Don’t you fucking dare. You’re walking sex, Shane. We want the bed messy. Want everyone to know you just ravaged someone in it.”

He palmed his dick through the plush towel. “This is fucking killing me.” Who would have thought that would get to him so much?

“Good.” Van gave him a devilish grin before pushing his curls off his forehead. “Now lie down. Keep the towel on for now.”

Shane watched as Van plumped the pillows for him, arranging them just the way he wanted. When he was finished, he nodded toward the bed, and Shane lay down.

“Cross your legs. Put one of your hands behind your head and bend your arm. Your pits are sexy. I know a few men, myself included, who would love to nuzzle into them.”

“Feel free,” Shane replied.

“Oh, I will. But we’re working right now. We have to be good.”

Shane was tired of being good. He’d been good his whole fucking life.

He moved into the position Van told him to get into. He watched as Van snapped picture after picture, moving to get Shane from different angles.

“This is so fucking strange,” he said after a few moments. “I feel like a fraud.”

Van lowered the camera. “Why?”

“Don’t know,” he lied.

“Well don’t. You’re anything but. You’re just lying there for a lover, Shane. Nothing else.”

For a lover…damned if Shane didn’t like hearing Van call him that.

“Okay.”

“Put your arm down,” Van told him. “Hold your dick. Make me want what’s under your hand—not like I won’t already.”

Shane easily slid his hand over to his crotch, cupped his erection, and looked up at Van.

“You’re fucking perfect. Next time we do this I need to bring better lighting.”

Next time. They hadn’t spoken about a next time but Shane knew there would be. He wanted there to be.

Van moved around the room, taking shot after shot from angle after angle. On the one hand, Shane felt ridiculous. What the fuck was he doing posing like some goddamn model…but at the same time, his dick continued to swell and his body felt alive in ways he’d never experienced. Like he was flying. “Ask me to open the towel, Van.” His voice was scratchy, filled with lust.

Van looked at him over the camera. “Open the towel, Shane.” The same huskiness from Shane’s voice was mirrored in Van’s.

His fingers were shaky as he opened the towel. Click, click, click, the camera snapped as he did so. He laid it open, fully on display…and somehow it was different than just being naked with Van. He had zero problems with that. Zero problems stripping for anyone he planned to fuck, but knowing that moment would be documented by photographs made nerves tickle down his spine. Simultaneously his nerve ending sparked with excitement, with exhilaration over the very same thing that made him nervous.

“You good?” Van asked and Shane realized he had his hand lying gently over his dick. He couldn’t cover it all, the head stuck out over the top, but that wasn’t the point, was it?

“Yes,” he said as he went to move his hand.

“No.” Van stopped him. “Not yet.” He snapped a few pictures like that. Shane looked at him for some, and away for others.

Van instructed him to move his hand to his hip next, which he did. Click, click, click.

“Bend your right leg out. Yeah, just like that,” Van said. Click, click, click.

He stepped closer. “Jesus, look at how much you’re leaking. Let me see it, Shane. Hold your dick up just a little.”

Shane wrapped his hand around his cock and pulled it up slightly. Van kneeled on the floor beside the bed. Pre-come dripped from the slit, down to his stomach. Click, click, click.

“Don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on,” Van told him.

He kept taking pictures—Shane’s face, cock, balls. Of him stroking. Eyes closed, eyes open. With each snap of the camera, Shane felt more and more free. More and more alive.

“Jerk off for me. I want you to see how sexy you are when you come.”

Shane felt like a live wire, like his insides were thrashing around with too much energy and electricity to be contained.

He poured lube on his hand and wrapped it around his aching dick. His eyes never left Van as he started to stroke. His balls were already so damn tight, so damn full that it didn’t take long for the orgasm to slam into him. For the pleasure to wash over him. The whole time, click, click, click.

Shane shot his load across his chest. Come landed on his right nipple, in his navel, and when his hand pulled away, Van was there, taking pictures of the sticky mess all over him.

It wasn’t enough. He wanted more. Needed more. Needed to give Van some of the pleasure Van had given him. “Your turn. Take your pants off and come here.”

“Want me to jerk off on you again?” Van asked as he set the camera down and removed his jeans. Shane knew he meant because of last night—Christ, had it only been last night? It felt like they’d had more time between them.

“No. I’m changing the fantasy a little. I can’t move, but I want to suck you, so you’re gonna come here and feed it to me.”

“If you insist.” Van winked at him before getting onto the bed. He straddled Shane’s chest, his dick already long, and hard, and leaking. Van held it from the root while Shane opened his mouth and leaned forward slightly, making it easier for Van to give him what they both wanted.

Shane could smell Van’s earthy scent, which got stronger the closer Van got. When he pushed his dick past Shane’s lips, they both moaned in response.

“Fuck yes,” Van said from above him. “I wondered what it would be like to have your mouth.”

Shane wrapped his arms around Van’s ass, squeezed his cheeks, but let Van lead the show. Let Van fuck his mouth—slow and passionate, like he was pacing himself instead of sprinting to finish the race. His hips thrust with measured movements as he angled himself to go down Shane’s throat easily.

“You’re fucking good at this. The gag reflex is nonexistent with this one.”

Shane struggled to hold back his chuckle as he worked Van’s prick, sucked the head, deep-throated him, licked his shaft. Any way he could drive Van crazy, he wanted to.

Shane smiled around his dick when Van’s balls hit his chin. A slow burn of excitement started low in his gut—a fantasy, a desire. He wanted images like this. Wanted to see himself suck Van’s dick—see the passion and raw hunger between the two of them. Wanted to witness the beauty in it from both the outside and by experiencing it.

“I wish you could see how sexy you look,” Van told him, making Shane look up at his eyes.

Van’s dick pulled out of his mouth with a pop. “I was just thinking that,” Shane said before tonguing Van’s sac. “That I want to see it. See us. I think I’ve found a new kink.”

It hadn’t ever been something he considered before—recording himself. Having photographs of himself. But he realized now how hard it got him…how different it made him feel.

“That can be arranged,” Van said as Shane licked his length. “I’m gonna blow soon. You want it in your mouth or on you?”

“In my mouth,” he replied before taking Van deep again—feeling all that steely velvet against his tongue.

Van’s movements got faster, harder, and it wasn’t long before he groaned and shot—two hot, thick spurts of come on Shane’s tongue. He swallowed them down, licking Van clean. Took Van’s weight as he slid down Shane’s body and lay on his chest.

“Jesus…it hasn’t been like that for me in a while.”

They were a match, sexually, because it had never felt like that for Shane either. Yeah, he fucking loved sex and got off, but there was an intenseness with Van, like there was a whole other level he hadn’t explored before. Maybe it was because of the photos, or their past. He didn’t know the reason but he knew it was there.

“Yeah, me either. Guess us small-town boys know what we’re doing.”

“Yeah, we do,” Van replied. Shane hadn’t been talking about Van. He might be from Last Chance, but he was so far removed from that town that it didn’t feel like it.

“Do you want me to delete the photos?” Van asked, before Shane felt a hot tongue against his collarbone.

“No.”

“Thank God. I’ll get them on my computer and we’ll go through them tomorrow night, if you want.”

“I don’t know if I want to see them,” he chuckled.

“You do. I’m fucking telling you, you do. Trust me. I’m a professional.” Van sat up, straddling Shane’s waist and winked at him.

“You’re a cocky motherfucker is what you are.”

“So? And can you blame me?” Van grabbed his dick and Shane laughed, rolling his eyes. Man, he enjoyed spending time with Van. Felt a closeness he’d never felt with anyone. Caleb being the closest but even that hadn’t been on the same level. “I should go.” Van fingered a lock of Shane’s hair. It felt…intimate in ways he wasn’t sure it should. “I want you to be able to get some sleep and I’m going to have to fight with my mother in the morning. Plus, I really want to play around with your photos.”

Shane nodded and Van climbed off him. While Van dressed, Shane pulled on a pair of trunks. They walked into the other room where Van grabbed his glass Shane had given him. “Thank you for this.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Not true. Art is always something. It’s too personal for it not to be.”

He liked that. He never let himself think about it in those terms before. “I guess you’re right.”

“I’m always right.” Van paused and then added, “I like you, Shane.”

Shane’s pulse stumbled at that. He sure as shit hadn’t expected Van to say those words to him. “I like you too.” They sounded like they were in middle school, but Shane was okay with that. It wouldn’t—couldn’t—go anywhere. Their lives were too different and they lived too far apart and they didn’t know each other well enough for him to even think about that, but he liked Van.

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to Shane’s lips. Shane walked Van to the door and just like the night before, he was gone. The same way he’d be gone for good in a few short weeks.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Van hadn’t been able to sleep the rest of the night. He tossed and turned for a few hours before he just gave up.

He couldn’t stop thinking about his night with Shane—grilling, his art, the sex, and the photos. He glanced over at the entwined, colorful glass. Shane really was talented. Van believed there would be people out there who would love his craft. He was unique, as were each of his pieces. None of them had looked the exact same.

Was it truly something Shane did only for himself or did he just not think he had it in him for anything else?

He obviously didn’t have the answer to that, but he wanted it.

Van pushed out of the bed, grabbing his camera and laptop. Typically he used his desktop computer at home for that kind of thing, but he hadn’t wanted to bring that back to Last Chance with him.

He pulled the card from his camera, popped it into his computer and downloaded the pictures they’d taken—the ones for Annie he put on a flash drive before diving into Shane’s. The lighting was shit, which pissed him off. Shane deserved to be captured in the right lighting.

Still, they were incredible. There was an innocence…no, a vulnerability to them, that Van had never been able to capture before. There was a truth, an honesty to Shane’s photos, from the look in his eyes, which was filled with both the heaviness of his life, but also the happiness of his spirit. He didn’t let life beat him. He rolled with the punches and made the best of situations and cared for those he loved in ways Van was pretty sure were unique only to Shane.

Most people just weren’t that good.

He wasn’t.

“Fuck.” He shook his head, pushing his hair off his face. That was some pretty deep shit for so early in the morning. But the truth was, he hadn’t been lying when he said he liked Shane. He wanted to get to know him more. He wanted to get to know him in ways he never had with anyone else.

Oh yeah, too fucking deep for this early.

Van closed his laptop and stood up. After stretching, he made his way down the hallway to his father’s office.

The house was quiet, and had been every day since he’d been here. When he was a kid, it was never that way. His parents were always entertaining, or his mom was out, making sure everyone in town knew who the Sullivans were. They had to be involved in everything, because life was all about appearances and what everyone else thought about them.

His stomach automatically churned the second he stepped foot in the room that had been his father’s domain when Van had been a child. Well, the whole town had been, honestly, but this room was more him than anything else.

It was his favorite place to call Van into the room to smack him around.

It was where he liked to teach Van all about what it took to be a man, and all the ways he was too sensitive, too soft behind closed doors, to be one.

Jesus, he fucking hated him.

He looked in the corner of the room, to the boxes there waiting to be used, grabbed one and just started throwing shit inside—photographs, awards, plaques telling his father how special he was.

He riffled through papers and files and tossed those into boxes too.

His mother wouldn’t do it, but it needed to be done.

He wanted to purge every fucking thing that was his father. He’d burn the damn house to the ground if he could.

Van closed his eyes and shook his head, thinking about the letter he’d thrown into his suitcase. What was wrong with him? Why didn’t he get rid of the fucking thing?

Why was he wasting time thinking about his dad? He should focus on himself, on his mom, and if they could find the bridge between the two of them that had been buried behind years of pain and anger.

Before he drove himself crazy, he went downstairs and opened the fridge. He pulled out what he needed and began making breakfast. It didn’t take long for the bacon, eggs, and toast to be ready, and when it was, he went back upstairs and knocked on his mom’s bedroom door. It was cracked open and he saw that she’d already showered and dressed for the day. “Can you come downstairs with me? I made us breakfast. We need to talk.”

“Nice of you to come home last night.” She cocked a brow at him.

“This house isn’t my home. It never will be again.” She opened her mouth and Van could tell by the fire in her eyes that she was going to argue with him, so he cut her off before she could. “Come downstairs. Please. We need to talk.”

She sighed, pushed a lock of dyed hair behind her ear, and then followed him down. Van made their plates along with coffee and the two of them sat down together.

“Who have you been with? Jonathan stopped by, so I know it’s not him.”

He frowned. “Does Jonathan stop by often?”

“Yes. He and his wife both check on me. They’ve been…well, they’ve been like family to me.”

And Van hadn’t. But had she been like family to Van?

“Why did you ask me to come, Mom? I’d really like to know.”

“You know why—because your father passed away. He left things to you. Regardless of…of our separation, I think your father was right to do that.”

Did she? Did she really, or did she still not like to disagree with him, even after death?

“You’re still our son.”

He pushed the plate away, unable to eat. “Do you really feel that way? I honestly want to know. Do you really think Van is your son?”

“Van is Maxwell, so yes.” There was emotion in her green eyes, that he couldn’t place. Emotion he hadn’t seen from her before and Van latched onto that. Held it tight.

“I don’t want to fight with you,” he told her.

“I don’t want to fight with you, either.”

“How about we pack up a few things together today?”

She nodded. “I can’t believe I’m leaving this house, but I can’t stay. Not without him.”

Van let that go. He waited as his mom finished eating. They went into the study then and began putting books into boxes.

“Have you had any luck finding a place?” he asked as they worked.

“No. Jonathan’s wife is looking but I haven’t fallen in love with any of them.”

“I can help you check out a few places if you want. Just let me know when and I’ll go with you.”

She nodded again and some of the tension in his muscles began to loosen up. Maybe they could do that. Maybe they could somehow find some kind of relationship.

They were mostly quiet but they talked about a few things as they packed—a fundraiser she was helping with. A fire that had burned down the old elementary school a few years back. Apparently, his father donated a large chunk of money toward building the new one.

Van wasn’t surprised about that.

She said she was considering getting a cat, when she got a new place, which did surprise him. He’d always wanted pets growing up but they’d never let him have one. He’d never heard about his mom’s interest in animals.

“Wow…really?” he asked.

“Yes. I always had cats growing up. Your father hated them, but now…now I might get myself a cat.”

The paperweight he held tumbled from his hand. Never in a million years had he thought he’d see the day where his mom would want to do something his father hadn’t liked. Maybe it was silly to take that as a good sign, but Van did.

They worked together, side-by-side for a good couple hours. They even laughed together a few times as well.

For the first time since Van had gotten back to Last Chance, he felt hope where his mom was concerned.

“I think that’s enough for me today,” she said a little while later. “I need to meet with Jonathan’s wife.”

“I can go with you,” Van offered.

She held a book in her hand, and as she moved to put it into a box, a paper tumbled out. No, not a paper, it was a photograph of Van sitting on his father’s lap when he was about four years old.

His mom kneeled and picked it up. She flipped it over and said, “With my boy,” before her hand began to shake.

Van bit back the urge to vomit.

“He was so happy, so incredibly happy when you were born. He was so proud of his son. He’d always wanted a son.” There was a sweet hint of nostalgia in her voice that he wished he could share.

“He wanted the best for you. I know you don’t believe that but he did.”

“He had a funny way of showing it.”

“He wasn’t perfect. You think I don’t know that? But he did his best.”

Was she fucking serious? “Stop making excuses for him. No one is perfect. He was abusive. Can you give me that? Can you say those fucking words to me?” He hit his own chest. “I deserve to hear you admit it.”

“Why do you do this, Max? It was in the past! He wanted to make it up to you. He tried to make it up to you.”

“By trying to give me money and a business? That’s not love. Not to me.” He shook his head.

“I just…I said I didn’t want to fight with you, Maxwell. I have an appointment.”

He didn’t stop her, and she didn’t ask him to go with her as he’d offered.
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It was about one o’clock when Van pulled up in front of Shane’s auto shop. He knew he shouldn’t bother Shane at work, but he wanted to see Shane in action, he realized. Wanted to see Shane in his element—one of his elements, at least.

“Can I help you?” a man with light brown hair and a welcoming smile asked. He was tall, with lean muscles and a couple days of stubble on his face. He had oil on his coveralls and hands, and a sexy, soft jawline that made him look slightly like he had a baby face.

“My name’s Van. I was looking for Shane?”

Just then he heard a bump and then, “Shit,” before Shane’s head popped out from underneath the hood of a car.

Well if that wasn’t cute as fuck, Van didn’t know what was. He had oil smudged on his forehead and his hair was messy and… “Did you just bump your head?”

“He’s been klutzy the past two days. I think maybe now I know why,” the other man said.

Van grinned. “Don’t worry. I have that effect on people.”

“Fuck off,” Shane said to his employee before looking at Van. “And you can fuck off too. ‘I have that effect on people.’” He said the last sentence in a playful, mocking tone. “Maybe because you’re so damn annoying.” Shane looked around then and Van wondered if it was because they were being flirty. Shit. He hadn’t even thought of that. He knew Shane had never had a man here. Did they know he was even gay?

He looked at the other man who said, “Ryan. Nice to meet you. I’d shake your hand but you’re much cleaner than I am.”

“I don’t care about that.” Van shook Ryan’s hand.

“I’ll leave the two of you alone. Might be wise to keep anything out of his walkway, nothing dangerous or sharp in his hands.”

Van laughed and Shane groaned. Oh, Van liked the guy.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Van replied. Obviously, Ryan knew Shane was into men. Van walked over and leaned against the car. “I make you klutzy, huh?”

“Didn’t I say fuck off? I’m pretty sure I did.”

“You didn’t mean it though.” He nudged Shane. “Is it okay that I stopped by here? I wasn’t really thinking….”

“What? No. It’s fine. I don’t give a shit about that. I might not announce my sexuality to everyone in town but I’m not trying to hide it either. Plus, just because you stopped by doesn’t mean we’re fucking.”

“Speak for yourself but I’m pretty sure it’s written all over my face that I want to fuck you. I have no qualms about that either.”

Shane’s cheeks flushed a light pink.

“You’re cute when you blush.”

“I’m not blushing.”

“Okay,” Van replied. “Did you eat lunch? Can I buy you lunch?”

“No, I didn’t eat and I’m fucking starving. I should be able to sneak away for a little bit. Now is actually a good time. Let me talk to Ryan.”

“He’s cute.”

Shane cocked a brow at him. “He’s straight.”

Was Shane serious? “Oh, sweetie, that man is not straight. Maybe bisexual or bi-curious but definitely not straight.”

Shane lowered his voice. “What? No way.”

“I could be wrong but I’m typically not.”

“No shit?” Shane’s eyes went wide and he looked the direction Ryan had gone.

Van nudged him again. “Simmer down, man. You’re fucking me right now, remember? At least wait until I leave before you move on to baby-face.” The words were meant as a joke but they almost stuck in Van’s throat. Tasted bitter. He actually might be a little jealous, which he needed to squash right away. “Unless you think he’d be down for a threesome….”

Shane rolled his eyes. “Ryan is straight, and even if he wasn’t, he works for me. I’m not fucking him and you’re not fucking him.” There was a slight harshness to Shane’s voice that made Van smile when it likely shouldn’t have.

“Don’t worry. I don’t want to share you either.”

“Who said I didn’t want to share you?”

“You didn’t have to.” Van winked and then pushed off the car.

“I take back what I said. I don’t like you anymore.”

“Yeah you do. Now come on. I didn’t have the best morning. Let me take you to lunch.”

Shane frowned slightly. His forehead wrinkled and even though Van didn’t know what it was, Shane obviously had something on his mind. For a moment Van thought he was going to change his mind but then he said, “Hold on. Give me a couple minutes to get ready.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Shane went into the office and saw Ryan looking at some paperwork. Could Van have been right about him? Was he gay? Bi? In the closet?

He looked at the other man, studied him for a moment, before Ryan looked up. Had there been another gay man so close to him and he hadn’t known? “I have something in my teeth or what? Why are you looking at me funny?” Ryan asked.

“Am not.”

“Pretty sure you are.” He nodded toward the garage. “That’s the guy everyone is talking about being back, isn’t it? You didn’t seem too happy about that the first night.”

No, he hadn’t been. But he was now. Funny how quickly things could change. “It’s a long story. Do you mind if I cut out and go have some lunch real quick?”

Ryan shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

“Will you be okay?”

“Um…yes? Is that a trick question? Is there a reason I wouldn’t be?” Ryan frowned and Shane realized how silly the question was. They weren’t busy. Of course, Ryan could handle the shop while he was gone. “You’re being weird. You know I don’t give a shit you’re gay, right? I mean, people talk and you and I have chatted a little bit, but you never put it into words. I’m just putting it out there that I don’t care, in case you were afraid I do.”

Shane shook his head. “I know. Sorry. Didn’t get much sleep last night.” And now I’m wondering if you’re in the closet and I didn’t know. Fucking Van. “Alright. I’ll be back in a bit.”

Ryan nodded and Shane went into the bathroom, took off his coveralls, and washed up. He’d be lying if he didn’t admit that it was strange to be going out to lunch in Last Chance with another gay man. Well, not strange. Just different.

He put the coveralls away before heading back out to meet Van. He was in the lobby, walking around and looking at all the photographs on the walls.

“Are these all cars you’ve done work on?” Van asked.

“Yeah. Just the special ones though. The classics. Engines I love having my hands in.”

“I think you love having your hands in all of them.”

Shane shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He knew Van was right.

“Come on. Let me take you to Lucky Rose.”

Shane followed Van to his car. There were a few bags in the back and an easel. He wondered if that meant Van wanted to paint at his house that night. Or hell, maybe Van didn’t even plan to come to his place and Shane was getting ahead of himself. He wanted Van there, he realized. Wanted to talk to him more…maybe fuck him again…and wanted to watch him paint.

It didn’t take them long to get to the café. Lucky Rose was slow for it being after one. They were seated quickly and were left with menus before Shane realized what table they were at.

“I’m sorry,” Van said as though he could read Shane’s mind. They did seem to be on the same wavelength. That wasn’t the first time he felt it.

“You remember that?” Shane questioned. Van remembered knocking the dishes from Shane’s hand at that very table.

“I remember everything and I hate it. Things would be much easier if I’d forgotten, but then I know that’s not fair either. I was a dick to you. I took my pain and fear out on you and it’s the biggest regret of my life.”

Shane’s chest got tight at the honesty in Van’s voice. “You already apologized, more than once if I remember correctly. It was a long time ago. Neither of us are the same men we were.”

Van leaned back in his seat and looked across the table at Shane. “No…no we’re not. And this isn’t an excuse, but my dad had lost it on me that night. I fucked up the game and I cried so I was weak, a pussy—that was one of his favorite words to throw around. That and faggot. So yeah, he smacked me around and I came here and tried to prove how strong I was by picking on you, by hurting you the way he hurt me. Didn’t realize at the time that’s what really made me weak. Not what my dad said, or the game, or anything else, but the way I treated you.”

“You weren’t weak…you were a child.”

“So were you, and you didn’t go around hurting anyone else.”

No, Shane hadn’t, but he’d also not had to deal with the things Van did. His mother had never tried to hurt him. She’d always shown how much she loved him, she just had other wounds to bear.

He didn’t want to talk about their past right now, though. “It’s over. You like me now.” Shane winked.

“That I do.”

“And you’re buying me lunch, so I can’t complain.”

The two men laughed. He really fucking liked laughing with Van. Liked talking with him too.

“What are you going to get?” Van asked opening the menu. “I mean, besides a grasshopper shake, because if you’re not ordering that, I’m not sure we can be friends anymore. Jesus, I missed those.”

“Shut up. You can’t tell me you couldn’t get a good chocolate mint shake in Los Angeles and also, I knew I liked you for a reason. Grasshopper was always my favorite. Weird, that you like them too.” He wasn’t sure why it was so weird. Just that they shared a favorite shake?

“I’m not sure it’s so weird. I don’t think I’d find any similarities we have strange. Just sort of fits.”

Yeah…Shane thought it might fit too.

Their waitress, Libby, came back over. “Hey, Shane. You ready to order?”

“Sure, I am, Libby. You?” He looked over at Van.

Libby looked at Van and seemed to realize who he was for the first time. “Holy cow. Maxwell Sullivan? It’s so good to see you!”

She’d been a few years behind them in school. Shane hadn’t known her much back then, but of course, he knew her now. Everyone knew Van though, and he could tell by the look on Van’s face, he didn’t recognize Libby.

“Hi, Libby,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

“Remember how good she was at marching band? It was our senior year and she was out there as a freshman, playing at all your games.” Shane tried to jumpstart Van’s memory.

“Yes. You were the only freshman, right?” Van asked and Libby blushed. Fucker had that effect on everyone. “Do you still play?”

She shook her head. “No…don’t really have the time. I work days and my husband works nights. We have three kids. What about you? Do you have any babies?” she asked.

“No, I don’t.”

“Married? Girlfriend or anything?”

Van shook his head. “No,” Van replied. “I did meet a new man recently I’m interested in. We’ll see how it goes.”

Shane’s eyes snapped up to Van, who didn’t turn to look at him, just continued his conversation with Libby. “Good for you. I hope it works out with him,” Libby said without missing a beat. Shane figured most people in Last Chance would have mentally stumbled after hearing Maxwell Sullivan was gay. Even though most of the town knew, there’d likely be a little unease if Shane said the words aloud, too. Not Libby though. He’d always liked her and her husband both.

They spoke for a moment before she took their orders—BLTs, water, and a chocolate mint shake—and said, “It’s great to see you. And you too, of course, Shane. I’ll let you guys get back to it.” She turned on her heels and made her way back to the kitchen.

“We never stop coming out. It wasn’t something I thought about before moving to LA—probably because I never thought I would come out. I probably thought I’d have to say it once and that would be the end of it. Like everyone would know after that. Funny, huh?” Van asked, and Shane suddenly wished he’d had that experience. Maybe it wasn’t one he should wish for, to have to tell everyone he met that he was gay and then worry about their response—but the fact that he’d never really said the words to anyone in Last Chance other than his mom and Caleb felt heavier on his chest.

“Shit…I didn’t mean—”

“No, it’s fine,” Shane cut Van off. “I know you didn’t mean anything. I don’t know why I keep it to myself. I’m not ashamed of who I am. I’m damn proud of being a gay man. It’s also not like everyone doesn’t assume.”

Libby came back with their waters. When she left again, Van leaned back in the seat and locked eyes with Shane. His green gaze was intense, ensnaring him. “That’s one of the things I like and respect the most about you.”

“That I don’t tell people I’m gay?”

“No. It sounds bad when you say it like that. Just the fact that you don’t need validation from anyone for anything. You are who you are and you’re strong in that, even if you’re standing alone the way you did as a child. You don’t have anything to prove to anyone.”

Van ran his finger along the rim of his glass, and Shane waited, heart in his throat, to see what Van said next. Because there was more, he knew it.

“When I lived here, I knew I was gay. I knew I wanted nothing to do with women and I was so afraid of that. I fucked girls to prove to myself I wasn’t. To prove my…straightness. I couldn’t admit the truth to myself, much less anyone else. Then when I moved to LA, it was the opposite. I made sure everyone everywhere knew I was gay. Like I had to prove to myself and everyone around me that I wasn’t ashamed of myself by practically wearing a neon sign. Which isn’t wrong. I’m not saying that, but I did it because I needed to prove something to myself. I needed validation from the world that they knew I was gay whether they liked it or not. You don’t need that. You are who you are and you’ve always had strength in that. I don’t think most people—gay or not—can say that. I’ve never known anyone in my life as strong as you, and the kicker is, I don’t think you see your strength.”

Shane opened his mouth, but nothing would come out. It was as though something blocked his throat, like his goddamned heart had crawled up in there. No one had ever spoken about him that way. He wasn’t sure if anyone had ever seen him that way either.

Since he couldn’t speak, he didn’t. He just stood partially and leaned over the table. He crooked his finger, telling Van to come to him. A smile stretched across Van’s face and he did it, leaned over the table and Shane pressed his lips softly against Van’s—once, twice, then pressed their foreheads together and whispered, “Thank you.”

“You don’t have anything to thank me for, and you just proved my point. Strongest person I know.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


They’d only just sat back down when Libby brought out their BLTs and shakes.

They ate and laughed and talked and no matter how hard he tried, Van couldn’t keep his eyes off Shane. Van was mesmerized by him. He was so fucking real, real in a way he’d never experienced before. He was so into this man. It was quick, and likely not smart, but it was true. He felt this draw to Shane, this magnetic fucking pull that was too strong to ignore.

And he didn’t want to ignore it.

“So…do I get to go sleep over at your house tonight?” he teased, earning himself a smile from Shane. He was greedy for every moment he could have with Shane. It wasn’t as though he and his mom could get along for any extended amount of time, anyway.

“Yeah…I think we can work something out. I don’t remember if I told you there’s a no-clothes-allowed rule at my place, though.”

“Oh really?” Van cocked a brow at him. “How could I not have known that before?”

“Because it’s a new rule. Made it up about fifteen seconds ago.”

Van chuckled. “I’m in full agreement. Naked rules are the best kind.” He watched as Shane sucked through his straw and he’d never wanted to be a milkshake so much in his life. “You let me know if you ever have something else going on, okay? I know you have other responsibilities, and I can be naked anytime you want. There’s no expiration date.”

“It’s okay. My mom has her knitting club tonight. She has it once a month and really looks forward to it.”

“That’s great. Did she always do that?” He was incredibly fucking curious about Shane and his mom but he never wanted to pry.

“No. She kept mostly to herself while I was growing up. This is something I forced, but now she’s glad I did. She has her knitters, and then she also has a game night once a month. Sometimes we have to cancel, but most of the time, she doesn’t want to. She enjoys it and she knows it’s good for her. The ladies she meets with really love her. They genuinely want to help and be her friend.”

“I’m glad you both have that then. I wondered about that…her being alone but I didn’t want to butt in.”

Shane shrugged. “We do the best we can. I spend time with her. She has her two groups of women who come in. Sometimes she enjoys getting out for her doctor appointments and therapy. She’s done some group therapy too. Sometimes, I can’t get her to go. It is what it is.”

“Does anyone help you with those things? Have you ever thought about hiring anyone or—”

“No,” Shane cut him off. “It’s not anyone else’s responsibility to take care of her. I’ve had a few of the women offer to drive her but it doesn’t feel right. If she has a panic attack or something…I just know she wouldn’t want anyone else to see her that way.”

So Shane took it upon himself. The man took everything on himself.

“You’re a control freak, aren’t you?” Van teased, hoping to earn another of Shane’s smiles.

“You know it, baby.” He winked and then someone cleared their throat. Van looked up to see Jonathan standing there, wearing a suit. His blond hair was styled perfectly and he had a tight, forced smile on his face.

“Max, we need to stop running into each other like this. I’ve been out to your mom’s but you weren’t there. I thought we were going to grab lunch or something, buddy?” He looked over then at Shane as though he hadn’t known the other man was there the whole time. “Shane.”

“Jon.” Shane took a sip of his water. “How’s Arianna’s car running?”

“Good. It was a shit time for her transmission to go out. I didn’t have time to work on it myself.”

Van couldn’t hold back his chuckle. He couldn’t imagine Jonathan working on a car and it was obvious he said that to try and lessen what Shane did. “Oh, come on, Jon. Working on cars was never your thing.”

Jonathan gave his attention back to Van. “And it was yours?”

“Fuck no. But I wouldn’t pretend it was either. I’d say I’m too pretty for that shit, but that wouldn’t explain why Shane could do it.” Van winked and Shane playfully rolled his eyes.

Jonathan frowned. “It’s been a long time. I feel like I don’t know who you are anymore.”

He never had, but Van couldn’t blame that on Jonathan. No one had known who he was because Van hadn’t wanted them to.

Jonathan looked back and forth between Van and Shane. Van could see the wheels turning in his head, could see him wondering, putting the pieces together and that twisted up Van’s insides because it wasn’t his place. He shouldn’t have said that about Shane, without Shane’s permission. He’d just wanted to knock Jonathan for a loop.

“I’m worried about your mom. She’s been through a lot. I know you haven’t been around, but the past few weeks since your father’s passing haven’t been easy on her. And she missed you…we all did,” Jonathan said.

“I’m trying to be there for her,” Van said through gritted teeth. “There’s only so much I can do.”

“Why don’t you stop by my office this week. I’ll see if there’s anything I can do to help.”

The sad part was, he thought in his own way Jonathan probably did want to help the old Max. But would he want to help Van—the gay man who painted and photographed nude men and hated his old life and everything he’d stood for? Would he want to help the man who hoped to spend every second he could in Shane’s bed for the duration of his time there?

But there had been a time when Jonathan was his best friend. He’d never been blind where Jonathan was concerned. He’d mostly been out for himself, but there had been times he was there for Van too. “Yeah, I’ll do that in the next few days.”

“Good. I’ll let you get back to your…lunch. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Without a word to Shane, Jonathan walked away.

“I’m sorry about him.”

Shane shook his head. “I’ve known Jonathan my whole life. I know who he is. You have nothing to apologize for. We should get going though. I need to get back to work.”

Van nodded. He paid the tab and then the two of them were in the car, heading back to Shane’s shop.

Van parked in the same spot he had when he’d gotten to Shane’s the first time and said, “So I’ll see you tonight?”

“If you want. But the same possible out you gave me earlier. If you need to be with your mom, I understand.”

There was a slight distance in Shane’s voice and Van wondered if it was because he hadn’t really talked to Shane about his mom. Not what was going on with her now. “Our families are different. She pushes me away at every turn. I’m not as good a man as you are, Shane. I’ll do what I can but that’s all I can do.”

Shane nodded. Opened the door, stopped and then turned to Van before taking his mouth. He pushed past Van’s lips. His right hand held the side of Van’s neck, and Van wished he could see them together. That he could photograph the way Shane’s rough, tanned hand would look against his own skin.

Shane pulled back, said, “See you tonight,” and then Van watched him in the rearview mirror until he disappeared from sight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Shane got home from work that evening, showered, changed, and then ran over to see his mom for a few moments. She was pulling out fresh baked chocolate chip cookies when he stepped into the kitchen.

“Smells good in here,” he told her. The scent of chocolate and sugar beckoned him, but that wasn’t it. The air was fresh, earthy.

“Thank you. How was your day?”

He looked around and saw she had all the windows and blinds open, which made him smile. It was always easy to tell what kind of mood she was in by the blinds. If she was feeling down, they would be closed for days on end. When she was happy, she kept them open. The windows were a plus.

“Good. Looks like you had a good day as well.”

“I had the best day,” she replied.

“Why?” Shane questioned. “Not that I’m not glad. I just mean….”

“That I’m not typically happy for no reason?” She cocked a brow at him.

“Oh, you’re full of jokes today, I see.”

“I’m always full of jokes. Where do you think you got your outstanding sense of humor from?”

“Luck?” Shane teased and the two of them laughed. He loved it. It was moments like these where he could almost forget that sometimes she had panic attacks so severe she couldn’t leave the house and often got so depressed she would stay in bed for days on end. “When does your knitting group get here?”

“In a few minutes. What about you? What are you up to tonight?”

“Not much,” he lied. “Might hang out with a friend, but that’s all.” The thing was, Shane was always careful what he said around her. It wasn’t that he cared if she knew Van would be there, but if she needed him, she wouldn’t call if she thought she was interrupting. Not only that, she would get stars in her eyes where Van was concerned. She wanted so much for him to be happy there, partially because of her own guilt he assumed, that she would read something more into it. Then, when Van left, she’d feel worse because Shane was alone again.

It was all such a vicious fucking cycle.

He wouldn’t hide Van, but he wasn’t announcing that shit, either.

“Do you want a few cookies?”

“Is that a question?” Shane grabbed a plate and put a few cookies on it. When he heard a car door, he grinned and said, “I’ll go. Don’t you crazy kids have too much fun.”

His mom rolled her eyes before heading to the front door. Shane went left through the back as he always did, then made the trek back to his side of the property.

When he got inside he realized there was no real space for Van to paint if he wanted to. Shane frowned before he took two of the chairs from the dining room table and put them in the garage. He pushed the table against the wall and into a corner. It wasn’t as though he used the damn thing very often or even had enough people over to need four chairs.

He turned for the door when he heard a knock. “Come in,” Shane called out, because really, there was zero chance of it being anyone other than Van and if it was, it was someone from town, which wouldn’t matter either.

The door pushed open and Van’s short, dark curls peeked around the corner first. “Hi—oh, what are you doing? You moving on me or something?” he asked. He had a duffle and computer bag in his hands.

“Yeah. Ditching town but thought I’d move my dining room table to the corner first,” Shane teased. “I was just looking around and realized if you want to paint, there isn’t much room for you here. I didn’t make much, but hopefully it will help.”

Van frowned, which Shane returned, wondering what was wrong. “You did that for me?”

“Move a table? Yes. It was an incredible amount of work. I’m not sure how you’ll ever be able to repay me.”

Van laughed, set his bags down and walked over. “I have an idea of how I could start….”

“Sucking my dick?” Shane asked as Van’s hands went to his waist.

“Nope.”

“Shoving yours in my mouth? I don’t feel like I’ve blown you enough.”

Van nuzzled his neck and kissed the skin there. “Nope. Not that either.”

“You’re going to fuck me? Give me your hole again?” Shane wrapped his arm around Van and cupped his butt. “I really want to eat your ass too. The things I can do with my tongue….”

“Getting closer,” Van replied then nipped at Shane. He slid his mouth along Shane’s jaw then pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “I brought you something else to eat instead…pizza.”

Shane playfully shuddered. “Pepperoni?”

“Is there any other kind?”

“Sausage,” Shane added with a grin.

“How did you know?”

He had no idea if Van was kidding or not. Still, he said, “I think I love you.”

“But wait…that’s not all…I got more beer too.” He kissed Shane again.

“Marry me,” Shane replied and they both laughed. Fuck, Van was fun. “So where is my pizza and beer?”

“In the car. Help me carry it all in.”

They went outside. Shane grabbed the pizza and Van said, “Can you get the beer too? I want to grab my easel and stuff. You made me room; I want to use it.”

Worry clawed at Shane’s mind because he realized he wanted Van to use it as well. Wanted to see Van in his element and maybe let Van see Shane in his. “Yeah, sure. No problem.”

They hauled the items into the house. “Your mom’s place is hopping over there.”

“Yeah, a bunch of regular party animals,” Shane replied as he went into the kitchen and grabbed a couple plates. “She’s having a good day though. It’s always nice when she has good days.”

Van looked up at him from where he was putting up his easel in the far corner of the dining room. “I’m glad to hear it.” He gave Shane a smile then that was so goddamn real he could feel it. “I printed her pictures off for her today.” He pulled a manila envelope from his bag and set it down. “I was going to frame them, but I wasn’t sure if she had like…I don’t know, a theme or something in her house and I didn’t want to fuck it up.”

Shane stopped. Watched Van. Felt his heart race. Almost couldn’t breathe. The kindness Van showed his mom…there was nothing like it. It filled Shane’s chest, his heart.

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because you’re kind to her.”

“She was kind to me too.”

“It’s different. I…” He didn’t know what to say.

“Shh,” Van told him. “Don’t go thanking me for that again. I like her. I like you.”

“My father left,” Shane admitted. “Left because he couldn’t handle it. He was her husband. That’s why I can never leave her too.” His dad left. Caleb left, even though it hadn’t been his choice. Most everyone left.

“I’m sorry about your dad.” Van walked over, slid his hand behind Shane’s head, and pulled him close to press a kiss to his lips. “She didn’t deserve that. You didn’t either.”

No, but it was a fact of life. “Thanks,” he replied. “Now, let’s eat. I’m fucking starved.” He hadn’t meant to bring the mood down.

They sat at the table together, eating pizza, drinking beer, and talking about any stupid shit that didn’t matter. Those were sometimes the best kinds of conversations. Where you didn’t feel obligated to hit certain talking points or hell, even to talk at all. They were comfortable, those kinds of conversations…few and far between, but he had them with Van.

When they finished, the two of them rinsed off their plates together and put them in the dishwasher.

As they stood in the kitchen, in front of the sink, Van put his hands on Shane’s hips and said, “You wanna see your photos or what?”

Shane’s stomach rolled over a few times. He did but said, “I’m not so sure. Do I?”

Van frowned. “Wrong answer. Try again.”

“I thought you’d never ask?” Shane grinned because it was impossible not to smile around Van. He was hypnotizing, but not for all the reasons he thought everyone else used to obsess about him. Because he was so damn real and so damn kind.

“That’s better. And I’m telling you, you really want to see them, Shane. They’re beautiful. I’m proud of them in a way I haven’t been in a long while.”

Which, of course, totally helped Shane’s nerves. Or you know, it didn’t. “Let’s see them then.”

Van grabbed his laptop case and the two of them sat at the table again. Shane waited for Van’s computer to load. He pulled up a folder that said, “Shane,” which was a ridiculous thing for him to notice because it was his name, so what the fuck else would Van call the folder?

“You scroll through them.” Van slid his laptop closer to Shane.

He clicked on the first picture and…. “It’s me.”

“No shit. You were expecting someone else?”

“Smart ass.”

“I prefer tight ass…sexy ass…or hey, Van, can I fuck your ass?”

Shane rolled his eyes but laughed, before clicking the arrow to go to the next image. The first ones were the playful, candid shots. From there Shane saw himself on the bed, saw the pillows around him and his body positioned the way Van had told him to move. He looked…shit, he looked good. Natural. Comfortable. “I don’t look like me,” he said softly, even though he knew that was crazy.

“Yeah, you do. We never see ourselves clearly, Shane. I promise you, that’s exactly what you look like—sexy and confident. Unsure, but so damn hungry for more. Like you’ve seen too much and not enough at the same time. It’s incredible, really.”

Shane scoffed. “Going a little overboard, don’t you think?” He didn’t know how Van could see that many things in him, but he wanted it. Wanted to be a combination of what Van said.

“No,” he answered sincerely. “Get to the naked ones. I want to look at the naked ones with you.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Are you saying you wouldn’t want to look at naked images of me?” Van placed his hand on Shane’s thigh. “Aww, I’m crushed.”

“You’re fishing for a compliment and I’m not going to give you one. Now be quiet if you want me to keep going. You’re distracting me.”

“You’re stalling.”

“Whatever,” Shane replied but maybe he was. He clicked a little more quickly through the next few. Saw the progression from Van warming him up, easing him into it.

And when he got to the first image of his naked body splayed across the bed…a loud laugh jumped out of his mouth. “This is weird. Holy shit, I look like an idiot. I look like I’m trying to seduce you or something.” He sure as shit didn’t feel as though he compared to the other models whose photographs Van has shared with him.

“Are you fucking kidding me? You don’t look like you’re trying to seduce anything. You fucking are seducing me. The camera. Whoever the fuck looks at this and you’re not trying, Shane. You’re just…you. The way you always have been.”

“I assure you, I haven’t been naked on film before.”

He glanced at Van and Van rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean. Keep going, Shane.”

Shane sighed, but he did. He saw himself lying there, his hand on his hip, his cock, his head in different positions. His body, too, and the more he looked, the more he saw. Fuck, he didn’t know. Something else. Not something that made him want to laugh but…something that just made him feel. He wasn’t the same Shane in those images. He wasn’t the kid who’d been teased or the guy with the mom who always needed him. He wasn’t the town mechanic that everyone liked because he was always there for them. He sure as shit wasn’t the guy who had to drive an hour to Portland every time he wanted to fuck.

“You see it, don’t you?” Van asked softly from beside him but Shane couldn’t find it in him to reply.

He flipped through image after image. Saw his hard cock spring up from his pubes and his eyes looking hazy and sexy. Shane held his finger on the mouse, flicked again and again—touching himself, jerking off—and then there he was, his head thrown back, his eyes closed. Come on his chest.

“Christ,” fell softly from his lips.

“This is my favorite too,” Van told him. “It’s…I don’t know. It’s you. This is what I see when I look at you, Shane.”

And he wanted that. Shane really fucking wanted it.

He turned to Van, held the other man’s face in his hands and leaned in. The kiss was slow, easy. Their tongues moved together, and they ate each other’s moans. Shane tried to say thank you with it, because whether Van got it or not, he gave Shane something with this.

“Do I get some of that pretty dick of yours?” Van asked when Shane let his mouth slide down Van’s neck. “You gotta know I jerked off thinking about those images.”

Shane nearly lost his damn mind at that. Van’s hand rode up his leg and stopped when it reached the bulge in Shane’s jeans. He bucked his hips, pushing his prick into Van’s palm. “Wish I could have seen that.”

“I’ll do it for you later. After we fuck. I really want you again.”

Shane really wanted Van, too.

He stood, and when Van did the same, Shane flicked open the button on the other man’s jeans. “I’m so goddamn greedy for you.” He pulled the zipper down next, shoved his hand down the back of Van’s jeans, and palmed his bare ass.

Van pulled his shirt off and dropped it to the floor. Shane leaned in, licked his hardened nipples—one, then the other before lifting Van from under his ass. Van’s legs went around his waist as Shane moved toward his room, determined to show Van just how much he wanted him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


They kissed their way down the hall. When Shane rounded the corner into his bedroom, he tripped, stumbled, and then they were laughing and kissing before Shane put him on his feet.

“That could have been bad,” Shane said between kisses.

“Never had a doubt.” Van’s fingers wouldn’t work fast enough as he opened Shane’s jeans. Shane rubbed his face against Van’s, the soft scrape of his dark stubble made Van’s dick leak in his jeans.

Shane turned him inside out. Made him ravenous and the thing was, he didn’t really think Shane saw it. Yeah he knew he was attractive because how could he look in the mirror and not? But Jesus, he didn’t see how addictive he was. How much he had going for him.

Shane jerked his shirt over his head just as Van got his pants open. They were ripping at their own jeans and stepping out of them, and then Van stumbled again as Shane’s mouth came down hard on his own.

Van’s back hit the wall, sending a jolt of pleasure though him.

“Oh, you like that do you?” Shane asked. “I felt you tremble.”

“Fuck yes.”

Shane grabbed Van’s hips at that, squeezing hard enough that Van would have marks there. He dropped his head back against the wall, ground his teeth as Shane rasped his tongue over Van’s left nipple.

Shane’s hands roamed up his sides and lifted Van’s arms until they were above Van’s head. Shane held them there with one hand, leaned in and nuzzled Van’s neck, then armpit, which really fucking got him—doing it and having it done to him.

Shane licked at him, making a moan rip out of the back of Van’s throat. “Fuck yes. Jesus, I love that.” It was so…masculine. He loved the rawness of it. The primal fucking hunger in it.

Van spit in his hand and wrapped it around Shane’s dick. He rubbed his thumb in the pre-come at the tip and Shane’s tongue worked its way over his collarbone and back up his neck.

“You taste good,” Shane said against his skin.

“I come prepared,” he teased. He’d made sure he was ready for Shane because that was exactly where he’d wanted to end up as quickly as possible.

“Yeah?” He felt Shane smile into his neck. “Hopeful?”

“Determined,” Van replied as Shane cupped his ass.

“I want to eat you out.”

“I want you to eat me out.” He’d hoped for it. Van winked at Shane who gave him a smile that made his goddamn knees go weak. There was something so fucking genuine about him. So honest.

Shane kissed him—his lips, his cheek, his neck, then kept going lower. He licked and sucked and kissed his way down Van’s body. Each rasp of his tongue or press of his lips made Van’s head spin. Made his dick leak.

Shane went down to his knees and sucked the head of Van’s dick and was rewarded when Van hissed, “Holy fuck, that mouth of yours about kills me.”

“Don’t let it do that,” Shane replied. “Turn around.”

Van did, putting his arms on the wall, leaned toward it, and arched his back with his ass out; ready and waiting for Shane’s tongue.

Shane bit one cheek then the other. Van’s eyes rolled back and he pushed his ass out more because he really wanted Shane’s face in it.

He groaned when Shane ran his tongue down his crease, top to bottom. “Tease.”

“So?”

“I hate you,” Van replied jokingly.

“I guess I should stop then.” Shane’s breath was a brush stroke across his skin.

“I’ll fucking kill you if you do.”

“Such violence.” Shane licked him again, his hot tongue making Van’s knees buckle. “How ’bout you hold it open for me? Lemme see your hole.”

Van had to close his eyes, concentrate real fucking hard so he didn’t blow his load all over the wall right then and there. You’d think no one had ever talked dirty to him before. “If you insist,” he teased before using his hands to spread his ass cheeks.

“Fuck,” Shane groaned behind him. “You’re the one who should be on camera. So fucking gorgeous, holding yourself open like that. Such a sexy, pink hole.”

“We could, ya know? I could set the camera up…get us together. Record us too, if you wanted.” He looked over his shoulder as Shane’s eyes darted up to look at him.

“You’ve done that before?”

“No.” But he’d do it with Shane. “It’s okay to want it though.” And something told him Shane did. That even though it surprised him some, he liked the idea of being on camera. Of seeing himself naked and on display while he fucked. “We’d be real beautiful together, Shane.”

And they would.

Shane didn’t reply, just kept his eyes on Van as he leaned in and rubbed the tip of his tongue against Van’s eager hole…and he was eager too.

“Sweet Jesus.” Van spread himself wider, gave Shane better access to devour him. Shane did too. His tongue ran over and over against Van’s pucker. Van’s legs shook. His insides trembled. He felt like a shaken-up soda can ready to explode, from each precise swipe of Shane’s tongue.

“I knew you’d taste good,” Shane said, mouth still in Van’s crease. He pushed his finger in then, making Van cry out. Shane just kept going, though—finger fucking and licking at Van like his goddamned life depended on it.

It just might be the death of Van.

He pulled his finger out and replaced it with his tongue, pushing as deep as he could. Van’s right hand slid off his ass, as he pushed back, trying to ride Shane’s face, feel Shane’s scruff rub his tender crack as he just kept working Van with his tongue.

“Jesus, my dick is leaking all over the place.” He wrapped a hand around his cock, stroking it a few times.

“Me too. I need to get inside you.”

They were close enough to the bedside table that Shane could reach over, and pull a condom and the lube out. He pushed to his feet, ripped the package open, and slid the latex over himself.

“You want me to stay right here?” Van asked, shaking his ass a little. He loved to fuck standing up.

“Yeah.” Shane rubbed lube onto his erection, then held the base and rubbed it down Van’s crack.

There was a low rumble of excitement in Van that built stronger, louder with each touch. He thought he would burst out of his fucking skin if Shane didn’t get inside him soon.

As though he read Van’s mind, Shane stopped teasing and pushed past the ring of muscles, slid in deep and hard and when he bottomed out, they both let out a heavy breath in unison.

“This is gonna be quick,” Shane said into his neck.

“For me too.”

Shane pulled out to the head of his cock, then thrust forward again. Each pump of his hips made Shane’s dick hit his prostate with the perfect precision. Van felt like his muscles were melting. Like his fucking brain was turning to mush.

Shane’s arms circled his waist. He pushed Van’s hand away before wrapping his own around Van’s cock. He fucked hard, squeezing tight as he stroked.

“My nuts are aching. So damn ready to let loose.” Shane sped his movements, his body slapping against Van’s.

“Fuck. Me too,” Van replied, his balls drawing up tight. And when Shane’s teeth bit down into Van’s neck, he couldn’t hold it back anymore. The low rumble exploded into a full-fledged riot setting off inside him. Shane stroked him, the first spurt shooting out of him and hitting the wall, some running down Shane’s fingers as he kept jerking, kept fucking. It hit him again when Shane rammed into his prostate just right. “Oh fuck,” he called out as he shot again.

It was like the orgasm sucked everything out of him and he went limp, held up by Shane’s arms as he thrust again and again before shouting, “Yes. Fuck, yes.”

His dick grew inside Van, filled him more, as Shane rode out his orgasm, with long, slow thrusts.

“Jesus, we’re good together,” Van said between heavy breaths.

It took a moment before Shane replied, “Yeah, we are.”
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Shane ran his hand over the top of the water in his hot tub. Van sat beside him, leaning back with his eyes closed.

After they’d come down from their orgasm earlier, they’d gone out there to relax and they’d been there ever since.

Van didn’t seem to have much on his mind as he rested with jets beating against his back, but Shane did. He couldn’t stop watching Van, thinking about him. And he was worried as fuck.

Worried because he was really starting to like another man. Which had never been an issue with him before.

Van was…different. Shane felt different with Van.

“I think I could get used to this,” Van said pulling Shane from his thoughts.

“Used to what?” he asked.

“The quiet. The peace. I didn’t see it when I was growing up. Probably because inside I was always such a fucking mess that I never truly knew peace. I always knew Last Chance was beautiful, but I resented it. I don’t resent that beauty anymore. Why carry that shit with me, ya know?”

Shane looked around. He could see where the trees lined the back of his property, but only because it was darker there, more shadowed. Night had fallen hours before. Crickets sang, the wind blew, the only lights were the ones on his deck. “I really do love it.”

Van opened his eyes and rolled his head to the side so he looked at Shane. “I know you do. That’s real special, Shane. To hold onto that love of a place.”

He shrugged because he wasn’t sure how special it was. “Maybe you’ll come back to visit more often?” He cocked a brow. He’d always wondered about that—why Caleb never tried to get a hold of him after his parents took him away, but he guessed the world went by so fast everywhere but Last Chance, that it was easy to forget. Van had done it. Would he do it again?

“Maybe I’ll have a reason to.” Van winked and then turned his head again. He didn’t close his eyes, just looked up at the stars. “I really hoped for a relationship with her. It’s crazy. I don’t know what I was thinking…why I would want that, but I do.”

“It’s not crazy. It’s human.” Shane reached over and fingered one of Van’s curls.

“It’s human to want the love of someone who let you get hurt?”

“I don’t know…maybe? I’m not good at this, Van, but I think it’s normal to want to find a reason for things. To need an excuse for why they happened. To want to believe the best in people—at least it’s that way for me. She’s your mother.”

“You’re very good at this…and Jesus, you have a big fucking heart.”

Shane put his arm around Van, and he rested his head on Shane’s shoulder. “It’s like she doesn’t see it. She just says he wasn’t perfect. He made mistakes but it was because he wanted what was best for me. He’d grown up the same way, yada fucking yada. That’s all I can get out of her. Then she shuts down, tells me it’s in the past and then proceeds to try and make me feel like shit about my life.”

“You have nothing to feel like shit about.”

“I know. Just trying to make sense of the reason she called me here. For money or the bank? She had to know I wouldn’t want it. Because of that fucking letter? What’s the point? He’s gone. She won’t let me help her look for a new place. She told me she’s not sure if she can accept me for who I am.”

Which pissed Shane the fuck off. How could anyone not accept Van?

“You deserve better than that.” He deserved everything. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew what to say. I wish I could make her see what I see when I look at you. It’s hard loving someone who’s hurt you. I get it.” Because Shane felt like that sometimes, only his was twisted with guilt because his mom had never tried to hurt him. She couldn’t help it. Pain didn’t always understand intent though.

Speaking of his mom, Shane reached over and looked at his phone to make sure he hadn’t missed a call or text from her.

Van spun away from him then. Shane thought he was going to move away but instead he straddled Shane’s lap. Shane cupped Van’s ass and wrinkled his nose at the intense eyes Van looked at him with.

“You take your phone everywhere with you. To whatever room you’re in, wherever you go,” he said.

“What if she needs me?”

“Who do you go to when you need someone?” Van countered and Shane shook his head.

“I’m fine.”

“You can’t always be.”

“I have to be. You know that too. When you grow up a certain way, when you live a certain way, you have to make sure you’re okay because you’re the only one who’s going to do it.”

“Yeah,” Van replied. “I know.”

He knew because he’d done it too. He left to make sure he was okay.

“But damn it’s good to have someone there who’s always got your back. I’ll have your back, Shane.”

His throat suddenly felt parched. His pulse tried to beat its way out of his skin. He knew Van meant it, but he also knew it wasn’t permanent. Van being there at all wasn’t. But for now, they could pretend.

“Come ’ere.” Shane tangled his hand in Van’s curls and tugged him closer. He gave Van his mouth, let him lead the way as they slowly kissed each other.

Van’s arms went around Shane’s shoulders, and Shane’s dick got hard. Van’s was too. He felt the hard length against his stomach, but it wasn’t about sex.

When they pulled away, Van told him, “I’m serious, you know?”

“Yeah.” Shane leaned forward and pressed his forehead to Van’s chest. “I know.”

“Has there ever been anyone? Anyone who was there for you?”

His first thought, of course, was Caleb, which was pretty sad considering they’d been teenagers. “Yes.” Caleb had been his best friend. His only friend. He was there for Shane the best he could be. He would have been there for Shane even more if Shane had let him.

“What happened?”

“He left. That’s what always happens.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Van spent the night. The next night and the night after that too. It became a series of nights, that didn’t end at three. Every morning when Shane went to work, Van would make the drive back to his mom’s house, where she would make up a reason not to pack with him or for him not to accompany her when she went to look at houses.

He still hadn’t read the letter, but he hadn’t gotten rid of it either. He wasn’t sure how he felt about the fact that he hadn’t. She didn’t ask him again, but he figured she didn’t have to. She knew the answer regardless.

His mom had thrown herself even more into all her activities around town—the ones she dedicated her life to when Van was growing up. It was good in a way. She was doing more and becoming more like her old self, but on the other hand, she was burying a lot of shit too…like the fact that her husband hadn’t been a good man. That he’d hurt Van.

So he did shit around town while Shane was at the shop. He’d chatted with Libby more and discovered they liked one another a lot. He’d spent some time with her husband when he’d gone to Lucky Rose to see her, and they got along well, too. He saw a movie in the old theater and went hiking to take photos. He found random places to paint.

Every evening he’d meet Shane at his house. He’d paint in Shane’s kitchen, where he painted the Last Chance sign for Annie. Shane invited him to his studio where Van got to watch him blow glass. It was incredible to see Shane in his element like that, in that secret world of his that no one knew about other than his mother and Van.

He took photos of Shane every day—hundreds of them. Of him walking and smiling. Of him naked and clothed. He’d taken pictures of Shane jacking off, and Shane posing for him, of Shane shaving and laughing, and photos of their hands entwined. Each time Shane started out camera-shy as though it was the first time Van shot him. After a few shots, he lost himself to becoming Van’s muse. That’s what he was, Van realized. Shane had become his muse, and he wanted to document all their time together.

It was another link that connected them in some way. It was like they communicated, like they showed more of themselves to each other through Van photographing him.

“Good morning,” Van said to his mom as he sat at the table in her kitchen, drinking coffee.

“Good morning. Spent another night with that boy, I see?” she asked with her brow raised. It was another argument they had daily.

“His name is Shane. I’ve known him all my life. You’ve known him all his life, too. He’s a man, not a boy and yeah, I spent the night with him. I like spending the night with him. He makes me happy. Is there a problem with that?”

“I just don’t think you should flaunt it. People are talking. Jonathan said so.”

“Fuck Jonathan,” snuck past Van’s lips. “I don’t care who talks. I don’t keep secrets anymore. I’ve kept enough of them to last a lifetime.”

She shifted uncomfortably at that. “I’m not asking you to keep secrets, Maxwell.”

“Van.”

“I’m pretty sure I chose your name.”

“And that’s not who I am anymore. I wish you’d take the time to get to know me. Maybe we’d have something in common.”

“You’re my son. Of course, I know you, and if I don’t, it’s because you left and didn’t come back.” She picked at her nail for a moment. “I don’t want to argue with you. I have an appointment today. You can sign the papers so—”

“I don’t want it. How many times do I have to say I don’t want his money?”

“Your father wanted you to have it. He loved—”

Van held up his hand and she stopped speaking. “I’m not taking the money. What time is your appointment? I thought maybe we could pack together today. There’s so much you don’t use daily that we could put away until you find a house.”

She shook her head which Van knew she would do before he even finished asking her. “I can’t. I have a few other appointments as well because I assumed you’d be busy with Shane anyway.”

Van sighed. He knew, fucking knew none of this was going to change. He was hanging on for nothing. “I’d like to go down and see the lawyer. I want to officially sign whatever I have to sign so the bank and any of his money is yours. I don’t want it, Mom. That won’t change.”

He could have sworn he saw a flash of something—guilt? Pain? Fear? In her eyes but then it was gone.

“I’ll see what I can do. He’s very busy. I—”

“I’m not going to change my mind,” he reiterated.

“Okay.” She nodded slowly. “I’ll make us an appointment as soon as possible.” She gave Van one last look that he couldn’t read and walked out.

Before he lost his fucking mind, Van shoved out of the chair, grabbed his things and went straight for the door.

He wasn’t surprised when his car practically drove itself to Shane’s shop. The second he pulled up he saw Shane and Ryan together under a raised car.

He got out and walked over. Just as he did, Shane slid out from the vehicle. “Oh. Hey.” He smiled. “I didn’t expect you. What’s up?” He pushed to his feet and walked over and some of the heavy fog cleared from Van’s chest.

He saw Ryan sit up too, he looked at them for a moment and said, “I’m going to run and take a piss real quick,” before he disappeared, no doubt to leave them alone.

“You look too clean for me. I kind of want to get you all messy.” Shane winked at him and then frowned. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” And he was. Like Shane had said, they knew how to make sure they were okay. “Wanted to see if you had time for lunch or something later today.”

He could tell before Shane said it that the answer would be no. “I wish. I’m a little fucked on this car right now. It’s supposed to be ready tomorrow afternoon and one thing after another is going wrong with it. I don’t want to risk losing the time. Mr. Wells is going out of town and he needs this car.”

Shit. That sucked. “I hear ya. I can grab dinner to bring back to your place tonight. Maybe that will help.”

“That will definitely help.” Shane smiled, looked around and then pressed a quick kiss to Van’s lips. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. I got into it with my mom a little, but it’s nothing new.”

“You can head over to my place if you want. It’s unlocked. Paint or do your thing. I know you have trouble being you in her house.”

Yeah, yeah he did, and he hadn’t realized until Shane said it that this was exactly what he needed. To lose himself in the things that made him Van. “You’re sure you don’t mind me being at your house when you’re not there? Feels very domesticated.”

“What about me isn’t domesticated?” Shane asked.

Van laughed. “A different kind. I’m giving you shit though…and thanks. I appreciate this.”

Shane just shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

There was a noise behind them and Van looked over Shane’s shoulder to see Ryan standing there. “Hey, man. It was good to see you,” Van told him.

“You too.”

He said his goodbyes to Shane and left. He ran to the grocery store and picked up a few items and then made his way to Shane’s. It was only a little after 10 a.m. when he got there. He unloaded the groceries before setting up his homemade studio in Shane’s dining room.

The second his brush touched the canvas, that was the end of everything else. He was lost on two male bodies twined together so you couldn’t tell where one stopped and the other began.

He hadn’t been working long before there was a loud bang from the porch that sounded as though something hard had hit it. “What the fuck?” Van put his paintbrush down. He made it to the door in a few long strides and said, “Holy shit.”

He bent next to Shane’s mom who had her arms wrapped around her legs and her head down. She was rocking, back and forth and counting quietly. His gut twisted like a chain on a swing when you spun it around. Each breath she took was sharp as though she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs and couldn’t slow her breathing down either.

“Hey…Mrs. Wallace. Remember we met by the side of the road that day? I’m a friend of Shane’s. I’m going to call him okay? We’ll get him right over here.”

“No!” She rushed out. “Don’t call him. I’ll be okay. I can pull myself out of it.”

He wasn’t so sure about that. And he knew Shane. There’s no way he wouldn’t want to know about that.

“Drawer,” she said. “Table.” Sharp breath. “By the door.” She sounded like she was hyperventilating. Each breath was short, sharp and much too fast for Van’s comfort.

He was close enough that he could lean in, and pull the drawer open. There were a few pill bottles inside, all of them with her name on them. He grabbed them all and held them out. “Here, I have them. Which one do you need?”

Her hands shook as she fumbled with them. Her breathing sped up, really fucking fast. Her body still rocked back and forth. Her hands trembled so much she could hardly control them.

She picked one up, tried to open it but it fell from her hand. Van picked up the bottle and twisted the top. “The Ativan? Are you sure this is the right one?”

She nodded. He wasn’t sure she would be able to hold onto it.

“Let me get you some water.”

She shook her head. “Sublingual.”

Ah, so it would melt under her tongue. She put the pill in her mouth and closed her eyes. She still rocked, still breathing heavily and Van sat there with her.

“We’ll sit right here as long as you need,” he told her. And he would too, just like that day at the end of the driveway.

She looked over at him then…and smiled. “Thought. It. Was. You,” she said between breaths.

She was quiet a few minutes. He could tell she was trying to concentrate on her breathing. On her counting. She held her chest which made Van’s blood pressure shoot up. It was a few minutes later, when she said, “Inside,” in a parched voice. “I want to make it inside.”

“Let me help you.” Van tried to reach for her but she shook him off.

“Want to do it. I need to do it.”

“Okay.” He nodded. “I’m right here if you need something.”

She slowly pushed to her feet. Van stood back, giving her space but also not letting himself get out of reach. She took a small step, then another and another, until she walked inside Shane’s house.

Her legs were wobbly and he kept close to her as she made it to the couch, and went down on it.

Van closed the door, got her a glass of water, and then sat down beside her.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly.

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“I was fine. Jesus, I was fine when I started coming over. I saw your car and thought I remembered it from that day a couple weeks back. Plus, the pictures…I knew Shane had to be seeing you because of the photographs he gave me from you. But the closer I got…I don’t know…my mind just got away from me. I kept thinking, what if it wasn’t you? What if Shane didn’t know you were here? What if I didn’t make it? What if you weren’t the kind of man I know you are? I know it’s silly. I know it doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s not silly,” he told her. The mind was a funny thing.

“It’s so easy to get lost in your own head like that. To not be able to think clearly. To feel out of control and not be able to do a damn thing about it. I know the things I worry about aren’t realistic but that doesn’t stop the fear from tearing through me, of ripping me apart inside.”

Jesus, he couldn’t imagine. He thought maybe Annie Wallace was the bravest person he knew. “Do you want me to call Shane?” he asked. He felt like he should.

“No. I just need to rest for a bit.”

He winced and she added, “I promise I’ll let you know if I need him.”

“Okay.”

“You’re loyal to him. I like that.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. Her hand shook as she reached out and picked up the glass of water and took a few small sips before she curled up on the couch, lying on her side.

And Van sat at the end, waiting. Watching. Keeping vigil because he knew the woman next to him meant everything in the world to Shane.

“The first time or two, I thought you were Ryan.”

A twinge of jealousy pinched at Van’s chest. He wanted everyone to know it was him with Shane.

“Then I remembered your car. You’ve been spending time with Shane. A lot of it.”

He had to tread real fucking lightly there. He wanted to be honest with her. She deserved that, but he also had a responsibility to Shane as well. It wasn’t his place to tell her anything.

“I have.”

“Good,” she whispered. “That’s good. He deserves it.” She was quiet a moment. She rubbed a finger over her wrist. “I want him to be happy. God, I want him to be happy.”

“He is,” Van told her, because he was. Did he want more? Yes, but he was happy.

“He deserves more.”

“He loves you,” Van countered.

“He deserves more,” she said again.

He shifted, uncomfortable. “He loves you. He loves Last Chance. He’s happy.” And then because he knew he needed to make sure she understood, he said, “I’m here temporarily. I live in Los Angeles.”

“Are you happy there?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered instantly. And he was but…he wasn’t a hundred percent fulfilled. He hadn’t realized it until that moment, sitting there with Shane’s mom.

“I know what you must think of me.”

“That you’re a good mom who loves her son? That you would do anything for him? That you raised him to be a good man who would also do anything for someone he loves? That’s what I think of you, Mrs.—”

“Annie,” she cut him off. “Please, call me Annie.”

“Annie.”

“You have to wonder though, what Shane’s life would be like if he didn’t take care of me. I wonder it every day myself. And sometimes things are good for a long time…and others, they’re not. It hits me all of a sudden and I’m always looking for a reason but there aren’t any. That’s what people don’t always get about mental illness. A lot of times, there isn’t a reason. Nothing happened to make you sad, lonely. To make you feel like you’re not worthy. To make your brain betray you, and panic to hit you when you leave the house. It’s just the way it is. I want to fix it. God, I want to fix it for him.” A tear slipped from her eye and she quickly wiped it away.

After a moment, she continued. “I try. I want you to know, I try. And that I love him. I love him more than I love myself.”

“There was never a doubt in my mind,” Van answered honestly. “He’s too good to have come from someone who didn’t love as completely as he does.”

More tears flowed then. She tried to fight them but lost. Van got her some tissue and let her cry. He held her while she did so.

“Are you in love with him?” she asked when her tears stopped.

“I don’t know,” he answered. “It hasn’t been long.” Less than two weeks. How could he have only been in Shane’s life for less than two weeks?

“So? If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that time doesn’t account for much. It’s been years since mental illness took over my life, I should be better by now. What’s wrong with me that I’m not? It had been years that I was with Shane’s dad, and he still left. It’s only been days or weeks or months, how can you fall in love so quickly? We don’t all run on the same internal schedule. We don’t fall in love or out of love in the same amount of time. People put too much stock into the right time. There’s no right time for anything.”

He thought for a moment. Looked at her and saw Shane’s eyes. Thought about the talks they had and the way Shane cared for his mom. The way he looked at Van like he could see inside him. The connection he felt. The loneliness there. The passionate way Shane loved. That loyalty, and said, “I could. I think I could love him very easily. Shh. Don’t tell him that. He doesn’t know.”

She laughed, which was exactly what they both needed.

“And that’s him?” she nodded toward the painting and damned if Van’s face didn’t get hot. He hadn’t expected to talk to Shane’s mom about a painting of the two of them naked together.

“It could be.” He winked and she laughed again. “I’ll have one for you soon. I haven’t forgotten.”

Annie’s eyes got glossy and a smile pulled at her lips. “You’re a good man, just like my Shane.”

“Aww, look at what you’re doing. You’re gonna make me blush.”

“Thank you, Van. I’m glad you’re here.”

“I’m glad I’m here too.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Shane’s body was so exhausted, his bones could hardly hold him up. He’d stayed at work an hour late, which wasn’t a big deal. He stayed late often, so he wasn’t sure why it made him so goddamn tired today, but all he wanted to do was climb in bed and pass out.

Well, maybe have sex first. He was never too tired to have sex with Van. He smiled at the thought of having Van in his home. In such a short amount of time, he’d become a fixture in Shane’s life. One he knew would devastate him to lose—not because it was another loss like his father or Caleb but because it was Van.

And damn, he was getting really fucking emotional.

He pulled up beside Van’s car and killed the engine. He liked pulling up next to another vehicle.

He stepped down out of his truck and glanced at his mom’s house. He’d go inside, tell Van he was home, run next door, and then the two of them could get to the fucking and sleeping.

As he climbed the stairs to his porch, he heard music coming from inside. Shane smiled, wondering if Van listened while he painted or if he was doing something else.

He pushed the door open saying, “Honey I’m—” His joke was cut off by laughter. Laughter he knew and that didn’t belong to Van.

His mom’s head was dropped back, the loud, happy sound falling from her lips as Van had his arms around her, dancing. His mom was dancing in his living room with Van.

“Honey, you’re home?” Van winked at him, continuing what had originally been Shane being playful, but he didn’t reply. He couldn’t move. His feet had become too heavy to lift, like they’d been dipped in cement and were stuck to the ground.

His mom stood up straight again. Van dropped one of his arms but kept the other around her.

“Van was reminding me how much I used to love to dance. He’s very good,” his mom said.

“I can see that.” Shane nodded once.

Van and his mom watched him. Van dropped his other hand away and his mom smoothed down her shirt. They were looking at him as though they didn’t know how he was going to respond. It wasn’t every day he walked into his house and his mom was there. It sure as shit wasn’t every day she was laughing with a man Shane was sleeping with.

There was a part of him that wanted to keep Van private. His mom spending time with Van made it more real. She would push him about Van and yes, he knew it was all because she wanted him happy but the truth was, he and Van couldn’t be anything more than what they were right then.

He could never leave, and Van would never want to stay.

But Christ, his mom was there. In his house and she was laughing and dancing and…happy. Her eyes glowed from it. It was like air to his lungs. Like for a little while, he could breathe easily. “Did you save me a dance, Ma?” he asked and her smile grew.

“Always.” She walked over and gave Shane a hug. He squeezed her tight, wondering how in the fuck it even happened in the first place. “I like him,” she whispered softly in Shane’s ear.

Yeah, he liked Van too.

“What about me? Do you want a dance with me too?” Van teased when Shane and his mom separated.

“Nah, I’m good.” Shane winked and Van rolled his eyes, but then caught his stare as though he was trying to tell Shane something. I’m sorry, maybe. Or I didn’t know what to do.

“Van and I are making you dinner—pot roast and potatoes. I’m going to check on it.” She squeezed his hand once and then headed toward the kitchen. Van passed her on his way to Shane.

Shane leaned against the back of the couch. She couldn’t see them from where she must be at the stove.

“I wasn’t sure if I should call you,” Van whispered softly. “I was ready if I needed to. She—”

“Shh.” Shane shook his head. “Don’t apologize for this. Don’t ever feel like you have to apologize for this.”

Van grinned and Christ, Shane wanted to kiss him. Wanted to thank Van with his mouth on every inch of Van’s body. He wanted to hold onto him and not let go.

“I—”

“Dinner is done,” his mom shouted, cutting off whatever Shane had been going to say. He wasn’t even sure what words were going to come out of his mouth.

“Time to eat,” Van told him. He squeezed Shane’s side and then walked over and turned the music off.

Shane went into the kitchen. “Here, Ma. Let me cut this. You guys cooked. It’s the least I can do.”

“Okay.”

Shane washed his hands before cutting the roast. He pulled plates and silverware out, handing a set to his mom and then Van. They made their plates. Shane and Van grabbed a beer and his mom iced tea.

“Where do you want to eat?” Shane asked her.

“I think inside,” his mom replied. He figured it’s what she would say but he wanted to ask. She’d obviously had quite a journey, and he still wasn’t sure how it had happened.

Shane set his plate down and Van pulled the table away from the wall. It was then he noticed that Van’s easel wasn’t set up in the corner and he felt bad that Van hadn’t gotten the chance to paint. How long had his mom been here?

It was just a moment later when Shane sat down to have dinner, at his house, with his mom and a lover. Another first for him.

“This is good,” Shane said as he took a bite of the meat.

“It was all me,” Van replied.

“Oh don’t you start telling stories now. See? And I thought I liked you!” His mom playfully swatted Van’s arm. “Don’t listen to him, Shaney. I made it.”

“Shaney, huh?” Van cocked a brow and Shane flipped him off.

They talked about music and the weather. About things going on in town. Nothing important, but it was important at the same time.

It was life. The kind of life his mom didn’t have, and in some ways, the kind Shane didn’t have either.

“How are things going at the shop?” she asked after a few moments.

“Good. Tomorrow will probably be another day like today. I have a few cars I really need to get done.”

As soon as Shane looked up from his meal and at his mom, the date slammed into him. Fuck. How had he forgotten? It was a standing appointment on their calendar.

“I can reschedule,” his mom said and Shane quietly cursed.

“No. Fuck. I’ll figure it out. You shouldn’t have to reschedule. I know the appointments. I don’t know where my brain is.” But the Wells family needed their car for tomorrow, and he’d promised the Johnsons too.

“What’s tomorrow?” Van asked with his brows pulled together.

“I go to Portland to see my psychologist and psychiatrist.”

She had a therapist who was closer but they made the trek to Portland once a month for her other doctors. Every fucking month. What was wrong with him?

“I can take you,” Van said as though it was the most obvious thing in the world. Maybe it should be but—

“No. We couldn’t. That’s a lot to ask.” It was an hour drive. Sometimes she had a panic attack on the way. Sometimes she had one there. Sometimes they didn’t make it. He couldn’t ask Van to take on that responsibility. No one had ever taken his mom to her appointments other than Shane.

“You didn’t ask,” Van said in unison with his mom’s, “Yes, we could.” She looked at Van. “Only if you’re sure. I don’t want to be a burden. It really isn’t a problem to reschedule.”

“That might be better. You can probably get something next week,” Shane said without making eye contact with Van. He couldn’t. He thought he might see hurt there.

“I really don’t mind. I have nothing to do. Plus, I kind of like you.” Shane looked up just as Van nudged his mom’s arm.

“I kind of like you too,” she told him. “Even if you did try to steal my glory over the meal.”

“Always gotta have all the attention,” Van teased her back.

Shane watched the exchange between the two of them in awe. His throat nearly closed up. Whatever happened earlier, the two of them had gotten close.

The subject veered off onto another without any decisions being made. Shane sat back and watched, tried to take it in, seeing his mom with Van that way. They finished their meal and then his mom insisted on doing the dishes.

When they were finished, she stretched and said, “I’m tired. This has been a big day for me. Can you walk me home, Shane?”

“Of course.” He grabbed her pills for her and she took one. He only kept a few there because it wasn’t as though she was there very often.

He could see the tension rise in her. Could feel the tremble in her bones as he took her hand. “It’s okay. We got this,” he told her.

“Thank you for spending your day with me.” Van stepped close to her. He wrapped an arm around his mom’s shoulders and kissed her forehead and Shane’s heart sped up and his chest started to swell.

He was so fucked. So goddamn screwed where that man was concerned.

“I should be the one thanking you.”

“No, you really shouldn’t. I was honored to hang out with you and I hope to get to do it again soon.”

Van stepped aside and Shane and his mom walked to the door. “You good?” he asked her.

“Yeah.” She smiled. “I feel very good. I think I’m okay.”

His grip on her hand tightened as they stepped outside. Her breathing picked up. She shook more but she didn’t falter. Didn’t stop.

“He’s a good man,” Shane said of Van. It would help to try and keep her mind off the panic that dug its claws into her mind.

“Yes, he is. I like him a lot. He’s good for you. You’re happy. I see it when I look at you. You’re happy in a way I’ve never seen.”

He thought about cracking a joke about getting laid on a regular basis, but knew it wasn’t the time. Knew it wasn’t the reason. “It’s not serious, Mom. It can’t be.”

“What if it is?” she asked, hopeful.

“It’s not.” How could it be?

They were quiet the rest of the way to her house. She gasped when they stepped inside, but she’d done it. She’d held her own. He took pride in moments like that. “You did real good.”

“I walked across the property.”

“You did good,” he said again. “Most of the day, it sounds like.” He cocked a brow at her.

“I want Van to take me tomorrow, Shane. You can’t do it all.”

What if she needed him? And even if she didn’t, it wasn’t Van’s responsibility. She wasn’t Van’s mom. “I’ll see what I can figure out,” he replied because he didn’t want to argue with her.

They said their goodbyes before Shane made his way through the night and back to his place. When he stepped inside, Van wasn’t in the living room.

Shane turned for the hallway, and stepped into his room. His chest squeezed tight when he saw the canvas in the corner. When he saw the men tangled together, arms locked, legs entwined, a knot of masculine bodies. It damn near stole his breath.

It was beautiful.

They were beautiful.

Shane pulled his shirt over his head as he moved toward the bathroom. The shower was running, the door wide open. He stepped out of his shoes, stepped into the room and saw Van’s naked body through the glass, standing under the spray.

He pulled his pants and underwear off. Opened the door and joined him. Van backed out of the spray and Shane wrapped his arms around Van from behind. He leaned his forehead against Van’s back. “You’ve taken care of my mom twice. You’ve been there for her and comforted her. I…I don’t know what to say to that.”

“You don’t have to say anything.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, you don’t, Shane.” Van turned then. Put his fingers under Shane’s chin and tilted his head up. Water ran down his body, droplets sliding from his body to Shane’s. “You don’t have to do it alone. Not while I’m here.”

“I’ve been doing it alone for so long, I don’t know any other way.”

“Don’t you think it’s time you learned? Maybe it’s time you both did.” Van ran his hand through Shane’s wet hair, then to his ass. “She loves you. God, she loves you. And she’s fun. I laughed my ass off most of the day.”

She was fun. She used to make Shane laugh all the time. “She gets it from me,” Shane teased.

“Let me take her for you tomorrow, Shane. I promise you, I’ll take good care of her.”

“That’s not what I’m worried about. I—” Shane started and then, forced himself to let it go. “Thank you.”

It was one of the first times in Shane’s life he didn’t truly feel alone.

“You’re welcome. Come on. Let’s wash up and cuddle, Shaney.” Van quirked a brow at him.

“Fucker,” he replied, but then they did just as Van had said.

It was the first time Van had spent the night in his bed and Shane didn’t spend any of it inside of him. But Van had already made his way inside Shane permanently; Van just didn’t know it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The day had been long but not quite as hectic as Van thought it would be. Shane had been nervous as hell, and Van had to keep in touch with him the entire time they were gone. Annie had taken medication before they left, and Van had a whole list of directions—if this happens, do this. If that happens, do that.

But none of it had. Her doctors were in the same building. She had one appointment after the other. She’d been flustered and on edge. Shaky as she played with that one spot of hair at the back of her head, but she’d worked herself through it, and Van was pretty sure Shane was just as flustered and on edge back in Last Chance.

“Your mom must be incredibly proud of you,” Annie said as they were on their way back home.

Van scoffed at that. “No, I can’t say that she is. I’m okay with it though.”

“Why?”

He sighed, wondering where to start. “My family was never as close as you and Shane are. My father was abusive to me growing up and my mother never tried to stop him.”

“Oh my God, Van. I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

“You couldn’t have. No one did. We were good at keeping it that way…and I don’t want to make it sound like I was beaten every day. I had everything I needed physically—more than I needed. But I knew to be afraid of my father. I knew that he expected me to be a certain thing and I wasn’t that. I knew if I messed up he would use his hands and words to make sure I understood it. And she…she made excuses for him.”

“Good God.” She raised a shaky hand to her mouth. “I’d like to give that woman a piece of my mind.”

“It is what it is. It’s over now. I left when I was eighteen and didn’t come back until now. But she still…let’s just say it’s not her favorite thing in the world to have a gay son, who is extremely proud of who he is and won’t ever hide it again. Add in my art and, well, that’s a little much for her. Maybe it would be okay if I could be myself quietly…properly.”

“What’s the fun in being proper?” she asked and Van grinned.

“My thoughts exactly.” He took another heavy breath. “So, no…she isn’t particularly proud of me. She doesn’t understand me and I don’t understand her.”

“But you still came here…for her.”

“I guess.” But maybe he’d come here for himself, too. To prove that he could still be the Van he’d grown into when he was in this environment. That he could be himself in Last Chance, without reverting to his old ways.

“And you’re leaving soon?” she asked softly. He’d expected it. Knew where she was going with it.

“Yes. My life is in Los Angeles. Technically, I should probably have already gone back. I didn’t plan to stay this long. Nothing has changed with me and my mom either.” He’d stayed because he enjoyed Shane. Because he wanted to be around him, but he couldn’t do that forever. He also couldn’t tell Annie that and give her any kind of false hope.

“I want more for Shane.”

“I know you do,” Van replied. “But he is happy. Don’t think he’s not.”

“He might be but he also shouldn’t be tied down because of me. He should have options.”

“He’s an adult. He makes his own decisions.” Van understood why Shane chose the way he did, but there were options. That goddamn big heart of his led him though. Van wished he could be more like that. Wished everyone was more like Shane.

They were quiet the rest of the way back to Last Chance. Van called Shane and let him know when Annie was home safe in her house.

“Are you heading to my place?” Shane asked. Van could hear an engine roar to life in the background.

“Not yet,” he said, surprising himself. “I think I’m going to head to my mom’s.” Spending time with Annie made him think about their relationship.

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” Shane replied and then, “Thank you again, for today. No one’s ever—”

“I know. It’s fine. You don’t have to thank me for anything.”

Van ended the call and then made the drive to his childhood home.

He frowned when he pulled into the driveway and saw another car parked in front. Van got out, his shoes crunching in the short gravel entryway that separated the circular drive from the walkway.

The second he stepped inside, he knew exactly who it was that was there.

“Hey, man. We were wondering where you were.” Jonathan hugged him as though they were the kind of friends who did that.

He pulled back to see his mom standing by the window.

“I was helping Shane take care of a few things.”

“How’s Annie doing?” his mom asked. There had never been a time he heard her ask about Shane’s mother.

“She’s doing well. What are you guys up to?”

“I’ll let your mom share the good news,” Jonathan replied.

Van looked at her, waiting. She moved away from the window and walked over to the couch where she put her hand on the back of the floral design. “Jonathan helped me find a place. I put my offer in about an hour ago. We’re putting the house on the market next. I’ll need to hire someone to come in and pack things up but—”

“I thought we were doing that?” Van asked, and damn it, it was the first time he realized he wanted that. Maybe needed it—to be able to put the past behind him with his mom.

“You don’t want to help me. You’ve been busy with that boy, every day anyway.”

“You said his name five minutes ago and now he’s ‘that boy’ again? And I tried. I came all the way up here to help you and—”

“Maybe I should leave the two of you alone,” Jonathan interrupted.

“Yeah, maybe you should.”

“That’s a little rude, Maxwell. Jonathan has been incredibly helpful to me since your father passed. I don’t know how I could have done it without him.”

Yet, Van had gone there for her and she hadn’t seemed to want his help. Because he hadn’t rolled over and forgiven his father, she didn’t want him.

“In Max’s defense, I’m sure this is a difficult time for him as well. He lost his father.”

“Actually, it’s not. He spent eighteen years of my life tormenting me—calling me names: weak, sissy, disgrace, and when that didn’t work, he banged my head into the wall, shoved me, hit me, whatever he could do to show his power over me. I’m not mourning his loss at all.”

His mom gasped. “How dare you put our private family business out there like that! He changed. He wasn’t the same man. He tried to make amends but you ignored him and when he died, he died of a broken heart.”

Ignored him? What the hell was she talking about? “And I’m supposed to feel sorry about that?” Van shouted. “He hit me, Mom. He hit me and he made me feel like I wasn’t worthy. Like there was something wrong with me and you didn’t do a damn thing about it!” It was like his chest was the epicenter, the earthquake inside him spreading out from there.

He thought about his day with Annie. His time with her yesterday. The way she looked at Shane and talked about Shane and truly wanted what was best for him…and they would never have that. He saw it now. There was nothing he could do. “I can’t do this anymore.” He threw his arms up and let them fall again. “I can’t do this anymore, Mom. It’s just not going to work.”

Van turned and went for the stairs. He packed up the few things he had that hadn’t made its way to Shane’s and then went back downstairs. When he got there, Jonathan was gone. His mother was the only person still standing there.

“I’m signing away my rights to everything he left me, and I’m doing it without your help.”

“I loved him,” she said softly, her back to him. “I loved him so much. He saved my life.”

“How?” Van asked. “How did he save your life?” He didn’t know much about his mom’s past. She never wanted to talk about it and she hadn’t had any other family that Van had known of.

Her shoulders shook, and she cried but she didn’t answer him. Didn’t turn around. Van waited, hoped. He made it to the door before he finally said, “I know you loved him, but I guess I always hoped you’d show me that you loved me too.”

Without another word, he walked out of his house for the last time. He looked up and saw Jonathan in the driveway, waiting by his vehicle.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me? Jesus, Max. We were best friends.”

“I didn’t tell anyone.”

“Shit, man. I’m sorry. Your parents were always like a second mom and dad to me.”

And they had been. Jonathan had been the kind of son they wanted. “It’s over now. It was over the day I left here.” The thought pulled at his heart. He didn’t want to hold a grudge against this place, the town he’d grown up in. Not when he had people like Shane, Annie, and Libby in it.

They said their goodbyes. Van tossed his bag in the back, climbed in and then rolled the window down. “Do me a favor. Call me Van.”

Jonathan nodded. “Van,” he repeated. They would never be friends the way they had been, even if Van stuck around. They were too different. Underneath it all, he knew Jonathan thought himself better than most people, better than people like Shane. And if they didn’t have the history they did, he’d still think he was better than Van too.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Shane managed to get out of the shop on time. He got the Wells’ car finished, locked up, and drove home.

He still couldn’t get over the fact that Van had taken his mom to Portland—that Shane had let him. He wasn’t used to letting anyone help him. He wasn’t used to anyone offering.

But Van had, and the truth was, it didn’t surprise Shane. That’s just the way Van was. He was kind and generous. He liked to laugh and had an addictive smile.

Shane had fallen for him. Fallen in a way he never thought would happen for him.

And Van was leaving.

He was both surprised and not surprised when he pulled into his driveway and saw Van’s car there. He knew Van had gone to help his mom after he came back from Portland, but it wasn’t as though that ever went as planned.

He couldn’t imagine it, having the kind of relationship with his own mom, that Van had with his.

Shane got out of his truck and went for the house. When he opened the door, Van was in the dining room, working on the painting he’d started the day before.

Shane studied it as he got closer. The men now looked as though they were made of stone. There were small cracks and dents as though their skin was armor that had taken a beating.

“It’s us,” Shane said. He’d thought so last night but knew for certain now.

“Cocky.”

“Be real.”

“It is.” Van put his paintbrush in a container of water and swirled it around. “I should have told you I would be here.”

“You know I don’t give a shit about that.”

“I know.” He set the container down and gave Shane a smile. “Let’s go out tonight. I want to go out with you.”

A small twinge of excitement sparked at Shane’s nerve endings. He could use that. He thought they both could.

“Yeah, okay. Ryan actually asked about grabbing a beer tonight but I wasn’t sure what you wanted to do.” His words sounded so domestic…so committed…when he knew he and Van couldn’t be.

“I’m game. Call and invite him.” Van stuck his finger in gray paint and walked over. When he reached Shane, he swiped it across Shane’s forehead.

“What the hell?” Shane jerked his head away but his cheeks pulled back in a smile. “What are you doing?”

“Marking you as mine.”

Shane rolled his eyes but at the same time his palms got sweaty and his heart ran wild, like it had been locked up for his whole life and was finally free.

“I’m serious, Shane. I want to try and find a way to make this work. If it doesn’t, at least we know we tried.”

He didn’t see how it could…though there was a small echo in his brain that said, try, try, try. He opened his mouth to reply but Van put a swipe of paint on his cheek this time. “Shh. We’ll talk about it later. Tonight, we’re just going to have a good time.”

“You’re getting awfully bossy all of a sudden.”

“Does it get you hard?” Van waggled his eyebrows.

Shane held up his hand and used his thumb and first finger to mark an inch. “Maybe a little.”

“Guess I’ll have to try harder.”

Shane washed his hands while Van cleaned up his paint and then the two of them made a quick dinner. It wasn’t anything special. Just some fried chicken and a salad. They washed dishes then showered together. Van’s mark on Shane disappeared, and he found himself oddly sad by that.

It was around nine that night when they walked into Round Table, and the place was packed. Music flooded the speakers and bodies flooded the room. There was dancing and laughing. “I think everyone in town somehow knows when you’re going out and they make sure they’re here too,” Shane said close to Van’s ear.

“Long as you’re here.” Van shrugged.

“You’re being awfully sweet tonight.” He had a feeling he knew why. That Van would be leaving soon. That he didn’t have a reason to stay. Maybe it was their goodbye.

“I’m always sweet.” Van reached for Shane’s hand and then pulled back, probably because he wasn’t sure how Shane would feel about it in Last Chance.

But the truth was, he didn’t give a shit. He was so fucking tired of not having what everyone else in this town had a chance to have, and he was going to grab on to it.

He threaded his fingers through Van’s and led them up to the bar. Ryan was there and, amazingly, had two seats by him open.

“Hey.” He nodded at Shane, then Van. “Glad you guys could make it.”

“I really fucking needed it,” Van told him and Shane frowned. He should have asked Van how things went at his mom’s. He couldn’t believe he hadn’t.

He put his hand at the back of Van’s neck and leaned in. “You good?”

Van nudged Shane’s cheek with his nose. “Yeah, I’m good. We’ll talk later.”

Van ordered them all a round of shots. They drank and laughed. Libby showed up unexpectedly with her husband and joined them at the bar. Van gave up his seat for her. Shane hooked his finger in Van’s belt loop and tugged so he stood between Shane’s legs, leaning back on him.

There were a few stares around the bar—people shocked mostly, but no one said anything. He just continued to laugh and talk with his friends.

“I can’t believe we were able to get a babysitter! This is the first time we’ve gone out together in six months! Neither of our parents are real hands-on grandparents,” Libby said after burning through her first shot.

“Hey, I don’t mind helping out if you need it, Libby. You just ask.”

“Oh my God. I love you, Shane Wallace,” Libby replied.

“I think I love you too,” her husband Trace added and they all laughed.

“Shane’s babysitting service? Has a nice ring to it,” Ryan teased before taking a slow swallow of his beer.

“I’ll bring your ass with me. It’ll be part of the job description.”

It continued like that the rest of the night. Shane had lived there his whole life. He spent more time at Round Table than he could remember, but none of those times felt like this. Because of Van, yeah, but Ryan, too. And Libby and Trace. Why didn’t he try to make more friends? Why was he always satisfied just being the helpful mechanic who always had a smile for everyone but didn’t count anyone as a real friend?

When another song started Libby set her drink down on the bar. “I want to dance, Trace. It’s been too long since I danced.”

“Then let’s do it.” He set his drink down too before leading his wife to the small dance floor.

Shane knew Van would turn before he did. Knew Van’s mouth would get close to Shane’s ear before it did, too. “Do you feel comfortable dancing with me here?”

“Yeah,” Shane replied, his voice raspy with need. He wanted to dance with Van here. Wanted to mark Van as his, even if it was only for a short time. Van set his beer down. Shane had stopped drinking a while before to make sure he was okay to drive home when it was time.

Van pulled away from Shane and stood up. He nodded toward the dance floor with a cocky, little grin and was like a magnet, drawing Shane to his feet. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he told Ryan, but then added, “You’ll be okay,” when he suddenly felt guilty.

“Um…yes? Why wouldn’t I be okay?” His brows drew together, making Shane feel silly.

He let Van lead him to the dance floor. Van wrapped his arms around Shane and Shane did the same as they moved together to the slower country song.

“You feel good.” Van ran his hands up and down Shane’s back.

There was a couple who gave them a dirty look before walking away, but Shane ignored it. Didn’t give a fuck what they thought. This was his life and this was where he lived and he wouldn’t quietly hide that for anyone anymore. “You feel good too.”

They danced like that through two songs. It was close to the end of the second one when Van’s nose nudged his neck, when he nuzzled there and then put his mouth to Shane’s ear again. “I want you to come to LA with me.”

Shane froze. His spine went straight and he tried to pull back but Van wouldn’t let him.

“Why would you say that? You know I can’t leave.”

“I’m not asking you to move with me. I’m not saying it has to be right now. I just want to know it’s a possibility. That you visiting and spending time with me there is a possibility. I’m not ready to walk away from you. I can come back and see you and you can go to LA to see me. Just a weekend here or there.”

“Van…” discomfort tied Shane’s stomach in knots. “Let’s go outside.”

He worked his jaw in frustration. He was pissed at Van for asking. Pissed at Van for doing it there. Pissed at Van for having to leave. Pissed at Van for making Shane want to say yes. Pissed that he wanted more.

Shane worked his way through the crowd, Van beside him. Shane sucked in a deep breath when they got outside, but didn’t stop moving. Not until they were at the back of the building where it was quiet and they were alone. There was an alley behind them and a light there as well.

“You know I understand your situation, Shane. Jesus, I respect the hell out of you for who you are. But you deserve a life too. And your mom wants that. Come once, and if you hate it you don’t have to go back.”

“What about my mom?” he asked. Did Van forget she might need him?

“You know there are people who will help. Her knitting friends. Hell, there are three people in that bar we just left who I know would help too. I’m not ready to walk away from you,” Van said again and Shane cursed.

He wasn’t ready to walk away from Van either.

“What happened today? With your mom?” Because something had changed. It had come on too suddenly for there not to be a reason.

Van shrugged. “Nothing and everything. I went in and signed papers with the lawyer. I just can’t keep trying. I deserve better. She’ll never accept me for who I am. She will always believe he did the best he can by me and…I can’t keep trying, Shane.” He laughed and said, “I like saying your name.”

Which was ridiculous and made Shane’s heart go fucking crazy at the same time. “I like hearing you say my name.” He sighed, pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, and said, “I don’t know if I can do it.”

“Just don’t say no. All I’m asking is you don’t say no.”

“Okay,” Shane replied. Because he wasn’t ready to say no yet, either. He wanted possibility. Needed it just as much as he needed his next breath.

Van stepped closer. He fingered Shane’s hair. “Jesus, you’re beautiful.”

“No, you are.” Shane grinned playfully.

“We both are.”

“Kiss me,” Shane told him and Van did. He tasted like tequila, beer, and happiness. He smelled like paint and musk. Shane pulled his hands out of his pockets and grabbed onto Van’s waist.

They kissed like it was the last time they ever would.

Like they had to get their fill.

Like they were the only two people in the whole fucking world.

When they pulled away, Van pressed his forehead to Shane’s. “I’ve had a lot of men, Shane. I’ve done a lot of things. I’ve made my dreams come true, but none of it feels quite like being with you. I know it sounds like bullshit—movie shit—but it’s true. It hasn’t been very long and hell, maybe we’re just too drunk on each other right now and we’ll realize in a week, it’s not what we want. But I think we should give it a try. I still wanna talk to you every day and make plans for you to come see me. I want to try.”

Shane sighed, wrapping his arms around Van tightly. “God help me, but I want to try too.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


It was only a couple days later that Van left.

He’d spent all of them with Shane. At Shane’s.

He’d said his goodbyes to Annie first, and now he stood outside his parked car, packed with his shit, and looked at this man who’d turned his world upside down.

“I feel like we’re in Dirty Dancing,” Van said with a grin.

“What?”

“When Baby and Johnny get caught and Johnny has to leave. When they’re standing by his car saying goodbye. That makes me Johnny. I wouldn’t mind being Baby though.”

Shane shook his head, softly chuckling. “You’re crazy and I can be Baby.”

“Shh.” Van touched Shane’s lips. “I hear the song in the background.”

And then they laughed again and Shane kissed his forehead. “Drive safe, yeah? I checked everything in your car and filled the fluids.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You should fly next time.”

“I will. Needed the drive to sort my thoughts this time.”

“Get out of here.” Shane nodded toward the car. “Keep in touch.”

Van got into the vehicle but didn’t close the door. Christ, this was harder than he thought. “I left the painting for you. It’s in your closet. I didn’t want you to know I was leaving it. Get your ass in your studio more often. I expect an update on all the shit you’re making.”

“Yes, sir,” Shane echoed.

“Talk soon,” he replied, closed the door and drove away.

It took everything Van had in him not to turn around and go back.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


One month later

“Hey, you,” Van said and watched Shane grin back at him. He could feel the damn thing through the computer screen.

“Hey right back at you. How was your day?”

“Pretty good. I had those two photoshoots I told you about.”

“Is that normal?” Shane asked. “Two in one day?”

“No. I actually don’t shoot as much as I paint but it just happened to fall that way this time.” Van shook his head as he adjusted the laptop that sat on his thighs while he leaned against his headboard. They’d talked on the phone practically every day since he left. Usually at night when their days had calmed down. He told Shane what he was working on and Shane would tell him about new cars he got in. They’d chat about his mom, or Libby, or going out for beers with Ryan.

He learned more about Shane too—like he hated strawberries and was allergic to bees. His favorite color was gray, and when he was a kid he wanted to be an astronaut because he wanted to explore somewhere so much bigger than Last Chance. Somewhere that was infinite.

Van told Shane he loved poetry, his biggest fear was drowning, and he didn’t understand how anyone in the world couldn’t like strawberries.

They’d talk through the night sometimes. He felt like a giddy kid, crushing on someone for the first time. Only Van had had a hundred crushes and he never did this so there was a good chance this was more than a crush, which he’d honestly known since before he left.

There was something right about them together and even though he loved the phone calls and their weekly Skype sessions, he missed being in the same room as Shane.

“Good. I might get jealous of you being around all those pretty boys who are naked,” Shane said pulling him out of his thoughts.

“There’s only one pretty boy I care about seeing naked.”

“Such a charmer. You’re good at this.” Shane cocked a brow.

“I try,” he said, but then he asked, “Does it really bother you?” He didn’t think so. It wasn’t as if he was touching them. It was his job, but he’d never been in this place before, where he had someone whose feelings on the subject mattered.

“No. It doesn’t. I’m giving you shit. What right would I have for that?”

“You have all the right.”

“Van…”

“Shane…”

Smiling, Shane shook his head. “No. It really doesn’t. It’s what you do. I know where the line is. Honestly? I think I just wish it could be me, too. I like the way it feels when you look at me through the lens of your camera. It’s sexy…there’s an edge to it, knowing you’re capturing me that way. That I’m sharing it with you, this thing I’ve never shared with anyone else.”

Van’s dick started to grow beneath his boxer trunks. Well, he was pretty sure they needed to share it again. “Take your clothes off, Shane.” His voice was rough, gravelly.

Shane didn’t hesitate to pull his shirt over his head. He pushed off his bed, set his laptop down and pulled off the basketball shorts he wore. His dick sprung free—long and fat and fuck… “I miss that pretty cock of yours. I jack off to my photos of you.”

“That’s not fair. Don’t you think I should have some of you too?” Shane asked.

“That can be arranged.”

“Are you getting naked too?”

“Is that really a question?” Van countered. He took his underwear off and tossed them aside. It wasn’t the first time they played over Skype like this and he doubted it would be the last. “I want to see your hole. Can you play with the dildo tonight?” Van asked.

“Yeah. Of course.” Shane grabbed the lube and toy from his drawer. He pulled the dildo from the package and then sat on the bed again.

“Lean against the headboard. Put the computer between your legs, spread them with your feet flat on the bed,” Van told him. He had his computer on his lap and already started stroking his aching prick.

Shane situated himself the way Van had suggested. His dick was already leaking—swollen and red. He fucking loved this—exhibitionism. Who would have thought? He wasn’t sure Shane had even realized it before.

“Spread your legs and lean back just a little more. Let me see it.”

Shane did, opening his legs just right so Van could see his pucker—so fucking tight. A sparse trail of soft fuzz in his crack. Van really fucking dug it. Loved that Shane was natural and didn’t get rid of his body hair. “Jesus, I want my face in it,” Van said, his voice hoarse.

“I want that too.”

“Finger yourself for me, Shane.”

He didn’t hesitate. He opened the lube, squirted some on his fingers and rubbed his rim in tight circles.

“That right there. That’s the first photo I’d take of you. That initial excitement of the bliss you know is in store.”

“Fuck yes.” Shane looked down, met Van’s eyes—the brown in them so fucking hungry and full of a need Van would do anything to fulfill. He pushed his heavy sac out of the way, pushed two fingers in, and asked, “Would you take this picture too?”

“Up fucking close. It would kill me because I’d want the fingers to be mine but I’d be close enough to smell you, close enough to watch those fingers push in deep, which is the next best thing.”

Pre-come spilled from Van’s dick. Jesus, he already wanted to come as he stroked slowly up and down his shaft, watching Shane finger-fuck himself.

“Get the dildo up in you, Shane. Wanna see you stretched around it while I pretend it’s me.”

Shane picked up the sex toy, wet it with lube and brought it to his hole. Van could see it clench, see his chest rise and fall in heavy breaths. He was so goddamn beautiful Van almost blew right there, felt his heart try to jump out of his chest.

“Push it in real slow, for me. I want to savor this.”

Shane did, he eased the cock inside himself inch by inch. “God, I wish I was there with you. Wish I could feel your heat while I took pictures of you looking so fucking perfect.”

“Wish it was your dick in my ass,” Shane replied and then pushed the dildo all the way in. When he did, his eyes rolled back and a bead of sweat dripped down his temple and Van wanted to lick it. Wanted Shane’s scent all over him.

“Look at me.”

Shane did. Their gazes locked, Van played with his balls and stroked his cock. Shane rubbed his nipples, fucked himself on the dildo, undulating his hips as he did.

“Fuck, Van. Always so much better when you’re watching.”

He wanted Shane there in his bed too. Wanted to show him LA. Wanted to take turns fucking each other all damn night.

“Didn’t think it’d be this hard.” He pushed the cock inside himself and pulled it out again. “Lived twelve years without you here and now it doesn’t feel like home without you.”

“Oh fuck.” Van couldn’t hold it back anymore. His heart burst through his chest at the same time his balls let go and a stream of hot, sticky come shot from his prick. Shane didn’t typically say stuff like that. He held himself back more, and Van knew it was because he didn’t see how they could last and he didn’t want to get hurt, but when he said shit like that? Van always lost his damn mind.

“Shit, already?” Shane said with a smirk, still owning his own hole.

“What do you expect when you say stuff like that to me? Gets me in the chest and the dick at the same time. Make yourself come for me, Shane.”

So Shane did. He played with his balls, rubbed his dick as he kept fucking his ass. Van told him how sexy he was, how much he wanted to record him, take pictures and hang them in galleries so everyone could see what was his. That people would come from miles around to see his pretty hole and thick cock. “They’d beg for it, Shane. Beg to be there when you come.”

“Oh fuck.” Come spurt from his tip, hit his stomach and ran down his cock as Shane kept fucking, kept jerking.

“I’d tease them, tell them they could look but not touch, because you’re mine, and only I get to see your eyes roll back and forehead sweat and all that thick fucking jizz when you come.”

He shot again, called Van’s name and then collapsed against the bed. “Always gets you when I talk like that,” Van said.

“Turns me on to think of someone seeing me, wanting me, even though it’s just a fantasy. Only want to be seen by you.”

They’d talked about it before. Shane didn’t want to put on a show for anyone other than Van but he liked to play with the idea. Liked to pretend people were watching, or know there was something out there people could see.

Shane pulled the dildo out and Van watched his hole close up.

“You should be here to lick the mess off me.” Shane winked at him.

“I miss your come.”

“I miss yours too.”

“I miss you,” Van told him.

“I miss you too. Christ, I still don’t know how this happened.”

Van didn’t either. “Come see me, Shane. Please.”

Shane sighed. “I can’t. You know I can’t.”

“No, I don’t. There are people who would help.”

“I can’t,” Shane said again. He sat up and Van knew that just like every other time, the conversation was over.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Two weeks later

“Motherfucker,” Shane growled as the tool fell from his hand. He had been like that all day—pissy and moody. If he were being honest, he’d admit it had been a lot longer than all day.

He picked up his wrench just as a shadow moved over him.

“You good?” Ryan asked as Shane pushed to his feet.

“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be good?”

“Because you’re lonely. Because you miss Van.” Ryan shrugged. “I know what lonely looks like.”

Yeah, Shane didn’t know why but he had a feeling Ryan did. He groaned, walked over and leaned against the car. “I didn’t expect it to be so hard. Hell, we only spent a few weeks together.” He shook his head. Sitting around and complaining about it wouldn’t change anything. His life was here, Van’s was in Los Angeles. “Anyway, I’m sure you don’t want to do this. Hear me whine about some guy like a lovesick teenager. But I want you to know I’m always here if you want to talk. Whatever it is. I’m here.”

Ryan hadn’t ever mentioned being lonely before. He kept tight-lipped about his past.

“Aww. Look at us. We’ve somehow become besties,” Ryan teased.

“We have.” Shane grinned. Ryan was likely the best friend he had here.

Ryan nodded toward the car. “Come on. Let’s get your mind off men and onto cars. Engines are a whole lot easier to deal with than people.”

“You can say that again,” Shane replied and then the two of them got to work. Still, his mind stayed with Van most of the day. Thought about what Van asked him once or twice a week—“Come see me.” It wasn’t that Shane didn’t want to. Christ, he really fucking wanted it, but he couldn’t.

They finished out their work day and locked up the shop.

When they were on their way out, Ryan said, “I’m not trying to put pressure on you for anything, but if you need me for anything—extra time at the shop, helping with your mom…anything, I’m good for it.”

Shane nodded. But how did he admit that he wasn’t only scared to leave because his mom might need him, but because he had insecurities himself?

“Thank you.”

He drove home with a heavy weight in his chest. He tossed a frozen pizza in the oven after his shower.

Shane ate alone and then sat on the deck with a beer in his hand and eyed his makeshift studio.

He hadn’t been inside since Van left. Why the fuck didn’t he go inside?

He startled when his phone rang. He plucked it from his pocket, expecting it to be Van but was surprised when he saw it was his mom. It was her game night and they didn’t usually leave that early.

His heart dropped to the wood at his feet and he fumbled to answer. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m coming over.”

“Huh?” he asked.

“I’m coming over,” his mom said. “I just wanted you to know. I don’t want you to come and get me. I just want you to know.”

“Okay,” he replied apprehensively. “I’m on the back deck. I’ll wait for you here.”

He didn’t argue with her or ask her why. If she wanted to come out, Shane always supported that. He yearned for it. He just wanted to know she was safe while doing so.

It was eight and the sky wasn’t dark yet.

His leg bounced as he waited. He took a drink of his beer and waited some more.

It took fifteen minutes before he heard feet on the stairs. Fifteen minutes for him to breathe. Hers came out in sharp, short pants. She held her chest. Her hands shook.

Shane pushed to his feet then but she shook her head. “I have it, Shaney. I’m fine.”

He nodded and waited. She slowly made her way to the chair beside him and sat down. Counted. Fought to steady her breathing.

“I wish it wasn’t so hard. Why is it so hard?” she asked.

He rubbed her back. “Hey. You did good. Don’t beat yourself up over it. I’m damn proud of you.”

“I didn’t want it to win. Tonight, I didn’t want my mental illness to win.”

“It didn’t,” Shane replied.

“You aren’t winning either,” she countered.

Shane frowned, watched her and waited. “You miss him.”

He shook her off. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. I’ve been watching you for six weeks now. You want to be fine. You’re trying to be fine, but you’re not. You miss him and you want to see him and you should.”

He felt as though he was getting it from all sides. First Ryan and now his mom. “I can’t just drop everything and go to Los Angeles. I have a shop to run.”

“And me. That’s your real worry, isn’t it?”

He sighed. “What does it matter what my worry is? Going to visit him won’t change a damn thing. Yeah, it will be a fun weekend but it won’t change our circumstances. He lives there and I live here.”

They were prolonging the inevitable even by playing around with the long-distance thing.

“It’s a start, Shane. I can’t do this.” She shook her head. “I can’t be the reason you’re alone. I’ve been a burden on you for far too long and it’s not right. It’s not fair. There are nurses who can come to me. Caregivers—”

“No,” he cut her off. “You don’t do well with strangers. You don’t need random people coming into your home.”

“You don’t get to tell me what I need. I’ve already made arrangements. And I talked to the ladies in my knitting club and from my game night. They’re my friends and they’ll help. You’re just like me, ya know? I blame myself. I never wanted to ask for help the same way you don’t, only I leaned on you while ignoring other options. It wasn’t right and I’m sorry, Shane.”

Tears leaked down her face and her breathing started to get rapid again but he watched her close her eyes. Watched her fight it. Sometimes she beat the panic, others she didn’t.

“I’m your son,” he told her.

“That’s right. My son. Not my caregiver.”

“What if you need me?” he asked, his voice cracking. He’d spent his life being there for her. A night in Portland was different from multiple nights in Southern California.

“I’ll survive, because I love you and it’s time we started thinking more about what you need.”

They sat together quietly then. Shane replayed her words over and over again. They began to blend with Van’s, with his pleas for Shane to come see him.

What if he went, and he loved it so much he didn’t want to come home?

What if he went, and realized freedom wasn’t what he expected it to be?

Those two fears warred with him, and Shane didn’t know which he was more afraid of.

A few moments later, his mom stood and placed a shaking hand on his shoulder. “Go see him, Shaney. My mental illness keeps me from experiencing life. I won’t let it do the same for you. Not anymore.” She leaned down and kissed his forehead. “I’ll call you when I get home. I want to get back before it gets dark.”

He nodded. Kissed her hand and watched her leave. After she phoned to let him know she’d made it back okay and was going to bed, Shane turned off his mind. Ignored his fears and dialed.

“Hey, sexy.” Van’s voice was soft, affection in his ear.

“Do you have plans next weekend?” Shane asked.

“No…why?”

“Can I come and see you?”

“Fuck yes,” Van replied. “I’d like nothing more.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Shane left his house Wednesday night for the drive to the Portland airport. He would get to LA Thursday morning and go home on Sunday.

He checked his phone before they announced it needed to be put into airplane mode. She would be okay. Logically, he knew that. She was self-sufficient around the house. Unless she went into a depressive episode, she would be good. People were checking on her and she had everyone’s phone numbers. All her doctors knew Shane would be out of town. A caregiver was coming to the house to check on her. All her prescriptions were filled and the house stocked with food.

So yes, she would be fine and he knew it. Now Shane himself? That was a different story.

This was…big. The biggest thing to happen in his life and all he wanted was for it to be perfect.

Hell, he hadn’t even been on a plane before.

He wanted it though, wanted to take in every experience that he could.

The flight was…uneventful. He couldn’t sleep and when he landed around 4 a.m., he started to feel some of the exhaustion.

He hadn’t checked any bags, so he followed the signs to the pickup area.

He’d told Van he could take a cab to his place but hadn’t been surprised when Van told him “fuck no.”

Shane made his way toward the doors when he saw a familiar head of dark curls and heard the commotion as everyone pointed and smiled and took pictures.

Van stood there holding a sign as though he was a driver Shane had ordered. Only the sign didn’t just say his name, because this was Van they were talking about.

Shane Wallace, AKA Sexy Motherfucker.

He was going to fucking kill Van, or you know, not, since he couldn’t wipe the cheesy grin off his face. Shane had missed him. His chest suddenly felt too damn light.

Shane reached for him, grabbed Van and pulled him close. “You’re crazy.”

“I know.”

“I’m crazy about you. You know that, right?” Shane asked before pulling Van in for a searing kiss. Some people laughed and cheered while others shoved around them not giving a shit.

“I didn’t think you’d come,” Van said when they pulled away.

“You thought I would change my mind?” He couldn’t blame Van for worrying about that but it bruised his ego at the same time.

“I don’t know what I thought, Shane. I’m just glad you’re here. Come on. Let’s get you back to my place to rest because there’s not going to be a whole lot of it the rest of the weekend.”

Shane checked his phone again before following Van out of LAX.

It was still dark out but the airport was still loud and crazy. Cars were fighting each other as they made their way to a parking lot.

“I see why you enjoyed the quiet back home,” Shane told him, still unable to believe he was there in Los Angeles with Van.

“Yeah, I know. I mean, sometimes I love it. I’ve always enjoyed the excitement of the city, but, after going back, I realize I miss the quiet too. Both have their place. I need to find a way to have it all.” He winked.

“You don’t ask for much,” Shane replied and then got into the car.

When Van did as well he asked, “Are you okay? I know this wasn’t easy for you.”

“I’m fine. She’s fine. Let’s just enjoy ourselves.”

“I like that idea.” Van pressed a quick kiss to his lips before starting the car.

“Hey.” Shane reached over and touched his thigh.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. It really is so fucking good to see you.” For the first time in a little over six weeks, Shane didn’t feel alone.
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They went back to Van’s apartment, which he knew was a lot different from what Shane was used to. There was noise from the street below and his things were modern instead of rustic.

There were neighbors on each side and above and below. “I know it’s not what you’re used to.”

“That’s part of the point, Van. And,” he shrugged, “it fits you.”

“Last Chance fits me too,” he found himself saying, without giving it a thought. Before he’d gone back he never could have imagined himself saying that. But the quiet of Shane’s house, with nothing but nature around them, was a perfect place to be creative.

He’d enjoyed walking around, taking photos and spending a few evenings in the small bar where everyone knew each other.

“Oh, now I know you’re really sucking up to me. You already got me here and in your bed for three nights. You don’t have to kiss my ass.”

“I kind of want to kiss your ass. I’m hoping you’ll kiss mine too.” Van winked and Shane rolled his eyes. “I’m serious, Shane.”

He wasn’t sure if Shane believed him, but he didn’t want to get into it right now. “Tour later. Gawking later. I want you naked and in bed with me.”

“I want to be naked and in bed with you,” Shane replied, so they did just that. They stripped out of their clothes, wrapped around each other and passed the hell out. A few hours later they woke up, showered, and then Van took Shane around LA. He hit up some of the usual tourist spots—Hollywood and Highland, Rodeo Drive, and the Santa Monica Pier.

They ate dinner late that night in West Hollywood, on the patio at Hamburger Mary’s.

Shane took it all in—wide-eyed and amazed, almost like a child. It was beautiful to watch. Sure, he’d spent time in Portland, but even as incredible of a city as it was, there was really no place like Los Angeles.

After dinner, they went back to Van’s place, showered, and cleaned up before Van eagerly went ass up for him.

It didn’t take either of them long to spill their loads all over the bed and cling to each other, sweaty and sated.

“That felt good,” Shane said. “Needed you.”

“I needed you too. Haven’t had an orgasm with anyone other than myself since I left. Well, other than you watching over Skype, but it’s not the same.”

“You haven’t?” Shane asked, brows pulled together.

“You thought I would?”

“We never talked about being exclusive. I just didn’t know…you being back here. It’s not like you’re short of options.”

Jesus, he really didn’t get it. “You dumb fucker.” Van pinched his nipple.

“Ouch. What the hell?”

“Do you really not see that I’ve fallen in love with you?” Van asked. Shane gasped but Van ignored it and continued. “You’re not what I expected.”

“How could you expect anything about me? It’s not like you were ever planning to see me again.”

Which wasn’t true. Van hadn’t stopped thinking about Shane in twelve years, even though it was just in regards to his regrets, but he knew Shane didn’t want to hear that. “So? That doesn’t mean I couldn’t have expectations.”

Shane sighed, wrapped an arm around Van and pulled him close. Van let his head rest in the crook of Shane’s arm, nudging himself in as close as he could get. “Can I tell you something?” Shane asked.

“Since I just professed my undying love for you, I’d say we’re past asking that question.”

Shane chuckled. Van could hear it through his chest. “You didn’t mention the undying part. Now you’re just being dramatic,” he teased, paused, ran his fingers through Van’s hair. “One of my biggest fears about coming here was that I wouldn’t be able to walk away from you again. That it would kill me to go.”

Van’s heart beat so hard, he thought if he looked down he would see the outline of it in his chest. He sat up, leaned on his elbow and looked down at his man. “What are you saying here, Shane?”

“Don’t really know. You’re still here and I’m still there but…I’m crazy fucking in love with you and I don’t know what that means for me.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Van rubbed his cheek against Shane’s—stubble to stubble. “We’ll figure it out.”

He put his head on Shane’s chest again, and neither of them moved the rest of the night.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


On Friday Van took Shane to the LA Arts District. Shane had never seen anything like it. It was gritty and urban and full of creativity. Most of the buildings were old industrial buildings that had been revamped and modernized. There was gallery after gallery and street displays with more styles of art than Shane could imagine.

“It’s incredible,” Shane told him as they walked down a sidewalk with murals covering the walls.

“Isn’t it? I used to spend every day here when I first moved to LA. I’d come every day off I had and walk up and down the streets, hoping for the day someone would look at my art the way I was looking at this art.”

His words were almost electric. It was one of Shane’s favorite things about Van—his passion.

“And now you made it.”

“Eh. I do alright.” He shrugged.

“You do better than that. You should be proud of yourself.”

“What about you?” Van asked.

“I don’t know…” And the truth was, he didn’t. “I don’t know if I think it’s me—doing this for anything other than enjoyment.”

“So are you just going to continue to store it all in your studio?”

“Maybe,” he replied. It wasn’t as though he had to have all the answers right then. “Have you read the letter?” he asked, changing the subject.

Van shook his head. Shane had kept himself from asking Van when they spoke over the phone or Skype, but he couldn’t hold back now.

“Would you read it?” Van asked.

“I don’t know.” He really didn’t. He thought about his father, the man who’d promised to love them but who left when shit got hard. Who left Shane to take care of things, and he wasn’t sure he’d want to hear a damn thing the man had to say.

“Yeah, I don’t know either.”

They finished looking around, Shane keeping his phone in his hand the whole time. They ate dinner in a funky little diner filled with bright colors and laughter.

When they left they walked around a small crafts fair, where Shane bought some handmade earrings for his mom. There was a young boy with his mom who stopped them and held out his hand.

“Here you go,” he said.

Shane frowned, not sure what the boy was doing. He had a black beaded necklace and bracelet in his hand.

“You can have them. I made it.”

He looked up at who he assumed was the boy’s mom and she nodded. “He likes to do this. He makes jewelry and says he likes to give it to people who look nice. You should take that as a compliment.”

“Wow…this is…I don’t know what to say.” He took the beaded jewelry from the boy. “That’s very kind of you. I’m going to give one to my boyfriend and I’ll wear the other.” He hadn’t even thought before calling Van that.

The little boy just smiled and said, “Awesome!”

Shane put the black bracelet on Van’s wrist and the necklace around his own. “Thank you,” he said.

“The world could use more people like you,” Van added.

The two smiled, waved and went on their way. “That was…pretty incredible.” Shane fingered the necklace.

“Yeah it was.”

Shane grabbed Van’s hand and the two of them went on their way. When they got back to Van’s place, he started a shower while Shane called his mom.

“How’s everything?” Van asked when he got out. He had a towel around his waist and wet curls plastered to his forehead. In other words, sexy as fuck.

“Good. She sounds fine. She had a knitter over.” She’d been excited to hear about everything Shane had done so far.

“She’s a good lady,” Van said.

“The best.” Shane pushed to his feet and stretched. His shirt rose high, showing Van tanned skin over tight muscles, and a happy trail he wanted to lick. “Mind if I take a quick shower too?”

“Sure don’t. Help yourself to anything you need in there.”

“Can you keep an ear out for my phone? It’s on the charger.”

Van nodded so Shane grabbed his bag and made his way into the bathroom. As he washed up, he thought about their day—the art and Van’s paintings and photographs.

What he wanted Van to do to him, with him. That newfound fantasy that got him so damn hard he couldn’t see straight.

He wanted it. Wanted it with Van and knew Van would want it with him too.

Shane turned the water off, got dry, and then wrapped a towel around his waist as well.

The bathroom door was open and Van was standing by the window looking out. Van turned when he stepped into the room.

Shane walked over, teased the edge of Van’s towel with his finger and asked, “Will you take pictures of me again?” His voice hoarse and needy.

“You know I will.”

“That’s not all I want.” Shane danced his fingers up Van’s chest before circling his nipple. “I want to see us together. Want to feel like there are eyes on us when you take me, and I want you to be the one doing the taking. I want to lose myself in my fantasy with you.” The fantasy that always made Shane feel like someone different. More worldly. Plus, it was just sexy as fuck.

Van gulped. Shane watched his Adam’s apple bob. He wanted to lick it, wanted his tongue all over Van’s body and Van’s all over him. “I think that can be arranged,” Van replied. He flicked the edge of Shane’s towel, making it drop to the floor. The fact that they were standing in front of a window, and he was wearing nothing except a beaded necklace, upped the intensity for Shane. Not that being with Van wasn’t intense enough. “Wait for me right here. Don’t move. Let me get my stuff.”

Shane nodded and Van disappeared from the room. He looked down at the lights from the city. The cars speeding down below. It was so fucking alive there and he liked that, he did, but seeing it, he knew it wasn’t what he would want consistently, even if he didn’t have his mom back home.

There was a rustling sound. He turned his head, and when he did, Van snapped a picture. “Perfect. Sexy ass and pretty face. Two of my favorite things.”

“What about my dick?”

“You know I love that too. I fucking worship it.”

When Shane smiled, Van took another picture.

Shane wrapped a hand around his aching erection and Van said, “Hold that thought.”

He set one of the cameras on the bed. He grabbed a tripod from his closet before setting the other one up so it faced the bed. Goose bumps traveled across Shane’s skin. His dick got harder, thicker, and a warmth raced through his gut. Christ, he wanted this. Wanted it so goddamn bad he could hardly breathe.

“Almost done,” Van said before disappearing in the closet again. He came back with another camera, this one he set up at the foot of the bed. “I want us at every angle I can have us.”

“I want that too,” Shane rushed out.

When he finished, Van picked up the camera he always used when he’d taken photographs of Shane. He flicked his own towel away too. “It was getting in my way.”

His cock was long, swollen, and so fucking hard. “Guess you’re happy to see me.”

“I could say the same about you.”

“Always,” Shane replied, because it was true.

“Put your hand on the wall, Shane. Look out the window.”

Shane nodded and did as Van said. Click, click, click, the camera snapped behind him, then to the left of him.

“Your body is so beautiful. Part of me thinks it’s a tragedy to not share it with the world, but the other part needs to keep you all to myself.”

Shane shuddered, fucking trembled from the inside out at Van’s words. “You make me feel like I’m someone else.” That he lived a different life. His dad had left him. Caleb had been taken away. He was just the man with the sick mom who fixed people’s cars, but with Van, he was someone else. Van saw him…when Van took his picture, Shane felt seen.

“Don’t. I just want you to be you.” He wrapped his arms around Shane from behind. “Let me see if I can make this work. It might not come out so well.” He put the camera in his right hand and cupped Shane’s balls with his left. Click he took a picture of his hand on Shane. Fisted Shane’s dick before doing the same.

“Get on your knees for me, Shane,” he instructed and Shane did, turned around and dropped right down for him.

He nuzzled Van’s sack. Heard the camera snap. Sucked one of Van’s balls into his mouth, before looking up. Click.

His body felt like it had too much electricity going through it. Too much power and hunger and need. Like he would burst from it.

“So fucking sexy. Take the tip in your mouth and look at me just like you are.”

Shane did it, sucked the swollen head of Van’s cock into his mouth and looked up. Click.

It was crazy how powerful he felt there, on his knees for Van, owning who he was and what he wanted and doing something that was for himself. Because those photos, the recording, they would be for him. This Shane that he could be when he was with Van.

“God, I’ll never get enough of you.” Van tangled his hand in the back of Shane’s hair, flexed his hips a little to push himself deeper into Shane’s mouth.

Shane gladly took him down, wanted more as Van continued to take pictures.

“My nuts want to spill already. We need to slow down.” He pulled Shane to his feet and kissed him. Tongues battled, moans were swallowed, teeth clanked and Shane just wanted more. “Get on the bed for me.”

Shane’s eyes darted to the camera. The one on the other side of the bed that likely got everything they just did.

Yes.

He took pictures of Shane as he walked, pictures of Shane as he lay down.

“Touch yourself and pretend it’s me. Whatever you want. It’ll all be fucking incredible.”

So Shane did. He stroked his dick and pinched his nipple. Click, click, click.

He played with his balls and rubbed the pre-come at the head of his cock. Click, click, click.

He sucked his finger into his mouth and spread his legs and pushed the digits deep inside his hole. Click, click, click.

And he felt invincible. Like the goddamn sun, so bright and strong.

“Oh fuck. You’re killing me, Shane. So beautiful.” The bed dipped and Van climbed on, got right between Shane’s legs so he could get a close-up of Shane fingering himself.

He kissed Shane’s balls and said, “I can’t wait until that’s my dick,” before there was another click, click, click.

Shane slipped his finger out, spread his legs more, lifted them, rubbed his balls as Van took a picture of his hole. “So pretty.” Van pet it with his finger, then leaned in. “I want to eat it.” He lashed Shane’s pucker with his tongue, licked it. Felt like he fucking feasted on it.

Pleasure detonated; mini explosions burst throughout Shane’s body. “Fuck, that tongue of yours.”

“Fuck, that hole of yours,” Van countered. “Roll onto your belly. Put a pillow under your hips and arch your back. I want that pretty ass of yours in the air.”

Van sat up and Shane did as he said. Click, click, click.

He rubbed the globes of Shane’s ass and took another photo. “I want you, Shane,” he said. His voice sounded ragged, hoarse.

“Then take me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Shane watched as Van set the camera on the bedside table. He opened the drawer and pulled out a bottle of lube and a condom. “I got checked after you left.”

“Didn’t trust me?” Van winked.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know. I did the same. I’m on PrEP too, but I still don’t typically fuck without a condom. Is this us saying we’re going raw?”

Shane wanted that. Wanted to be painted in Van’s come. Wanted to paint Van in his too. “I want to get messy with you.”

“We are in so much trouble.” Van tossed the condom back into the drawer and kissed Shane hard and hungrily. Shane wrapped his arms around him as they rutted against each other, tongues fucking mouths.

Van’s mouth trailed down Shane’s neck, nuzzled his throat, licked his collarbone, and then nuzzled his armpit. “Love being all up in every crevice of you.”

Shane grabbed the back of Van’s head, pulling him closer. “Fuck yes.” It was raw and primal and he fucking loved it. Loved getting down and dirty with this man. “Are the cameras on?” he confirmed his earlier thought.

“Yeah, they’ve been going the whole time. You’re a star,” Van said before trailing his tongue over to Shane’s left nipple and licking it. He made a path to his right one next and did the same thing.

They kissed and rubbed and thrust against each other until they were a sweaty mess. Shane’s dick leaked all over his stomach. Van’s did too. Their bodies slapped together, slick. He rolled over on top of Van, took his mouth again before saying, “My turn.”

He picked up the camera, straddled Van’s chest and said, “Just suck the tip and look up at me.”

Van grinned so fucking bright it burned him before taking the crown of Shane’s cock into his mouth. Click, click, click. Shane took a few photos before setting the camera down and fucking Van’s mouth. Van took it, groaned for it. In that moment, he thought Van lived for it.

His balls drew up and his vision started to blur. Shane pulled out before he blew his load down Van’s throat. “Wanna come while you’re fucking me.”

“Then let’s do it.” Van pushed Shane off him so he fell on the bed. He swatted Shane’s thigh. “Let’s start on your stomach.”

Shane rolled over and Van opened the lube.

“Spread yourself open for me real quick,” Van instructed. Shane reached behind himself and spread his ass cheeks. Van dribbled lube in his crack, on his asshole before wetting his dick.

With Shane still holding his ass open for Van, he angled his dick toward Shane and pushed in, with one swift movement. They both exhaled together when Van bottomed out, stretching Shane’s hole so fucking good.

“I got it from here,” Van said playfully so Shane let go, grabbed the top of the mattress and Van bucked his hips, as he rutted into Shane with smooth, measured, precise thrusts.

The headboard banged against the wall. Shane’s brain rattled, but he liked it. Fucking loved it. “Christ, Van. You feel so goddamn good.”

“Yeah, I might want to be in you all night. Maybe all day tomorrow, too,” he replied as he pushed his fat dick into Shane over and over and over again. “I’m going to watch this video every day while you’re gone. Remember how hot and tight it is inside you. The taste of your skin and your sweat and your come. You make me so crazy, Shane.”

“You make me crazy too. I want to ride you.”

The second he finished speaking, Van pulled out. He lay on the bed and pulled Shane over on top of him. Grabbing the base of Van’s prick, he sat down, let Van’s thick erection fill him again.

How was he going to go weeks or months again without having this? Without Van in his bed?

Van’s hands grabbed his waist, blunt nails dug into his hips as Shane rode him as though he’d never get another chance. As though his life depended on it.

“I want to fill your ass, but I don’t want it to end, either. Jesus, you’re so damn hot inside. I want you to take me next.”

Shane wanted that too. Wanted it so bad, he could hardly stand it. He leaned over, kissed Van as he rose and fell on his dick. They were slick with sweat, hands slipping and quiet chuckles from Van that Shane swallowed down while Van did the same to him. The hold on him got tighter. Van’s breathing quicker. “I’m not going to be able to last much longer. Don’t come with me. Want you to do it inside me.”

“Then hurry and give me your nut, baby. Wanna feel it.”

“Fuuuck,” Van gritted out as Shane felt the cock inside him expand, felt it jerk as Van squeezed him so hard, he would leave marks, as he felt Van’s come unload inside him.

“Christ, I can’t wait.” He pulled off Van, felt his semen run down his ass crack. Shane pushed Van’s legs back, spit on his dick, letting the wetness blend with the slickness of the pre-come already there. It would have to work.

He pushed into Van’s hole. So tight and hot against his bare cock. Van cried out. Shane only pumped twice before he unloaded, before blast after blast shot into Van’s ass.

He fell on top of him. They were a pile of sweaty limbs and heavy breaths. Neither of them spoke as they came down, as they held each other. The bed was wet with all their body fluids and they lay in the middle of it.

They fell asleep like that.

Shane woke Van sometime in the middle of the night, kissing him. They made love slowly that time, kissing and whispering together as they did.

That time when Shane came in Van’s ass, he said, “I love you. Fuck, I love you so much.”

“I know,” Van replied. “I love you too.”

They didn’t leave the apartment all day Saturday. They fucked sometimes, made love others. Van painted and Shane watched. They showered together and ate together and just enjoyed being together while it lasted.

When Shane got on the plane the next morning, he left part of his heart behind.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Van wasn’t digging the long-distance thing.

The two weeks since Shane left had been even harder than the previous six weeks without him.

He’d never been in love before. Never wanted to hear someone’s voice every day and wake up next to them every morning and go to sleep with them every night.

He’d never missed someone like that.

When he first moved to Los Angeles, he hadn’t missed anyone. He’d been clinging to his freedom and possibilities and though LA still represented that to him because it always would and he would always love it, it was somehow claustrophobic now. How a place so large could feel that way he didn’t know but it did.

It was empty.

Lonely.

Because he wanted his man.

Jesus, this love stuff was different. Made him feel all sorts of things he hadn’t known he was missing.

“You’ve been quiet,” his friend Ian said. They were in their favorite West Hollywood bar, one Van had danced and drank at many times before, but he wasn’t feeling it tonight.

“I know. It’s slightly ridiculous but I miss my guy.”

“Jesus, you really fell for this small-town boy, didn’t you?”

Van cocked a brow at him. “You forget I was a small-town boy, too. And yeah.” He shrugged. “I love him.”

“The sex must be fucking incredible.” Ian visibly trembled.

Van took a drink of his Jack and Coke. “The sex is the best I’ve ever had. Incredible doesn’t even cover it.”

“Why doesn’t he move here?” Ian asked. “It’s fucking LA. Has to be better than where he’s at.”

“No. Not better. Different but not better.” Van hadn’t thought he would ever say that. He’d hated Last Chance for most of his life, but now he missed it. Missed the quiet of it. The closeness. Of course, that could be because he missed Shane too. “He has responsibilities in Last Chance. He can’t come here.”

“Shitty. You guys open then? So you can still fuck when you’re apart?”

Heat scorched through Van’s body. He’d kill anyone who touched Shane. Wouldn’t want anyone’s hands on him either. “Nope. That wouldn’t work for us. I’m a jealous motherfucker.”

“You never have been before.” He’d known Ian for years. They’d experienced a lot together—both coming from small towns to get away from family who didn’t know how to love them.

“I’ve never been in love before.” He winked before looking at his phone. “Speaking of…I have a Skype session in thirty minutes. I’ll talk to you later.” He tossed a twenty on the bar, kissed Ian’s cheek and went home to see his man.
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Shane sat on his back deck, listening to the birds.

He was going to work in a few minutes, but found himself sitting out here for a while first.

He inhaled a deep breath, let it try to cleanse his lungs, and it didn’t work.

His house felt too quiet. He’d always enjoyed the quiet but now it was a loud echo in his ears.

He’d spent hours in his studio since coming home from LA. He and Van Skyped sometimes while he was working there. The shop was going well and his mom was on a long stretch of being okay. He’d been scared his leaving would cause her to break, had been on pins and needles for it but it hadn’t happened.

He should be happy.

He was happy.

But he was lonely too.

Fucking Van, coming into his life and changing it. He’d always been a loner but it was like he didn’t know how to be that anymore.

That was a problem when the man you wanted with you was a thousand miles away. When he knew that man wanted him just as much.

It was such a foreign concept to Shane. Van had looked at him with what he thought was hate when they were kids and then pity when he first came back to Last Chance. He couldn’t handle the pity. He never wanted someone to be there because they felt sorry for him.

But that wasn’t what they had now. They had truth and honesty. They fit. The closest he’d ever come to having someone who he clicked with like that was Caleb, but they’d been kids then, so he couldn’t compare it.

“I’m losing my fucking mind.” Shane chuckled at himself. He went back inside, grabbed his keys and headed to the shop.

He and Ryan worked on separate cars today. They didn’t have anything major or pressing, and both vehicles would be done by end of business.

When he locked up the shop a little after five, Shane drove to Lucky Rose.

“Hey, you,” Libby said as she went to his table. “How have you been?”

“Pretty good,” he replied.

“You don’t look good.”

“I’m fine.”

“You should come to dinner at our house one day this week. Trace has been asking about you.”

“Yeah, I’d like that,” Shane replied and he would. It was nice spending time with them.

“How’s Van?”

“He’s great. Busy. You know how it is. I’m hoping he can come visit in a couple months.”

She smiled down at him. “I’m glad you found him, Shane. I’m sure it’s not easy, him being there and you here, but you guys can make it work. I know you can.”

He smiled at her and hoped she was right. But what if they couldn’t? How could they last being so far away from each other? His father had left, and he’d lost Caleb all those years ago and the thought of losing Van too ate him up inside.

Shane ordered a chocolate mint milkshake. He’d drank about half of it when a shadow crossed over his table.

“Hey. Can I sit down?” Shane looked up and even though he heard the voice, was a little surprised to see Jonathan standing there.

“Go for it.”

Jonathan sat down. “Do you still talk to Max?”

“Van. And yes, we’re seeing each other,” he admitted and it felt damn good to say.

Jonathan shifted uncomfortably but seemed to catch himself. “Shit. He told me to call him that and I forgot. Anyway, I wanted to talk to him about his mom. I was upset things didn’t go better between them. I know she loves him.”

“Then she should call him and tell him.” He wanted that for Van if it was what was best for him, but his mom owed it to Van to reach out to him.

Jonathan looked down at the table. “I didn’t know. All that time, growing up…I didn’t know.”

There was real pain in Jonathan’s voice. It was obvious he was hurt by the fact that Van had kept all of that inside while they were growing up, but Shane wasn’t sure what it meant. He didn’t know if Jonathan could see Van as Van and not Maxwell. “Yeah, I know. Guess it goes to show you never know what someone is living with.”

“I owe you an apology.”

“Don’t.” Shane held up his hand. “It’s fine. It was a long time ago. We don’t have to do this.” The last thing he wanted was to dredge up his past with Jon.

“But I feel like we should do it. I treated you terribly, and then Caleb….”

Shane frowned and perked up at that. “Caleb?” he asked, his skin feeling clammy, his heart working its way to his stomach.

“This is embarrassing to admit, but I was pissed at him for the way he stuck up for you, after that fight in PE. You remember that?”

It was one of the many fights he’d gotten into with Jonathan. One of the only ones Shane had started.

“I told Max—Van—when I saw Caleb ditch, and then the two of us went to coach. Didn’t want him to get in trouble and get benched for a game, ya know? I had no fucking clue his parents would send him away.”

Shane sat up. Squeezed his hands together so hard his nails dug into his palms. Van and Jonathan had been the ones to tell on them that day? He was so in denial about who he’d been that he’d purposefully tried to get Shane and Caleb caught but only succeeded in getting Caleb sent away? When they fell for each other, Van hadn’t thought it was important enough to tell Shane that he’d been the one to take Shane’s only friend?

“Van knew this? Van was involved in getting Caleb caught?”

Jonathan’s eyes went wide. “No one meant for him to get sent away.”

“I like kissing you so much,” Caleb whispered against his skin. “I wish we didn’t have to go back to school.”

“Me either,” Shane admitted. “I can try to come over tonight, if my mom’s not bad.”

“Okay,” Caleb replied. “If not, I can come to you. I don’t want her to wake up and you’re not there. It’s more important for you not to get caught than me. I wish I could help you with her.”

Shane shook his head. He didn’t want to talk about his mom. “It’ll be fine.”

“Okay, you go first. I’ll sneak out afterward.”

Shane nodded and put his hoodie over his head. He began walking the long way around through the woods to get back to the school. If he cut straight through, there wasn’t enough cover. He’d come out right by woodshop where they’d see him.

The bell rang right as he made it back to campus. If Caleb didn’t hurry, he’d be late, but they’d done that plenty of times before and never gotten caught.

The rumors started by the end of the day. Caleb had been caught skipping.

Shane’s gut twisted and turned a million different directions. There was no way they’d know what he’d been doing out there. That he’d been kissing Shane. No way they’d know it was the two of them.

When he didn’t hear from Caleb, he waited until it was late to sneak over. He knocked softly on Caleb’s window, hoping he wouldn’t get caught.

Caleb slid the window open a small crack. “You gotta go,” he whispered soft and urgent.

“They’re that pissed about you skipping class?”

“They’re that pissed I was in the woods making out with another boy.”

Shane’s heart went a million miles an hour. “What the fuck, dude?” But then, why hadn’t he gotten called out of class? “Why didn’t I get in trouble too?”

“My parents just want to keep it quiet. They don’t want anyone to know.”

Because obviously, it was a tragedy for their son to like kissing other boys. So instead they’d let Shane off the hook and just Caleb would catch the raw end of the deal? “No. I’ll tell them it was me too.”

“They know it was you.” Caleb frowned. “I admitted it.”

Oh shit. They knew?

“It’ll blow over,” Caleb said. “I’ll get a hold of you when I can.”

Shane nodded, a rock in his gut that somehow told him it wouldn’t blow over. It wouldn’t be okay. “It doesn’t seem fair for you to be in trouble and not me.” Just to keep it quiet they were going to pretend Shane wasn’t involved? Was it really that fucking bad?

“Nah, it’s fine. It’ll be okay, Shane. You’re my best friend, ya know?”

Yeah…yeah he did. “You’re my best friend too. That’s why this doesn’t feel right.” Caleb was the only friend he had. The only person in the world who knew he was gay. The only person who knew him.

Shane’s eyes went wide and Caleb turned toward the door when there was a noise from the hallway. “Go,” he said and Shane ran. He ran and ran and ran until he got home.

That was the last time he saw Caleb. His family moved away a few days later.

And Van had caused it.

What other shit from the past was going to crop up during their relationship? He couldn’t handle the reminders of his past life and all the insecurities he’d lived with, all the reminders of what he didn’t have then, what he didn’t have now, and what he’d never have in the future. It was all too much.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Van smiled when Shane’s number flashed across the screen of his cell phone. “An extra call today. You must really miss me, huh? It’s okay because I miss you too.” He frowned when Shane didn’t answer right away, his stomach automatically tying in knots. “Is everything okay? Did something happen with your mom?”

“No,” Shane replied, his voice rough like sandpaper. “I talked to Jonathan today.”

The weight in his gut intensified, got heavier. Fear gnawed at his bones. “Is it my mom? Is everything okay.”

“Shit,” Shane cursed. “She’s fine. I didn’t think about that. I promise she’s okay.”

But there was obviously something wrong with Shane. Something had happened with Jonathan so his muscles didn’t relax and his pulse raced a little too hard. “You’re going to have to help me out here, Shane. I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

“Caleb,” Shane said. “You outed him for no reason. Do you know how messed up that is? And why? Because I was your punching bag when things were bad with your dad? Because he was friends with me? You dealt with a lot of shitty stuff in your life, I get that. I fucking do, and I’m sorry for it, but that doesn’t make it okay to purposefully out someone. Do you know what that can do to someone?”

Confusion lit a fire in Van’s brain. Caleb from when they were kids? “I’m not totally sure what you’re talking about, but if you’re going to be mad at me for something I did over twelve years ago, it should be what I did to you, not someone else.”

“You did do it to me!” Shane shouted, and then, “Can you honestly say you and Jonathan didn’t rat him out? That you didn’t decide to play around with someone else’s life?”

Van opened his mouth to reply but Shane started speaking again. “He was all I had,” he said with a hard edge to his voice. “He was all I had,” he added softly, more emotionally this time. “And you took him away to hurt me. To make you feel better about yourself.”

A sharp pain pierced Van’s chest. He felt like his heart had been ripped out. “Do you really think I’d do something like that? I know I fucked up a lot when I was a kid, but do you really think I would have outed someone without their permission?” Because the truth was, he hadn’t. He wouldn’t. He didn’t understand where all of this was coming from.

“You spray-painted fag on my house, Van.”

He winced. “I didn’t know you were really gay. It was just something we’d said…I hadn’t meant—”

“It doesn’t matter what you meant. It happened. I don’t know what I was thinking. We have too much hate tied to our past for us to ever be together.”

It was as though he was stabbed again, the knife twisted for good measure. “Are you going to let me explain?” he asked. Because if the situation was reversed, he never would have come at Shane accusing without getting all the details. He would have always trusted Shane first. But in Shane’s defense, Shane had never hurt him. Van had hurt Shane and maybe this was destined to happen. It had been too easy, the forgiveness and moving on. Shane was freaking out, yes, likely about more than Caleb, because they had so much damn history.

“I don’t think there’s much to explain. I thought I could do this and I can’t.”

“Fine.” The word ripped out of his throat, broken and painful. “I’ve never claimed to be perfect. I know I fucked up in the past, but don’t put this on me. You’re not doing this because of Caleb. You’re afraid and you’re running. That’s all this is. And for the record, I never hated you or Caleb. The only people I hated were myself and my father.”

He waited. Hoped Shane would ask for his side. Hoped this was some misunderstanding, because Shane had it all wrong, but the truth was, he thought Shane should know him better than that by now. He should take the time to hear Van’s side before jumping to conclusions.

But Shane didn’t reply. He didn’t ask. He hung up the phone.

“Fuck.” Van squeezed his cell in his hand, fighting himself so he didn’t throw it across the room. He’d done a lot of bad shit in his life and this is what came back to hurt him the most? Something he was still a little confused on?

Was Shane saying he and Caleb had been together? Just friends? It was all a big clusterfuck he couldn’t make sense of.

As much as he wanted to call Shane back, explain his side, do whatever the fuck he could to get the man he loved, Van didn’t. Because if it wasn’t this, it would be something else. Until Shane found a way not to be afraid to live his life, all it would take was one small thing to set about the destruction of their relationship.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Shane sat on the deck, waiting to go to his mom’s for dinner. He’d spent the last couple weeks working, sitting out here, or visiting with her. She’d had a pretty major panic attack a couple days earlier and he’d had to rush home from work. She spent all day in bed. Sometimes they wiped her out like that. They often came out of nowhere like this one, too. It was hard to make sense of sometimes, how your mind did that. How there wasn’t always a reason, but he’d learned over the years there wasn’t. It was just the reality of their lives.

He finished his beer and tossed the bottle in the recycle bin. Shane stalled, going inside and cleaning off the counters that didn’t need to be cleaned, because the truth was, he didn’t want to go over there.

What the fuck was wrong with him that he didn’t want to go have dinner with his own mom?

He was all she had.

And now she was all he had too.

Shane pushed away from the counter and went for the door. Standing here wouldn’t change anything. He’d still go even though he knew if he called her and told her he was tired, she’d understand.

He made the quick walk across the property and went straight for the back door. “My stomach is growling. I can’t wait for your famous enchiladas,” he said as he walked in the door. He sounded normal. Happy. He was good at pretending.

“Hey, you.” She smiled at him from the table where she had her laptop in front of her. She closed it and added, “How are you today?”

“Good. Shop was busy, which is always nice. Makes the day go fast.” He washed his hands even though he didn’t need to. “Are you feeling better today?”

“I am. Resting helped yesterday. That was…that was a bad one. I’m sorry I called.”

“You’re supposed to call.”

“Am I?” she asked and Shane frowned.

“Of course, you are. That’s what family is for. Why do you ask that?”

She waved him off. “Nothing. It’s fine. I think dinner is done.”

She stood and moved her laptop off the table.

“I’ll help.” Shane got plates and silverware out while his mom pulled the enchiladas from the oven. They were perfectly browned and cheesy, yet he didn’t feel like eating. “They look great.”

“Thank you.”

The two of them made their plates and then sat at the table to eat the way they’d done a thousand times before. They talked about the weather and a medication her doctor mentioned they might want to try and the weeds that were growing in the flowerbeds.

They washed dishes together and Shane cleaned counters again before she pulled her puzzle out and set it on the table.

Shane sat next to her at the table, watching while she fit pieces in. His heart clenched and his chest ached like someone had taken a goddamn sledgehammer to it.

This was their lives. This is what their lives would always be. Especially for her. How fucking unfair was that? What the hell had either of them done to deserve this?

As though she could sense his unease, she stopped, looked over at him and nodded her head. Shane didn’t speak, just watched her watch him. Her eyes narrowed into small slits, crow’s feet deepening as she took him in. As she tried to figure him out.

“Talk to me, Shaney. I used to think you talked to me but I see now that you never really did. You’ve been good at giving the illusion that everything is fine, but it’s not. It hasn’t been for a long time, has it?”

He shook his head. That was the last thing he felt like doing. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Did you call it off with Van?”

He fought to school his features. Fought not to show how much just hearing those words ate through his heart like acid. “He lives in California. I live here. It was only a matter of time.”

“That’s not true.”

“I thought you wanted me with Ryan?” he asked, trying to make a joke out of it.

“I wanted you to be happy. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, even though I’ve done a horrible job of that.”

Shane wanted to lock down his heart. Wanted to reinforce the walls, but he felt them begin to crack. He was scared he would start to resent her. Scared that the two of them would always be alone. “Nothing we live with is your fault.” How could he blame her for something she couldn’t control? Something that made her brain work a little differently?

“Yes and no,” she answered softly. “Letting you take responsibility is my fault.”

“You’re my mom. My family. I’m supposed to take care of you.”

“No, Shane.” She reached over and touched his hand. “I’m supposed to take care of you. Of myself. You go outside when you want or take a drive when you want. You work every day and go fishing, so I let myself believe it was okay. I didn’t let myself see that you’re trapped too. You’re in the same chains I am and you’ll never let yourself break free, because your heart is too big for that. You’d rather keep yourself locked away rather than feel like you’re abandoning me.”

He squeezed his eyes shut. Fought to steady his own breathing.

“You’re not him,” she said. “You’re not your father.”

No, no he wasn’t. He wouldn’t let himself be. Still. “You’re giving me too much credit, Mom.” He’d walked away from Van before Van could walk away from him. He used his mom for an excuse not to take a risk, because the thought of failing, scared the shit out of him.

“No, I don’t think I am. I spoke with my doctor about in-home care.”

Shane’s eyes snapped up at that. “You don’t need a stranger taking care of you.”

“No, but I could have a stranger help me take care of myself. And they wouldn’t be a stranger for long. That’s not all I’m doing.”

She stood, grabbed her laptop and opened it. “This is an intensive therapy program. It’s in-patient for sixty days—”

“What? No. You don’t need to be locked up.” Panic clutched at him.

“I’m already locked up, Shaney. I’ve been locked in my head for too long. I’m doing this with or without your support. It might help, it might not, but I’m tired of keeping the status quo. I’m tired of not trying. Who knows, maybe I could go see Van in LA sometime.”

His heart clenched at the name.

“I’m ready to fight. Watching you fall in love, seeing happiness at the tip of your fingers made me want more for myself too. Now, you just have to ask yourself, if you’re going to fight for that happiness too, Shane.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


As Van rode the elevator to his floor, he rolled the sleeves up on his white dress shirt. He hated wearing this shit. It wasn’t his thing, but he’d had a meeting about an exhibit and, well, shit, he was likely just a glutton for punishment. He’d been torturing himself in one way or another since he and Shane broke up a few weeks back.

To call or not to call?

But would it do any good? No one could make Shane see anything he didn’t want to see. You couldn’t love people into that, no matter how much you loved them. And he did, he loved Shane so much he fucking ached with it.

Van unbuttoned the collar just as the elevator doors dinged. He stepped into the hallway and got partway down when he saw a box sitting in front of his door.

Huh. That was weird.

He picked it up, didn’t study it too much. He unlocked the door, finished unbuttoning his shirt and left it hanging open. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and drank half of it down as he walked to the table, pushed the package aside and opened his laptop. Van spent a little time answering emails and editing some images. He made a few phone calls, ignored one from Ian because he didn’t want to hear his friend tell him to snap out of his broken heart. He didn’t want to snap out of it, damn it.

He’d been home a little over an hour before he eyed the box again. That was when he saw it, the small sticker on the side of the box that read, “Last Chance Collectibles.”

What the fuck?

He raced to the kitchen, found a knife and then went back to the table and opened the box.

Van’s hands shook as he pulled out the Styrofoam case. He used the knife on the tape and pulled the two halves apart. “Jesus fucking Christ, Shane,” he whispered softly.

It was a blown glass figure about twelve inches long—two bodies, both male, lying together, wrapped around each other in a kiss. It looked like a scene from the night they’d recorded themselves when Shane was there. Beneath the bodies, instead of a bed, was a heart.

“Oh fuck.” Jesus this man did a number on him. His heart rattled in his chest and his palms went sweaty. He knew what this was. Shane was giving Van his heart.

With shaky hands, he set Shane’s gift on the table and looked in the box. There was a flash drive inside. Immediately he stuck it in the computer and clicked play. He wasn’t sure if he wanted this to be a video of Shane jerking off for him or not.

“I feel stupid doing this.” Shane sat on the deck outside of his house. “Maybe I shouldn’t have done it this way? I don’t know. Felt fitting for us, ya know?”

Yeah, yeah he did.

“You’re right. I’m a coward. I’ve always been a coward. It was easier not to try, or to pretend my fear was because of my mom or my dad or whatever the fuck reason I could think of so I didn’t get hurt. People leave, Van. My dad, Caleb, even you. It wasn’t me you left, and I know why you did, but I wasn’t sure I could handle being left by you so I took the first out I was given and left you instead.”

He rubbed his hands on his jeans. “And I’m sorry, baby. So fucking sorry. If you take me back, I swear to God I’m all in. I’m not letting you get away from me anymore. You make me want to be someone better, yet make me proud of who I am too. Do you know how fucking rare that is? How rare you are?”

He shook his head. Smiled. “I love you. I love you so fucking much it scares me, because nothing has the power to hurt me like you do, but being without you scares me more. I’m not ready to walk away from you.” He repeated the words Van had said to him.

Van felt Shane’s words in his bones. They swam around in the marrow. I love you. I’m not ready to walk away from you.

“I don’t know how we’ll make it work but we will. Long distance, you in Last Chance…me in LA. If you want me, I’ll stay. We can figure the rest of it out.” Shane winked. “I’ll be waiting.”

Van’s heart felt like it was running a marathon. Jesus, he sure as hell hadn’t expected this.

He picked up the phone to call Shane and then Shane’s words played through his head again.

I’ll stay. Not, I’ll come. I’ll stay.

I’ll be waiting.

Van shoved to his feet, taking long, quick strides to the door. He jerked it open. “What took you so long?” Shane asked. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a dark T-shirt that clung to his muscles.

He had scruff on his face that told Van he hadn’t shaved in a few days.

He was fucking gorgeous.

“I didn’t open the box right away. You’ve been sitting out here for over an hour?”

“I’ve been sitting out here for longer than that. I just spent some of it hiding down the hallway. There’s a possibility someone called the cops on me for stalking you. I can’t say for sure.”

Van’s mouth stretched into a smile. “Then I guess we better get your ass in here. Don’t worry, if they come looking for you, I’ll defend your honor.”

“You will, huh?” Shane asked as he stepped inside.

“Always.”

The second Van closed the door, he said, “I didn’t know, Shane. You gotta know that. I had no fucking clue you were in the woods with Caleb that day. I had no clue anyone was with him. I didn’t know we were outing him for being with a guy. I thought we were narking on him for skipping, and if Jonathan said otherwise, he was lying. When I realized it, Caleb was gone and there was nothing I could do. I didn’t know he had anything to do with you.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Shane shook his head.

“Do you really believe I would have known I hurt you that much and never tell you? You never mentioned Caleb. I didn’t realize he was so important to you. That you’d ever been something.”

“He was my best friend,” Shane replied. “My only real friend. We hung out on the down-low because no one knew we were also messing around. He made me feel like I wasn’t alone.”

And Van had always done the opposite when they were kids. He’d tried to hurt Shane. He could see why Shane would be hurt by the thought of him taking away the only person Shane had had there for him.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I swear to you, I didn’t know. I had no idea he was important to you.” He hated that Shane had lost someone else.

“It’s in the past and you were right. I was scared and I ran. I didn’t believe we could make it work. Everyone leaves. Even after everything, I was waiting for something to come between us, waiting to get left behind so I ran. It was safer to keep myself locked away rather than to risk getting hurt. You’re worth the risk, Van. I’m worth the risk.”

“I won’t leave.”

Shane stepped forward, closer and closer, until he stopped right in front of Van. “I’ll stay. Ryan can help with the shop and I’ll go home once a month or…fuck, I don’t know how we’ll make it work but we will. I just wanna be with you. You set me free.”

Van sucked in a sharp breath at that.

Shane ran his finger along the edge of Van’s dress pants. Up his stomach and chest. “You are so fucking beautiful. I wish I could take pictures of you.”

“You can,” Van told him.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” Van leaned in, rubbed his cheek against Shane’s. Felt the rough hairs rub against his skin. He smelled like home. Van inhaled, savoring it. “I love you so fucking much. Been like I was living without my heart.”

“Me too,” Shane replied.

Van kissed him, licked his lip before pushing his tongue into Shane’s mouth. He held the side of Shane’s face as Shane’s fingers pushed into his hips and, Jesus, he was fucking addicted to the man.

He kissed his way down Shane’s neck, noticed the box on the table again. “You started a business?”

Shane chuckled. “No. I printed the sticker myself. I want to though.”

Van laughed too. “You’re fucking crazy.”

“Crazy in love.”

“Crazy cheesy.”

“Do you want me to stop?” Shane questioned.

“No fucking way. Can I show you something?” Van asked and Shane nodded.

Van walked over, plucked the book from his shelf. Their book. He took it over and handed it to Shane. The first picture was the very first one he’d taken of Shane and it went from there—naked pictures, clothed pictures. Pictures of Shane shaving and brushing his teeth and smiling. Pictures of him laughing and jerking off and ending with the night he’d taken pictures of Shane here. The last picture was of the two of them together. It was one night when they’d been on the deck at Shane’s place. It was a selfie that Van had taken, trying to hold the camera out awkwardly, almost fumbling it, as they laughed and he’d snapped the photo. Both their mouths were open and there were little wrinkles around their eyes. One look at the image and you could see how fucking happy they were.

Shane and Van were sharp, clear, bright. But the background was slightly fuzzy, unfocused.

Shane ran his fingers over the image as Van said, “It’s the depth of field. I did this one a little more limited because—”

“We’re all that matters. Now,” Shane interrupted. “The past, everything else is in the distance, sort of fuzzy. None of that other shit matters. Just this. Just us.”

“Yeah,” Van replied, not surprised that Shane got it without him having to explain his reasoning.

“It’s incredible.” Shane looked over at him with glassy eyes.

“It’s us.” Van nodded. Because they were pretty fucking incredible, weren’t they? After all they’d been through, lived through, and with the past they shared, that they could be in the place together and in love.

They kissed as they stumbled their way to Van’s room. Removed each other’s clothes slowly. Made love messily and sweatily and passionately, the way they both loved.

They had a lot of shit to figure out. How they were going to make it work. What they would do. Van had an idea though. He missed Shane’s little house. Missed feeling like they were the only two people in the world.

He didn’t know exactly what kind of arrangement they would come to but as long as they were together, that was the only thing that mattered to him.

“Just wanna be with you,” Shane whispered in his ear as he slid their sweat-soaked bodies together, rubbing Van’s come between them.

“You read my mind,” Van replied and it was the only confirmation he needed that everything was going to be okay. They were both all in, and as long as they loved each other, everything would be okay.


EPILOGUE


“What do you want to do tonight?” Shane asked after he got out of the shower. It was a Friday night. He’d gotten off work a little while before and had gone straight to the shower to get cleaned up. Van had spent his day working on the addition they were making to the studio. He hadn’t been back in Last Chance but a few weeks when they realized it wasn’t going to work out for him to paint in the living room. Building a second room for him to use had been Shane’s idea and, well, it wasn’t as if he was going to argue with that.

Dinner was waiting on the stove and once Shane was dressed, they’d eat dinner together the way they did almost every night.

“How about you take that towel off and come here? I’d like to do you tonight. You be the outlet and I’ll be the plug. We’re electric together, baby.”

Shane snorted out a laugh at his cheesiness. He liked being cheesy for Shane.

“You’re a dork.”

“Am I?” Van asked.

“My dork,” Shane replied before flicking his towel open. He grinned at Van, grabbed a pair of underwear from the drawer and pulled them on.

“You’re a tease!” Van joked.

Shane sauntered toward him like an animal who had his prey in sight. Van had zero problems being under Shane’s attack.

He stopped in front of Van, stood between his legs and hooked his finger under Van’s chin before lifting his head. “Am I still a tease if I promise to put out tonight?” He bent over then and kissed Van before he could reply. He moaned into Van’s mouth, and Van could feel how much Shane wanted him in that kiss. How much he loved him.

The past three months had been the best of Van’s life and there was no doubt in his mind Shane felt the same.

He’d moved to Last Chance about two weeks after Shane had come for him. It was best for them to be here. He knew that and he was okay with it. It felt exhilarating in a way—taking this place back. Making happy memories in Last Chance. Making it his rather than what it had been growing up.

He still had his condo in LA, and the plan was he’d go back every few months as needed. He’d be going back for an exhibit in a month and Shane would be going with him.

They’d make it work that way. People traveled for work all the time.

He’d also had an intense conversation with Jonathan since coming back. Lines had gotten crossed somehow. When Jonathan and Van told on Caleb, Jonathan hadn’t known exactly what Caleb and Shane were to each other. He’d seen Shane come from the same spot in the woods but didn’t put the pieces together until now. He’d known he’d taken a friend from Shane, but seeing that Caleb got sent away, he realized there was more to it.

And Shane? Well, when Jonathan admitted they’d purposefully gotten Caleb into trouble, Shane had jumped to conclusions. He’d jumped to conclusions because he was scared.

They weren’t scared anymore.

They still weren’t quite sure how Caleb’s parents found out what Caleb had been doing in the woods. Maybe he’d admitted it because he’d thought they already knew, or hell, maybe he was just tired of lying. Maybe one day Caleb would come back, or Shane would find him, and they’d get those answers.

Maybe they’d never know.

“I was going to say we should go out, but now I changed my mind. You were right. Let’s fuck.” Shane tugged at his underwear, making Van laugh. Shane joined in and Jesus, there was nothing better in the world than laughing with Shane.

He straddled Van, pushed him so he lay on his back. “Hard already?”

“I was hard the second you got out of the bathroom,” Van told him.

“Yeah, I get it. Hazard of being with someone as sexy as me, I guess.”

“Hey! What about me?” Van countered.

“Oh yeah.” Shane leaned forward and kissed his collarbone, then his neck. “Sexiest man I’ve ever seen. Sometimes I still can’t believe you’re mine.”

“I am,” Van replied and rolled his head to the side to give Shane better access.

“I know. And I’m yours.”

Van grabbed Shane’s ass and Shane’s lips pressed to his and—knock, knock, knock.

Shane sat up and frowned at him.

“Annie?” Van asked.

“I don’t think so.”

She’d gotten out of her residential program a couple weeks earlier. It hasn’t been a miracle treatment. She didn’t walk out magically cured because real life didn’t work that way, but she was doing well. A little better from what Van could tell. They were trying a new medication and she was working on techniques and coping mechanisms with the neuropsychologist she’d been referred to.

One step at a time. That’s all they could do was take it one step at a time.

Van swatted Shane’s ass. “Get some pants on. I’ll go check it out.”

Shane nodded and got up. He was doing a lot better with not taking everything on as his responsibility. The woman Annie had hired to help was great. She’d be taking her to her appointments and visited often. They got along well. Again, one step at a time.

Van adjusted himself as he walked down the hall. He wore jeans and no shirt, because before Shane had gotten out the shower, he was about ready to join him.

There was another knock on the door just as he reached it. He pulled it open. “Mom?”

“Of course, it’s me. Didn’t forget what I look like already, did you?” she asked, but with a gentleness to her voice she didn’t typically have. As though she was trying to sound sarcastic but didn’t know how.

“Nope, but I’ve been here a couple months and this is the first time I’ve seen you. This is definitely the first time you’ve been to our place so you can say I’m a little shocked.”

He looked over her shoulder and into the driveway, but her car wasn’t there.

“Who is it, babe?” Shane rounded the corner into the living room just as his mom said, “My car is at Annie’s. I spent some time with her today.”

Van didn’t have to turn around to know Shane frowned. To feel the confusion and tension pouring off his guy.

“You’re gonna have to catch me up here, Mom, because I’m a little confused.”

“Can we talk alone?” she asked.

“Anything you have to say to me, you can say in front of Shane.”

He felt Shane right behind him then, the warmth, the support.

“Okay,” his mom replied, surprising him. “I can understand that.”

Van couldn’t. Well, not his mom agreeing to it, at least. He hadn’t expected it…but he needed it. Fuck, he wanted it. Wanted this, just hadn’t thought it would ever happen.

Shane put a hand on Van’s waist, again letting him know he was there as Van asked, “Do you want to come in?”

“Yes,” she replied. “I’d like that very much.”

“Would you like something to drink?” Shane asked her.

“Yes…please…tea if you have it.” His mom’s eyes darted to Van’s lover, before she said, “Shane.”

As crazy as it sounded, there was so much in that, in her saying Shane’s name.

“Okay, no problem,” Shane replied. “I’ll get you a shirt, Van.” Shane disappeared down the hallway. He came back with a T-shirt on and then tossed a Last Chance Automotive shirt at Van.

He liked that, was sure Shane had done it on purpose too. They were together. They were in love. This was their life.

“Have a seat.” He nodded his head toward the couch and she sat down as Van pulled the tee over his head and Shane went to the kitchen.

He came back a moment later and handed her a drink, and gave Van a beer. Van looked up at him and Shane winked, then looked at Van with a raised brow as if to ask, should I go?

Van gave him a single nod, appreciating that Shane would do whatever he knew Van needed him to do. Van had also let his mother know where he and Shane stood.

“I’ll be on the deck if you need me.” Shane leaned over the back of the couch, kissed Van’s forehead, and left.

“You love him,” his mom said softly.

“I do.” Van shrugged. “And he loves me. He shows me every day that he loves me.”

She looked down and he knew what his words had done, even though that hadn’t been his intention. Still, Van didn’t take them back, because they were true.

“You deserve that and I’m sorry I never gave it to you…that I never showed you I love you the way you deserved, but I do, Van. And there is nothing, nothing I regret more than the way I’ve hurt you…the way we both hurt you.”

Van was silent. His throat had closed up. His mouth wouldn’t open. His heart slammed like a fist, over and over into his chest.

“Why?” Van asked. “Why couldn’t you show me? Why did you let him?”

Her eyes filled with tears. They raced each other down her face. “I don’t know. I was scared to lose him, or weak, or dumb. I don’t know. And I realize that’s not a good answer but that’s the one I have. He was…my father…. He used to hurt us. All of us, and he saved me. He saved me and he loved me and then I sat back while he did the same thing to you. God, what’s wrong with me?”

She shook her head, cried harder, but Van couldn’t move. Couldn’t console her. All he could do was listen.

She told him about how she’d grown up with an abusive, alcoholic father. He never kept a job and they had no money, then she met Van’s father, and he loved her and took care of her and saved her. The first time he’d hit Van she told herself it would never happen again. Eventually her brain told her he did it because he loved Van, wanted what was best for him. In a way, she was a battered wife without his father having ever raised a hand to her.

Sometimes the mind could make you believe anything. “Maybe that’s just my excuse,” she said softly.

“His health was getting worse. We knew that and he said he wished he could go back. Wished he could have his son with him, but you ignored his calls and turned him down at every attempt. I understand but—”

“Excuse me?” Van interrupted. “He never called me. He never tried to talk to me.”

She closed her eyes. Her chin quivered. “I thought… It doesn’t matter what I thought. What he said. The truth is, you’re still my son and I failed you. God, I wanted you to stay. Wanted to make it up to you somehow. The money, the business, if I could just get you to stay I thought we could find our way to each other, but every time I looked at you, I saw my failures. My guilt hit me so hard that I pushed you away. I pushed you away because it was easier to do than to tell you that I was wrong. That I failed you. That every time I think about what I allowed to happen, it eats me away inside.”

Her hands shook as she swiped at her tears but Van still didn’t move. He still couldn’t. “What changed?”

“I don’t know. I woke up? I called Annie and we’ve been talking. She loves you, Max—Van. I’m sorry, Van. She loves you the way a mother is supposed to love her son and….” She looked down, wrung her hands together in her lap. “She’s told me a lot about Shane. He sounds like he’s a good man.”

“He’s the best man.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“I don’t know if I can forgive you,” he answered truthfully. He didn’t know if he could. Maybe that was something else he’d have to take one day at a time. Life worked that way sometimes.

“I understand,” she told him. “You’re happy. I could see it on your face when you answered the door. It’s good to see you happy.”

They spoke for a few more minutes before Van saw her out. He went to his bedroom, the one he shared with Shane and dug out the letter in the sealed envelope that he’d never read.

He took it outside, went to the deck, and the second he stepped out, Shane pulled Van into his arms. Shane hugged him, rubbed a hand over Van’s head, down his back. Squeezed him, told Van he loved him and held Van as he cried.

Eventually, Shane built a fire in the pit and they sat around it as Van told him what happened.

“I’m proud of you and whatever you decide, I have your back, Van. Always.”

Van had once told Shane the same thing. He’d have Shane’s back and he knew Shane had his. “I know.”

Van pushed out of the chair then, stood next to the fire, and dropped the envelope in. He didn’t want to know what his father had to say. It wouldn’t change anything. Nothing ever could where he was concerned. As for his mom, time would tell. That was life, though. It was all a process. Whatever happened between them, it wouldn’t be solved—or not in one day, at least.

Shane moved and stood next to him. They watched the paper burn. It felt like the last piece of the past Van hated, going up in flames, the depth of field getting even more limited. Damn, it felt good.

“I love you.” Shane wrapped an arm around Van and pulled him close. “Sometimes I just look at you, amazed you’re here. Not sure what I did to deserve you but I know not a damn thing would ever make me let you go. Whatever you do, Van, whatever happens, know you’re a good man. The best man I know, and I’ll do my best to love you the way you deserve to be loved every day of our lives.”

“Mmm. You’re good at sweet talkin’.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know you are. I love you just the same. We’re gonna have a long life together, loving each other right.”

Because that’s what life was about, wasn’t it? Loving people, getting loved in return.

“Wanna go in the bedroom and show me how right you can love me?” Shane asked with a grin.

Van laughed. “You know I do.”

They put out the fire, went to their room, and were all hands and legs. Mouths and lips and hearts, just like they would be for the rest of their lives.

THE END

Return to Last Chance in Caleb’s book, coming soon!


Continue reading for an excerpt from A HUNDRED THOUSAND WORDS, from Riley Hart, written as Nyrae Dawn.


CHAPTER ONE

It was my best friend’s older brother who made me realize I’m gay. Sure, I’d wondered before. I mean, a part of me had to have known, but it was Levi who made me admit it to myself. Or rather, it was the fact that when I really started jerking off on the regular, it was to thoughts of him. It didn’t matter that he was an asshole—a straight-as-straight-could-be asshole—he was the star player in a whole hell of a lot of my fantasies growing up.

But then I went away for college and made all of those fantasies and more come true. Not with Levi because of the whole being a straight asshole thing, but once I was out of Coburn, the small town in Oregon where I grew up, I didn’t need to pine after the guy I’d never have. I was in San Francisco for fuck’s sake. Home had a shortage of gay guys to choose from, but San Francisco was an all-you-could-eat buffet.

Now it’s winter break and I’m home from college, so of course the Levi-factor is in effect again. His family is throwing a holiday party and I’m sitting on their living room couch watching Levi do what he does best: charming a group of women. He must be telling some kind of joke or something because they’re laughing and smiling, all eyes pinned on him. He was always the golden child—straight A’s in school, popular, good at sports. Maybe that’s why I wanted him so much. He was everything I wasn’t. Not that I want to be those things, because I don’t, but on him they’re sexy as hell.

He flashes a smile at his admirers that gives me a tingle in my balls. Groaning, I try to look away but can’t. He’s always had this magnetic energy that sucks me in.

His hickory-brown hair has grown out since I saw him last. It’s hanging in his face, almost blocking his dark eyes. When he grins, big and bright, his thin lips stretched wide, the group does the same. It’s like when someone yawns and you’re powerless not to yawn yourself. Sometimes it’s as though he lends you some of his confidence, or at least I tell myself that. I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one who feels that way as everyone looks at him like he’s teaching them to hang the moon. But then he has to go overboard when he puts his arms out, flexing his biceps. That’s when I roll my eyes and look away.

“What a fucking idiot.” My best friend Chris sits next to me on the couch. We met in fifth grade and we’ve been tight ever since. I was the quiet kid before I met Chris. Take after my dad that way, I guess, but Chris pulled me out of my shell.

We were always doing something stupid when we were kids. Nothing too outrageous: got caught drinking and smoking a few times, missing curfew. He stole two Playboy magazines for us to jack off to, which was when I first realized there was something different between the two of us. Naked girls and tits did nothing for me. I pretended to come as hard as he told me he did, and then a few months later, I was forgoing the magazines in favor of mental images of his brother.

“Eh,” I reply, because talking about Levi with Chris never goes well. He’s always had issues with his brother.

“Watch them, though—women eat him up. I don’t fucking get it. I swear to God if Gemma falls for him I’m going to beat his ass.”

Laughing, I look at Chris. His hair’s the same shade of brown as Levi’s but it’s shorter. Chris has always had this jealousy thing with his brother, which I guess is probably normal. I don’t have siblings so I wouldn’t know. His concerns aren’t too farfetched, though. Every girl who spends more than five minutes with Levi ends up falling for him. I can see why Chris would be jealous, especially because Chris had been in love with some of them. Or at least, he’d wanted to screw them. There was one girl in particular who Chris had been into. They’d fucked around a few times and the next thing we knew, Levi was taking her out. Chris hasn’t forgiven him for that one.

“I’m sure your girl isn’t going to fall for your brother.” If I don’t change the subject, he’ll go off on all the ways he can’t stand Levi, and I’ll want to stab my eardrums so I don’t have to hear it all for the millionth time. Nudging him, I say, “It’s kind of good to be home for winter break. I missed this.”

This being his family. My dad was around and he tried his best, but it wasn’t easy for him to support us. He worked all the time to make ends meet, and Chris’s family let me pretend like I belonged there because Chris and I were close. It made things easier on Dad. He misses Mom more every time he looks at me.

“When will Gemma be here?” I ask. Chris went and fell in love our sophomore year of college. Since I’m in San Francisco and Chris’s school is back East, this break will be the first time I meet her.

Before he replies, loud laughter erupts from the other side of the room and I glance over to see Levi sitting by the table with his head tilted back, letting out belly laughs. I watch his throat move. He has a really sexy throat I wouldn’t be averse to kissing…and I really need to shut my goddamned brain down and stop lusting after Chris’s brother. Even if there was a chance in hell I could bang Levi, I’m pretty sure Chris would lose his fucking mind if I did. Chris is the best friend I’ve ever had, my only real one, and I wouldn’t sacrifice that for anything.

“A few days. She’s incredible, Toby. You’ll love her. I can’t wait for you to meet her.” Chris nudges me the same way I nudged him a minute before, so I pull my attention away from Levi and back to him. “What about you? You said there were all kinds of dudes to choose from at school.”

While I’m glad he feels comfortable talking to me about this, discussing my sex life with him isn’t something I’m in the mood to do. With Chris it’s all roses and hearts and love. With me it’s ass and hands and mouths. Big difference in what we’re looking for.

“There were plenty of guys.” I wink. “So many, in fact, I feel like I’d be doing them a disservice if I got serious about any of them. Who buys the first car they test drive?” That’s what going off to school was about for me. Yes, there’s the education, but I really wanted to live and experience all the shit I couldn’t while at home. I’m the only queer guy in my small town—the only one I know of, anyway—and I never had an opportunity to experience much of anything before leaving for San Fran.

Portland, which isn’t far away, has a great gay population, but it wasn’t always easy for me to get there when I was younger.

Chris has always been sympathetic to my situation in Coburn, but my brand of loneliness isn’t something he can really understand. It’s easier not to mention it much.

Still, he’s really the only person I have in my life who wants to be there for me. He never gave a shit that he was hanging out with not only the only gay kid in town, but the only black kid, too. He was my boy from the start and I was his. Reason number two I need to end my obsession with the oldest Baxter son. They’re like family to me, or at least they’ve always accepted me as such.

More laughter from the other side of the room. Nearly everyone at the party is congregating around Levi and he’s making the holiday party all the merrier, soaking up being the center of everyone’s universe.

“He’s such a fucking bastard. Always has to be in the middle of everything,” Chris says, each of his words making me feel guiltier and guiltier, because as much as he can’t stand his brother, and as much as I love Chris, I understand the draw of Levi. There’s something about him, and even after all these years, I have to grudgingly admit that it’s still pulling me in, too.

[image: *]*

It’s a couple hours later when I’m sitting in the yard on a two-person swing. We got lucky and ended up with a few hours of sunshine—something that doesn’t happen often during December in Oregon—so I’m soaking it in.

We ate a while ago. The party has thinned out a bit, and Chris went to the store with his mom. My dad isn’t here. The Baxters invited him—they always do, and he always appreciates it—but he likes being alone too much. He has ever since Mom left us. He never got over losing her, and if that’s what losing someone does to a guy, count me the fuck outta ever being in a serious relationship.

There’s movement on the side of the house, a flash of color, and I look up and see Levi kneeling, his back against the house and his face buried in his hands.

What the hell?

It almost looks like he’s rocking, like his hands are knotted in his hair. Then, just like that, he pushes to his feet, straightens out his clothes, and turns around.

His eyes land on me instantly. And then…he smiles, his body language one hundred percent different than it was a minute ago.

In long, confident strides, Levi makes his way to me, making me wonder if I misjudged what I’d seen.

He’s wearing a long-sleeved shirt that hugs his chest and arms and a pair of loose jeans riding low on his hips. Dude, I love that. Love seeing the edge of a guy’s boxers sticking out over his jeans and rubbing my tongue along the seam.

“How’s it goin’ T-Rex? Enjoying your sophomore year?” He plops down onto the seat beside me, his arm, hot and hard, brushes against mine. He doesn’t move and I sure as hell don’t move because he’s gorgeous and I definitely don’t mind a gorgeous guy touching me. I do, however, wish he didn’t call me T-Rex.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Dinosaurs, man. That’s all I have to say. You were what, ten or eleven when we met you? I think you were obsessed with dinosaurs until you were at least sixteen.”

“Fuck off.” But what he’s said is pretty close to the truth. I used to want to be a paleontologist, which is funny considering I’m now an English major. Plus, those aren’t the kind of bones I’m into anymore, but it was a good aspiration for a kid.

“Embarrassed?” he teases, his voice a little softer than it usually is.

“No. And I was fourteen when I stopped liking dinosaurs. You can give it up now.” There’s nothing like the object of your fantasies seeing you as nothing more than a kid who he calls T-Rex.

“Aww, but I like to call you T-Rex.” Levi wraps an arm around my neck, and then pretends to ruffle my nonexistent hair. I keep it cut short enough that his attempt is impossible. And yeah, did I mention he treats me like a fucking kid?

“Get off.” I shove his arm away and Levi lets me.

“I’m just giving you shit. It’s good to see you.”

First, if he wanted to see me, it wouldn’t be hard considering he’s at Stanford School of Medicine and I’m thirty miles away at San Francisco State University. And second, I wish he was thinking it’s good to see me naked, but hey, I’ll take what I can get. “Yeah, it’s good to be home.”

Levi laughs humorlessly. “If you say so.”

At that, I turn to face him. That’s not something I would ever expect Levi to say. Yeah, everyone’s always known Levi’s too big for Coburn, but I thought he’d always loved home, too. Ever since he was a kid we all knew he’d grow up to be a big-shot doctor like his dad. Levi’s the guy who has everything and everyone loves him, so I’m not sure why he would hate being back here temporarily. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He doesn’t answer right away. As he runs a finger over a seam on the swing’s arm, he’s almost subdued—like he’s a different guy than the one who was laughing and joking earlier, a different guy than the one I’ve always known. “Nothing. Ignore me, T-Rex. I’ll catcha later, yeah?” Without waiting for me to reply, Levi gets up and walks away, and I’m still sitting here trying to figure out what in the hell happened.
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