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Chapter 1

I’ve seen a lot of naked guys online. Don’t believe me? Look at the facts. I’m a twenty-six year-old closeted gay man with undiagnosed social anxieties who still lives at home. I do have a job, though. I’m not that pathetic. I’m a sonographer at the hospital which actually pays well enough for me to rent a place of my own if I wasn’t so nervous about breaking out of my comfort zone.

So looking at naked men on my laptop? That’s been the model of my dating life for the past seven years.

But when I saw him…he might as well have been the first. I stared. A lot. I didn’t back out or click forward or scroll down or do anything that would erase him from my screen. It was like I had only just discovered how beautiful the male body could be.

He stood in roiling surf, the pinking sky behind him announcing the coming dawn. His sturdy body faced the horizon, arms thrown out in welcome, the smile he threw over his broad shoulder at the photographer radiating joy, but just as compelling as that were the scars that snaked down his right hip and thigh.

Though brown hair furred his legs, arms, and even the robust curve of his ass, the twisting scars were devoid of any texture but the badge of long-healed skin. The right calf was noticeably smaller than its mate, more evidence of whatever tragedy had caused the scars in the first place. I felt like a voyeur, staring at the imperfections, but I dismissed my unease. He obviously knew he was being photographed. He’d even stripped down for it.

This was a man who wanted to be seen.

No text accompanied the picture. It wasn’t a surprise. People shared other people’s pics all the time, and this one in particular hadn’t merited more than a few hundred likes when I stumbled across it. When I scrolled down through the list, however, an anonymous fan added a link with its note.

The dude from the Naked Remedy. He rocks.

The Naked Remedy. I’d never heard of that. A guick Google search brought it up first, though, so I clicked on it to get more information.

I’m not sure if my world changed when I saw the blog or when I first saw his picture. I suppose in the end it doesn’t really matter which was responsible. The important part was that nothing was the same after that.

The picture I’d seen was one of dozens of the Naked Remedy’s owner. According to his About page, his name was Fisher Almonte, and he lived in Orlando. By day, he worked in PR for one of the theme parks—he refused to name which one—while off-hours, he indulged in his modeling/photography. Contrary to the way it looked, it wasn’t a lark. He had very specific goals in mind by doing it.

I didn’t start out in PR. I come from a family of firefighters, and as soon as I graduated high school, I started doing what was necessary to follow in my dad’s and big brothers’ footsteps. It didn’t take long. I knew what I was doing. I worked hard. It all paid off.

The picture he posted of his firefighting days showed a slimmer version of the Fisher I’d first seen, caught in a headlock by somebody who was obviously an older brother. His grin was wild and carefree, his love of life emanating from every pore. As attractive as he was, I found myself wishing I knew this person in real life. He’d be fun to hang out with, always ready with a joke or a kind word. The kind of person this world needed a lot more of, frankly.

I’d been working full-time when I got caught out in a fire at a warehouse. I wish I could say I was stuck inside because I did something heroic, but that would be a lie. But don’t think I was there because I was an idiot, either. It was just one of those fluke accidents, where the fire decides it needs to remind mankind that it’s a beast not to be taken for granted. I got pinned under a burning wall until one of my buddies could get me out.

I stared at the photo of the skeletal building with rising horror. Hardly anything remained. How had he survived?

I was in the hospital for weeks. At first, there was talk about me losing the leg. That was the last thing I wanted. I still had hopes of getting back to the job, so I busted my ass in physical therapy, doing everything I was told and then some to save it. Winning was a double-edged sword, though. I had surgeries galore over the next year. Whatever it took to keep it and minimize the pain. At the end, I had my leg, but I lost my career, and with it, all sense of purpose that I ever had.

While I was recovering, I did some speaking gigs around the area about fire safety. Nothing like the poster boy for what can go wrong to scare the shit out of people, right? I didn’t really like it—it made blocking out the nightmares that could still sneak up on me harder—but it turned out, I was good at it. I needed that. I needed to be successful at something, you know?

One day, I was at an elementary school, and this boy asked if he could see my leg. I stepped out from behind the podium to show him, and the teacher in charge immediately cut me off.

“You don’t want to embarrass Mr. Almonte, now do you?” she said to the kid.

I tried to say it wasn’t a big deal, but she was firm. After they went out for recess, she explained she didn’t want to scare the other kids. Like my leg was some creature from a horror film they needed to be protected from.

I didn’t argue with her, but I couldn’t get what she said out of my head. So what if my leg looked different than theirs? It’s a part of me, and I had no reason to be ashamed of it.

But I realized something else, too. I hadn’t fought to show them because deep down, I was embarrassed by it. It was the sign I’d screwed up. I was using it as an excuse for a lot of things. Not looking for a new passion to make my career. Not going out with friends. Not dating.

The Naked Remedy is the record of how I’m trying to change that.

I read on, absolutely enamored with the path he’d chosen. Because of the incident at the school, Fisher decided to bare his leg with pride at least once a week. He chose an outdoor location, found an adequate time to get a nude photograph without garnering negative attention, then posted the pictures on Monday mornings. The rest of the week, he talked about his recovery and his personal life with such intimate detail, it felt like I was taking part in a group confessional.

No ads, no product pushing, nothing but Fisher and his life and his insecurities and everything that he decided made his life great.

By the time I clicked back to his main page, I was more than a little jealous.

Crushing on him, too. How could I not? He was cute, he was open, and he was living a life I could only dream about. I dared to click on the link to leave a comment and wrote it out before I lost the nerve.

You might be the bravest person I’ve ever seen. Thank you.

“Noah! Come set the table!”

With a sigh, I closed my laptop and clambered off the bed to carry it to the chipped corner desk I’d had since junior high. I hated sitting at the thing. I was eleven inches taller and sixty pounds heavier than when Dad caved on my begging for a desk of my own in seventh grade. Since I had the smallest room in the house, he got a pressboard one from Target that tucked away in the corner. I didn’t have the space to replace it, so I used it as a charging station and did all my gaming and surfing stretched out on my bed instead.

I wandered out to the kitchen to find my mother bent over in front of the stove, pulling out the chicken tetrazzini we always had on Wednesday night. According to her, it was her good luck dish. It was what she’d made for my dad the night he proposed to her, and what they’d been eating when her water broke when she was pregnant with my oldest brother Seth. She always made it on the SuperLotto Plus drawing nights. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her it couldn’t be very lucky if she’d never won the big prize.

She gave me a wan smile when she straightened, pushing a sweaty strand of thin gray hair off her forehead. “Jackpot’s up to thirty-two million tonight. Think of what we could do with that much money!”

I wanted to say, “We’d never have to eat chicken tetrazzini again,” but that would just be mean. Mom had very few vices. She didn’t smoke, she only drank on Christmas and New Year’s Eve, and she never indulged in overpriced lattes at the sole coffee shop in town. Instead, she spent ten dollars a week on the California SuperLotto Plus, five tickets for Wednesday night’s drawing, five more for Saturday’s. Whining about the rituals that came with it would only make her feel bad, and what place did I have to do that?

Besides, just because she’d never won the big prize didn’t mean it was a complete waste of time. Once every few months, she got the mega and at least one other number, and about once a year, she managed to snag fifty or sixty dollars with a win. It was enough to keep her motivated to keep playing, and we got to go to the Chinese buffet in town to celebrate. What was the harm?

So instead of whining, I played along. “A new car,” I said. I placed the rainbow melamine plates around the table and went to the silverware drawer. I’d bought the new dishes for Mom last Christmas when I was debating coming out, but then Seth and Lisa had used the holiday to tell her she was going to be a grandmother for the first time. I couldn’t say anything then, because I’d have to live forever with the reminders about how I’d spoiled the announcement for everyone.

“I thought you got your brake lights fixed,” Mom said.

“I did. Someone dinged me in the hospital parking lot. I’ve got white paint smears along the passenger side in the front.”

“Did you report it?”

“To who? I don’t know who did it.”

“You look for the white car with black paint marks on it,” my dad said as he entered. He went straight to the counter where Mom was sprinkling more fake parmesan cheese across the top of the casserole and stuck his nose in the rising steam. “Mmmmm, that smells good. So what are the rest of you eating?”

Mom laughed—as she always did—and Dad poured drinks for everyone as I finished with the table setting. My life was one big dance where everybody always made the same steps, to the same music, to the same mediocre score at the end of the night. We’d altered our rhythms every time another one of my brothers moved out—I had two in total—but it had been the three of us for almost six years now. We pretty much had it perfected.

While we ate, Dad bitched about the idiot mechanic they’d hired at the station, while Mom told stories about what had happened at Safeway during her morning shift. When it came to be my turn, I blocked out what had been the most exciting thing I’d seen—the blog—and talked about the young couple who’d come into the ER convinced they were losing their baby. I’d shown up with my equipment to get sonograms of the little boy—they were calling him Homer after a grandfather who’d just passed away, they said, and I didn’t have the heart to ask them why they would saddle the kid with “Doh!” jokes for the rest of his life—to find out everything would be okay.

“It’s a sign,” Mom said at the end of my story.

Dad scooped another spoonful of tetrazzini onto his plate. I love my parents to death, but I have no idea how Dad could still enjoy it with such gusto after eating so much of it in his lifetime. “Of what?” he asked.

“We’re going to win tonight.”

“Because new parents were overreacting about Braxton Hicks?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“Everything’s aligned for good things to happen,” she argued. “I got to leave work early, they got the news about their Homer, and Dad has someone at work to help him with those transmissions he hates doing.”

“Helping me is a very generous way of putting it,” Dad said.

“You’re not going to change my mind.” Rising, Mom took her sink to the plate to rinse it off. “Today’s the day that will change the rest of our lives. Just you wait.”

I didn’t bother trying to change her mind as we carried our usual dessert—bowls of Jell-O with fruit cocktail—out to the living room. Mom grabbed her purse along the way, while Dad had a battered copy of a Tom Clancy novel to read. Me, I got to choose what we watched while we waited for the lottery results to get posted. They didn’t televise them anymore. Mom hated that she couldn’t see it live, complaining in the beginning that the lottery people could fix the numbers if nobody was watching, but it was a relief not to have to sit through it. I could just put Wheel of Fortune on, and as a family, we could spend the whole half hour mocking how stupid the contestants were by not knowing the event B_C_Y_R_ _U_U was BACKYARD LUAU.

I mean, come on. What else was that second word going to be?

At eight, I pulled out my phone to check the numbers. “Ready?”

Mom had her ticket in hand, dark eyes so much like mine bright with anticipation. “Ready.”

Slowly, I started reading them out. By the third number, her quivering excitement had started to fade, and she caught the corner of her lip between her teeth as she stared at the lottery ticket. I finished with the Mega number. “Twenty-six.”

“Oh!” Her gasp startled both me and Dad, and I looked up from my phone to find her beaming at me. “Two plus the Mega. That’s not too shabby.”

Actually, that was likely to only be around ten dollars, but for Mom, a win was a win. “So what kind of car are you going to buy me?” I joked.

“Can you even get a Matchbox car for that these days?” Dad grumbled, turning back to his book.

“Not a car, but you should treat yourself and go out with it this weekend,” Mom said.

“I was kidding. It’s your winnings.”

“Won because of you. Why do you think I picked twenty-six for my Mega number?” She held out the ticket until I had no choice but to take it. “You cash it in. I told you it was going to be your lucky day.”

A lucky day was a far cry from changing my life, but it was pointless to argue. We settled in to watch CSI reruns, like it was any other Wednesday night.

My eyes were bleary when I went to bed. The low murmur of my parents’ voices down the hall disappeared when I shut the door. Pulling my shirt over my head, I tossed it on top of my hamper as I crossed to my desk. The lottery winnings could pay for a movie this weekend. If something good was opening, I might be able to convince someone from work to go with me.

I made a shortlist of who I might be able to sell on the idea, but as I started to close my laptop, I noticed the number on my Gmail tab. I had a new message in my inbox. Though it was probably spam, I clicked over to check it.

It wasn’t spam. It was a response to the comment I’d left on the Naked Remedy blog.

I stared at the subject header. Nobody ever responded to me on the rare occasions I thought of something worthwhile to say.

The email didn’t contain the text of the comment, just the link that would lead me straight to it. My gasp when I saw who it was from rivaled the one Mom had made when I read off the Mega number.

Fisher Almonte.

What he said was even better.

You just reached out to a total stranger on the web. That sounds like bravery to me. Kudos to both of us.


Chapter 2

I became obsessed with the blog. For the next two days, every spare minute I had was spent reading it from its inception. Fisher had started it a year ago, beginning with a bang by posting a picture of him from right after the fire, linked up to respirators, covered in bandages, unrecognizable. That was it. No text.

The second post was another picture, this one of his leg the first time they’d peeled away the bandages. Nothing accompanied this one, either. No words were really necessary.

Over the course of the first few weeks, he told the story of his recovery through snapshots that had been taken at the time. Comments started to trickle in during week two, most along the lines of “Dude, that’s sick” and “I’m praying for you.” Fisher never replied to these. I got the distinct impression he was still feeling his way with what he might want from his blog, but he never said anything one way or another.

A month into the blog, he finally began to talk.

I’ve spent my whole life with purpose. What does it mean when that purpose gets stripped away from you? You wander until you find a new one. That’s what my recovery was for me. Wandering aimlessly as I fought to keep my leg. It wasn’t until my surgeries were over that I started to realize that was all I’d been going on.

As I read on, I wished I’d found his blog sooner. Every other post, I wanted to comment, but now, months after the fact, that felt stalkerish. He was going to know this nobody in the backwoods of northern California was devouring every word and picture he put on the Web without thought to the responsibilities of his own life.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. It wasn’t like I was doing it while I was on the job. Just every break, my lunch period, after work, and the one downtime I got when I was stuck waiting for a doctor to show up to see what was on the sonogram.

I didn’t succumb to the urge until a post from two months earlier, where he finally came out and talked about his love life.

Sometimes, I wake up in the middle of the night and wish I wasn’t alone in my bed. Before the accident, I didn’t have a hard time finding a date. Since the accident, I have more friends than ever who want to support me, but finding a guy who’s willing to invest in me romantically is proving to be my Holy Grail. Hook-ups are relatively easy as long as all I do is open my fly or get on my knees. But as soon as I drop trou, the scars are a bonekiller. The only men I can find who aren’t turned off by it are the ones who are turned ON by it, and I have no desire to be anybody’s fetish.

My heart was lodged in the back of my throat when I got to the end. Fisher was gay. He’d given no inclination to that point that he might be, and honestly, I didn’t care. He was hot, and his smile had a way of making me start imagining really ridiculous scenarios, but I was addicted to his blog for the story he was telling. I hadn’t lied with that first comment. He really was the bravest person I’d ever seen.

Now, his admission added a whole new dimension to my long-distance crush.

That post had more comments than any I’d seen yet. They ran the gamut, from supportive to pure assholery.

You’ll find someone. You’re too good of a guy not to.

You’re gay? What a waste.

You’re gay and you don’t want to be a fetish? How is that possible when you were so clearly a cub before and a bear now? Pot, thy name is actually kettle.

I wish you’d said you were gay before now. I wouldn’t have wasted so much time reading about some fag who probably got exactly what he deserved.

There were too many that incited me to an uncharacteristic rage. What right did any of these people have to judge him? Here he was, opening up his life to the scrutiny of total strangers, trying to use each day as a purpose, a reason to embrace the new him. That deserved applause, not derision and definitely not name-calling.

I could’ve answered any one of them, but I chose instead to leave an independent comment. I wasn’t going to feed the trolls and start a fight I knew before it got underway wasn’t winnable.

I hope you know you speak for more of us than the narrow-minded few who have commented negatively here. It doesn’t matter if you’re gay or straight, all most of us want is to have a special someone in our lives who will be there when we need them most. Dating is not just about sex, though sometimes I think a lot of gay men forget that. There’s something to be said about rolling over and just putting your arm around the person there as you fall back asleep. It’s comfort in a world that isolates us way too easily if we let it. I truly hope you find (or have found) that someone to fill the space at your side.

I wasn’t even thinking when I submitted the comment. I was too wound up, furious with the idiots who didn’t see what Fisher was doing, to censor myself.

When I got home from work Friday night, I just wanted to crash. I’d been able to read the blog at lunchtime, which was when I’d left my comment about Fisher’s love life, but my afternoon had gone crazy as soon as I got back on the floor. Emergency after emergency, and then my replacement had car trouble and couldn’t make it in on time so I was stuck at the hospital for another two hours while she waited for a tow and another ride. On top of only getting four hours of sleep the night before—my fault, because I’d stayed up so late reading the blog—I was dead on my feet.

Mom looked up from her Sudoku when I stumbled through the front door and immediately winced. “Go take a shower. I’ll heat your dinner up.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I didn’t have the energy to stop her, either. I spent the next fifteen minutes with the water temperature beating down on me as hot as I could stand, one arm braced against the olive green tiled wall in case I toppled over.

When I came out in sweats and a ratty T-shirt from high school, Mom had everything set for me at the kitchen table. “I guess this means you’re not going out on the lottery’s tab tonight,” she said, smoothing her hand over the back of my damp hair like I was ten years old.

My stomach gurgled at the sight of the plump meatballs that had fallen off my mound of spaghetti to hover at the edge of the bowl. I guess I was hungrier than I thought. I speared one with my fork. “Nothing’s playing anyway.”

Instead of leaving me to eat in peace, she took a seat opposite and watched me for a minute. “When do you get a weekend off?”

The surprise from her question slowed my chewing as I tried to figure out why she’d asked. “Probably not until school starts up again. Everybody’s booked their vacation time.” I twirled some spaghetti, trying to buy some time. “Are you and Dad going away?”

“No, no,” she dismissed with a wave of her hand. “I was just thinking, it’s been a while since you’ve had a real break.”

“When was the last time you and Dad had a break?”

“That’s different.”

“I don’t see how.”

“Because we don’t need a vacation to have fun. We can have that here as long as we both have the day off.”

Ah, there was the angle. Mom was working toward her “Why don’t you have a girlfriend?” speech. I had to give her credit. I hadn’t heard it in over six months, not since the week after Christmas when she chided me for agreeing to work New Year’s Eve instead of finding a party to attend. I couldn’t even get mad at her when she started nagging, either. Unlike other parents, she never used guilt as a means to manipulate me. It was never “I’d love some more grandchildren,” or complaining that I only lived at home because I didn’t have a significant other who might want more privacy. One, Seth and Lisa were taking care of the grandchildren angle, especially since Lisa was going to pop any day now. Two, being single was part of the reason I still lived at home, so I couldn’t actually argue if she tried going there.

No, Mom’s case centered on me. “You deserve someone to make you happy,” she always said. “You’re young, you should be out having fun, not sitting around, watching game shows with your parents.”

I’ve always wondered if she’d stop trying if she knew I was gay. Our tiny town has a grand population of six thousand people within city limits, and I can’t claim to personally know another member of the LGBT tribe if my life depended on it. Who was I going to date?

But that would require telling her, and as ready as I’d been last Christmas, I couldn’t do it yet. I was too afraid of how she and Dad would react. Our pastor at church had sparked a few conversations during services over the last couple years about the national attention gay marriage was getting, and though they never really agreed with him out loud, they never said a word against him, either.

If they decided to disown me, life here would be a nightmare. Everybody knows everybody else. I’d be ostracized. There was no telling what would happen at work. I didn’t think I’d get fired, but homophobic patients might ask to have someone else do their ultrasound. If that happened enough, I could lose my job anyway.

So I kept it vague. Life was easier that way.

Not happier. Just easier.

“Maybe I’ll look into something in the fall.” I forced a cheeky grin. “Seth will probably want a break from the baby by then, don’t you think?”

Mom sighed and rolled her eyes. My misdirection worked, though, because she switched the subject to Lisa and how we were all going to have to chip in to help because she only got so much maternity leave…

I zoned out and ate. Same old, same old.

Dad came in as I was washing out my bowl, looking as wrung out as I felt. Any worries that he was complicit with Mom on the subject of my solitude vanished when he grabbed a Bud from the fridge and disappeared without even a grunt in acknowledgement.

Ah, looked like the entire Booker clan was going to have a raucous Friday night.

When I flopped onto my bed, I had forgotten about the blog and everything online-related. I was almost asleep when my phone pinged from my pants pocket. Rolling onto my side, I peered at the garment I’d left piled on the floor. I was pretty sure it wasn’t a text. My small handful of friends was all from work, and none were the type to bug me on a Friday night. More likely, it was new email. Whatever it was, there was no way it was important enough to check, except for the fact that if I didn’t plug my phone in to charge overnight, it would be dead tomorrow in case I did end up venturing out of the house.

Digging the phone out of the pocket, I thumbed open my email as I trudged to the desk. I stopped short when I saw it was a response to my comment about Fisher’s love life, but hit the link to read it without pause.

It was from Fisher.

Thanks. You have no idea how badly I needed to hear something like that tonight.

My exhaustion forgotten, I switched out my phone with my laptop and went back to my bed to log on. Within seconds, I was on the Naked Remedy site. The comment had come within the last minute. The time difference made it after midnight in Florida, but Fisher was obviously still up.

I replied to his comment with my pulse pounding.

Considering what you’re doing by putting yourself out there like this, it’s the least I can do.

I almost added more. My fingers hesitated at the period. I wanted to tell him how much I identified with what he was writing, even though I couldn’t even imagine going through what he had. But everything that came to mind sounded trite or pandering, and afraid that I’d chicken out of saying anything at all, I sent off what I’d already typed out.

Then it became a waiting game.

Would he write back?

What could he possibly say? I hadn’t exactly given him much to work with.

Shit.

I should’ve asked a question or found something else to draw him out. It was too late for that.

Shit.

Shaking my head, I closed my laptop, determined to be the bigger man and not sit there like an idiot for a comment that was probably never going to come anyway. I was halfway off the bed when my phone pinged.

Nobody in the western world has ever logged onto a machine as fast as I did right then.

I’m always here if you need to reach out. It’s a long, long road when you travel it alone. Just hit the Contact Me.

I’d seen him make the offer to other commenters along the way, as well as remind people in his posts that anyone who wanted to talk to him just had to use the form on the site, but having him extend the same offer to me felt bigger, more significant than those other insistences. I know it was because of the crush I was harboring. I wasn’t so blinded not to see that. But that didn’t change how it felt, or how close to tears I got at the thought of someone out there who I could say anything to.

It had been a very long day, and I was too tired not to have all my emotions so close to the surface.

My reply was short, but heartfelt.

Thanks. I’ll remember that the next time the road catches me out.

Though there was no reason for him to come back, I kept my laptop out just in case. Sleep didn’t seem so important anymore. Besides, my fantasies about how further contact might play out were more interesting than any dream could be.

I believed that until I crashed an hour later, my computer still open next to me, my hand resting on the keyboard. My imagination was as invested in the potential Fisher offered as my emotions had been. It took a wild ride through the Everglades as I stole Fisher away for a date to get his mind off whatever had happened on his disastrous Friday night.

I’m pretty sure I spent most of the night with a smile on my face. Sleeping or not.


Chapter 3

By the time I left for work on Sunday, I was caught up to present day on Fisher’s blog. I left more comments, but none had garnered a response like my first two had. While it would’ve been nice to start a dialogue with someone, I was more proud of the fact that I was commenting at all. My comfort level was rising. I’d even mentioned I was gay in one. It was easy to feel safe enough to speak aloud when Fisher did everything he could to make people welcome.

Without a new post to read, it was my first lunch break in days where I didn’t have my nose buried in my phone. I had company within minutes of sitting down. Janet, one of my favorite pediatrics nurses, took the chair opposite mine with a bright smile.

“Just the person I was hoping to find today,” she said.

I stirred my ramen, still waiting for it to cool. “Something wrong in peds? I thought Alyson had you guys covered today.”

Janet waved a wrinkled hand in dismissal. She was a tiny thing, with snow-white hair cut into a pixie and dancing blue eyes, like she had a secret she’d spill if you offered the right bribe. Though she didn’t look the traditional part, she was the grandmother to everyone under the age of fifty in the hospital, whether you wanted her to be or not. I liked her in that role. She loved off-color jokes and big hugs, and if she was overdue to retire by at least two years, I was glad of it just to have her around.

“It’s not about work,” she said. “You’re still not seeing anybody, are you?”

Janet was the only person at work I’d let talk to me so bluntly, but I still felt my cheeks go red. “No. Why?”

“Because my granddaughter’s about to lose her mind from being stuck with me and Lew for the past week. I was hoping you could take her out tonight or tomorrow, let her hang around someone closer to her own age for a few hours.”

She’d been talking about the visit for months now. Though the granddaughter lived in L.A., she’d had a nasty break-up with a boyfriend around Christmas. I was convinced she accepted Janet’s invitation to come up during the spring in a moment of weakness. Nobody came to Coughlin because they really wanted to.

The bigger problem here, however, was not about how bored the granddaughter was. It was Janet’s expectation that I would go out with her. I had no reason to say no, except for the fact that I didn’t date girls, a detail Janet wasn’t privy to. There was no way for me to get out of this without tarnishing my friendship.

“There really isn’t that much to do in Coughlin,” I tried.

“Trust me, she knows that. And this won’t be a real date or anything like that. Desiree’s swears she’s off men for the time-being.”

That was a mild relief. “Then why did you ask if I was seeing anybody?”

“Well, just because you and Desiree know it’s not a date, that doesn’t mean a girlfriend would be okay with you taking another girl out, now does it?”

When she put it like that, it made more sense. It gave me a headache thinking about it, though. Sometimes, the politics behind dating were incomprehensible.

I agreed, albeit reluctantly. We planned for me to come over that night and pick Desiree up, which gave me a whopping seven hours to figure out what we were going to do.

When Mom heard about my plans, she lit up. “You should take her to that new restaurant out on Dixon. I hear they have great Italian.”

“The point is to have fun,” I stressed. “She can eat anywhere.”

“You’re not going to feed her at the bowling alley, are you?”

“Only if she says that’s what she’s in the mood for.”

I bussed her cheek and scooped my keys from the coffee table before she could hold me up with more questions. Mom followed me to the door like I was heading off to prom, calling out, “Don’t worry about how late you get home!”

My worries were bigger than inadvertently waking my parents by slamming the front door after they’d gone to bed. For the entire drive to Janet’s, I weighed my options, itemizing them into a list to see how they stacked up against each other.

Bowling. Not likely to have anybody under the age of fifty.

The Wooden Nickel. The only bar in town I liked, but I was driving so I wouldn’t be able to drink. If Desiree decided to get wasted, I’d have to keep an eye out that she didn’t pick up the wrong guy. Coughlin was filled with them.

The movies. Safe. Boring. She didn’t need me to do that.

After that, I drew a blank.

It was a very short list.

I still hadn’t reached a decision when I got to Janet’s, but when I knocked on her screen, I was startled when a girl with blue spiked hair who didn’t even come up to my shoulder answered the door instead of Janet.

“You must be Ark Boy,” she said. I gritted my teeth against the nickname. There isn’t a Noah joke I haven’t heard. But then she smiled and she looked so much like Janet, I couldn’t hold on to my annoyance. “I’d call you a godsend, but that’s too obvious, even for me.”

This joke made me laugh, and I decided in that second I liked this girl, even if this not-a-date was in a different hemisphere from my comfort zone. “That makes you Desiree, then.”

“Dez, please. Only Grandma calls me Desiree.” She pushed the door wider and swished her hand to get me to come inside. “She and Gramps went out, by the way. League night. So if you want to hang here for a while instead of trolling this berg, you don’t have to worry about her hovering.”

Before arriving, I would’ve thought Janet’s presence would make the night easier, but Dez put me at such ease, I didn’t miss it. “She said you wanted to get out of the house.”

“I’m more interested in a conversation that doesn’t include any mention of doctor appointments, TV shows that have been off the air for more than twenty years, and how the drought took all the fun out of gardening.” She frowned. “You’re not an Andy Griffith fan with a green thumb, are you?”

“Not even close.”

“Then it’s settled. Get in here.”

I followed her into the living room where her laptop was wired into Janet’s TV, an episode of Orphan Black frozen on the larger screen. Dez dropped to her stomach onto the floor in front of the computer and killed the feed, then rolled onto her side to stare up at me. “Pick your TV poison. I can stream anything you want.”

We decided on Buffy the Vampire Slayer, though when I brought up the fact that the show almost broke her twenty year rule, Dez announced it didn’t count because of its cult following.

Two episodes and half a six-pack later, Dez had an addendum to her earlier reasoning. “Hot vampires are timeless,” she said. “Buffy was an idiot for not doing Spike sooner.”

On that, we agreed, though I held my tongue. “Not everybody likes Billy Idol.”

She snorted. “That wasn’t what made him fuckable.”

“Have you seen the actor without the bleach job? I’m telling you, it was the hair.”

“He’s a bad boy who’s really a good boy who doesn’t want to be a good boy but can’t help it. That’s irresistible.”

“Nope. It’s the hair. And maybe the coat.”

“The coat, I’ll give you. But seriously, guys look ridiculous when they bleach their hair. Not even Ryan Gosling could pull it off.”

“Since when is anybody looking at Ryan Gosling’s hair?”

Dez laughed. “Fair enough. What about Johnny Depp when he went blond? That was just sad.”

“What about Tom Felton?” I countered. “Everybody thought Draco was hot.”

“Because he was another bad boy. The hair was incidental.” She hesitated. “But Jason Isaacs did it, so I’ll give you the point that it works for the right guy.”

“I have no idea who Jason Isaacs is.”

“Yes, you do. Draco’s dad. That wig could’ve been awful, but he was pretty much sex on a stick.”

I hadn’t known the actor’s name, but she was right about the rest of it. I wouldn’t mention the bad boy angle she’d tried selling, though. That would diminish my argument.

“You could do it,” Dez surprised me by saying.

“Do what?”

“Bleach your hair without looking desperate.” Her dark gaze was intense as she looked me over. “You’re cute enough now, but a dye job could really set you off.”

Nobody had ever called me cute before. I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I didn’t think I was bad-looking, and I was a little anal about personal grooming because I’d been terrified as a kid that I’d get picked on if I appeared different in any way, but nobody ever really noticed me as special, either.

Her eyes softened. A moment later, she reached over and killed the stream on her laptop. “Come on.” She hopped to her feet and held out her hand. “Drive me to the store.”

I scooted beyond her reach, suddenly wary. “For what?”

“For supplies. I’m going to bleach you.”

“No.”

“Don’t be a baby. It’s just hair. I mess with color all the time.” She put her hands on her boyish hips. “Are you trying to tell me mine looks like shit?”

“No, it’s cute. But—”

“No buts.” Grabbing my arm, she tugged with alarming strength, forcing me to stumble to my feet or risk pulling her over on top of me. “It’ll be good for you. Nobody will ever call you Ark Boy again.”

“You’re the only person who’s ever done that.”

“There you go.”

There was no stopping her. I’d never met anybody who was such a force of nature, not even Janet. I was starting to think Janet had pushed me into this arrangement to redirect Dez’s energy away from her for a night.

At CVS, she never stopped talking, garnering glances from the other customers in the store. I nodded and smiled at Mrs. Bench when we walked past her in the vitamin aisle and silently prayed she didn’t say anything to my parents about seeing me tonight. Mrs. Bench was our church secretary and knew everything about everyone. I had no doubt rumors about me would be flying long before Sunday service. Fingers crossed she didn’t embellish the story by adding condoms to our shopping basket.

On the other hand, if people thought I was having sex with Dez, nobody would be speculating on why I wasn’t dating anybody. That wasn’t necessarily bad.

Two hours later, I had my head bent over the kitchen sink while Dez stood tiptoe on a stool next to me, washing my hair. My scalp felt like it was on fire, and the acrid smell of the bleach threatened the return of the pizza bites we’d noshed on while my hair had been processing. I liked Dez, but if I threw up before she was done, I was going to shave my head in protest.

Her touch was gentle as she towel-dried my hair. “Don’t look yet,” she said, reaching for one of the bottles lined up on the counter. She spritzed it over my damp head, then ran her fingers through to style it. Only one word described the look on her face when she was done. Smug. “I love it when I’m right.”

I went into the bathroom in search of a mirror and came up short when I finally caught my reflection. My normal light brown hair was now platinum, carefully disarrayed into a disheveled chic I’d seen splattered across fashion stories for the past year. The contrast to my brown eyes and darker brows was startling, but each offset the other to create an edge rather than look silly.

Dez appeared at my shoulder. “Grow out a little scruff, loosen that collar a bit, and you’ll be able to snag anybody you want,” she said. “You could even get me, and I don’t even do boys most of the time.”

Her unabashed admission jerked my focus from me to her. My shock must’ve been written all over my face, because she flicked her nail at the side of my face to startle me out of it.

“You need to get out of your own head every once in a while and realize there’s a whole world out there,” she said. “You’ll have a lot more fun, I guarantee you.”

We watched another episode of Buffy, but when Janet called to say she was on her way home, I decided to leave. I had no desire to deal with her reaction to my new hair, and Dez would be better off if Janet didn’t find out she was behind it. At my car, Dez surprised me again with a quick hug.

“You’re a good guy.” She slapped my ass before she let me go. “Find someone who’ll appreciate that, okay?”

My head was a muddle when I got home. Though it wasn’t that late, Mom and Dad were already in bed, making it easy to sneak to my room. If I timed it right, I could avoid explanations about my hair until after work tomorrow, which would give me ample time to either come up with a good cover story or get rid of it because I hated it that much.

Staring at my reflection while I brushed my teeth, I didn’t think the latter would happen. The more I saw it, the more I liked it, until I was practically bursting with newfound confidence as I crawled into bed with my laptop.

I went straight to Fisher’s blog where I found a brand-new post from this afternoon. It was short, but sweet.

Inspired by recent comments, I want to know what acts of bravery you’ve done lately. Big, small, doesn’t matter. We should be taking inspiration from each other, and what better way to do that than sharing?

The post had over thirty comments already, but I knew by the second one I couldn’t let this entry go by without making my own.

Bleached my hair tonight.

In the scheme of things, it wasn’t much. But I was going to keep the color, at least for a little while, and there was no telling what kind of flak I would need to endure.

I crashed in the best mood I’d had all day. It was a shame it couldn’t last.


Chapter 4

You really do have the biggest balls here if you think for a second that a dye job makes you brave.

I stared at the comment, unable to look away as my eyes filled with hurt tears. I’d been so excited when I saw the notification somebody had responded to me, but now all I felt was shame. Whoever this Roger was, he was right. I must’ve been high on bleach fumes to think for a second that just because I’d had the nerve to walk into my house with different colored hair, I had done anything notable. I wasn’t even courageous enough to face my parents right away, staying in bed until I’d been sure both of them had left for work. What had I been thinking?

I snapped the laptop shut and went to take my shower, trying to forget about the stupid post and focus on what I was going to do about my hair later. I couldn’t keep it now. Every time I looked in the mirror, it’d be a reminder of that asshole’s condemnation, and my ego wasn’t nearly hardy enough to tolerate that for long. I’d have to go to the barber after work and get it all buzzed off.

I was in a leaden fog as I got ready. Instead of styling it like Dez had done, I slicked my hair back as usual and forgot about it. Hopefully, I’d be too busy today for anybody at the hospital to mention it.

My phone pinged as I dressed. Though I had no desire to see who else had an opinion on my hair, I picked it up out of habit. One new email. From the Naked Remedy.

Against my better judgment, I clicked the link rather than indulge the urge to open my laptop again. The plan was to glance at it, then delete the email so I didn’t torture myself all day. Then I saw it was from Fisher in response to the asshole and that idea went straight out the window.

I debated deleting your comment, but I decided you’re probably not a troll. You’re just an insensitive jerk. You don’t know his circumstances. It’s very possible that dyeing his hair could mean facing retribution from any number of people. The fact that he considers it an act of bravery is enough for me to respect it as such. So should you. I’m letting this stand, but frankly, if you can’t treat my followers with respect, I’ll ban you. Say or think what you want about me. That’s your prerogative. Doing it to someone who’s a guest here is not.

Fisher’s defense soothed my bruised feelings. I’d never seen anyone online with such a great attitude before, so supportive of his followers without caring too much about how they might attack him personally.

I headed to work feeling better.

From the minute I stepped into the hospital, I got comments on my hair.

“A little early for Halloween, isn’t it?” From David, the security guard at the front desk. I ignored him. He’d been a jerk football player in high school, and he was a jerk now.

“Whoa, that looks great!” From Marianne, another sonographer. She was married to David’s brother, which I didn’t hold against her because she was too nice for that. I smiled and said thanks.

“That’ll get the girls climbing all over you.” From Dr. Roth, one of the ER docs.

“Nice.” From the new orderly working in the ER. I didn’t know his name, but I’d caught him watching me once or twice in the past month since he started. He was younger than me and wasn’t originally from around here—which begged the question of why he’d ever move to this hole in the wall if he didn’t have to—but I had the sneaky suspicion he might be gay. Especially after his smiling compliment.

At lunch, Janet cornered me before I could sit down. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I should’ve given you a better heads-up on Desiree.”

“What for?” I felt the need to defend her, now that I had a bit more confidence it wasn’t awful. “She didn’t do anything I didn’t want her to do.”

Though Janet frowned, she didn’t say another word until we were settled at our usual table. “Turning you into a boy band candidate was not what I had in mind when I said you two should hang out.”

I laughed. “I haven’t heard that one yet today. But seriously, it’s all good. I like Dez.”

“She must like you, too. She asked me to tell you to call her about getting together again.”

“What’s her cell number?”

Janet took my phone and typed it in. “Looks like you’ve got email, by the way,” she said when she handed it back.

As she started to eat, I opened my inbox with a hint of worry. The last thing I wanted was to spark some flame war at Fisher’s blog, but I couldn’t think of why else I’d have new messages.

It wasn’t from the blog. It was Fisher himself. My fingers shook as I opened it.

I hope it’s okay that I’m using the email from your comment to contact you directly. I don’t normally do this, and I don’t know if you saw the reaction to your act of bravery last night, but I wanted to check in and reiterate that my blog is a safe place for guys like you. I’m not sure how you found my little cyber-corner, but I’m glad you did. I’ve really appreciated your added presence in the comment section. It reminds me why I’m doing this in the first place, how it’s so easy to get stuck in the ebb and flow of just getting by, and how good it is when we make a breakthrough.

My offer to contact me still stands, though now you have my email to do it. I’d love to see a picture of the hair. I bet it looks great.

Fisher

I read it through two more times, each slower than the last. Fisher. Wrote. Me. He must’ve felt awful about what the asshole had said, though the closing salvo about a picture of my hair seemed a little out of left field.

“I hope that’s not bad news.” Janet’s words startled me into looking up. She nodded at my ramen. “That’s gotten cold from you sitting there so long ignoring it.”

“Not bad news.” I dug into my soup, which had definitely overcooled. “Just not something I was expecting.”

Fisher’s email distracted me all afternoon, though thankfully it was a slow day. Around four, I sent a text to Dez asking if I could meet up with her after work. She shot back a quick, “Sure,” that made it easier to finish my shift.

I found Dez sitting on the hood of my car, her nose and cheeks bright red from the spring wind that whipped through the parking lot. Though she was grinned when she spotted me, it immediately turned into a grimace as she slid off.

“What did you do?” She reached up and ruffled the front of my hair. “Going schoolboy totally ruins the effect.”

I stood there patiently as she fussed. “I couldn’t duplicate what you did.” All right, that was a lie since I didn’t really try, but it probably would be true if I attempted it on my own. “I was hoping you could show me what products to use and how to style it the way you did.”

When she stepped back, her narrowed eyes were locked on my face. I forced my features to remain neutral, but I couldn’t escape the feeling she was reading my thoughts anyway.

Whatever she saw, she kept to herself as she headed around to the passenger side of my car. “Buy me dinner, and I won’t let you go home until you can do it every time.”

The next two hours were more fun than I’d had in a long time. Dez did most of the talking, chatting on about L.A. and how she wished she had the balls to drop out of UCLA and follow her dream about being a photographer, but she was too practical to give up on the education she knew would help her pay bills and put food on the table later on.

“Besides, I can still mess around in my spare time,” she said as I primped in front of the mirror in Janet’s bathroom. She sat on the toilet, giving me tips every time I paused. “Once I start getting some attention, maybe I’ll be able to cut back on the nine-to-five.”

“I would’ve thought you’d chase it, no matter what. Isn’t that what dreams are for?”

“You’re conflating chasing with a sprint. I’m in it for the long haul, which means pacing myself.”

I stepped back, turning my head from side to side to see it from every angle. “I think I’ve got it. What do you think?”

Dez leaned around to get a better view. “You’ll do.” She hopped up. “Where’s your phone?”

I followed her out to the living room, but she beat me to where I’d dropped my keys and phone. “What’re you doing?”

“We did all this for a picture, right?” She held it up, her fingers flying over the screen, and took steps back until she seemed happy with the distance. “Are we smiling, going goofy, doing the sexbomb thing, what?”

I grinned at her plethora of choices. Before I knew it, she’d snapped the pic and holding it up for me to see.

“Not bad,” she said. “So who are we sending this to?”

Before she could do something on my phone that would reveal more than I wanted, I snatched it away. “We’re not.” I shoved my phone in my back pocket, then realized too late that wouldn’t stop her from grabbing it if she really wanted.

She regarded me with a finely arched brow. “Then all of this was because…?”

“Just because.”

Dez didn’t believe me. It was written all over her face. And frankly, if there was anyone I thought I could trust coming out to, it was Dez, which was more than a little bizarre since we’d only just met. Well, maybe not that bizarre. She had confessed to dating girls most of the time. She likely already knew and was giving me every opportunity to come clean.

But she didn’t press, and it made me like her all the more. She sent me home with a bag full of hair products and a firm request to call her the upcoming weekend.

Mom and Dad were in the living room when I walked in. Dad didn’t even look up from his book, but Mom’s eyes widened when she saw me.

“What did you do?” she said.

I stifled the urge to run to my room, especially when Dad tore his attention away from his Clancy to see what had sparked Mom’s response. “Dez did it last night.” Sorry for throwing you under the bus, Dez. But because I couldn’t ignore the truth, I added, “I got a lot of compliments today at work about it.”

“It’s different, that’s for sure,” Dad said.

Mom jerked her chin toward the bag dangling from hand. “What’s that?”

“Styling stuff.”

Mom pursed her lips. After a minute of my heart pounding in terror at the declaration about to come, she nodded. “I like it. You look like you should be on The Voice.”

From a woman who still listened to her *NSYNC CDs, that was a compliment, so I took it at face value. I said good night and tried not to run to my bedroom. It was late in Florida. Fisher might’ve been up to the wee hours of the morning on the weekend, but the odds of him doing it on a night when he had to work the next day weren’t great.

I kept my email short.

Thanks for sticking up for me. I got a friend to take a pic after work tonight, so here it is. I hope it doesn’t break your computer or phone or whatever you open it on.

Noah

More people had commented on the bravery post, but once I’d read through those, I couldn’t settle on any one thing to keep me distracted until it was time to give up on hearing back from Fisher tonight and go to sleep. Games were out. I was too jittery to concentrate. Porn was out, too, because I could still hear my parents moving around in the living room. I spent half an hour scrolling through Tumblr, but that just left me with this weird annoyance at all the narcissism I saw. Which was pretty rich coming from the guy waiting to hear back on a selfie.

My inbox wasn’t quiet, but nothing showed up from Fisher until almost ten.

Whoa. If you’d posted that pic last night with your comment, you’d have been propositioned by that asshole instead of trolled. You just might be the hottest guy to ever send me a pic.

I have to admit, it wasn’t what I expected. I thought you were older. Your insights gave me that impression, plus you were a lot more empathetic than most guys our age tend to be. I had this image of a guy who’d been around the block a few times and been burned in the process. That would explain why you said dating wasn’t just about sex. That’s another thing a lot of guys our age don’t get. I hate to think what you might’ve gone through to get you to this place.

If you’re still up when you get this, feel free to message me. Do you have Skype? My account is under this email if you do. I’ll be up for another half hour, but after that, I’ll have to crash.

I look forward to hearing about your next act of bravery.

Fisher

He thought I was hot. The guy I’d been crushing on for the past week was practically asking me to hit him up. Was I dreaming? This didn’t happen to me. I was the guy who stood in the corner, ignored by all no matter what.

I did have Skype, an account I’d got a couple years back when I thought I might actually try out Grindr, but I’d never used it, just like I’d never followed through on the Grindr app. There’d never been any reason to.

Fisher was giving me a reason.

Was he going to be disappointed? The new hair might have given me a boost of confidence for the pic, but I was still the same boring Noah Booker I always was. I didn’t know if I could handle Fisher’s rejection if we started talking and he decided it was a waste of his time.

I glanced at the time. I had twenty-three minutes before he went to bed.

From the sound of it, Mom and Dad were getting ready to do the same. With the bathroom separating our rooms, I could talk to somebody without fear of being overheard, and if they asked in the morning, I could say I was chatting with Dez.

I buried my head in my pillow. God, Dez was my beard and she didn’t even know it.

Fuck it. What did I have to lose? Fisher lived in Florida. He’d already demonstrated that he would respect whatever I asked of him. He was also a decent enough guy not to be a jerk if I bored him to tears, too.

Grabbing my headphones, I jacked into my laptop, sat up against my headboard so he couldn’t see my messy room, and booted up Skype.


Chapter 5

Hi, it’s Noah. Still up?

I chewed on the corner of my thumbnail while I waited. He hadn’t sent me a contact request to approve, so it was like shouting into the void.

Until the void answered me back.

I’m here. All right if I add you to my contacts?

I was grinning as I typed. Sure.

A minute later, he was firmly in my contact list, its first and sole occupant. Before I could ask if he wanted to take it to video, he sent me another message.

You’re the first guy from my blog that I’ve ever Skyped with.

The heat that had arisen at his email ignited further, radiating from the inside out to make me hyperaware of my skin. Maybe it would be better if we didn’t use video. I was probably flushed a deep red.

Another message pinged.

Which are you more comfortable with, chat or video?

I wanted to see him more than I cared about how I looked. Video. Please.

His video request came immediately on the heels of my message. When I accepted, I found myself staring into the dancing hazel eyes that had mesmerized me from the very first picture I’d seen.

Fisher was sprawled on his stomach, his shoulders bare, a pillow bunched up beneath his chest. Dark whiskers shadowed his jaw, and his hair was wild as if he’d been running his fingers through it all day. The most important thing, though, was the relaxed smile he wore.

“Isn’t it after midnight where you are?” I asked first.

“Almost one-thirty,” he clarified. “That’s when I usually go to sleep, but I wanted the chance to talk to you tonight if I could.”

“If I stayed up that late, I’d be a zombie at work.”

“I work a delayed shift to deal with the west coast, so I don’t have to be there until eleven.”

“You’re still in PR, right?”

“Yeah. What do you do?”

“I’m a sonographer at the hospital. I do the ultrasounds,” I added when I caught his note of confusion.

“Like for pregnant women?”

I nodded. “They’re the biggest part, yeah. But I do it for any of the doctors when they want to see what’s going on inside of a patient. Tumors, cysts, that kind of thing.” I grimaced at the macabre turn our conversation had already taken. “Okay, I didn’t mean to go there.”

A quizzical gleam appeared in his eyes. “Why not? I asked.”

“You’d be surprised at how many people are squeamish about that kind of thing.”

“I lost any squeamishness I had ages ago.”

Only then did I remember the fire and what he’d gone through with all his hospitalizations to get his mobility back. I’d been so wrapped up in the excitement about what talking to him meant to me that I’d forgotten the heart of what had driven me to devour his blog in the first place.

“Stop it.” The chastisement in Fisher’s tone was soft. “You don’t have to second-guess everything you say with me.”

It took all my willpower not to look away. “Was it that obvious?”

“Let’s just say, you have a very expressive face. But you probably get told that all the time.”

“Not really.”

“Then everybody in your life is an idiot. Now that I think of it, you look exactly how your comments have always sounded to me.”

“What happened to thinking I was older?” I teased.

A faint stain crept into Fisher’s cheeks. I’d embarrassed him, but he shrugged it off more gracefully than I could’ve. “That was clearly a mistake on my part. But you always came across as so thoughtful, as if you knew what I was going through, so I took it as a sign of experience.”

“And now you know the truth.”

“That you’re gorgeous as well as sensitive to others’ feelings? Absolutely.”

I didn’t recognize this person he was describing, but it felt too good to tell him how off the mark he was. “I love your blog, by the way. I never would’ve dared to dye my hair if I hadn’t read it.”

Fisher blew a raspberry. “You would’ve worked up the nerve, sooner or later. You’re stronger than you think.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d been in my head before I messaged you. I almost didn’t do it.”

“But you did, and that’s what matters in the end, right?”

How could I argue with him when he made it sound so rational? “You have an answer for everything. I’m envious.”

“Not everything. It’s just easier to see things clearer when you’re on the outside of a situation instead of in the middle of it.” He hesitated, his lashes ducking for a moment. “Can I ask something before I get in too deep here?”

“Of course.”

“Are you seeing anyone? And please don’t lie to me. I hate getting invested when it can’t go anywhere.”

My heart lodged in my throat. He kept hinting at more, glimmers of dreams I could barely admit to myself. But he asked for complete honesty. I wanted him to be a safe haven more than anything else I could think of, but the truth could drive him away. Who wanted to deal with a closeted virgin?

“Shit,” Fisher muttered. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

“No!” Fear of him getting the wrong impression made my denial come out louder than I intended, and I glanced at the door to make sure Mom and Dad hadn’t heard me. When I was confident it was safe, I turned back to Fisher. “It’s not what you think,” I said, lowering my voice. “I’m not dating anyone.”

“But there’s something,” Fisher said warily.

“Yes.” I took a deep breath. “I’m not out.”

Fisher’s frown didn’t disappear. “Why do I think that’s not it?”

“Because it’s not,” I confessed. “I live in a really small town. Everybody knows everybody. I go to church with my parents every Sunday I don’t have to work. I can honestly say I don’t know anybody who is out.”

“Where is this going?”

“I just want you to understand where I’m coming from. I’m not…the most outgoing guy. It’s hard for me to talk to people. Being in the closet doesn’t make that any easier.”

The lines between Fisher’s brows eased. “You’re doing just fine with me.”

“Because you’re safe. I know that. That’s one of the things I love about your blog. You’ve created this environment that encourages people to let go of their fears. I’ve taken more risks in the time I started reading it than I have my whole life.”

“But that’s good. That was the whole reason I started the blog. I didn’t want people to be afraid of things that didn’t really matter.”

Time to do or die. “What all that means, though, is that I’ve never dated anyone, and definitely never dated a guy. You’re the first I’ve ever talked to like this.”

Fisher’s eyes widened at my confession, and I braced for the rejection to come. Please don’t let him throw pity on top of it. I could handle the former, but the latter would hurt like hell.

“Wow,” Fisher said. “You always end up surprising me.”

“I don’t mean to.”

“No, of course not. I just—” Fisher shook his head, then buried his face in the pillow. “I’m such a jerk.”

Though his words were muffled, I couldn’t have misheard. “You’re not.”

He peeked up through the lank of hair that fell over his forehead. “I’ve been flirting with you when that’s probably the last thing you need right now. I think that qualifies.”

“But that’s exactly what I want,” I said. Didn’t he see? He seemed to see everything else. “You make me feel that I can actually do this. Like I’m not crazy for hoping my life doesn’t always have to be so shut away. You showing even a little bit of interest? That’s a thousand Christmases to me, because it means I’m not some freak.”

“Freak is the last word I’d use to describe you.”

“Even though I’m a twenty-six year-old virgin who still lives with his parents because it’s easier than facing the potential backlash if he came out?”

The softness returned to his gaze, reaching across the miles and through the screen as assuredly as a hug. “Still doesn’t apply.”

I sagged in relief at his acceptance, but the air wasn’t completely clear yet. “So I’m not a freak, and you’re not a jerk. What exactly does that make us, then?”

“Friends,” Fisher said without hesitating. “With the understanding that this friend thinks his new friend in California just might be the hottest, nicest guy he’s met in a very long time.”

A slow smile spread across my face. “Same here.”

“That’s because I’m the only guy you’ve met like this.” When my breath caught to argue with him, he laughed. “I’m kidding. But so you know, I’ve become something of an expert at deflecting compliments since the accident. I’m much better at bestowing them.”

“We’ll have to work on that.” I noticed the time in the corner of my screen, and though I hated bringing it up, I didn’t want him to blame me for anything tomorrow. “Shouldn’t you be going to bed soon? It’s after one-thirty.”

His arms tightened around his pillow, his chin resting on the white cotton. “I’ve decided I can float an extra half hour if you don’t mind talking some more. I want to hear about you.”

“My life’s pretty boring.”

“Only because you’re in the middle of it. C’mon, spill. You’ve got to give me something to fantasize about until we get to chat again.”

I chuckled. “Or I’ll put you to sleep, which I suppose isn’t a bad outcome, either.”

“Never happen.”

So I talked. I told him about Coughlin and how tiny it was, how nobody outside of California would believe it wasn’t the progressive image the rest of the state presented to the world. I segued to my family, painting my parents as generously as I could, talking about living in my brothers’ shadows even though they were decent guys at heart. He listened throughout, commiserating on what it was like being the youngest and how the expectations could be killer even when they came from people who loved you more than anyone else in the world.

“Yeah, exactly like that,” I said in wonder. I’d never made that connection before. No wonder I’d reacted so strongly to his original story. In some ways, I knew exactly what he’d been going through before the accident ever happened.

“My dad was pushing me to stick with the department in some capacity,” Fisher said. “He thought I could get into investigations or get certified as an EMT or even get into testing. Anything but walk away completely. Mom finally convinced him to stop bringing it up, but I can hear him wishing I’d fall back in line every time I see them.”

“Even after what happened?” I was appalled. What parent would ever want his child to relive such horrific events?

“Dad’s pretty old school. He thinks the only way to get over it is to get back on the horse. Or the truck, in this case.” He grimaced. “If he ever found out about the blog, he’d never let me hear the end of it.”

“I thought you were out.”

“Oh, I am. He doesn’t have a problem with me being gay. It’s the pictures and talking about everything that happened he’d object to.”

“But your name is all over it. How have you kept it a secret?”

“Sheer dumb luck,” he said with a laugh. “But seriously, everybody in my life who knows about it knows how Dad would react. They’ve respected my request not to tell him. Besides, nobody I know in real life pays much attention it. They lived through it already, and my buddies from when I was at the station have already seen enough of my naked ass.”

I joined in his laughter. “Do you tell people you date about it?”

A shadow passed behind his eyes. “I did once. Way back when I first started. I was so proud of the damn thing, I couldn’t shut up about it. But he didn’t like the idea that I might talk about him someday on it, even though I promised I’d never mention him if that was his preference, so he stopped answering my calls after a few dates.”

That could be tough. I believed Fisher would keep his word, but anyone with trust or privacy issues would never be comfortable having a partner so out there. “You don’t want someone like that in your life anyway,” I said.

“What about you?”

“I wouldn’t want someone around who didn’t trust me, either.”

“No, not that. How do you feel about the possibility of getting talked about on the blog?”

I’d been so wrapped up in the conversation of the moment, the idea hadn’t occurred to me. “In what way?”

He shrugged. “Talking about people I follow, people I connect with. Maybe talking about what defines bravery.” A twinkle appeared in his eye. “If you ever came out, I could do a post on hot guys and put up the picture you sent me.”

Though I snorted and shook my head at the notion, he had valid suggestions. What should I say? Did it actually bother me if he thought I was interesting enough to talk about?

The short answer was no. I was flattered, and Fisher was always respectful.

“If you don’t think it’s going to drive away traffic, go for it,” I replied. “You have my permission to say what you want. Just don’t use too many specifics about me if you do, okay? There’s too many psychos out there.”

“Never,” he promised.

It was approaching two, and though his voice was still bright, Fisher’s eyelids were starting to droop. “You should go. It’s getting late.”

“No, I’m having fun.” But the suggestion of sleep obviously sounded better to his body than it did his brain as he suddenly broke into a long, audible yawn. “Damn it,” he muttered when he was done. “You’re probably right.”

“It’s better this way.”

“How do you figure that?”

I gave him what I hoped was a cocky grin and not the weird leer it felt like. “Because I’ve left you wanting more.”

His returning smile settled that question. “Can we do it again?”

The butterflies went off in my stomach. “Sure.” Then, because his response was bolstering my courage…“We should make it a virtual date. Maybe Friday?”

“A virtual date.” He rolled the words over on his tongue, making them sound far more sensual than I could’ve. “I like that. Are we going to do something, or is it just to chat again?”

“Why not both?”

“That’s the spirit. All right, well, let’s see. What are our options?”

“You’re the one with all the dating experience.”

“Which means you should be the one to choose.”

That made no sense. “How do you figure that?”

“Shouldn’t first times be special? Besides, you asked me. Ball’s in your court.”

I chewed my bottom lip as I weighed my options. Most of what I knew about dates was gleaned from Hollywood. People went to movies or out for dinner. Watching a movie together was possible, syncing up to start at the same time, but that felt like an easy choice. Plus, Fisher wouldn’t want the normal. He certainly wouldn’t be satisfied with anything superficial.

What did he like to do? He spent time outside. He liked people and being around them. Those were obvious, though. I needed the less-than-obvious.

Then it hit me.

“Dinner,” I announced.

“Okay,” he said. “Where are we going?”

“We’re not. We’re going to make it. Together.”

The polite acceptance of a moment ago brightened to genuine interest as I’d hoped. Fisher had mentioned a couple times on his blog how he was trying to improve his cooking skills and how much fun he was having doing it. “Oh? How’s that going to work?”

“We’ll do it as a challenge. Like Chopped.” I’d only seen a couple episodes, mostly by accident, but Fisher referenced it whenever he talked about his own creations so I knew it was a favorite. “Each of us picks two ingredients for each course, then on Friday, we’ll call from the grocery store to find out what the other expects us to buy. Instead of getting chopped, though, we decide whose dish turned out the best by how much we enjoyed it. Best two out of three wins.”

“Wins what?”

“The choice of what we do on our second date.”

It was a bold declaration, and frankly, I had no idea how I was going to get my parents out of the house on a Friday night so I could have Fisher to myself, but now that I’d stated it aloud, I wanted it more than anything. It sounded like the perfect first date for both of us.

“With a prize like that, how can I say no? Friday night just got a lot more interesting.”

“Same here.” I poked at the screen. “Now go to sleep. I don’t want you blaming me tomorrow when you’re exhausted.”

He gave me a smart salute. “Yes, sir!”

Laughing, I shook my head I in mock disapproval. “G’night.”

“See you on Friday.”

Four words had never sounded so perfect.


Chapter 6

I have a date tonight. A first date. I’m nervous and excited and hopeful and scared and probably more emotions I’m too anxious to put a name on. In all honesty, I haven’t felt like this since the day I launched the blog. Dating’s not new territory by a long shot, but he is, in the very best possible way. He surprises me. After everything I’ve been through, I’d thought I could never be surprised again.

Do you know how good that feels? That flutter in the pit of your stomach because you know just enough to feel safe but not so much that you can predict exactly how everything will play out? It’s an adrenaline rush that hones your senses. Colors are brighter. Sounds are clearer.

We’re cooking dinner together tonight. I’m going to bet every bite tastes fantastic, even if it’s not.

My hope is that this won’t be the last time I talk about him. I know he’s reading this—and that’s another relief, knowing upfront that he’s aware of everything I’ve been through and everything I do and likes me anyway—so I know he’s going to see this as added pressure about tonight. That’s not how I intend it. I’m sharing my excitement with all my blog friends about something that is sending me into work with a huge smile on my face.

So, N…stop worrying.

* * * *

He was right. My first reaction when I woke up on Friday and saw his blog post was to start overthinking, dwelling on all the ways tonight could possibly go wrong. But then I let the magnitude of what he’d done sink in for more than a moment.

He was as excited about tonight as I was. It was important enough to him to risk sharing it with the blogosphere, complete with commentary. A few people had already chimed in by the time I got up, too. The usual early responders, from the look of it, those who watched Fisher’s back and were the first to stand up and cheer whenever he deserved it.

Keeping my fingers crossed for you!!!

Why wouldn’t he like you? All of your followers can’t be wrong, you know.

Do we get to hear all the juicy details?

I wondered how they would react if they knew the date was with one from their own ranks, or how disappointed they’d be if they knew the full extent of the arrangement. Those were questions I wouldn’t be able to answer today, though, so I let them go.

Work flew by. That was a shock. I expected the hours to drag, but I was in such a good mood, it was easy to relax and focus on the patients instead of the clock. At five, I was off-duty and on my way home to ensure the first part of my night would go off without a hitch.

Dez rang me as I pulled up in front of the house. I’d talked to her a couple times this week, but each chance I had to tell her what I’d done, I chickened out. I was too afraid of hearing her decry a virtual date as pathetic to risk losing her friendship.

“I hear you’re going to have the house to yourself tonight,” she said in lieu of hello. “Please tell me I can come and hang out. I need a serious change of scenery.”

Since my plan hinged on Janet, I didn’t have to ask how she knew. “I’m sorry, I can’t.” Mom and Dad’s cars were both in the driveway. I leaned against mine so I didn’t have this conversation inside. “I have plans.”

“Since when?”

“Since Monday.”

“You’ve had all week to tell me, and I have to hear from Grandma that she and Gramps are taking your parents to Win River?”

Though she emphasized her annoyance, the underlying hurt was unmistakable. Either I told her the truth, or I put our friendship in jeopardy. “I kind of have a date.” I heard her sharp intake of breath, poised for the explosive questions I wasn’t prepared for, so I jumped in to head her off. “I didn’t tell anybody because I kept expecting it to fall through. We just started talking, and the possibility of tonight came up, so I grabbed it.”

“That’s why you want your parents out of the house,” she said. “That makes more sense now.”

“Please don’t tell Janet.”

“Why would I tell Grandma? It’s not any of her business if you go on a date, no matter what she might think. Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell a soul.”

I exhaled in relief. I should’ve trusted Dez from the start. “Thank you.”

“My silence comes at a price, though.”

“What?” I braced for the worst.

“I want deets later. You can come pick me up tomorrow morning so we can hang all day.”

“Deal.” If the date went well, I’d have the courage to tell her the whole story. And if it didn’t…well, I’d find some way to make it funny so my disappointment wasn’t as obvious. “I gotta go,” I said when the front door opened and my parents stepped out. I gave them a little wave. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“You better.”

“Was that Janet’s granddaughter?” Mom asked as they reached their car.

Sometimes, I could’ve sworn Mom had a secret psychic gene she kept tucked away for moments such as this. “Yeah. We’re going to hang out tomorrow.”

“You should invite her over tonight. There’s plenty of food in the fridge.”

I faked a yawn. “I’d just fall asleep on her. I’m going to change and then go check out Redbox to see if there’s anything good to rent.” On impulse, I gave Mom a quick hug. “You two have fun.”

“I’ll settle for cleaning out the blackjack table,” Dad grumbled.

With a laugh, I waved them off, waiting until they were out of sight before making a break for the house. Though I changed my clothes in record time, fussing with my hair took an additional ten minutes in front of the mirror. I didn’t know how much I’d be visible on our date—we’d agreed to set up our phones on video chat to get a bigger picture of what we were doing so the other could watch if he wanted—but I still wanted to make the best impression I could.

On the way to the grocery store, I stuck in the new Bluetooth earpiece I’d express shipped from Amazon and called Fisher. He answered on the first ring.

“You there yet?” he said.

“Almost. You got your list ready?”

“Of course.”

The arrangement was, as soon as we got to the store, we emailed the other with our pairs of mystery ingredients for each of our courses. Then, we had ten minutes to find them, at which point we’d Skype with video to share the contents of our carts. We’d stay on the line for the drives home, then set up the camera as a video connection so we could talk and watch each other as we cooked.

I had no idea if it was going to work. But from the tone of his voice, we were both excited about trying it out.

After I parked, I emailed him the short message I had ready. Less than a minute later, his list came through. I laughed as soon as I saw it.

Because of regional differences, we’d agreed to keep it simple. Nothing the other couldn’t easily buy, no duplicates, and nothing over five dollars. We also couldn’t do more than one protein for the entire meal. We would’ve been screwed if one of us decided to mess with the ingredient list and our entrees turned into variations on turducken.

Fisher had still had fun with his ingredients.

Appetizer: Black licorice, eggplant

Entrée: Blue cheese, Portobello mushrooms

Dessert: Sugar ice cream cones, bacon

The list I’d sent him hadn’t been nearly as creative.

Appetizer: Raspberries, spinach

Entrée: Chicken thighs, avocado

Dessert: Dark chocolate chips, hazelnuts

The one difference we had with the show—which was going to work out better for me anyway—was having longer than a minute or two to figure out what to cook. I had all the shopping time, plus the drive home to come up with something I could both cook and would want to eat out of these.

As I sat there debating my options, a text pinged through.

And the clock starts…NOW!

“Shit!” I burst from my car and ran for the front door, garnering more than a few odd looks along the way. Ten minutes was going to go fast, though hopefully nothing would be too hard to find.

I grabbed a cart instead of a basket so I would have both hands free. Produce was first, and though the mushrooms the store had were pretty pathetic, I was on my way to meats within two minutes. Then it was the baking aisle and the dairy section where I decided it was a very good thing I wasn’t carrying a basket. They didn’t have small portions of blue cheese. The block I got was heavy.

Ice cream cones were next to the freezer section, which left me scanning the candy aisle for black licorice when my phone rang.

“Damn it,” I said under my breath. Then I spotted the bag. I let out a sigh of relief as I tossed it into my cart and answered the call.

“That was the fastest ten minutes of my life,” I said.

“Tell me about it,” Fisher replied with a laugh.

His panting was audible over the line. “Why are you out of breath?”

“Because our Publix is huge, and all the cheese is on the other end of the store from the produce.”

It was my turn to laugh. “This might be the first time I’ve ever been glad to live in a small town.”

“Are you done?”

“Yep. Ready to confirm?”

“Ready.”

We disconnected the regular call to video through Skype instead. After showing each other our groceries, we stayed on the line while we headed to the register.

“I wish I was there so we could do this in person,” Fisher surprised me by saying.

I nearly ran into a display of Cap’n Crunch as I rounded the end of the aisle. “Me, too.” The sudden emotion running through me scared me into pitching my voice lower as I glanced around to see who might be listening in. “But for the record, this is shaping up to be pretty damn awesome anyway.”

“Yeah, it is.”

We kept it light after that, with Fisher trying to goad me into sharing what I was planning on cooking and me giving him a hard time about cheating on our times. He hadn’t, at least I didn’t think he had, but the way he got so defensive just prompted me to tease him more until he finally put me in charge of the timer once we got back to our respective kitchens.

For the entire drive home, my spirits soared. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had this much fun, and we hadn’t even got to the bulk of the date yet. What would it have been like if we actually met in person?

* * * *

“You have got to write down what you did to that chicken and send me the recipe,” Fisher said. “That looked amazing.”

It had tasted pretty good, too, if I did say so myself. Though Fisher had easily won—my attempts to make a black licorice and raspberry dressing for my ratatouille had scorched one of Mom’s pans, and Fisher had made a damn chocolate cake with caramelized bacon as his dessert—I’d managed to use his ingredients to elevate the stuffed chicken thighs Mom did for Christmas Eve dinner to a brand new level. It was so good, I hadn’t even bothered to eat more than a bite of my dessert—an apple crumble with all the mystery ingredients as the topping—before going back to the second portion of chicken I’d prepared.

Now I was stuffed, which was why I was sprawled on my bed, talking to Fisher after cleaning the kitchen so Mom and Dad wouldn’t know the extent of what I’d done in there tonight.

“I’ll do it tomorrow,” I promised. “I should be out of my food coma by then.”

Fisher chuckled. He hadn’t made it to his bed like I had. He was stretched out on his couch with his laptop propped up against his knees. “That might be the only good reason for us to be on different sides of the country.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, this would be the point where I’d start thinking about making a move,” he explained. “If you’re so stuffed, you’d have to turn me down, and then I’d be all self-conscious about you not being as into me as I am into you, and then I’d probably embarrass myself trying to convince you that a second date would be totally worth it in spite of our differences. So really, you being there and me being here is for the best, because now I can’t fuck it up and you can say yes to a second date with a clear conscience.”

The last was said with a smile, but I heard the hesitation behind the teasing. “I would’ve said yes anyway. Tonight was…fantastic. Though I might think that because I don’t have something else to compare it to.”

“No, it was fantastic,” Fisher said. “And I have a lot of dates to compare it to, so you have to trust that I know what I’m talking about.”

My heart pounded. He might’ve been looking for a silver lining about this being long distance, but I’d never wanted to touch another person so badly in my entire life. “You won the bet,” I said. “Which means you get to pick what we do next. Since you’re the expert, what’s the protocol for second dates?” What I was really asking was how long I had to wait, but I didn’t dare phrase it like that without looking desperate.

It didn’t matter. He heard what I meant without having to utter the actual words. “I don’t want to wait if I don’t have to. Can I see you Sunday afternoon?”

Of all the days to pick…“I have to work.” I did my best to hide how disappointed I was, but by the way his smile faded, I don’t think I did a very good job. “What about in the evening?”

Fisher shook his head. “There’s this party I have to go to. I was hoping you could go shopping with me to find something to wear.”

I was missing watching Fisher change in and out his clothes with express opinion to appreciate it? Me and my rotten luck. “And we can’t do that tomorrow?”

Fisher shook his head. “I have to spend the day at my folks’. And I’m back to work on Monday.”

“Then I guess it’s next weekend some time.” I didn’t dare suggest a weekday date. It would be a lot harder to explain to my parents, and the later hour in Florida would restrict our options.

“Damn. That’s seven days away.”

“We can still chat this week after work, can’t we?”

“I’m counting on it.”

“And is there some reason one of those can’t be a date?”

I loved the fresh smile that bloomed on his face. “Have I mentioned tonight how much I like the way you think?” Fisher said. “Monday, eight o’clock your time, then?”

That would be eleven his time, which gave me at least two hours with him before I’d start feeling guilty about keeping him up. It wasn’t the gift of time I’d had tonight, but I had no right to ask for more.

“Sounds like a date.” My fingers trembled as I reached out and touched his jaw on my screen. “Am I going to wake up tomorrow to find another post about me on your blog?”

“Not a chance. I’m flying too high to do anything but babble for the next twenty-four hours. Sunday, on the other hand…”

I laughed. “The price for dating a big deal blogger, I guess.”

“I’m hardly a big deal.”

“You are to me.”

“Which is exactly why Sunday’s post is likely to babble anyway. Sometimes I think you’re too good to be true.”

I tried not to squirm. I still wasn’t comfortable when he turned those rose-colored glasses in my direction. “The feeling’s mutual.”

I was still touching the screen, though it was a pale comparison to what the real deal would be. When Fisher reached up and did the same, I closed my eyes to better pretend what his skin would feel like against my cheek.

“This is the only part of dating you I don’t like,” I heard Fisher say.

“Me, too,” I whispered.

“Can you do me a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Pretend I kissed you good night.”

My skin burned at the images that suddenly flooded my head. “Will do.”

I swear I felt him for hours after we finally disconnected.


Chapter 7

“Did you always want to be a sonographer?”

Tonight, we weren’t bothering with video. Fisher had called while I was cleaning up from supper, and I’d retreated to my bedroom to hide out for the night. We’d fallen into talking so fast, neither one of us brought up the idea of switching to Skype, so currently I was stretched out on top of my blankets, wearing my earpiece instead of holding onto my phone, with my eyes closed as I let his voice wash over me.

“Is this your way of asking if I have some fetish about pregnant women?” I said with a laugh.

“That’s something a gay man should know about the guy he’s interested in, don’t you think? I need to know who my competition is.”

“You have competition? How did I not know that?”

“Because your head is big enough already.”

It was getting easier to let comments like that slide. I was starting to enjoy the way he teased how insecure I could be. It all felt a little ridiculous considering how apparent his affection for me was.

“I couldn’t have told you what a sonographer was until I went to college,” I said. “But I was planning on some kind of medical tech program and it turned out I was pretty good at it.”

“What did you dream about being when you were growing up?”

“Out.”

Fisher snorted. “Didn’t we all.”

But I didn’t have an easy answer to his question. “I can’t say I ever really had aspirations about anything else,” I mused. “I guess I’ve always figured I’d be the one to take care of my parents after they retired.”

“Why?”

“Who else is going to do it?”

“You have two older brothers. Why can’t they share the burden?”

“Seth’s got a family. And David will, too, someday.”

“So could you, someday.”

“I’ve barely started dating. By the time I get around to something more permanent, I’ll be old enough to be a grandfather.”

Fisher was relentless, though. “Do you want a family?”

“Do you?” I countered.

“Yes,” he replied without hesitating.

“That was quick.”

“Because I’m sure. What’s the point of waffling if you know what you want?”

A month ago, I could’ve made a solid argument in defense of indecision. Now, after experiencing the benefits of random acts of bravery, I’d be a hypocrite telling him he was wrong.

“For what it’s worth, I think you’d be a pretty amazing father,” Fisher said. “But I can tell I’m scaring you with all this family talk, so I’ll let it go.”

And he did. Which I was grateful for.

But it didn’t mean I stopped thinking about what he’d asked of me.

* * * *

“Why do you want a family so badly?” I asked him on Tuesday.

Fisher sighed. I felt a little guilty springing the question on him today. When he’d called me after work, he’d sounded exhausted. Then he’d told me what a bitch of a day it had been which proved he was as tired as I’d thought. I should’ve let him go to get some sleep, but he didn’t seem in any hurry to get off the phone and frankly, I was hungry for more of him.

“Promise not to laugh?”

Why would I ever laugh? “Of course.”

“There’s the usual. I love kids. I love all the tradition that comes with holidays. But the real reason is…I’m terrified of being alone.”

As hard as it was to imagine Fisher scared of anything, I believed him. “Look at how big your family already is, though. You’d always have them.”

“To a degree,” he conceded. “I know it’s silly—”

“It’s not.”

“It was being in the hospital that drove it home. People were always visiting, but I spent a lot of hours on my own or with the hospital staff. Did I tell you they made me see a psychiatrist while I was there?”

“No.”

“I never blogged about it. Part of me is still a little ashamed.”

“Why? You went through a major trauma.”

“Because I never told my family I continued seeing Dr. Mohr after she decided I was dealing with the loss okay. It was just such a relief to be able to unload without having to feel like I was burdening someone. She helped me cope with how lonely I got without having my brothers there, or the other firefighters. That’s when I realized I felt safest when I was surrounded by other people.”

And he was still trying out this long distance dating thing with me? That was a huge sacrifice on his part. Nothing to keep him company but the sound of my voice and an impersonal video feed.

But he was still doing it. For me.

I must’ve been quiet too long after this revelation because he spoke up first. “I told you it was silly.”

“It’s not.” It came out as a force of breath, my vehemence startling me into sitting up. This felt like too important a conversation to have lying down. “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me.”

His soft breath over the line helped to calm my racing heart. “I feel like I can talk to you about anything. Is that weird considering we haven’t known each other that long?”

“I don’t know. I don’t have anything to compare it to.” I didn’t want to leave my lame joke as my only answer, though, so I added, “If it helps, the same goes for me. I think some people just click, regardless of circumstances. You and me, we click. That’s all I need to know.”

“Maybe we knew each other in a previous life.”

His tone was lightening. “Maybe on our second date, we should both go see hypnotists who can make us remember who we were to each other.”

“Oh, no, you don’t. I won that bet. I’m the one who gets to decide what we’re doing. Them’s the rules.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t figured out how to top Chopped yet. But I will, just give me time.”

“Whatever it takes.”

* * * *

Wednesday night was a bust. If I didn’t stick with Mom’s routine with the lottery, she would’ve demanded to know what could be more important. Fisher was sweet and understanding about it, but it was still tough. Especially when I went to bed and found a video message from him wishing me good night.

Thursday night, he was the one to bow out. His text begged me to forgive him, but he had an emergency come up at work and he couldn’t get out of it. I tried tooling around online to distract myself when watching TV with my parents didn’t work, but I gave up at nine and called it an early night.

At midnight, my phone beeped.

I woke up at once, but fell back asleep almost right away. My dreams had been too good to ignore. It was the second reminder beep that went off two minutes later that finally got me reaching for my phone on the nightstand.

The words blurred. I had to squint to see it was a text from Fisher.

You up?

My fingers were still asleep because I didn’t recognize the words I typed in. I had to delete them all and start over.

I’m here.

Can we talk?

My instincts said yes, but the familiar sounds of my house as it slept reminded me I wasn’t alone. Chat?

I was hoping to see you.

I wanted to see him, too, but too much noise could wake up my parents. That would make for an awkward conversation if they came and knocked on my door.

On the other hand, I was an adult, and if I wasn’t being disruptive, it shouldn’t matter if I had a call in the middle of the night.

Parents sleeping, so can’t be loud.

No making you laugh. Got it.

A minute later, I had headphones on and my laptop open on the bed beside me. I answered Fisher’s call on the first ring and was immediately greeted by the sight of his bare chest.

My intake of breath must’ve been audible. Fisher grimaced and ran his hand over his wet hair. “Sorry, I just got out of the shower. I wasn’t thinking. Gimme a sec, I’ll grab a shirt.”

“No,” I said a little too fast. I didn’t want to make him uncomfortable, and it wasn’t like I hadn’t seen his muscled torso before. It was just that with my defenses down, it was hard not to get slapped in the face with how hot he was. Though my mouth was dry, I smiled in hopes he’d realize I wasn’t offended. “I like the view. It’d be a shame to cover it up.”

Fisher relaxed. He sat at a desk, the familiar sight of his couch in the dim background. “You could always even the playing field by taking yours off.”

“Nah, I like leaving you wanting more.” Truth be told, I wasn’t ready for that yet. “What’s up? Everything okay?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine. I was just thinking of you when I was in the shower, so I decided to take a chance that you’d still be up.” His gaze roamed over me. “Except you weren’t, were you? You have pillow marks on your cheek.”

I touched them automatically, though my body was warming up to the idea that he’d been thinking about me when he’d been wet and soapy. “I wouldn’t have answered your text if it was a problem.”

“You look adorable half-awake.”

“Fully awake.”

“Still adorable.”

Resting my cheek on my pillow, I regarded him through heavy lids. “You called me in the middle of the night because of your overwhelming need to expound on my adorableness? How did I get so lucky?”

Fisher chuckled. “Remember that when you’re dragging your feet in the morning. I’d prefer to stay on your good side for at least another week.”

His specific time frame was both intriguing and alarming. “What happens in a week? Or is your work messing with Saturday?” I kept my fingers crossed it wasn’t the latter. It already felt like we’d been waiting forever and a day for date number two to get on the books. The longer it took to come, the more afraid I got that it would never happen at all.

“That’s why I’ve been thinking about you all night. What would you say if we had our second date in Los Angeles instead of online?”

I was struck dumb at his suggestion. In spite of being in the same state, Los Angeles had always felt like another world away, removed from everything I understood about how life worked. Add on the fact that I’d considered our virtual dating an insurmountable obstacle to ever getting to see him in the flesh, and I had no idea what to say.

“I know I’m springing this on you,” Fisher said when I didn’t speak up right away. “But that emergency tonight I told you about? Basically, it all boiled down to the reality that I was trying to problem-solve an issue long distance where it’s too easy to miss people who can actually make decisions. So I made a joke that maybe it would be better if I had boots on the ground in L.A. to get it done, and my boss surprised the hell out of me by saying, ‘Go for it.’”

“When are you going?” I managed to squeak out.

“I’m on a redeye Saturday night, so I can meet up with some vendors Sunday afternoon. I tried to book it for later, but that defeated the purpose of going.”

So the answer to my question was yes, work was messing with our scheduled date. The loss would’ve stung if Fisher hadn’t jumped to try and fix it. “You want me to come down to L.A. and meet up with you?”

“Can you?” he asked. “I know it’s short notice, and you’d have to find someone to cover for you at work if you’re on the schedule, but I’m really hoping we can make this happen. Even if it turns out you can only come for an afternoon and we sit at the airport for two hours because you have to turn around and get right back on a plane.” He leaned forward, his earnest features filling the screen. “Don’t we deserve to find out if what we’re feeling works in the real world, too? Not that our Chopped date wasn’t amazing, but I’m dying to see you face to face without a computer screen in the way. Aren’t you?”

Fisher already had to know the answer to that, though maybe he needed me to say it aloud. “Definitely.” That didn’t mean I wasn’t scared. I was suddenly terrified. Every fear I’d ever had about talking to guys in real life felt all too real again, images of how tongue-tied I got when the possibility of flirting presented itself flooding my head.

Fisher’s eyes softened. “I wish you saw yourself like I do.”

My cheeks felt like I’d set a match to them. “I guess I’m worried it’ll all fall apart.”

“Does it help to hear that I am, too?”

A little. “What if I sit there and just stare at you for two hours because I can’t think of anything to say?”

“Talking gets in the way of kissing anyway.”

I snorted. “It’s not that easy, you know. There’s a reason you were my very first date.”

“Look, I’d like to think we’re friends, too, am I right?” When I nodded, he smiled. “And if it turns out you’re not attracted to me in person, there’s nothing to say we can’t just hang out as friends instead of making it a date. It’s not that hard, Noah. Stop overanalyzing all of it, and think of it as another act of bravery. We both know you’re a pro at those.”

Hardly a pro, but he had a point. Dating Fisher had always seemed beyond my reach, and look at where we were now. All because I’d taken a risk. If I went down to L.A. and he changed his mind—because I had no idea what world he lived in that he believed for a second I would be the one to turn him down—getting to hang with him as friends was hardly a loss. Disappointing, sure, but let’s face it, my whole life had prepared me for it.

“What days are you looking at?” I asked.

“I fly back on Wednesday, but I’ll be free Monday and Tuesday evenings after I get done with work.”

“I’ll have to check my schedule at the hospital.”

“I know.”

“And flights.”

“Whatever it takes.”

“I’m not guaranteeing anything.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to, especially when I’ve sprung this on you in the middle of the night.”

“What if I can’t make it? Do I still get a second date?” I held my breath in fear of his response.

“Noah…” He reached for something out of view. When he sat back again, he had his phone in his hands, his fingers flying over the screen. “I’m sending you something. Hang on.”

I had to roll over to grab my phone from my nightstand. It vibrated as I picked it up. Image received from Fisher. I clicked it open.

It was a screenshot of a chat window between Fisher and some guy named Alden. From the look of it, Alden was thanking Fisher, to which Fisher’s response was, I get to see my guy. I should be the one thanking you.

“Does that look like I’m going to miss out on our second date?” Fisher asked. “I don’t care where it happens. Online, L.A., the moon…doesn’t matter. Our first date was too awesome to give up on us just because we might hit a speed bump getting to the second one. If we can’t make L.A. happen, we’ll get to it one way or another.”

Shame washed through me. I should’ve had more trust in Fisher. He’d been straight with me from the beginning, and I returned that by doubting him.

“I’m going to do everything I can to get there,” I said, hoping it would make up for my lack of faith.

Fisher set aside his phone to focus on me again. “It’ll happen.”

He sounded so sure. His optimism was infectious.


Chapter 8

“This shouldn’t be this hard!”

I was about ready to throw my laptop through the window. Finding a way to spend more than five minutes in Los Angeles was proving impossible. It didn’t matter what flight I looked at or on what day. None of the logistics were working in my favor.

It had started out so well, too. I’d gone into work early to check out how flexible the schedule could be and hit pay dirt when I found Marianne doing the same thing.

“David surprised me with tickets to see Wynonna Judd on Saturday,” she’d said. “I don’t suppose you’d switch your day off with me, would you? You can even have both of mine if you want.”

Both equated to Tuesday and Friday, and while Friday wouldn’t do me much good in regards to L.A., having Tuesday off could get me there, no problem.

I found out when I got home to start looking for flights that it wasn’t as easy as I’d hoped. My difficulties came in trying to get back in time to make my shift on Wednesday morning. I couldn’t get a flight to the closest airport to Coughlin because it was so tiny. I could get a flight to San Francisco, but it took six hours to get home from the Bay Area, which would mean practically no sleep before I went into the hospital. I was good at my job, but I wasn’t arrogant enough to think I should do it after an all-nighter.

A knock came at my closed bedroom door. “You okay in there?” Mom called out.

“Fine!” I yelled back, then scowled at my screen. “Not fine,” I muttered under my breath.

“Dad asked for some ice cream. You want some?”

Drown my frustrations in sugar? Sounded great. It would come with a price, though, and I couldn’t handle Mom’s curiosity on top of everything else. “No thanks!”

“Sure? I brought home some moose tracks.”

“I’m sure, Mom!” I needed to fix this on my own. I was a grown man. Going out for ice cream would admit defeat.

Timing was my nemesis. Well, that, and being stuck miles away from anywhere so that getting to an airport took more time than the actual flight. If I was going to be stuck in a car, it was almost better to drive the whole way back from L.A. At least then I’d be able to get a few hours of sleep, even if I did lose my mind along the way.

If only L.A. was closer…

That’s when it hit me. Snatching up my phone, I rang Fisher’s number, not looking at the time until after it started to ring. Shit. I hope he wasn’t in the middle of last minute prep for his flight tomorrow.

“Hey,” Fisher said, too brightly for him to be annoyed.

“I’ve got a question for you.”

“Okay, what?”

“Is there any way you can fly out of San Francisco instead of Los Angeles on Wednesday?” I detailed the difficulties I was having trying to get flights to work out. “But if I don’t have to wait so long to get on the road, we could have three or four hours in San Francisco instead of not getting to meet up at all.”

“If you drive, what time could you get there on Tuesday?”

“As early as nine or ten, if I’m willing to go to bed early and leave at three in the morning. Why?”

“Let me call you back. I’m going to check some things out.”

He hung up before I could say anything more, leaving me twiddling my thumbs, anxious to have an answer one way or another.

I jumped when another knock came at my door.

“We’re going to watch a movie,” Mom said on the other side. “Why don’t you come out and watch it with us?”

Never before had I wished that I lived somewhere else as much as I did now. Bolting from my chair, I went over to my door, yanked it open, and snapped, “Can I just be left alone tonight? Please?”

She paled at my harsh tone and took a step back. Her mouth opened to say something, then shut again as she steeled against my peevishness. “You know where to find us if you change your mind,” she ultimately said and whirled on her heel to march out of view down the hall.

I shut the door harder than I intended. Halfway to my bed, it opened again.

Dad loomed on the threshold. He jabbed a thick finger right at me. If he’d been in touching distance, it would’ve gone straight into my sternum and hurt like a bitch. “I did not raise you to speak to your mother that way.”

In the back of my mind, I knew he was right, but I was still too irritated to react well. “She kept interrupting. I told her I was fine.”

“Then that’s what you say. Not any of this snotty-nose shit that make you sound like you’re fourteen.” He scowled. “What’s got into you today?”

I turned my back on him before he could read too much in my face. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

“So much it kicked all the good manners out of your head to make room for ‘em? Get out there and apologize.”

He wasn’t going to leave before I did as he said, so I scooped up my phone and shoved it in my pocket to follow him out to the living room. “Sorry, Mom,” I said as soon as I saw her. She sat in her chair, her lap buried beneath the baby afghan she was knitting for Seth and Lisa. When she wouldn’t even look up at me when I entered, I felt even guiltier. “I’m waiting on a call that’s got me all distracted. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

She shrugged, though her shoulders seemed to relax a little. “Was that why you were so quiet during dinner?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t want to go into details until I knew for sure what was happening. “If I get it sorted, I’ll come out, okay?”

Another shrug without meeting my eyes. Dad jerked his head toward my room, giving me permission to leave.

My phone rang as I reached my door, but I waited until I’d slipped inside to answer. “Well?”

“How would you like to have more than a couple hours in San Francisco with me?”

I grinned. Fisher sounded all kinds of pleased with himself. “So it works?”

“I moved my Tuesday afternoon meeting to breakfast, so I can be on a plane to San Francisco before noon. That’ll get me in around one.”

“And if I pick you up at the airport, we’ll have even more time.” It was happening. Somehow, some way, it was actually happening. I couldn’t sit down with all the excitement now coursing through me and paced back and forth from my door to the desk and back again. “Have you ever been to San Francisco? What do you want to do?”

“Nope, never been. Since this is my date to arrange, I’ll google to see what looks good. Any phobias or allergies I need to worry about?”

I laughed. “Nothing that should get in the way of our date.”

“Oooh, now I’m curious.”

“I’ve been creeped out by toads and frogs ever since high school biology and my lab partner thought it would be funny to put extra frog parts in my backpack for me to find later.”

“Yuck. Did you at least kick his ass afterward?”

“Do I really strike you as the kind of guy who’d do that?” Not to mention, my lab partner had been a girl named Sheila who would’ve turned anything I did around to make me look like I was harassing her instead. “Just remember that I have to get back on the road by seven or eight so I can grab a few hours of sleep here before I go into work, okay?”

“And sleeping here would be out of the question?”

The hope in his query sounded like the little voice in the back of my head that was begging me to blow off work completely, but as much as I wanted to cater to both of them, I knew the guilt would come back to bite me. “If things go as good as I want them to, I’m not sure either one of us would actually get any sleep,” I countered. “And unlike you, I can’t take a nap on my trip home to make up for it.”

“Damn. Well, can’t fault me for trying.”

No, in fact, he got major points for bringing it up in the first place. “Send me your flight details once you’ve made the change. I’ll pick you up.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“A good plan.”

“An excellent plan.” I could hear his smile. “G’night.”

I hung up, but my euphoria at what was to come was dampened when I remembered Mom’s reaction to my apology. Now that my tension was gone, it was easy to admit I’d been a jerk to her for no good reason. She hadn’t done anything differently tonight than she had on other Friday nights when I was stuck at home in my room instead of out with friends. While I wasn’t ready to tell them the extent of how much things had changed, I was more than capable of treating them with the respect they deserved.

Muting my phone, I went back out to the living room and found them watching some rom-com with Sandra Bullock, though neither one of my parents seemed to be paying attention to the TV. Dad had pulled the coffee table in front of his chair to work on some engine piece he had dismantled, while Mom was still focused on the afghan.

“That’s going to look really nice when it’s done,” I said, hovering at her shoulder.

She stopped knitting and smoothed out a finished section over her leg to better show off the pattern. White sailboats floated on a blue and pink background. “It’s not too bad,” she agreed.

“Is the pink in case it’s a girl?”

“No, because it’s pretty with the blue and the white.”

“Seth’ll complain if it turns out to be a boy.”

She harrumphed and picked up her needles again. “That’s Seth’s problem, then.”

I grinned, not because I liked the idea of my older brother having to deal with his old-fashioned ideas on gender roles—though I did—but because I loved Mom’s no-nonsense attitude on the subject when it came to this baby. When she’d picked out the pattern, I’d mentioned the potential problem of the boat motif if Seth’s prayers for a son weren’t answered. Her response had been to sniff and point out that he’d married a woman who would live on a boat given the choice, so if anyone should be worried about his reaction to it, it should be his wife.

“Did you get the call you were waiting for?” Mom asked carefully as I curled up in the corner of the couch closest to her La-Z-Boy.

I took a deep breath. If I showed any nerves, they’d both pick up on it and ask questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. “Yes. I need to talk to you about it.”

For the first time since she’d knocked on my door, she glanced in my direction. A tiny line appeared between her eyebrows. “Is something wrong?”

“No, no, everything’s fine,” I was swift to assure. “It was just a friend.”

“Dez?”

“No, someone else.” I couldn’t use her as a cover without talking to her first. “His name’s Fisher.”

Her frown deepened. “Is that someone you know from work?”

His name was too unusual for me to say yes. If she was so inclined, she’d be able to check on that and find out I was lying before any of us went to bed tonight. This required a different kind of lie.

“I met him through Dez.” Which was a huge stretch of the truth. Dez’s bleach job had been the impetus for us to start talking regularly. “He was hoping we could hang out when he’s in San Francisco next week since he doesn’t know anybody there.”

“And he asked you?”

“We’ve been talking a lot,” I said in response to the question she really meant, the classic Mom-worry why would you accept a near stranger’s invitation. “We just really hit it off, and he knows how boring it is up here so he thought it would be a great way for both of us to have some fun.”

She looked unconvinced. “Why’s he in San Francisco?”

“Work. He’s in public relations.”

“Which means he knows how to sell shit,” Dad muttered.

“It’s not like that,” I argued. “He didn’t even start out in PR. He used to be a firefighter.”

“Used to?”

I was bordering on telling too much, but Mom had better odds playing the lottery than I had that either one of my parents would do a Google search on ex-firefighters and find the whole story. “He got hurt a few years ago, so he was forced to quit. That’s another reason he’d rather not do the city all by himself. I’ll have the car to drive him around so he doesn’t have to walk everywhere.”

Part of me was ashamed for using Fisher’s accident to paint him in a weaker light, but if Mom thought I was being a Good Samaritan, she’d accept my absence a lot more easily. It was the act of a coward, not the bravery Fisher seemed to think I possessed in spades, but he would never find out if I had anything to say about it.

“That’s a long drive,” Mom said. “Do you have the time off?”

My heart raced. She was easing back. “Just the one day. I’ll leave extra early and come back that night.” Because I knew how rushed that sounded, especially for someone I’d supposedly never met before, I added, “I’m excited about seeing the city. I know it’s only a few hours, but like you said, I never really get to go anywhere. A little break is better than no break at all, right?”

Dad half-snorted in amusement. We both knew I’d just won by throwing Mom’s desire for me to have a vacation into the mix. In reality, all three of us understood they couldn’t really forbid me to do anything. I was a grown man. I contributed financially to the household. The worst that would happen is we’d all fight about this for months to come and add unnecessary tension to the family.

None of us really wanted that, though. Mom liked her routine, and I wanted to make my parents happy. It was best all around if this was seen as acceptable by all parties involved.

God forbid they ever found out the whole truth about why I was going. But I’d cross that bridge if I ever got to it.

“Make sure Dad takes a look at your car before you go.” As she resumed knitting, her needles clicked together, putting the final punctuation onto the discussion. “The last thing you need is to break down halfway there.”

I tried to hide my smile as I agreed to the maintenance. My good mood still soared when Dad demanded I come to the station after work the next couple days to go over some basic car mechanics. Getting grease under my nails was a small price to pay for what was to come. Hell, I’d sit through a month of Dad’s lectures on catalytic converters to go—though Fisher would probably laugh his ass off at that because even though I’d grown up in a house where working on cars was practically a family requirement, I had no clue what a catalytic converter was supposed to do. Or where it was. Or what it looked like.

But if it was the only thing standing in my way of Fisher and San Francisco, I’d turn into the world’s leading expert if I had to.

Fisher was worth it.


Chapter 9

Saying Dez knew Fisher created one, very specific problem.

I had to tell her everything.

At ten o’clock on Saturday night, we sat in my car in the McDonald’s parking lot, surrounded by the smells of oil from my time spent at the station after my shift, vinegar from the extra pickles she’d ordered on her Big Mac, and the large black coffee I was sipping to try and stay awake. When I’d texted her this morning and asked to hang out tonight, she’d jumped at the chance.

Am I finally going to get the deets on your big date last week?

All the PG-rated ones.

And more since I’d added her into the mix. I knew this locale was not what she’d been expecting, though. But where else could I confess? I didn’t want to risk being overheard, so both our homes were out. So was anyplace public. This way, at least she got some food out of the deal.

“Time to quit stalling.” Twisting sideways, she leaned against the car door to face me, sipping at her vanilla shake. “Deets. Now.”

My throat was too dry, in spite of the large Diet Coke I’d just downed. I was doing this. I was telling someone, live and in person, that I was gay. No more stalling. No more excuses.

Except her direct gaze erased the script I’d memorized. The best I could manage was to fumble for my phone, pull up the blog to find a headshot, and thrust it toward her. “That’s Fisher.”

She leaned forward and grinned. “Nice ass.”

Startled, I yanked the phone back. Shit. I’d accidentally touched the screen when I turned it around and switched to the main page where his most recent photo was posted.

“Sorry about that,” I mumbled. This was not going well. At all. Why did I ever think I could do this? And if I couldn’t tell Dez, I had to be deluding myself that I’d actually drive all the way to San Francisco to meet someone.

Not someone. Fisher.

I could do this.

I took a deep breath.

“Fisher is who I sent the picture you took of my hair to. He lives in Florida.”

“Oh.” Her brows pulled together into a frown. “I thought this was about your date.”

“It is.” Apparently, I’d been wrong that Dez had figured it out. She’d been expecting someone else. Here went nothing. “It was with him.”

Dez didn’t blink. “How? I talked to you that afternoon. Is he in town for a while?”

“It was a virtual date,” I explained, but my brain was tripping over what she’d said. Her confusion stemmed from his location, not his gender. She’d taken that in without a single flinch. “You’re not surprised it’s a guy?”

“Considering I’m pansexual, I’d be a pretty big hypocrite if I started judging anyone else on who they’re dating. Trust me. Hypocrisy is not my jam.”

“But I’m not out.”

“I figured that. But so? You like guys. Big whoop. Is he into you?”

I thought back to all the strings we’d had to rearrange to meet in person and felt the familiar glow return to the pit of my stomach. “Yeah.”

“Then that’s all that matters. Now come on, I’ve been waiting forever to hear what happened. Gimme something to make this backwater berg more interesting.”

So I told her. Everything. Starting with how I’d found the blog all the way through our first chats and how the date had gone. She laughed at the funny bits, listened to the good parts, and grilled me when I tried to skim over anything embarrassing. By the time I was done, I felt empty, but in the best way possible, like all the fears that had been festering inside me had been temporarily scooped out and replaced with air.

“I told you you were hot,” she announced when I was done. “You should’ve believed me.”

I laughed. “That might be the best ‘I told you so’ anyone’s ever said to me.”

“So what’s next? I’m assuming date dos is in the planning stage.”

“Yes.” Now came the tricky part. “He’s currently on a plane to L.A. for work stuff, but when he’s done, he’s flying up to San Francisco. I’m going to drive down on Tuesday so we can meet up for a few hours.”

Her eyes brightened. “This is a flesh and blood date? Fantastic!”

I flushed. “I think so, too.”

“If you’re not out, how’d you explain to your parental units about the road trip?”

“I…kind of told them Fisher was just a friend, but that I’d met him through you. Which isn’t a huge leap,” I rushed to add when she immediately frowned again. “You dyed my hair. You’re the one who gave me the nerve to send it to him. I wouldn’t be going if it wasn’t for you.”

“Doubtful,” she said. “I might’ve been the match, but the fuel was all you. All right. What time are we leaving? I need to tell Grandma so she doesn’t call me in as a missing person when I’m not there for supper.”

Maybe she’d misunderstood. “You don’t need to go to sell the story. Mom and Dad believed me.”

“Still going.”

I knew she was bored in town, but this was taking it a step too far. “It’s my date.”

“And you’re my friend. Look. This is how I see it. I’m sure Fisher’s a great guy, but the fact is, you two haven’t met in person. Anything could happen, and I’d be a pretty sucky friend if I let you walk into a situation that you weren’t completely sure about.” She held up her hand as I opened my mouth to protest. “No buts. If you were going to a bar to meet him in person for the first time, I’d be making the same demand. You need back-up. You don’t know anyone else in San Francisco, and your folks know jack about who you’re meeting or where you’re going to be. What if something happened? It doesn’t even have to be about Fisher. That’s a long-ass drive to San Francisco. You could get into a car accident and nobody would be the wiser. The smart move is to take someone along, and since I’m both the only one who knows the whole story, and apparently the only reason you’re even going, that someone has to be me.”

She had a point. A lot of them, actually. My experience with dating was exactly one night, so if Dez said friends watched each other’s backs like that, I had to take her word for it. Plus, it was a long drive. She’d make the time go faster. She’d help me stay awake for the trip back, too, as well as provide a sounding board to dissect everything that happened.

“Fine,” I said. “You win.”

She shot me a brilliant smile. “Of course, I do. So what time do we hit the road, Jack?”

* * * *

Adding Dez in the mix made the whole lie about her involvement easier to live with. Nobody questioned her presence at the house when she stopped by to get Dad’s impromptu car maintenance lecture. Janet cornered me in the break room and thanked me for keeping Dez in a good mood. Even Fisher expressed approval about her addition when I told him on Sunday night.

“I’m glad you have someone to support you when I’m not around,” he said. “Will I get a chance to meet her?”

“That’s a guarantee. She’s demanded first inspection rights.”

He laughed. “Then I better be on my best behavior.”

“She’s going to love you.”

“She’s not the one I really want to impress.”

My heart choked in my throat. “Two more days.”

“I can’t wait.”

With all his work responsibilities, we didn’t have another chance to speak before I left. I received a late night text on Monday, with a countdown clock and a smiley face, but after that, it was radio silence. I didn’t even get a text on the drive to San Francisco, letting me know he was leaving L.A.

I wanted to call. I knew I couldn’t. To say I was grumpy was an understatement.

Dez helped. She played navigator for me. She chattered nonstop about all the places in San Francisco we should see, as if we were going to be there for six weeks instead of six hours. She played her favorite music, then let me share some of mine without judging me for my pop tastes.

Dez was a godsend. She kept my brain from imploding. I’m not sure what kind of mood I would’ve arrived at SFO in if she hadn’t been there.

We parked in the short-term garage and hiked our way inside. Arrivals was in the middle of all the baggage carousels, but according to the information board, Fisher’s plane was running late. It wouldn’t land for another twenty minutes. My anxiety twisted into brand new knots. Not the easy to undo square knot. Oh, no, my stomach was a mess of constrictor knots, the nearly impossible kind Dad used to store things in the shed. The only way to open those was with a knife.

I was never going to make it.

“Come on.” Grabbing my arm, Dez started hauling me toward a coffee stand near the doors. “I’m dying for a mocha.”

The last thing I needed was caffeine to make me even more jittery, but I let Dez buy me a bottled water before finding seats that gave us a view of the escalators.

“He’s going to love you.” She licked at her whipped cream. “And if he doesn’t, he’s an idiot.”

I didn’t have the energy to argue with her. Now that we were actually here, it was getting all too real. I was going to see Fisher. He was going to see me. No more hiding behind a computer screen or in my room. For better or worse, my life was never going to be the same.

“Plane’s landed.”

Dez startled me out of my head, as much because of what she said as her quiet tone. It took a moment for her words to actually sink in, but when they did, I jumped to my feet.

“Be right back.”

I bolted for the bathrooms on the far wall without looking behind me. This was my last chance to make sure I looked okay, that I didn’t have sesame seeds stuck in my teeth from my burger at lunchtime, that the hair I’d fussed with eight hours ago retained some semblance of style. Though I’m sure Dez would’ve said something if I’d asked—or even if I hadn’t—I needed to see with my own eyes that Fisher wouldn’t be meeting a freak.

The reflection that greeted me in the restroom wasn’t as bad as I feared. The way my eyes glittered looked more like excitement than nerves, and the sweater and jeans I’d specifically chosen not to get wrinkled from hours in the car had held up their end of the bargain. Even my teeth looked fine. Fisher had seen me look a lot worse. This was one aspect I didn’t have to panic over.

I was more in control when I walked out, even at the sight of more people coming down the escalators. Dez still sat at the table, but her gaze kept jumping back and forth between the new arrivals and the bathroom I’d disappeared into. When our eyes met, she relaxed and gave me a thumbs up.

I positioned myself off to the side, so I’d have a good view of everyone before they reached the bottom. So many questions bounced around my skull. Would he see me first? Would he recognize me? Would I recognize him? Pictures and video were entirely different than real life. What if he’d gotten a haircut since I last saw him? Or was wearing sunglasses? What if he walked right by me and neither one of us recognized each other?

Then there he was. And all my doubts fled.

He was near the top of the escalator, dressed in jeans and a striped polo that stretched tantalizingly across his broad chest, with a lightweight messenger bag hanging from his left shoulder. He’d shaved this morning—we’d videoed enough for me to know how quickly his beard grew when he didn’t—but the hair on his arms did nothing to hide his muscles, and the peek I got at his open collar stole my breath.

Oh, yeah, attraction was not going to be a problem on my end. At all.

As his gaze swept the waiting crowd, I straightened and lifted my hand in greeting. The motion caught his eye, and the joyous smile that erupted in my direction shattered the last of my fears. This was Fisher. There wasn’t a disingenuous bone in his body. When he said he was excited about this meeting, he’d meant it. I was a fool to ever try reading it differently.

We moved together as he came off the escalator. I had daydreamed how this moment would play out numerous times, everything from handshakes to awkward silences to the one outlandish scenario where he dropped everything he carried to catch my face in his hands and kiss me. Now that time had overtaken my fantasies, I didn’t even think as I lifted my arms for a hug.

Fisher did the same. He wrapped around me as I did him, and we held on while the world passed around us.

Turned out, I was taller than him by a couple inches, so I bent my head a fraction to breathe him all the way in. The scent of his cologne and a tinge of sweat emanated from his skin, and my mouth immediately watered. It was too soon for a kiss, but damn did I want one. The rest of my body was interested in a lot more, too. I had to pull away before I embarrassed myself and poked him with something that wasn’t my finger or grabbed onto something he’d rather I didn’t.

“How was your flight?” I asked when we pulled apart. I shoved my hands into my pockets before they turned traitor on me.

“Short, thankfully. We got delayed taking off because of a back-up on the runway.” His grin widened. “Part of me can’t believe you’re really here.”

I had a momentary sense of panic. “I texted you this morning that we’d left. Didn’t you get it?”

“Oh, yeah, but that’s not what I meant. It’s still all a little surreal for me.” He glanced around. “Where’s Dez? I thought she’d be on guard already.”

“Finishing her coffee.” Fisher didn’t have any hand luggage other than the bag slung over his shoulder. “Your flight’s coming in on carousel three. I’ll grab Dez so we can get your suitcase.”

The three of us had a few minutes before the alarm rang to announce the luggage coming through. I let Dez go at it while I hung back. Fisher didn’t seem to mind the interrogation, but most of it was fairly innocuous anyway. Most of her questions were about his work and what he’d thought of Los Angeles.

When Fisher had his bag, we headed toward the exit. That was when I noticed the limp for the first time. Fisher hitched the smallest of fractions when putting his weight on his right leg. He was still chatting with Dez like nothing hurt, but that didn’t mean anything. Shit. I should’ve thought about it before parking so far away. He shouldn’t make it worse with more walking.

“Why don’t I get the car and bring it around?” I said as we stepped outside.

Fisher frowned. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Actually, I’d love the chance to talk to you without Noah in earshot,” Dez said. I could’ve kissed her. Whether she understood my motivation for bringing the car to them or not, she was saving my ass here. She pointed to a bench. “We’ll wait there for you.”

It took ten minutes for me to get the car, pay, and circle around to pick them up. Dez stood first when she spotted the car, but hung back when I hopped out to open the trunk for Fisher.

“I’ll call you at six to tell you where to pick me up in the city,” she said.

“Wait.” That hadn’t been the plan. “It was your idea to come.”

“And I’ve done my due diligence.” She shooed us away. “Go. Have fun. And keep your ringer on so you don’t forget all about me.”

With a wink and a wave, she was gone, leaving me and Fisher standing next to the car.

“What did you two talk about while I was gone?” I asked.

Fisher smiled. “Family secrets. Now you heard the girl. Let’s go have fun.”


Chapter 10

“Where to?”

I took it slow as I pulled away from the curb. In spite of all our discussion, Fisher had never told me where exactly our second date would be. I hadn’t pressed. The surprise was part of the fun, or at least, that was what I’d thought before seeing him in person.

“I was afraid you were going to ask me that,” he replied with a laugh.

I refused to pay attention to my stomach’s sudden pitch sideways. “Why? Did something happen?”

“You could say that. I had all these plans about going out to the Embarcadero for some sightseeing and seafood, but now that I’ve got you all to myself, I kind of want to keep it that way. So I’m torn. Do I stick with the original plan where we’ll probably have a lot of fun but the hours fly by and then we have to say goodbye? Or do we find someplace quiet to go instead where we can focus on the time we get with each other without any outside distractions?”

“Are you asking my opinion?” I said carefully.

He smiled at me. “As long as you don’t think it’s breaking our rule of who picks what.”

The rules meant nothing to me. Fisher did.

“Someplace quiet.”

“Then let me get the directions.” His fingers flew over his phone. “I found this place when I was looking for ideas, but I thought it might be too weird for a second date.”

“But it’s okay if we want quiet?”

“It’s a park. It’ll be perfect for us.”

I couldn’t resist teasing. “Because we’re weird.”

“I prefer the word ‘unusual.’” He gestured toward the road in front of us. “Just drive. You’ll understand when we get there.”

He directed me to the highway and north toward the city, but apparently, his “unusual” park was outside Berkeley on the other side of the bay. It gave us plenty of time to talk, though when I asked about how his work had gone, Fisher changed the subject back to me. His questions were light, his jokes plenty, but more than once, I caught him staring wistfully out the window, his thoughts somewhere else other than in the car.

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” I said. We were in the middle of San Francisco, on our way to the Bay Bridge that would take us across the water. “The exit for the Embarcadero is up ahead.”

Fisher frowned. “Why would you think I’ve changed my mind?”

“You seem…distracted.” If something was wrong, I wanted to know now rather than later. He’d been too attentive for me to think it had something to do with me, but that didn’t mean my head didn’t go there anyway. “Is something wrong?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Since when am I the easy one to read?” But his voice held no condemnation, just an amused resignation that I’d caught him out. “Nothing’s really wrong. It’s just…work stuff.”

Hearing it wasn’t me wasn’t the relief I needed it to be. Fisher obviously didn’t want to talk about it, so by all rights, I should let it go. But whatever it was, it was eating at him. I’d be a pretty bad friend if I didn’t help him through it.

“Did something go wrong?” I tried.

“No, everything went great. That’s the problem.”

“How is that a problem?”

His hesitation was a sign of how difficult this was for him. What right did I have to push him like this? But before I could tell him to never mind, he said, “They offered me a promotion. I had to turn them down.”

But Fisher loved his job. “Why?”

“Because it means relocating, and I’m not ready for that.” With a sigh, he leaned his head against the seat. “I’m well aware of what a hypocrite that makes me. That’s why I wasn’t going to mention it. I didn’t want you to think less of me.”

As far as I was concerned, he wasn’t a hypocrite. He was a man who’d gone through a huge ordeal and was still trying to rebuild his life. What was so wrong about needing to cling to the familiar in order to get through it? He hated being alone. That was enough reason to turn it down.

“That’s never going to happen,” I said. “If it’s not the right job for you, you shouldn’t take it. End of story.”

He shifted his gaze to look at me. “What if I told you the job was in California? Would you still be so supportive?”

“Yes,” I said automatically, though the new information deflated my enthusiasm a little. It would be nice to have less distance between us, so we could have a real chance at having a future together. But it didn’t change my support for his decision. “You have to make the choice that’s good for you. That’s what matters.”

“Except…” His voice went soft. “I want to think we matter, too.”

How I could’ve ever doubted what we had, I had no idea. This was the Fisher I had fallen for, the emotionally open, honest, and thoughtful man who now sat at my side. The fact that he took my breath away was a bonus.

I reached over the parking brake to clasp his hand in mine. “We do. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. But I’m new in your life. Your family isn’t. Trust me, I get that.”

His thumb stroked along the side of my palm as he gazed down at our linked fingers. “It means we’re stuck being long distance.”

“But we’re still together, and that’s what matters, right?”

He startled me when he suddenly lifted our hands and pressed a kiss to the back of mine. His lips lingered for a moment on my skin, long enough for tingles to start tickling their way up my arm and for me to start wishing I didn’t have to concentrate on the crazy San Francisco traffic. When he lowered our hands again, the look he gave me was devoid of the struggle I’d seen earlier, as warm and resonant as ever.

“Thank you,” he said. “How did I ever get so lucky having such an insightful boyfriend?”

My cheeks went hot. “Is that what we are?”

“It’s the best word I can come up with. What do you think?”

Only one thought was bouncing around my head. “It’s perfect.”

* * * *

Fisher’s surprise outing turned out to be on a peninsula north of Berkeley called the Albany Bulb. “Apparently, it’s just called the Bulb, though,” he explained as I drove over the narrow road leading to the park area. Compared to the foliage I was familiar with up north, it wasn’t nearly as pretty. The ground was broken and barren with low scrub mottling the landscape like an old man’s patchy skull. It was far from deserted, though. Several cars passed us as we entered, and the parking area we found had nearly a dozen vehicles already in it.

“What’s so special about it?” I asked.

An impish smile played on Fisher’s lips. “It used to be a landfill.” The look on my face must’ve said exactly what I was thinking. Fisher burst into laughter. “It’s not anymore,” he continued. “It was abandoned, and then went wild. People use it to hike around or as a dog park now.”

I could see that. We were cut off enough from civilization to let dogs roam free, and the rugged terrain would tempt outdoorsy types.

The air was brisk, a slight wind cutting through my sweater. In his short sleeves, Fisher would be shivering before we got a hundred feet from the car.

“Do you have a jacket?” I asked.

He jerked his chin toward the trunk. “In my suitcase.”

I opened it for him, then stood back while he rummaged around. Once he had it on, though, he went back to the front seat. My eyes widened when he pulled a black folding cane from his messenger bag.

“If your leg is bothering you, why are we at a hiking park?” I asked.

“Because I want to be.”

“But—”

“No buts. It’s my own fault if it’s a little tired. I’ve been too busy the past few days to bother with my PT exercises, and walking through two different airports today didn’t help. I’m not letting it get in the way of our date.” He waggled a finger at me, but his smile took away any real rebuke. “Pulling the car around is the only babying you’re going to do today, okay? I’m fine.”

Shame flooded through me. I didn’t want to be one of those guys who thought Fisher needed babying because of his accident, and yet, at the very first hint he might be in pain, I’d gone straight there. If anyone knew how Fisher needed to feel independent, it was me. That was half the point of his whole blog.

“I don’t think you need babying,” I said. “I didn’t like the idea of you being in pain.”

“I know.” He slipped his free hand into mine and tugged until we stood toe to toe. “You’re a caretaker, so of course you went straight there the first time you had to deal with my leg in the flesh.”

He made me sound altruistic which I didn’t feel at all. But he was right about one thing. From this point forward, I would focus on learning where his boundaries were and respect them, even when I itched to help.

With Fisher standing so close, I could barely breathe. His face was as flushed as mine felt, his pupils blown. He was as aware of me as I was of him. In hindsight, our arguments that we might not be attracted to each other in person seemed ridiculous, that we’d given lip service to the words because that’s what was expected. We couldn’t have been more wrong.

“I really want to kiss you right now,” Fisher said.

His whispered words echoed my own desires. “So why don’t you?”

The corner of his mouth tipped upward. “Because I don’t want your first kiss to be in a landfill.”

Even after everything, he was still thinking of me.

“It’s not the location that matters,” I said. “It’s the guy I’m with.”

Before I lost my nerve, I bent down and pressed my lips to his.

Fisher made a soft moaning sound the second we touched. It reverberated through my skin, compounding my desire, and I cupped the back of his neck to hold him even closer. It wasn’t for him. It was for me. My knees wanted to buckle, and I needed his strength. As much as that, though, I needed to hold onto him so I could remember this long after he’d gone back to Florida.

This was it. My first real kiss. Sharing it with Fisher made it all the more special.

When we parted, I was afraid to let go. With my eyes squeezed shut, I rested my forehead on his and simply breathed him in.

“And that is why I didn’t trust going back to my hotel room,” Fisher murmured.

I chuckled. “So it’s not just me?”

“Definitely not.”

My spirits soared. I had never felt so free in my whole life. I didn’t care if I opened my eyes and discovered we had an unexpected audience. None of them mattered. I was here, with my boyfriend, in probably the most perfect moment ever. I could do anything.

I straightened and tightened my grip around his hand. “Want to start walking?”

His radiant smile beamed up at me. “Absolutely.”

* * * *

The Bulb turned out to be more than a dog park. Artists had come in over the years and used it as their muse, reclaiming rubble to create sculptures or painting murals on any surface they could find. On one of the shores, Fisher and I stood in front of a statue made of scrap metal, driftwood, and trash that had us mesmerized for almost half an hour. It stood at least ten feet high and looked like a woman with her arms stretched to the heavens, welcoming people to her little corner of the world. At one point, a man walked behind us and muttered something about how ugly it was. Fisher glanced at him once he was out of earshot.

“It’s sad that some people don’t get it,” he commented.

I did. I now understood what had intrigued Fisher so much from the description. While the sight of so many homeless people using the park as an encampment saddened me, the constant surprises from the art and the joyous dogs that seemed to love the Bulb made up for it.

We walked around almost four hours, holding hands the entire time, never running out of conversation. It was like our phone calls on steroids, with the added bonus of his skin touching mine. I didn’t want it to end, but when Dez called at six to check in with me, I knew we were on borrowed time.

“How’s it going?” she chirped. “Is he everything you hoped he’d be?”

“More.”

“I really like him. I didn’t tell you that earlier in case it didn’t work out, but seriously, he’s the real deal. I should’ve trusted your instincts.”

“No, you did the right thing,” I countered. “That’s what makes you such a good friend.”

“Aw, you’re sweet. Did you grab his ass yet?”

I laughed. “No, but not because I wasn’t tempted.”

“You should. I’m seen my share. His is very grab-able.”

“I’ll take that under advisement. Are you done for the day? Do I need to come get you?”

“That’s probably not a bad idea. I don’t know where you are, but traffic is a bitch in this city.”

Albany didn’t seem far on the map, but from what I’d seen a few hours earlier, I wasn’t surprised by her estimation. “Just tell me where.”

“I wish we could’ve had more time,” Fisher said when I hung up. “Today flew by.”

What an understatement. “Well, technically we could. I could pick Dez up first before heading to your hotel. It’s not just the two of us, but it’s better than nothing.”

He slipped his arm around my waist as we headed back to the car. “And she won’t mind sharing?”

“She’d probably insist on it.”

Dez was right about the traffic. I hit gridlock trying to get back into the city almost as soon as we got back to the mainland. According to Fisher’s GPS app, it would take us almost forty-five minutes to travel the few miles across the bridge and into the city to get to Dez, so I pulled off to fill the car up with gas while I still had the chance.

Fisher ran inside to get drinks while I pumped. When he came out, he wore a huge grin.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a familiar piece of paper and handed it over. “This is for you. I couldn’t resist.”

Confused, I stared down at the SuperLotto Plus ticket. He’d purchased a single play. “Why?”

His smile faltered. “That’s the game your mom plays, right? Or did I mess that up?”

“No, you’re right.” I’d forgotten I’d told him about Mom’s obsession. “But why did you buy me a ticket?”

“I didn’t plan on it. But while I was standing in line, the guy in front of me said to the cashier, ‘I’m feeling lucky. Gimme a Quick Pick.’ And I thought, there’s no way he’s as lucky as I’ve been today. So I decided to take a chance.” He pointed out the numbers. “My flight to San Francisco, today’s date, and two because today was our second date.”

The romanticism of his choices made this the best present I’d ever received. “What’s the Mega number?” As far as I could tell, it didn’t correspond to anything significant in our magical day.

“The day I launched my blog.” He offered the reply almost shyly. “I figured, without it, I never would’ve met you.”

I would never second-guess a gift from Fisher ever again.

“I’ll take it on one condition,” I said, though really, there was no way I could’ve refused the ticket after hearing his reasons for it.

“What’s that?”

“If I win, we both quit our jobs and move to the Caribbean for our third date.”

Fisher laughed and pulled me into a quick hug. His lips grazed my ear when he answered, “Absolutely.”


Chapter 11

Wednesday at work, my mood swung between elated—I saw Fisher! He called me his boyfriend!—to melancholy—When am I going to see Fisher again? Will his work let him come back to California after turning down the promotion?—depending on how much free time I had to let my thoughts wander. It was no wonder I was blue when I got home. I’d had the entire car ride to dwell on all the negatives.

Mom was in the kitchen, sliding the tetrazzini into the oven, when I walked in. I hadn’t seen her since getting back. It had been after two in the morning when I dropped Dez off, and I was off for my early shift at the hospital before Mom and Dad woke up. She broke into an excited smile at my entrance.

“Well?” she asked. “Did you have fun?”

Her excitement rubbed off on me, especially since it brought back all the memories from yesterday. “It was the best.” I came up beside her and pecked her on the cheek. “How long before dinner?”

“Long enough for you to go change and then come back to tell me all about San Francisco and your new friend before we eat.”

Though I shook my head at her enthusiasm, I trotted off to do as she said. I would have to censor what I told her, but it would be easier in the long run if I kept my parents in the loop. I wouldn’t have to lie again if he made it back to the west coast.

Stripping out my scrubs, however, it dawned on me. Yes, I would be lying. Because they would always think he was only my friend when he was really so much more. How was I going to hide my feelings about him? Fisher claimed my emotions were an open book. Was that just him, or did that hold true for my parents, too?

I’d hidden my sexuality from them all these years, though, hadn’t I? This would be more of the same.

But even as I tried out that rationalization, I knew it didn’t hold water. It wasn’t the same at all. Being attracted to guys and falling in love with one were entirely different.

It wasn’t love yet, but I couldn’t delude myself that I wasn’t well on my way there. Fisher was everything I’d ever wanted and more. Yesterday had only confirmed it.

Would the woman who wanted me so desperately to have a girlfriend be able to see it in my face when I talked about him?

I literally had no idea.

I could make a case for either side. If anyone could see it, it should be the person I lived with, the person who’d known me longest, the person who’d held me as an infant, held my hand when I was terrified about walking into my kindergarten class, played Scrabble with me on prom night because I couldn’t find the nerve to go by myself. But that same person also asked me fairly regularly about girls, and who I thought was cute, and never once said the same thing about guys. She went to a church where people like me were preached against. She could very well hold the same beliefs they did.

Anything could happen. It was beyond my control.

So take the control back.

I could practically hear Fisher say it. He would never tell me to do something I wasn’t comfortable with, but he would applaud any action I took beyond my comfort zone.

What if I told her everything? It wouldn’t matter what she saw in my face then.

I sank to the edge of my bed, my shirt dangling from my hand. Coming out to her was a huge step. I wasn’t prepared for it. I didn’t want to risk getting kicked out or locked out of my parents’ lives. I needed them.

For what?

Not food and shelter. I made enough to support myself. Emotional support? They couldn’t give that completely, either, because I didn’t confide in them about my problems.

Acceptance.

I needed Mom and Dad to accept me. They were all I had.

But that wasn’t true anymore, either. I had Dez. She hadn’t even blinked when I told her about Fisher. And there was Fisher who thought I was pretty wonderful in spite of my insecurity and lack of experience. If the worst happened and I got kicked out, I didn’t have to stay in Coughlin. I could move somewhere like San Francisco that was more accepting, or even go down to L.A. with Dez. It would be hard, but I could do it.

The worst might not even happen, too. I’d never heard Mom and Dad say a single homophobic thing in my life. They’d probably be confused, but they were good people. They loved me. It might not be so bad.

My stomach didn’t agree. I felt like I was going to throw up.

But the longer I sat there, the more I realized I had to do this. I didn’t want to be a liar for the rest of my life. I didn’t want to be scared. I’d seen what life could be like when I could be open and honest and—most importantly—me. I wanted that all the time, not just behind closed doors, and the only chance I had to make that happen was if I told Mom the truth.

My palms were sweating when I went back to the kitchen. Mom was washing dishes, so I picked up a towel to begin drying. I had a plan, a bare sketch of one, but having my hands busy would help my nerves.

“Since the house is still standing, I guess you and Dad didn’t have a huge party while I was gone,” I said.

“Oh, we did,” she replied. “But we’ve had years of experience, learning how to clean up after ourselves.” She nudged me with her elbow. “What about you? You didn’t get in until late.”

“Dez and I didn’t get on the road until after eight.” And I’d driven like a madman to make up for it. Not a detail I would share with Dad. “I lost track of time.”

“What did you end up doing?”

I told her about the Bulb and its colorful history and the weird, beautiful artwork that called it home. When I got to the part about the stranger’s commentary on the sculptured woman on the beach, she made a moue of disdain.

“Such sorry little lives some people have,” she said.

My pulse jumped. It was hard not to hope for the best when her sentiments matched Fisher’s so closely.

“Fisher got something for me when we were done at the park.” I set aside the towel to reach into my back pocket. “Here.”

Her reaction to the lottery ticket was more animated than mine had been. “Oh! Does he play the lotto, too?”

“No, but he knows you do. I told him all about it. He bought it for me because he said yesterday was the luckiest day of his life and he wanted me to have some of it.”

“Because you went down to chauffeur him around? But that’s what friends do. There’s no luck in that.”

“It was actually more than that, Mom.” I took a deep breath. It was too late to stop now. “It was more like a…date.”

For a long minute, she just looked at me. Every part of me wanted to grab her by the shoulders and shake a reaction her, but I was glued to my spot, frozen in fear of what was to come next.

“With Fisher?” she finally asked.

I swallowed against the tightness in my throat. “Yes.”

“Was that the arrangement before you went down to see him?”

“Yes.”

“And you like him?”

I nodded. “A lot.”

“Does he treat you well?”

“Better than I probably deserve.”

Her eyes softened. “Oh, Noah…” Before I could move, she stepped forward and enveloped me in a hug.

The world tunneled around us. For several seconds, nothing felt real. Not her arms. Not her questions. Not my truth. Then my knees began to buckle, and I returned her embrace, holding her more tightly than I had since hitting puberty.

“You deserve everything,” she whispered. Her voice was thick. Was she crying? My eyes felt wet. I definitely was. “Don’t you ever forget that.”

I don’t know how long we stood there. Time didn’t matter. But my legs felt stronger, and my body felt lighter when we finally broke apart. I wiped away the moisture from my cheeks.

There was nothing but love on her face as I gazed down at her, but I had to be sure. “You’re not upset?”

“By what?”

“That I’m gay.”

“Why would I be upset?” she said. “It doesn’t change who you are.” She hesitated. “How long have you known?”

I shrugged. “Sometimes I think I’ve always known.”

“Are we really that scary?”

“What?” Then I got it. “Because I didn’t tell you until now?”

Her affirmation hit me squarely in the gut. “Your dad and I used to wonder about it. But then you never said anything so I thought, maybe we were wrong.”

I took a step back. This was all new to me. “I thought I was so careful about not letting it show.”

“You were,” she reassured. “But who knows you better than we do?”

Exactly the argument I’d used to convince myself to tell her now. “So why did you keep asking me about girlfriends?”

Her cheeks pinked. “Because if we were wrong and I’d asked you about boys instead, I would’ve messed up your self-confidence even more, now wouldn’t I?”

She had a point. “It was never really you. I was just afraid. Of getting teased even more, getting ostracized, losing your respect. Coughlin isn’t exactly a haven for the LGBT community, you know.”

“I know. I’m sorry I didn’t do more to let you feel safe with us. I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy.”

Which explained her questions about Fisher. “Do you want to see him?” I asked.

Mom brightened. “Of course!”

Pulling out my phone, I scrolled through my pictures. We hadn’t taken a lot of pictures of us, but I had one that Dez had insisted on taking when we got to Fisher’s hotel. In it, we’re standing face to face, our arms around the other’s waist, our heads turned toward her so she could snap the photo.

My second kiss had happened right after the moment she captured.

Mom smiled when she saw it. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so relaxed. Look at that smile! Fisher is a very lucky guy. No wonder he insisted on buying a lotto ticket.”

“Mom!”

“What? It’s true.”

I couldn’t even be annoyed with her. My spirits were too buoyant.

Then I remembered. I had two parents. One of them still needed to be told.

“Will you help me tell Dad?”

“If you want,” she said. “But you don’t need it. He loves you as much as I do.”

I hugged her again. That was all I needed to hear.

* * * *

My phone vibrated in my pocket as we were finishing up our Jell-O and Pat Sajak was introducing the newest puzzle. Before & After. Yuck. I hated those. Most of the time, they were just dumb.

Mom glanced over as I pulled out my phone. “Anything important?”

It was from Fisher.

Finally home. Can I blog about our date for tomorrow?

“Fisher just texted to say he got home safely.” But I was focused on my reply, too excited to keep it in any longer.

Of course. I trust you. Have time to talk?

Always.

I leaped from my chair. “Be right back!” I called out as I raced for my room. Behind me, I thought I heard Dad chuckle, but I already had my phone to my ear, waiting for Fisher to pick up.

“You are never going to believe what happened,” I said before he even had the chance to say hello.

“We hit the lottery.”

“Better than that.”

Fisher laughed. “What’s better than winning millions of dollars?”

“I told my parents I’m gay.”

Silence filled the line. Then, a more cautious Fisher said, “What?”

“I told them,” I repeated. “Mom started asking questions about what happened, and I decided I didn’t want to have to lie about you anymore. So I told her the truth, and guess what? She hugged me. She actually hugged me.” I fell back onto my bed to stare up at the ceiling. I still couldn’t quite believe how fortunate I was. “And it’s all because of you. You and your blog and everything you’ve done for me.”

“No, this is you. You’re the one who actually did it. Don’t sell yourself short.”

“But you gave me the courage to follow through this time,” I insisted. “Seeing everything you’ve done…it’s inspiring. And I know it’s hard, and that sometimes you wish you could take the easy route, but you’ve never given up. Not really. I just took a page out of your playbook. I stepped out of my comfort zone and took a chance.”

“I always knew you could,” Fisher said. “I’m so proud of you, Noah.”

I preened under his praise. “Know the best part of it all? I don’t have to hide about how I feel about you now. I showed Mom that picture Dez took of us. Even she could see how happy we are.”

“Doesn’t she care that I live so far away?”

“Nah, she’s already planning a trip to Florida. According to her, it’s my turn to come to you.”

“I’m going to like your mom,” he said with a laugh.

I thought so, too. “I haven’t told anyone else yet, though. And I don’t know if I’m ready to bring it up at work.” People there would be a lot more judgmental. “My brothers might not be so bad if Mom and Dad are on my side. I just hope I don’t send Lisa into labor from the announcement.”

“You don’t have to think about any of that right now. You took a step. A big one. That’s what you focus on. That’s how progress is made. One step at a time.”

“Is that one of your mantras from physical therapy?”

“Actually, it’s something my dad always told us growing up.” His voice grew wistful. “I held onto it after the accident, though. It helped.”

We talked for another half hour, stopping only when a knock came at my door. “Hang on,” I said to Fisher. I bounced out of bed and opened the door to Dad. “Yeah?”

“You’re on deck. Your mother wants her numbers.”

“I heard that,” Fisher said. “I’ll let you go.” He yawned loudly. “I’m dead on my feet anyway. My body is all messed up on time zones.”

“Want me to call you if we win anything on your ticket?” I asked.

I could hear his smile all the way from Florida. “We already have.”


Chapter 12

I had a very specific post planned for today. I was going to talk about Tuesday and the hours I spent with a certain extraordinary man who’s been my rock in recent weeks. He’s sweet and supportive and smart and did I mention sexy as hell? Just thinking about him makes my toes curl. And he’s completely clueless about his own charm. For some unexplainable reason, he thinks he’s the lucky one when I know for a fact that I get that honor. I even bought him a lottery ticket to prove it.

But today’s post isn’t going to be about our date, amazing as it was. It’s about continuing education. Because just when you think you’ve got yourself sorted out, life comes along to remind you that there’s always something else to be learned.

Something else happened on Tuesday. I got a phone call from my boss, telling me what a fantastic job I’d done with our current project. As a reward, he offered me a promotion. More money, more responsibility, less traveling. I didn’t even think about it. I turned it down. “What?!?” I can hear you guys screaming. “Are you insane?!?” In that moment, I didn’t think I was. While my traveling would be cut drastically, I would still have to relocate to accept the position. I would have to move to a city where I knew nobody, where I had no family. For me, that was a deal-breaker.

I wasn’t completely thrilled I had to turn down a great job offer, but I didn’t think too much about it once I headed home. That changed when Mr. Extraordinary called me with some fantastic news. He’d confronted his greatest fear and come out the other side stronger for it. According to him, it was because of witnessing my bravery.

He’s wrong. I can’t count how many ways he’s wrong, but there’s a lot. The truth is, I feel like a fraud because I chose fear over a great opportunity.

I’m terrified of being alone. I don’t mean single. I mean cut off from all the people I know. I’ve never admitted that on the blog. Mr. Extraordinary knows, but he didn’t hold it against me when I told him my decision about the promotion. But I do. I resent that I turned down an excellent offer because that terror has such control over me. How can I let Mr. Extraordinary have such faith in me when I don’t seem to have the same faith in myself?

His terror was just as debilitating, and he overcame it last night. He took a risk laying himself bare, and it paid off. It doesn’t always. We both recognize that. But this time, it did.

After we hung up, I spent a long time thinking about what he did. I looked through old posts, seeing all the ways I’d taken risks since it started. I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished.

But let’s face it. The blog isn’t a risk for me anymore. It’s a haven. Like my family and friends are havens. They protect me from the worst things that it seems can hurt me.

A new job isn’t going to hurt me. It’ll challenge me. It would give me financial security and propel me into a better career. It would bring me closer to Mr. Extraordinary and make a future for us way more real. All I have to do is stop using my fear of being alone as an excuse not to try.

So this morning, I called my boss and asked if I could change my mind. He said yes.

It’ll take a month to make the transition. My family probably won’t be thrilled. My dad definitely won’t. I’ll be sucking down antacids like candy to deal with my nerves, but damn it, I’m doing it. Because Mr. Extraordinary reminded me progress only happens one step at a time.

California, here I come.

I read Fisher’s post over lunch, then read it again because it all seemed unreal. He was taking the promotion. Because of me? Partially, at least, but more because of him. This was what he did. He saw an obstacle, and he found a way to get over it. Not around. Fisher was not one for shortcuts.

We would be living in the same state. One of the job’s pros had been the future he thought he could build with me.

I needed to talk to him.

Work didn’t let me.

The best I could manage was a hastily written text in between patients mid-afternoon.

Call tonight?

I saw his message when my shift ended, telling me to ring whenever I was available. In the hospital parking lot, I called him on Skype. I wanted to see him for this conversation.

He picked up on the second ring.

“I’ve never seen you in your scrubs before.” He stretched as if he could see down the length of my body. “I’ll be having dreams about you and me playing doctor tonight, for sure.”

“You changed your mind about the job.”

Fisher settled back in his seat. I didn’t recognize the background. It wasn’t his apartment, but it didn’t look like a work environment, either. “You saw the post.”

“Of course, I saw it. Why didn’t you say anything last night?”

“Because I didn’t make up my mind until this morning.”

A man entered the room behind Fisher and came up behind him to peer over his shoulder at the phone. He was young and dark-skinned, with piercing black eyes. “Who’s this?”

“This is Noah,” Fisher replied. “Noah, this is Tanish. He’s an old friend.”

Tanish grinned. “So this is Mr. Extraordinary.” When I blushed, he laughed and clapped Fisher on the shoulder. “You’re right. He is adorable.”

Fisher rolled his eyes when Tanish moved away. “Sorry about that. He’s incorrigible.”

“You told him about me?”

“Only today. I took the day off, so I called Tanish to get his help on a plan of attack on how I spring the news on my family. Tanish is very familiar with how they work. He and I have been friends since second grade.”

“Are you sure this is what you want to do?”

“No,” he admitted. “I’m scared as hell. Tanish has spent half the day convincing me not to call my boss and tell him I changed my mind again.”

From the background, I heard, “Call him Flipper!”

In spite of getting thrown for a loop at someone in real life knowing about me, I smiled. “So why are you doing it?”

“Because I have to. I know it looks like I’m doing it for you, and sure, that’s a nice perk, but that’s not the driving reason. It’s an excellent job offer, Noah. The money’s insane. It fast tracks me to better jobs. There’s so much vacation time you’ll get sick of seeing me so often. Plus, I won’t have to share an office anymore. Considering I’ve been stuck with Ron the Human Trash Compactor for the past six months, that’s huge all on its own. If it was here in Orlando, I wouldn’t have hesitated saying yes. That right there is why I have to do it. Because literally the only reason I said no was because I was scared. Your courage gave me the strength to face it.”

Part of me didn’t believe him, but it was the insecure part of me that spent most of its time overthinking everything. A bigger share understood Fisher meant every word. I made the deliberate choice to pay attention to the latter.

“Where’s the new job?” I asked.

“L.A.”

“Does that mean you have to give up taking pictures for the blog?”

“Only if I want to. Dez already reached out and volunteered her photography services if I’m in her neck of the woods.”

I totally believed she would, though I was a little surprised she was following his blog already. “You know she’s enamored with your ass, right?”

Fisher chuckled. “I’m not worried. She made it clear when you were getting the car the other day that the only interest she has in it is to kick it if I hurt you.”

My heart warmed. “She’s a good friend.”

Fisher leaned forward. “Are you okay with this? It’s not going to change anything if you are, but I don’t want you getting stuck in your head because you’re not telling me something.”

His concern was valid. My brain had been in overdrive every free moment I had after lunch. His moving had a whole host of implications that made me uncomfortable. The biggest of those, however, had been that he was doing this for me, and he’d already put that at ease. The rest was my usual anxious crap where I tried predicting the future only to discover I had no control over it anyway.

“If you’re okay, I’m okay,” I said.

Fisher’s sudden exhalation surprised me. I hadn’t realized he’d been so tense. “Good, because I wasn’t looking forward to having to do this without you. Regardless of what might happen between us romantically, you’re still my friend, Noah. I value that more than you could possibly know.”

My tone softened. “Oh, I know.” I’d been adrift before finding his blog. He’d given me more than strength. He’d given me a sense of direction, the path stretching out before me now warm and bright instead of the lonely desolation I’d had before. “I’m not letting you off the romantic hook any time soon, though. I have a third date to plan.”

The corner of his mouth tipped. “Why do you get to plan it?”

“Because you’re going to be buried in moving arrangements.”

“I don’t suppose you have any vacation time stored up so you could fly out and help.”

It wasn’t as easy as that, but if that’s what Fisher wanted, I’d start working extra doubles to make it happen. I might even start looking for jobs down in the L.A. area. Maybe it was time for me to strike out on my own, once and for all.

I drank in Fisher’s loving smile, the warmth in his eyes, and remembered every touch between us in the hours we’d shared.

I wouldn’t be on my own.

Because nothing was the same. Not Fisher. Not my family.

Not me.

And I was happy with that.

 

THE END
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