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   Introduction:
 
   When Heather Cooper married Peter, she thought that she had finally found someone who could handle the inseparable bond she shares with her gay best friend, Justin Perrotta.  It’s only a matter of time, however, before jealousy rears its ugly head and Peter’s true feelings emerge.  He starts drinking and his erratic behavior threatens their marriage.
 
   Burned by an ex-boyfriend, Justin refuses to open his heart to love again.  Wild relationships and one night stands leave him lonely and unfulfilled, even though he will not admit it.  He finds love when he least expects it, but his fear of commitment threatens to ruin the best thing that has ever happened to him.
 
   In this modern day ‘Will and Grace’ meets ‘Sex and the City’, two best friends, a straight woman and a gay man, struggle to find someone to love as much as they love each other.
 
    
 
   Prologue:
 
   Justin Perrotta was about halfway home when he first heard them.  It was three of his classmates snickering approximately twenty feet behind him.  These were the same boys who had bullied him all semester, but normally Heather was with him and her presence made them less antagonistic.  Today he was alone, so the boys were exceptionally brutal.  He tried to ignore their name calling, but the words cut into him.  Their taunting grew louder and he knew they were closer.  He wanted to check over his shoulder, but he was afraid, so he kept his head down and walked faster.  The boys started hurling things at him – acorns and sticks, anything they found on the sidewalk.  Justin cringed as each item pelted sharply off of his back.  He peeked back at them and a rock barely missed his eye.  He began to run, but the boys chased after him and surrounded him.  They formed a neat little circle around him and took turns shoving him.  Even though Justin wasn't much smaller than any of the boys, he was skinny and lanky and totally defenseless against them.  And he was scared.
 
   They tightened their circle around him so he couldn't escape and continued to mock and push him.  Angry and frustrated, tears welled up in Justin's eyes, but he refused to cry.  “Leave me alone!” he shouted at them, but the boys just laughed at him.  At last he saw an opening and darted between two of the boys.  He ran directly to Heather Drakos' house without looking back.
 
   As Justin sat on Heather's bed and told her what happened, he finally started to cry and wept softly into her pillow.  Heather lay down next to him, cradled him in her arms and cried with him.
 
   The door opened suddenly and it startled Justin.  It was Mrs. Drakos, Heather’s mom, and she didn’t look happy.
 
   "What's going on?" she demanded.  "Justin, get your hands off of Heather."
 
   Embarrassed, he jumped off of the bed and tried to bolt past her, but she caught him by the arm.
 
   "Sit down," Mrs. Drakos said.  "I want to talk to you.  Both of you."
 
   Justin sat next to Heather on the bed and kept his head down and his eyes lowered.
 
   "You can't let Justin touch you," Heather’s mom told her.  "You're just kids."
 
   "It's not like that!  We weren't doing anything!" Heather yelled back.
 
   "Don't lie to me.  I saw the two of you kissing on the bed."
 
   "We weren't kissing," Heather explained.  "We were crying."
 
   "Crying?" A look of concern passed over Mrs. Drakos' face.  "Why were you crying, honey?"
 
   Heather wiped her eyes with the back of her hands.  "Because some stupid boys were picking on Justin and I felt bad for him."
 
   Justin wouldn't look up.  He stared at his hands in his lap without saying anything.  He didn’t need to.  Heather always defended him.
 
   "Are you sure that’s all you were doing?" Mrs. Drakos asked.
 
   "Yes, Mom."  Heather rolled her eyes.  "We don't like each other like that."
 
   "You’re both going to be 13 next year, honey.  Justin’s going to start to feel differently about you and you're . . ."
 
   "No!  You're wrong!"  Heather slapped her leg and kicked the back of her foot against the bed.  "He doesn't like girls!"
 
   Her words hung in the air.
 
   Justin never told Heather that he was gay.  He never told anyone.  But somehow, she already knew.  He didn’t care, but he was worried about Mrs. Drakos’ reaction.  He was too scared to look directly at Heather's mother, so he stole quick glances at her from the corner of his eye.
 
   Mrs. Drakos stood with her mouth open and stared off into the distance.  "What are you implying?" she asked, after a significant pause.
 
   Heather huffed and rolled her eyes again.  "I'm just saying that we're never gonna be boyfriend and girlfriend.  We're like brother and sister."
 
   That was the best way to describe their relationship and exactly how Justin felt.  He loved Heather like a sister.  His parents thought differently, though.  They assumed that one day he and Heather would fall in love and get married.  Justin never understood why they thought that.  Neither of them ever displayed any kind of childhood crush on the other.  They acted more like close siblings.
 
   Justin's thoughts were interrupted by Heather’s impatient and frustrated squeal.  "Mom, he's my best friend, and he needs me!  Can we please finish talking?"
 
   "All right, honey.  Go ahead.  But the door stays open."
 
   Mrs. Drakos left them alone, but Justin was still embarrassed and self-conscious.  He hugged his knees to his chest and cried softly into the rough texture of his jeans.
 
   Heather circled her arms around him and rested her head on his shoulder.  "Don't worry about what those boys say or do," she said.  "It doesn't mean anything.  I'm gonna make sure I wait for you after school from now on.  I won't let them bother you.  I won't let anybody hurt you.  Please don't cry, Justin."
 
   He hugged her back and sniffled.  "You're my only friend.  I don't know what I’d do without you.  I love you, Heather."
 
   "I love you, too."
 
   Heather stroked his back and told him it was going to be OK.  She comforted him, mothered him, and he found consolation in her words and in her embrace.
 
   Mrs. Drakos knocked gently on the open door and peeked in the room.  "Are you alright, Justin?  Do you want to talk to me about what happened?"  She approached him and tenderly brushed his dark hair off of his face with her hand.
 
   "No.  I just wanna talk to Heather," he said, in a shallow voice.
 
   "Do you want me to make you a sandwich or a snack?"
 
   "No thank you, Mrs. Drakos."
 
   "You can talk to me whenever you want, you know.  You can confide in me if there's something you don't feel comfortable talking to your parents about.  I promise I won't tell them anything you don't want me to."
 
   Justin nodded.  "I'm OK talking to Heather . . . but thank you."  She was such a nice lady.  He knew she was trying to help him, but Heather was the only one he opened up to.  He never shared his feelings with anyone else, not even his parents.
 
   "OK," Mrs. Drakos said.  "I’ll leave you two alone, but remember, the door stays open and no lying down on the bed together."
 
   Justin resumed talking quietly to Heather, and soon he buried his tears in the pillow again.  Heather remembered what her mother said, and instead of lying down on the bed, she sat next to him with her legs crossed underneath her, and rubbed his back until his tears dried up and he stopped feeling sorry for himself.
 
    
 
   Chapter One:
 
   The car swerved around the corner at an accelerated speed and narrowly missed hitting a parked vehicle.  Justin Perrotta thought about pulling over to compose himself, but decided against it.  Heather Cooper’s house was only a few blocks away and he needed to see her.  He wiped his runny nose with the back of his hand and squinted through the blur of his tear-filled eyes.  He realized he passed a red light when a car horn screamed at him, and the driver shook his fist out the window.
 
   Justin slammed on the brakes and pulled erratically into a bus stop, bouncing the right front tire off of the curb.  The pedestrians waiting on the sidewalk jumped back and glared at him through the closed window.  His chest heaved as he took several deep breaths, and his hand shook as he punched Heather’s number into his phone.  He tried to steady his voice, but it waivered anyway.  "Are you home?  I need to talk to you."
 
   "Yeah," Heather answered.  "What’s wrong?"
 
   He only sobbed one word into the phone.  "David."
 
   "What happened to David?"
 
   He could hear the panic in Heather’s voice.
 
   "He . . . ," Justin paused and swallowed with an audible gulp.  "He’s in love with someone else."
 
   #
 
   When Justin pulled into the driveway, he could see Heather waiting for him.  She chewed her bottom lip and pressed her face into the mesh screen of the storm door.  She was about to run to him, but stopped as soon as she hit the door handle.
 
   The corners of Justin’s mouth twitched, and he hung his head low into his chest as he slinked up the walkway.  When he reached the stoop, Heather swung the door open for him.  In one swift motion, he buried his face in the crook of her neck and collapsed in her arms.  She hugged him and rested her head against his.  This was the one time that Heather’s touch didn’t bring him solace.  He wiped his eyes, took her by the hand and led her upstairs, without saying a word.  He threw himself face down on the bed and pressed his face into the pillow.  She sat next to him, with her legs folded underneath her and rubbed his back in a slow circular motion.  It reminded him of when they were 12 years old and her gentle touch still comforted him.
 
   Justin rolled over, grabbed a pillow from the other side of the bed and hugged it to his chest.  He told Heather how he came home and found David waiting for him, with his bags packed, and left after confessing to a three month long affair.  But that wasn’t the whole truth.  He would never tell Heather the full story.  He would never tell her that David said he was tired of competing with Heather for attention.  That’s why David strayed.  That’s why David looked for love outside their bedroom and unexpectedly fell in love with someone else.  Justin would never tell Heather that David was jealous of her.
 
   For three months, David carried on with someone else, while Justin was clueless.  They shared the same bed and the semblance of a loving relationship, while David secretly loved another.  It was the deceit that destroyed Justin.  It was the lies and the empty "I love yous" that tore him apart.  It ripped at his chest and pulverized his heart.
 
   Heather listened intently as Justin recounted every heart wrenching detail of his breakup with David, but he purposely edited out the part that involved Heather.
 
   Silent tears streamed down her cheeks. "I can’t believe it," she said softly.  "You had no idea he was cheating on you?"
 
   Justin shook his head.  He always thought people were foolish when they said they had no idea their spouse or lover was having an affair.  How could he be so naïve . . . so stupid?  David said he still loved Justin, and that’s why it took so long to come clean about the affair, but Justin didn’t believe it.  He couldn’t trust anything David said, not after the betrayal - the lies - the deceit.
 
   They were together for five years and Justin thought he would spend the rest of his life with David.  Justin was done with the playboy lifestyle.  He had his fun with one-night stands and meaningless relationships.  He wanted someone to settle down with and that person was David.  Now, at 30 years old, his future was filled with loneliness and uncertainty.  Tears slipped out from the corners of his eyes and he buried his face into the pillow again.
 
   #
 
   Heather’s heart ached for Justin.  She felt his pain as if it was her own, and it crushed her.  She didn’t know how to comfort him.  She didn’t know how to take away his pain.  She was helpless as Justin drowned in a pool of David’s betrayal.
 
   They were both silent as she rubbed Justin’s back.  Heather heard noises coming from downstairs.  It took a few seconds before she realized it was Peter tiptoeing up the steps.  She knew Peter was hesitant because he was unsure if he was intruding.  Even though they were married for three years, Peter still couldn’t understand the bond she shared with Justin, but he managed to accept it, not that he had a choice in the matter.  Heather tried to explain her relationship with Justin on several occasions, but she wasn’t the most articulate person and she could never find the right words.
 
   Once Peter asked her if she loved Justin more than she loved him.  She was sure her reply, that she loved Justin in a totally different way and she couldn’t compare the two, was taken the wrong way and hurt Peter’s feelings.  She didn’t mean to and she felt bad, but it was a question that had no right answer.
 
   “Is it OK if I come in?” Peter asked, with uncertainty.
 
   Heather glanced at him for a second before returning her eyes to Justin, who still hadn’t looked up from the pillow, and nodded for Peter to enter the room.
 
   Justin moved to a sitting position, wrapped his arms around his legs and buried his face into his knees.  He looked embarrassed and self-conscious.  Heather didn’t take her eyes off of him as she put her arm around his shoulder and scooted closer to him on the bed.
 
   Peter was uncomfortable with open displays of emotion.  He fumbled for something to say and finally just said, "Fuck David.  You don’t need that bitch.  You’ll find someone better."
 
   It was such a typical "guy" response that it made Heather smile a little.  Maybe it wasn’t the most sympathetic thing to say, but at least Peter tried.
 
   The sad grimace remained frozen on Justin’s face.  His silence and lack of response made Peter fidget even more.
 
   Peter never actually entered the room and remained fixed in the doorway. After a long awkward silence, the doorbell chimed through the otherwise quiet house.  Peter looked relieved for an excuse to leave the room and quickly left to answer the door.
 
   #
 
   In a way, Justin was glad Peter left them alone.  The way Peter hovered in the doorway and stared made Justin feel like a freak.  Heather squeezed him tighter and pulled him a little closer.  She wore a deep frown and tears glimmered in her chocolate brown eyes.  Her sadness burned through Justin’s heart like a gunshot.  He needed to pull it together – for Heather’s sake.
 
   He splashed cool water on his face in the bathroom and turned away as soon as he caught a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror.  His red swollen eyes and blotchy complexion showed his anguish.  The only resemblance to his normal self was his thick black hair, which always retained its shape.  He splashed more water on his face.  The water was cold, icy, and it caused a chill to run down his spine.  He shivered as he patted his face with a towel and tried to clear his throat.  It was sore from crying and hurt when he tried to swallow.
 
   He returned to the bedroom, took Heather by the hand and brought her downstairs to the living room.  He sat next to her on the couch and rested his head on her shoulder.  The idea of life without David started to sink in and he pondered his future, seemingly in another stratosphere.
 
   "What are you thinking about?" Heather asked.
 
   "About my life and how different it’s gonna be.  I forgot what it’s like to be alone."
 
   "You’ll never be alone," she said, with reassurance.  "You’re the sweetest person I’ve ever met, and you know you’re never getting rid of me."
 
   He gave her a small smile.  "Thank you."
 
   "You don’t have to thank me, Justin."  She planted a soft kiss on his cheek.  "I’d do anything for you."
 
   But he already knew that.  She did everything in her power to protect him since they were kids.  That was never going change.
 
   Emotionally exhausted and worn out, he laid his head in her lap and quickly fell into a semi-conscious state in a realm between sleep and reality.  He wanted sleep to take him someplace serene, where his insides weren’t ripped to shreds, mauled by infidelity.  But sleep eluded him.  He remained suspended somewhere between consciousness and unconsciousness while Heather continually stroked the back of his hair.  He loved the way she did that when he was upset.
 
   He heard footsteps and cracked open his eyes into thin slivers, just enough so he could see.  It was Peter who walked into the room and sat on the loveseat across from them.  Peter’s face was filled with bitter resentment and he glared at Heather.
 
   Heather whispered, "I’m sorry.  He needs me."
 
   Peter nodded back at her, but he didn’t entirely eradicate the smirk from his lips.
 
   Justin didn’t know how long he lay in Heather’s lap, or if he ever really fell asleep.  Hours, minutes, seconds, they all blended together as one.  He sat up, rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair, which magically fell back into place.  He took Heather’s hand and they went upstairs together.  They didn’t need to discuss the issue of Justin spending the night.  There was no need for the spoken word.  Some things were just automatically understood.
 
   "I’m worried about you sleeping alone," Heather said.  "I’d stay with you, but I think Peter would get mad."
 
   "Yes, he would." Justin kissed her cheek.  "I’ll be OK.  Goodnight, sweetie."
 
   Justin crawled into bed and immediately felt its emptiness.  It was his first night without David.  He felt more alone than he ever felt in his life.  He thought about David spending his first night together with his new lover, and wept heavily.  Justin didn’t want Heather to hear him, so he stifled his sobs with the pillow and cried himself to sleep.
 
    
 
   Chapter Two:
 
   Heather couldn’t sleep.  She kept thinking about Justin, alone in the bedroom next door, without David.  She tucked her arm under her head and turned to face Peter.  “I feel so bad for him.”
 
   “I’ve never seen a guy get that upset before,” Peter said.
 
   “He’s sensitive.”
 
   “Still, he took it really hard.”
 
   She wished she could hold Justin and rock him to sleep and she wondered how upset Peter would be if she did.  “I’m worried about him sleeping by himself tonight,” she said.
 
   “Look, Heather, I know you two have this special bond, but you’re not going in there and sleeping with him.”
 
   “I know.”  She was too afraid to outright ask Peter if she could stay with Justin.  She didn’t plan on spending the night in Justin’s room, she only wanted to stay with him until he fell asleep.  Her statement was made in an attempt to test Peter’s reaction to the idea, but she knew he would never agree to it.  She didn’t blame him, though.  She always had a hard time finding a man who would accept Justin, not only because he was gay, but because of how much he was part of her life.  Some even made the asinine assumption that she and Justin had slept together.  They were threatened by him.  Justin was a very attractive man.  He was your typical tall, dark and handsome.  Men couldn’t understand that the love they shared was purely platonic.  She attributed it to the jealousy factor.
 
   “I can’t believe David could hurt Justin like that,” she told Peter.  “Please don’t ever do that to me.”
 
   Peter turned to look her in the eye.  “I may be a lot of things, Heather, but I’m not a cheat.”
 
   #
 
   The first two weeks without David were rough on Justin.  Heather tried everything to cheer him up, but he just sat on the couch and stared at the TV or at the wall, and barely said anything.
 
   She was determined to break his bad mood and hoped a visit to his favorite restaurant for brunch followed by a surprise shopping trip would lift his spirits a little.  She was so engrossed in her announcement about the day she had planned for the two of them that she didn’t notice the grin on his face or the sparkle in his eye.
 
   Her broadcast was interrupted by a gorgeous blond exiting the bathroom, adorned in nothing except a crisp white bath towel.  Her eyes were immediately drawn to his well-defined chest and abs, and she stared, frozen, with her mouth gaping open.  He smiled at her as he walked past her and into the bedroom.  She never expected Justin to jump into bed with someone so soon after he split up with David, but she was happy for him.
 
   “Oh my God!” she exclaimed.
 
   Justin giggled and raised a suggestive eyebrow.
 
   His mystery date emerged from the bedroom in jeans and a pair of boots, leaving Heather wondering what the hell happened to his shirt, not that she minded ogling a stellar pair of pecs.  She missed the array of handsome men Justin used to parade in front of her.  She always wished her boyfriends were half as attractive as his were.
 
   The shirtless boy-wonder strutted up to Justin, placed one hand behind his neck, slid the other around his waist and gave Justin the deepest kiss she ever saw.  He tossed a folded piece of paper on the coffee table and uttered a cavalier, “Call me,” before he sauntered out the front door.
 
   Heather ran to the window and peeked through the vertical blinds to catch another glimpse of him as he walked to his car.  “Where and when did you meet him?” she asked.
 
   Justin could hardly contain his smile.  “I was tired of feeling sorry for myself, so last night after I left your house I went to a bar.”  He motioned toward the door with his hand.  “Ergo, Steven.”
 
   She chuckled.  “It didn’t take you long to jump back in the saddle.”
 
   And that’s exactly what Justin did to forget about David.  He dove head first into the singles scene and bedded a seemingly endless assortment of attractive men.  Heather teased him about his promiscuity, but she loved it.  Most of all, she loved that he was enjoying himself again and not wallowing in a pool of self pity, which is what she feared most and how he usually reacted to his breakups.
 
   #
 
   With Justin back to his old self, Heather was able to focus on her own life again.  She felt guilty for the lack of attention she gave Peter in the last few weeks.  She tried to make it up to him by planning a night out alone, but he wasn’t interested.  She was disappointed when Peter said he was tired and wanted to stay home last night, but she knew he had a lot on his mind.  The pressure of running his family owned electronics store was a lot for him to handle, and it sometimes left Peter mentally exhausted and short tempered.  She tried to make him a nice breakfast this morning, but he said he had no time.  He had too much work to do.  So Justin ate it.
 
   Peter was in a foul mood today.  Heather understood his frustration, but she had no patience for his attitude.  She tried to ignore his grunting and sighing at the computer, which obviously wasn’t cooperating, but she could still hear him swearing and cursing from the next room as she loaded the dishes in the dishwasher.
 
   Justin was at the kitchen table, arranging a bouquet of fresh cut roses in a vase.  “Is he mad that I clipped these from your garden?” he whispered.
 
   “No, he doesn’t care about that.  You can take as many roses as you want.  He’s pissed because his computer’s been freezing up.”
 
   Justin placed the vase in the middle of the table and went to Peter.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.  “Do you want me to take a look at your computer?”
 
   Peter responded by banging the keyboard and slamming his hand down on the desk.
 
   Heather, still listening from the kitchen, jumped and almost dropped a glass in the sink.
 
   Justin repeated his offer to help Peter.
 
   “Stop fucking bothering me,” Peter said, harshly.  “I have enough problems already.  I don’t need you to make it worse by screwing around with my computer.”
 
   Heather ran full speed into the other room.  “Don’t you dare yell at him like that!”  She glared at Peter through narrowed eyes, leaned forward and waved her hand in front of his face.  “He’s trying to help you!  You don’t have to be so fucking ungrateful and so Goddamn nasty!”
 
   Peter looked shocked at her outburst, and his mouth hung open with surprise.
 
   “Take it easy,” Justin said.  “Heather, it’s OK.”
 
   “No, it’s not OK.  I’m not going to let him get away with talking to you like that.”  Her eyes filled with tears and her face turned bright red, but her voice boomed with strength and indignation.  She stood up tall and pointed her finger at Peter.  “I swear if you ever yell at Justin like that again, or say anything hurtful to him, I’ll walk out that door and you’ll never see me again.”
 
   Peter was flustered and confused.  “Relax, what did you think I was going to say?  I wouldn’t . . . I didn’t mean . . .”
 
   “Sweetie, it’s OK,” Justin said, again.
 
   “Stop saying that!”  She slapped her hand against her leg.  “It’s not OK, Justin.”
 
   Justin shook his head.  “We’re not kids anymore.  When are you gonna get over this?  You need to calm down.”
 
   Heather always had a hair trigger reaction when it came to defending Justin.  Peter saw hints of it over the years, but he was never on the receiving end of it before.  He was visibly rattled and apologized to Justin.  It was unlike Peter.  He was almost as stubborn as Heather was, and she expected him to at least lash back at her and defend his behavior.  It probably should have made her realize that she overreacted, but it didn’t.  The shocked look on his face didn’t faze her either.  She wished she didn’t overreact all the time when it came to Justin, but it was beyond her control.  It was a defense mechanism left over from years of childhood torment, which they both suffered.
 
   She dabbed at the tears stinging the corners of her eyes.  “Don’t ever yell at Justin or talk to him with disrespect again,” she said, now much calmer.  “I won’t stand for it.”
 
   Justin sighed.  “Heather, let’s go for a walk.”
 
   As they strolled down the street, Justin placed his arm around her shoulder.  Heather’s neighbor waved to them and was about to say hello, but quickly realized that something was wrong and turned his attention back to watering his lawn.
 
   “Sometimes I think your life would be a lot easier if we were never friends,” Justin said.
 
   She put her arm around his waist.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You get so emotional all the time, and it’s all because of me.  I want you to stop doing that.”
 
   “I’m always gonna stick up for you, Justin.  That’s never gonna change.”
 
   “Yeah, I know, but I don’t wanna come between you and Peter.  When are you gonna realize that you’re married now and Peter has to come first?”
 
   She rested her head on his shoulder.  “Oh, Justin, after 30 years don’t you know me by now?”
 
   “I’m serious, Heather.”
 
   She stopped and turned toward him.  “How many relationships have I had?  Men come and go.  You will always be part of my life.  I love Peter with all my heart, but you’re the most important person in my life.”  She put the palm of her hand on his cheek and placed a delicate kiss on his lips.  “You will always come first.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Three:
 
   It took a lot of persuasion, but Justin finally convinced Peter to get out of the house.  Peter rarely took Heather out.  She pretended it didn’t bother her, but Justin knew it did.  Peter might consent to the occasional dinner and a movie, but he hated the dance clubs Justin and Heather frequented, so Justin was shocked when Peter finally accepted the invitation.
 
   “Are you two almost ready?” Peter called up the stairs.  Irritation was obvious in his voice.
 
   “We’ll be right down,” Heather answered.  She watched Justin in the mirror.  “C’mon.  Hurry up.  I don’t want Peter to change his mind.”
 
   “Patience, sweetie, patience.”  Justin expertly applied a thin layer of black eyeliner followed by a smudge of charcoal shadow to his lids and finished it off with a light coat of mascara.  He always wore eye makeup, but he applied it in such a way that it was natural and understated.  It accentuated his dark eyes, making them even darker and more intense.  It was an art he learned long ago.  It helped him earn the recognition he needed to become a leader in the hair and makeup industry and finally land a job as a stylist at one of the top salons in New York City.
 
   After he was satisfied with his own makeup, he did Heather’s.  He loved to glamorize her beauty, not that she needed it.  Heather was exotic with her long black hair, olive complexion and soft brown eyes.  She was beautiful just the way she was, without any makeup at all.
 
   Whenever Justin did Heather’s makeup, it drew attention to the resemblance they shared.  People often commented that they looked liked brother and sister.  Justin’s family, the Perrottas, were Italian, and he bore the typical dark features of his ancestry, while Heather inherited the same dark characteristics from her Greek grandmother.
 
   #
 
   Justin was at the bar in the noisy club, ordering another drink, when Peter approached him.
 
   “I want to talk to you about something,” Peter said.
 
   Justin immediately got defensive and he looked around for Heather to come to his aid, but she was on the dance floor.  “Is there a problem?” he asked.
 
   “It’s about what happened last week, when I snapped at you and Heather blew up at me.”  Peter paused.  “OK.  I admit it, I was a little out of line, but I don’t understand why Heather reacted the way she did.”
 
   Justin was relieved.  He thought Peter was about to pick a fight with him since Heather wasn’t around, and he was no match for Peter’s sharp tongue.
 
   “I’ve never seen her blow up so quickly,” Peter said.
 
   Justin wondered how much Peter really knew about Heather’s younger days. “She has trouble controlling her temper sometimes,” Justin said.
 
   “That’s what I don’t understand.  Heather doesn’t have a bad temper.  She can be stubborn, but she doesn’t fly off the handle like that.”
 
   “I have to disagree with you, Peter.  Heather always had a hot temper when it came to me.  She always feels like she needs to protect me.”  He paused and reflected on the hundreds of times she stuck up for him in the past, especially when they were kids.  “I once saw her punch a boy in the face for picking on me.”
 
   Peter raised his brow with skepticism.  “She punched someone in the face for picking on you?”
 
   “Well, it was more like two kids beating me up.  She jumped right in and pulled this one kid off me.  She didn’t hesitate at all, and he was twice her size.  They scuffled for a bit and then she clocked him.”  He pressed his lips together and shook his head.  “Thank God some other kids broke it up before she got hurt.”
 
   Peter’s face scrunched up with disbelief.  “How old were you when this happened?”
 
   “About 13 or 14.  I got picked on a lot for being gay when I was a kid, before I knew how to defend myself.”
 
   “You were openly gay at 13?”
 
   “I guess you could say that.”  He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess it was obvious, and I never denied it.  When kids used to call me names and stuff, I would always tell them to mind their own business.”  He was rambling, and for once he didn’t care.  It must be the alcohol because he never revealed anything personal to Peter, or anyone else, about his childhood.  It was an unhappy time for him, and most of it he chose to forget.
 
   “I was never embarrassed about who I am,” Justin said.  “If anyone didn’t like it, they could go fuck themselves.  Nothing’s changed.  I feel the same way now.”  He stirred his drink and stared down at the ice crystals that formed a tiny whirlpool in his glass.  “My life was pure hell back then.  She’s the only one who stood by me.  My parents weren’t supportive at all.  They thought my being gay was just a phase.  Heather was my only friend.  She was the only one I had, and she took a lot of shit for it too, but she would never let me feel bad about myself.”  He exhaled.  “If it wasn’t for her, I probably would’ve ended up a junkie or . . . something.”  He looked Peter straight in the eye.  “That’s why I love her so much.”
 
   Peter didn’t respond.  He looked awkward and uncomfortable.  He fiddled with the label on his beer for a bit, then made a hasty exit to the men’s room.
 
   Justin was puzzled by Peter’s reaction.  It was the first time Justin revealed intimate personal details about his relationship with Heather.  He opened up to Peter because he thought it would enlighten Peter a little – make him a little more tolerant and understanding about why Heather was defensive and overprotective – but Peter seemed uninterested and couldn’t get away fast enough.
 
   Justin wasn’t overjoyed when Heather told him she was marrying Peter.  Peter didn’t seem right for her.  She was carefree and loved to go out and have fun.  Peter was a workaholic and put in long hours at the store.  He was under a lot of stress and at times he wasn’t the most pleasant person to be around.  When Peter wasn’t working, he was more of a homebody.  Justin liked Peter, and for the most part he made Heather happy, but Peter wasn’t good enough for Heather.  She deserved better.  But was anyone really good enough for Heather?
 
    
 
   Chapter Four:
 
   Heather loved to cook elaborate gourmet meals, but Peter’s late nights at the electronics store often left her alone at the dinner table.  She didn’t care that she got up two hours before she needed to so she could sit down and have breakfast with Peter sometimes.  It was quality time together, if she could convince him to put down the newspaper for more than five minutes.  Heather often wished she had more people to cook for than just her and Peter, and sometimes Justin.  She talked to Peter about starting a family, but they both agreed it wasn’t the right time.  Peter still didn’t trust anyone else to manage the electronics store, and until he did he was stuck putting in 12-hour days.
 
   She began to imagine what life would be like with a baby.  It scared her a little, but she was looking forward to it . . . one day.  She wasn’t in any rush.  She didn’t realize that she was staring off into space, holding her fork in the air, until Peter got her attention.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, with an embarrassed laugh.  “Were you talking to me?”
 
   “Yeah,” Peter said. “I want to tell you something.”
 
   She didn’t know why it made her nervous every time Peter made an announcement that he wanted to talk.  Maybe it was because he rarely liked to discuss things that were bothering him, or maybe it was because he always had to announce it.
 
   “Look,” he said.  “I know that sometimes I’m snippy and sometimes I get mad that you and Justin spend so much time together and,” he rolled his eyes, “that you always have to take his side and get defensive about it.  But I think I’m beginning to understand it a little more.”
 
   A smile spread across Heather’s face, but Peter put his hand up before she was able to say anything.
 
   “Let me finish.  I realize the reason you get so defensive all the time is because of stuff the two of you went through when you were growing up.”
 
   Her smile faded at the mention of her childhood, and she lowered her eyes and nodded.
 
   “You shouldn’t keep everything bottled up inside you, Heather.  You should talk about it.  It would make you feel better.”
 
   She had no intention of revisiting that time of her life.  As far as she was concerned, it was a closed chapter.  She was touched that he tried to talk to her about it, though.  It was probably only one of a handful of times that he wanted to talk about anything that really mattered.  Maybe he was trying to open the doors of communication between them.  She smiled at him warmly.  “It’s really nice of you to ask, but I really don’t want to get into it, especially during breakfast.”
 
   “I didn’t mean with me.”  He was quick to reply.
 
   They both paused and looked at each other, surprised by the other’s statement.
 
   “What?  Who do you want me to talk to?” she asked.
 
   “I meant a shrink.  Maybe you should talk to a shrink so you can sort through all of these issues you have.”
 
   She sat abruptly back in her chair and dropped her hands by her side.  She knew this had something to do with the fight they had last week about Justin.  “I don’t have issues, Peter.  You jumped down Justin’s throat for no reason.  I understand you get stressed out and I don’t care if you snap at me, but don’t think I’m gonna let you snap at Justin without saying anything.”
 
   “You see.”  Peter spread his arms out in the air.  “There you go again, getting defensive.”
 
   “You told me I need to see a shrink.  Of course I’m gonna get defensive!”
 
   “Forget I ever said anything.”  Peter put his knife and fork on his plate, picked it up and left the room.
 
   Heather leaned forward, rested her chin in the palm of her hand and stared out the window.  So much for opening the doors of communication.
 
   #
 
   Heather was already in bed by the time Peter came home later that night.  He called and told her not to wait up, but she wanted to make sure he wasn’t still mad, so she forced herself to stay awake.  She needed to smooth out any leftover hostility Peter had about their argument over breakfast, otherwise tomorrow morning’s conversation would be limited to curt one word answers.  She must have dozed off, because she blinked and Peter was sitting at the end of the bed in his boxers.
 
   “Did I wake you?” Peter asked.
 
   “It’s OK.  I was trying to wait up for you.”
 
   “I would have been home a lot earlier, but I had to straighten out inventory.  The stock room was a mess.  I have to do everything myself.  I can’t leave these guys alone for 10 minutes without supervising everything they do.”
 
   “Don’t worry about any of that.  You’re home now.”  She crawled toward him on her hands and knees, untied her satin robe and threw it on the bed.
 
   Peter stared at her nakedness.
 
   She rubbed his shoulders and kissed his neck.
 
   “Ahhh, Heather.”  Peter leaned his head back.  “I can always count on you to take my stress away at the end of the day.”
 
   She moved her lips over his chest and down between his legs.  He pulled her up and laid her down on the bed.  She tried to take him in her mouth again, but he kept stopping her.  She wanted more than just intercourse, but he didn’t seem interested.  She assumed it was because he was tired, so she let him climb on top of her.  She watched his face as he began the same, steady up and down rhythm.  She wanted him to look at her, but he kept his eyes closed.  She spotted the belt to her robe, strewn on the bed next to her, and picked it up.  She wrapped it gently around his neck and slowly tightened it.  Peter’s eyes bolted wide open.  She let out a provocative laugh.  Maybe that game was a little too risky.  “Tie me up,” she whispered.
 
   He ignored her.
 
   “I’ll let you do whatever you want to me.  You can bend me over and . . .”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   She knew dirty talk bothered him.  He made that clear a long time ago.  “Do you want to gag me?” she asked, with a smile.
 
   He rolled his eyes.
 
   She tied one of her hands to the headboard, but Peter unraveled the belt and threw it on the floor.
 
   “C’mon,” she said, “let’s do something different.  Something fun. Something exciting.”
 
   He paused for a few seconds.  “OK.  You can get on top.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Five:
 
   Justin was dominant, but Billy was aggressive.  Although it wasn’t his preference, occasionally Justin liked to take the submissive role and sleep with a big hulking bear.  Billy wasn’t actually a big hulking bear, but he was a big dude, as tall as Justin and built like Mr. Universe.  With his dark wavy hair, full lips and a massive chest, Billy resembled a slim-downed version of Sylvester Stallone, not the ‘roided out one.  And what Italian didn’t have a crush on Sly Stallone?
 
   They had been going at it for the last 40 minutes and Justin didn’t know how Billy held out so long.  Maybe he was on steroids after all.
 
   Justin pushed back on his knees.  “Sorry.  That’s it.  I can’t take it anymore.  I’m done.”
 
   Billy thrust his hips forward and pushed Justin back down on the bed.  “I’ll tell you when you’re done, bitch!”
 
   “I’m serious.  Let me up.”
 
   Billy grabbed Justin by the back of the hair, pushed his face down into the pillow and rode him harder.
 
   “Get the fuck off of me!”  Justin bucked and tried to shake Billy off of him.
 
   Billy twisted Justin’s arm and pinned him down on the bed.  “I said, I’m not done, asshole.”
 
   At first, Justin thought Billy was on some kind of S&M ego trip, but his gut told him that Billy was dangerous.  Justin needed to be more careful about who he slept with.  In the future, he should probably just stick to the submissive boys he always fancied.  He preferred to be the one in charge.
 
   Justin remained calm and let his years of self-defense training take over.  He twisted his body and quickly crawled out from underneath Billy.  They began to wrestle on the bed.  Billy was strong and Justin was having a hard time keeping his balance on the uneven surface of the soft mattress.  They both tumbled to the floor and Justin hit the back of his head on the night stand.  He was momentarily dazed, but quickly cleared his head.  When he got to his feet, Billy was waiting for him.  Billy was hunched over with his arms out to the side and his eyes bulging in their sockets.  His muscles flexed and his nostrils flared, as his cheeks puffed in and out with heavy breaths.  In his right hand, he brandished a large pocket knife.  He looked like a cross between the Incredible Hulk and Rambo.
 
   Billy took two swipes at Justin with the knife.  Luckily, Justin was quick enough to escape the sharp edge of the blade, but barely.  The second swipe almost nicked him clear across the abdomen.  Justin took a step back and planted his feet firmly on the floor.  He crouched down like a cat ready to pounce and threw two kicks.  The first one knocked the knife out of Billy’s hand and the second one hit Billy directly across the jaw.  Justin kicked the knife under the bed and looked down at Billy, half conscious on the floor.  “Fuckin’ psycho!”
 
   Justin grabbed most of his clothing and his boots and marched out the front door stark naked.
 
   #
 
   Aside from the maniac Justin ran into last week, he enjoyed the single life.  At least that’s what he repeatedly told himself.  It was fun, at best.  Variety was nice.  But it only masked the shadows of loneliness for a few short hours.  The morning light always brought with it an empty bed and the constant reminder that he was alone.
 
   Justin shook his head and cleared his thoughts.  He had eight hours before the light of day inflicted its harsh reality upon him.  He ordered another drink and listened to the beat of the music that reverberated in his ears.  It was hot and congested in the club, but the crowd was alive and he loved it.  He already met several handsome men that would suffice, but he wasn’t overly interested in any of them.  The night was still young and he wanted to hold out for someone who piqued his interest.  He sipped his vodka and cranberry at the bar and scanned the room.  He bobbed his head and tapped his foot to the pounding music.  The overhead lights ignited the people on the dance floor in brilliant shades of purple, blue and red.  Justin’s eyes moved from face to face and rested on Tyler Kennedy.  It wasn’t surprising.  Tyler, outlandish and uninhibited, demanded attention.
 
   As if by some sort of mental telepathy, Tyler turned toward Justin, stopped, and cast an inquisitive smile at him before resuming his full-body shimmy on the dance floor.  Justin continued to watch Tyler with curiosity.  Tyler owned the room.  With his tight leather pants that barely covered his buttocks, his bare chest, and wild aerobatic dance moves, it was clear that Tyler never blended into a crowd.  He outshined everyone in it.
 
   Tyler was boyish and clean shaven.  His body was slim and petite, and he had a gorgeous mane of light brown hair that cascaded just past his shoulders.  His colorful personality penetrated the air, and Justin found it intriguing and captivating and was unable to avert his eyes.  Tyler wasn’t Justin’s usual type at all.  He preferred his boys somewhat shy and demure, but the attraction was magnetic.
 
   After Tyler finished spiraling to the song blaring from the sound system, he headed directly toward Justin.  “I saw you watching me,” he said, with a bright smile.
 
   “I couldn’t help it.  I’m surprised the whole place wasn’t watching you.  You’re mesmerizing.”
 
   Tyler stepped closer and hung his forearm over Justin’s shoulder.  “Well, I think you’re positively delicious!”
 
   Justin giggled.  “Can I get you a drink?”
 
   “Only if you promise to get me drunk and take advantage of me.”
 
   He laughed again.  “Do I really need to get you drunk first?”
 
   Tyler pursed his lips together and tapped his finger on his chin.  “That depends.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   Tyler ran his hands over Justin’s chest.  “On what’s under this shirt.”
 
   “Do you want me to take it off and show you?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Justin didn’t hesitate.  He slipped the shirt over his head and tossed it onto the bar.
 
   Tyler licked his index finger and slowly ran it down the center of Justin’s chest.  Tyler looked up, with his mouth slightly open and inviting, and met Justin’s sultry stare.
 
   The three drinks Justin already consumed intensified his arousal.  He grabbed Tyler’s face in his hands and planted a deep wet kiss on his mouth.  The sweet scent exuding from Tyler’s long hair excited him and he jutted his pelvis forward and pressed it against Tyler.
 
   “Easy, delicious.”  Tyler pushed him slightly away so their bodies were no longer touching.  “Buy a girl a drink first.”
 
   Justin smiled at Tyler without saying anything for a moment.  Then he put his hands on Tyler’s narrow waist and pulled him back so their bodies rubbed against one another.  Justin kissed Tyler again, took his hand and led him out of the club.
 
   #
 
   Justin pushed Tyler down and crawled on top of him, imprisoning him on the bed.
 
   Tyler giggled.  “Someone likes it rough.”
 
   “You bet your sweet little ass I do.”  Justin grabbed Tyler’s face in his hand.  He was about to give him a forceful kiss, but Tyler scuttled out from underneath him and jumped off of the bed.
 
   “Slow down, boyfriend.”  Tyler put his hands on his hips and displayed a teasing smile.  “A lady likes a little romance first.”
 
   “Romance?”  Justin turned onto his side, supported his head with one hand and cupped his naked crotch with the other.  “I’m gonna romance you all night long.”
 
   Tyler slowly licked his top lip.  “Yes you will, but we’re going to do it nice and slow.  This isn’t going to be a hit and run.”  He sauntered around the room and held his hand out in front of him as he spoke.  “You see, anticipation builds the excitement.  It creates suspense.  It generates a fervor.  Sex is not just about instant gratification.  It takes the consciousness to another realm.  Tonight, you and I, my darling impatient man, are going to achieve zen.”
 
   Tyler casually dropped his leather jeans to the floor.  It didn’t take much, his boyish hips barely held them up.  He stepped out of them and walked closer to the bed.  Tyler wasn’t wearing any underwear, and his erection stood proudly on display.  Justin reached for it, but Tyler backed up.
 
   “Patience.”  Tyler waved his index finger and smiled.  “Tolerance and fortitude will bring you to places you never imagined.”  He took a fresh flower off of the dresser.  It was a rose from Heather's garden.  "I want you to lie perfectly still and close your eyes."  Tyler sat down on the edge of the bed.  "I said, close your eyes."
 
   Justin chuckled.  "I'm gonna try, but I can't promise anything."
 
   Tyler looked around the bedroom and spotted Justin’s robe on the chair in the corner.  He took the belt and blindfolded Justin with it.
 
   It was exciting, but a part of Justin was leery.  He just met this guy.  Tyler could grab something valuable and be out the door before he got the blindfold off.  He tried to remember if he had any money or anything of value lying around, but something tickled his chest and distracted him.  It was the flower.
 
   "Feel the soft petals against your skin," Tyler said.  "Clear your head and don't think of anything except the flower.  Visualize it in your mind.  See the deep blood red pigment of the rose.  See it touching your body.
 
   It was surprisingly erotic.  It made Justin yearn for deeper physical contact.  It was hard to lie still.  He reached out and his hand found Tyler’s thigh.
 
   “Keep your hands flat on the bed.”  Tyler removed Justin’s hand from his leg.   “Let me touch you.”
 
   Tyler gently ran the flower across Justin's chest, down his right arm, then down his left.  The flower traced each finger from the knuckle to its tip.  Next, Tyler slowly glided it down the length of Justin’s legs, one at a time.
 
   Neither one of them spoke.  The only sound in the room was Justin's breath, deepening with each caress of the silky rose against his bare skin.  The flower found its way back to the center of his chest.  It made small circles around his nipples, first clockwise, then counter clockwise.  His nerve endings were standing on end.  They were over sensitized and over stimulated.  He was tingling all over.  A sweet aroma filled his nostrils.  He wrinkled his nose.  It was the flower.
 
   "That's it," Tyler whispered.  "Let your senses experience the pleasures."
 
   The rose traveled across the nape of Justin’s neck and traced the outline of his collarbone.  It ran down his sternum and slowly outlined each one of his ribs.  Normally it would have tickled, but this flower was magical.  It was a wand filled with delight, bestowing joy and bliss co-mingled with rapture.
 
   All of his senses were heightened.  They were alive.  It was as if he was using them for the first time.  He not only felt the flower, but he heard it, as it glided across his skin.  The sweet scent of the rose got stronger, or lighter, depending upon its proximity to his nose.  The flower jumped to his ankle, floated over his calf and lingered on his thigh.  It settled in the area where his thigh met his hip.  It felt like a thousand tiny little fingers were igniting his flesh with sensations of grandeur.  Then it was gone.  It was no longer touching him.  He yearned for it, and silently begged for its return.  He lusted for the touch of a flower.  It was back, and it was more sensual than before.  It danced around the base of his penis and down between his legs, over and around his sac.  His body jerked from the rush of adrenaline and he thought he might come from the jubilant petals of a red rose.  The thought was almost unimaginable, but his sensory receptors were accelerated to an extraordinary level.
 
   The flower was on the move again, delivering renewed sensations of euphoria.  But it wasn’t the flower any longer.  It was something different.  It was softer.  Silkier.  It was feathery.  Its touch was lighter.  A scent was under his nose.  He inhaled deeply.  It was floral, but definitely not the rose.  He recognized it from earlier.  It was the scent of Tyler's hair.  Justin smiled.  This boy had skills, and they were driving him crazy.
 
   The tips of Tyler’s fingers lightly touched Justin’s cheek.  They were on his lips, and Justin kissed them.  Tyler’s breath blew across Justin’s neck like a warm tropical breeze.  It transported him to paradise.  He saw himself lying on a beach.  Soft billowy piles of sand supported his body.  He could see the calm blue ocean and hear the shallow waves cascading on the shoreline.  He could practically smell the salt water.  The breeze blew across his chest and made his nipples hard.  It blew straight down to the South Pole.  The gust of air on his genitals made him moan, and he rolled his head to the side.  He clutched the sheets in his hands and cried out, aching for Tyler’s touch.
 
   Now Tyler's tongue was on his neck, making tiny circles.  Justin turned toward it and opened his mouth, inviting it inside.  It teased him with a quick swipe across his lips, and then it was on his nipples.  It lapped at them, like a kitten with a saucer of milk.
 
   Tyler moved from the side of the bed and knelt in between Justin's legs.  Justin exhaled deeply.  He spread his legs wide open and lifted his pelvis, anticipating Tyler’s mouth.
 
   "Not yet," Tyler whispered.
 
   Tyler’s tongue met Justin's chest and licked its way lower, with short tiny strokes.  Tyler smacked his lips together.  "You really are delicious," he whispered.  Tyler let his tongue glide across the tight muscles in Justin’s abdomen.  His chin grazed Justin's erection and Justin let out a deep moan.  Tyler placed a delicate kiss on Justin's skin, and his tongue traveled back up Justin's chest.
 
   No, Justin said to himself, not up – down.  Go lower.  He wrinkled his forehead, silently pleading for Tyler's mouth to engulf him.  Tyler's tongue obeyed, and was traveling south again.  Yes, Justin cried in his head.  That's it – go down further – all the way.  "Do it," Justin whispered.  "Please.  Suck it."  He whimpered.  "I can't take anymore.  Please, stop teasing me.  I want you so bad."
 
   Tyler put his hands on Justin's thighs and sat back.  "That, my erotic piece of deliciousness, is what I've been waiting to hear.  Your lesson in romance is over.  Now that our senses are awake, we can take it to the next level."
 
   Justin pulled the blindfold off and reached his arms out to Tyler.  "Come here and kiss me, before I devour you."
 
   Tyler’s fragrant hair spilled across Justin's face as they kissed.  It was intoxicating.  Justin’s taste buds were amplified.  As his tongue explored every crevice of Tyler’s mouth, he tasted of the fresh mint leaves from the mohita that Tyler had at the bar earlier.
 
   Justin reached down and squeezed Tyler’s butt cheek.  It fit perfectly in the palm of his hand, and he eagerly caressed it.  Tyler’s skin was smooth and velvety soft.  Justin pressed his pelvis into Tyler, and their erections wrestled with one another.  They were both engorged and ready to explode.
 
   Justin couldn’t put the condom on fast enough.  The sensation of the condom rolling down his penis almost made him erupt.  His eye caught the alarm clock on the night stand.  It was 3:00 a.m.  How was that possible?  For almost two hours, Tyler teased him with a flower, his hair, his breath and his tongue.  They had elaborate foreplay, without actually touching one another.  No wonder he was super sensitive.
 
   Tyler was waiting on all fours with his tiny little butt in the air.  He wiggled it invitingly, and smiled.
 
   Justin smacked Tyler on the butt with the palm of his hand.  He leaned down and stuck his tongue between Tyler’s cheeks, and licked his bottom until it was wet and pulsating.  Now Tyler was the one who was whimpering, begging to be penetrated.
 
   Justin’s hands dominated Tyler’s slim waist as he pulled him closer.  He wanted to shove it in, but he was afraid he would break Tyler in half.  Justin was gentle as he pushed himself until he was all the way inside.
 
   “Are you OK?” he whispered.
 
   “I’m fine, my delicious, big boy.  I can handle it.  Let me have it.  I want it just as much as you do.”
 
   Justin let out a deep breath.  It was euphoric, knowing that release was only moments away.  He grabbed Tyler’s hips and pummeled him from behind, hard and fast.  The bed shook, and a painting above it tilted at an uneven angle and almost fell to the floor.
 
   Tyler was stroking himself and panting hard.
 
   “Wait for me,” Justin whispered.
 
   “Hurry up!”
 
   Justin thrust himself as hard as he could.  He only needed a few seconds before a thunderous climax exploded throughout his body.  The orgasm was intense and long.  It made his body convulse and jerk back and forth.  When he finally finished, he was spent.  He put his arms around Tyler’s back and kissed him from behind.  Tyler couldn’t hold up Justin’s weight and they both fell to the mattress in a heap of sweat and exhaustion.  He rested his head on Tyler’s back.  The room was quiet again, except for the raspy sound of the two of them trying to catch their breath.
 
   Justin had no idea how long they stayed like that, reveling in the aftermath.  His internal clock was off – interrupted by the art of Tyler’s slow and delicate love making.  Hours felt like minutes.  Time had its own agenda tonight.  When he rolled off of Tyler’s back, the sun was peeking over the horizon.  It cast a golden haze into the room and onto Tyler’s light brown hair.
 
   Justin went to the bathroom to wash, and brought two bottles of water back to the bedroom with him.  When he got there, Tyler was sitting in the chair, putting on his boots.
 
   “Where are you going?” Justin asked.
 
   “Um.  I don’t know.  I thought . . .”
 
   Justin handed Tyler a bottle of water.  He put his fingers through Tyler’s long hair and kissed him.  “Get that sweet little ass of yours back in bed.”
 
   #
 
   Justin stirred at the sound of the doorbell.  He stretched his arms over his head and smiled.  Last night was one of the best nights he had in a long time.  When he opened his eyes, he wasn’t alone.  Tyler was still in bed next to him, sleeping peacefully.  It was the first time someone had spent the night since David left.  The cold hollowed out center of Justin’s chest was unexpectedly warmed.  The vast emptiness of the king-sized bed was now cozy and comforting.  Justin put his arm underneath Tyler’s neck and pulled him close.  Tyler snuggled into Justin’s chest, without opening his eyes.  It felt like heaven.
 
   The doorbell rang again.  Justin knew it was Heather.  She showed up every Sunday morning on the pretense that she was taking him out to breakfast, but he knew that she really just wanted to hear about the guy he brought home the night before.  He didn’t want to get out of bed.  He didn’t want Tyler to wake up.  He tried to ignore the doorbell, but it rang again.
 
   Tyler picked his head up and smiled.  “Good morning, Delicious.  Expecting company?”
 
   “That’s Heather.”
 
   Tyler abruptly sat up, brought his fingers to his cheek and opened his mouth wide with pretend shock.  “You’re married?”
 
   Justin laughed.  “Yeah, and my wife rings the doorbell.  Heather’s my best friend.”
 
   “Can I meet her?”
 
   “Can I stop you?”
 
   “No.”  Tyler slipped on his leather pants and ran to answer the door.
 
   “Heather!” he exclaimed, as if she was his long lost best friend, and kissed her on both cheeks.  “Justin never told me you were so gorgeous!”
 
   She let out a small laugh.  “And you are?”
 
   “I’m Tyler.  You mean he didn’t tell you about me?”
 
   “No,” she answered with hesitation, unaware that he was joking.
 
   Justin joined them at the door, unable to wipe the smile from his face.  “Hi, sweetie.  He’s only teasing.  I met Tyler last night.”
 
   It was no surprise that Heather took a strong liking to Tyler right away.  She flaunted over him and ran her hands around his slender waist and through his long wavy hair.  It bothered Justin that she lavished Tyler with so much attention.  She just met him.  But it wasn’t long before Tyler had him giggling again, and he invited Tyler to join them for breakfast.
 
   “Really?” Tyler asked.  “You want to take me to breakfast?”  He was surprised and touched by the invitation.
 
   “Sure.  Let’s go.”  He winked at Tyler.  “I’m hungry.”
 
   The moment they met, Justin knew that this wasn’t going to be just another one-night stand.
 
    
 
   Chapter Six:
 
   Heather knew Peter was instantly turned off by Tyler’s appearance.  It was Tyler’s ultra-tight leather pants which exposed his navel and most of his abdomen and sometimes, the crack of his ass, that Peter found repulsive.  Peter tried to slip out of the room to avoid an introduction, but Heather caught him by the arm and introduced him anyway.
 
   Tyler immediately fawned over Peter.  “Oh, my, you’re a handsome one!” he said, touching Peter’s arm.
 
   Peter shied away and barely returned a greeting.  Heather smirked at him.  He was being rude and she was embarrassed by his behavior.
 
   Justin giggled and pulled Tyler away.  “OK, that’s enough.  Let’s not scare off Heather’s husband.”
 
   “I was just being friendly,” Tyler replied.
 
   “It’s OK,” Peter said, but Heather knew he was lying.
 
   “Are you coming to the movies with us?” Tyler asked him.
 
   “No.  I’m not into chick flicks.  It was nice to meet you.  Have fun.”
 
   Peter was dismissing Tyler and again, Heather smirked at him.  Now she was annoyed.
 
   “Well, we’ll miss you,” Tyler said.  “Next time we’ll go see something else so you can come with.  Goodbye, Handsome.”
 
   #
 
   For the rest of the night, Heather’s thoughts returned to Peter’s ill-mannered behavior, and she wondered what got into him.  When she got home, she asked him about it, and he rolled his eyes at her.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   Peter hesitated.  “I don’t want you to get mad.”
 
   “I knew you didn’t like Tyler, but why?”
 
   “It’s just that he’s so . . . gay.”
 
   Heather threw her head back and laughed.  “Yes, that’s the right word to describe Tyler.  But don’t be rude to him.  He’s very sweet and very funny and he makes Justin happy.  Give him a chance.  You’ll get used to him.”
 
   The more she thought about it, the more it troubled her.  Why would Peter have to get used to Tyler?  Why would Tyler’s flamboyance bother Peter?  That stuff never bothered him before.
 
   It brought back memories of a past relationship, to someone who deceived her, someone who pretended to accept her relationship with Justin, but who secretly planned to end their friendship.  It was her ex-fiancée.  “Move far enough away so we never have to see that fucking faggot again,” was how he put it.  Luckily, she overheard him in the next room and foiled his plan.  She confronted him and flung her engagement ring at him.  It hit him square in the face and made a large gash under his eye.  He lunged at her and put his hands around her throat, but she wasn’t scared.  She stood tall and fought back with indignation.
 
   She wondered if Peter was calculating a similar plan, or if he only pretended to like Justin, and his true feelings were finally surfacing.
 
   #
 
   Whenever Tyler came to the house, there was always some task Peter had to do in the garage or some errand that couldn’t wait.  The more Peter avoided Tyler, the more Tyler tried to befriend him.
 
   Heather was mortified at Peter’s disrespect and she warned him to curtail his rudeness, but he didn’t listen.  As soon as she told him that Justin and Tyler were on their way over, Peter started trimming the hedges in the yard.  It infuriated her, but she wasn’t about to start a fight with Peter when Justin and Tyler were due to arrive any minute.  She chose to let it go – for now.
 
   Tyler sauntered in wearing the most exquisite pair of snakeskin hip-huggers she ever saw, and she immediately complimented him on them.
 
   “Genuine boa,” Tyler said.  He jutted his hip out in her direction.  “Feel.”
 
   She ran her hand over the smooth leather and her fingers accidentally slid across his left buttock.  She gave it a playful squeeze.  “You got a hard little butt there, Tyler.”
 
   He put his hand to his lips with mock embarrassment.
 
   “What are you two doing?” Justin asked, with a laugh.
 
   “Did you see his pants?” Heather asked.  “I love them.  They must’ve cost a fortune.”
 
   Tyler unzipped his pants.  “Try them on.”
 
   Heather shielded her eyes with her hand.  She had the feeling Tyler was going el fresco and was about to expose himself to her.
 
   “Here, Gorgeous,” Tyler said.
 
   She peeked through her fingers.  Tyler was wearing a tiny g-string that displayed his bare butt cheeks.  He had a cute little body.
 
   Heather never thought she would fit into Tyler’s jeans, but they fit perfectly.  She admired them in the full length mirror.  When she turned around, Tyler was modeling the jeans that she had been wearing a minute ago.  She watched Justin run his hands over and around Tyler’s butt, caressing it with a provocative smile.  After a few seconds, she cleared her throat to get their attention.
 
   “My pants look fabulous on you!” Tyler exclaimed.  “Let’s go show Handsome.”
 
   It was sad the way Tyler constantly tried to win Peter over, but Peter still wanted nothing to do with him.  Heather tried to explain that it wasn’t a good idea, but Tyler grabbed her hand and led her out back, where Peter pretended the hedges needed attention.
 
   “How do we look, Handsome?” Tyler asked.
 
   Peter was visibly disturbed that Heather was wearing Tyler’s pants.  Peter’s eyes widened, and he stared down at them as if to say, ‘Are you crazy?  God knows where Tyler’s crotch has been!’  Heather shot him a stern look that said ‘Be nice’.  They rarely had mental conversations, but Peter seemed to understand what she was trying to convey and the annoyed look disappeared from his face.
 
   Peter looked closer at the pants.  “Are they snakeskin?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered, “feel them.”
 
   Peter glided his hand over the buttery-soft leather.  “Wow.  They’re soft, and they look great.  Where did you get them?” he asked Tyler.  “I want to buy Heather a pair.”
 
   “I got them in West Hollywood, but Heather can keep them.”
 
   “No, Tyler, these are expensive,” she replied.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Gorgeous, I have another pair at home – amidst my dozens of other leather pants.”
 
   “It’s true,” Justin said.  “That’s all he wears.”
 
   “What do you do for a living that you can afford to give away snakeskin pants?” Peter asked.
 
   “I’m a stylist.  Like Justin.”
 
   “Hardly,” Justin boasted, “Tyler’s a stylist to the rich and famous.  They fly him out to L.A. all the time.”
 
   Heather smiled.  It was the one thing Justin and Tyler had in common, probably the only thing.  She reflected on how different their personalities were.  Tyler was wild, untamed, and a complete extrovert, while Justin was structured and somewhat quiet.  She never pictured Justin with someone as colorful and flashy as Tyler.  The two made an unlikely pair, but Justin was enamored with Tyler, and it was obvious that Tyler adored Justin.  She grew very attached to Tyler.  Even though Justin repeatedly told her that his relationship with Tyler was strictly casual, she still hoped that it would eventually blossom into something more serious.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven:
 
   Justin saw Tyler often, but neither one of them was interested in exclusivity and Justin still occasionally saw other men.  Since they traveled in the same circles, Justin took a quick look around the bar to make sure Tyler wasn’t already there.  Luckily, Tyler wasn’t easy to miss.  He was wearing low-slung red leather pants with a matching feather boa, gyrating his pelvis dangerously close to an attractive young man seated in front of him.  At first, Justin found it amusing, but with Tyler’s crotch a fraction of an inch away from another man, Justin began to feel possessive.  Change of plans.  He was taking Tyler home tonight.  Justin couldn’t watch in silence any longer.  Even though they weren’t in a committed relationship, he needed to intervene without looking like a jealous boyfriend.
 
   “Can I get the next lap dance?” he asked with a crooked smile.
 
   “Delicious!” Tyler was startled at Justin’s presence.  He looked self-conscious, almost guilty, about straddling another man and quickly backed away.  “Sorry, sport,” he said to the man, “my number one guy is here.”
 
   Tyler jumped into Justin’s arms and wrapped his legs around Justin’s waist, causing him to stagger backwards.
 
   Justin barely stopped laughing long enough to return Tyler’s exaggerated wet kiss.  “Are you trying to kill me?”  He squeezed Tyler’s sweet little ass with both hands.  “It’s a good thing you’re so damn skinny.”
 
   #
 
   An hour later, they ended up in bed.
 
   “What are we doing?” Tyler asked softly.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Us.”  Tyler propped himself up on one elbow and looked Justin in the eye.  “We’ve been seeing each other for almost three months and we spend a lot of time together.  Don’t you want an exclusive relationship?”
 
   “No.  I don’t.”
 
   Tyler averted his eyes.  He looked hurt.
 
   Justin didn’t mean to be blunt.  He was caught off guard by the question.  Tyler was a player and they both agreed that they didn’t want a commitment from the beginning.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tyler,” he said apologetically.  “I care about you too much to lie to you.  I’m not ready for that and I don’t think I’m gonna be ready for a long time.”  He tenderly ran his fingers through Tyler’s long, silky hair.  “We’re great together.  I love your sense of humor and your zest for . . . everything.  You show me how to live life . . . but I don’t want a serious relationship.”
 
   “You know, there have been very few men in my life who have made me want to settle down, but none make me want monogamy more than you do.”
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.  You mean the world to me.  Don’t misunderstand me, there’s no one else.  You’re my boy, but I’m not ready to make a commitment.”  He tried to be delicate, but he knew he hurt Tyler’s feelings again.  “I’m just trying to be honest, sweetie.  I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   Tyler placed his head back on Justin’s chest and he was quiet for a long time.  “Didn’t it bother you to see me with that guy tonight?” he finally asked.
 
   “Hell, yeah!  That’s why I stole you away from him.  I’m a jealous person, Tyler.  I could have easily walked out the door as soon as I saw you, but I didn’t.  I stayed at the bar and watched the two of you together for about five minutes.  As soon as I realized something was gonna go on between you two, I ran right over.  There was no way I was letting you go home with anyone but me.”
 
   The tiniest smile appeared on Tyler’s lips, and he gave Justin a tender kiss before falling asleep in his arms.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight:
 
   Heather didn’t know Tyler had a brother.  Neither did Justin by the surprised look on his face when Tyler showed up with him.  Dominick didn’t resemble Tyler at all.  He was tall, broad and strong.  His hair was dark, almost black, and shaved on the sides very close to his scalp.  Heather enjoyed listening to the way Tyler bragged about Dominick’s career as a sergeant in the United States Army.  It was obvious how much he admired and looked up to his brother.
 
   Tyler had a nickname for everyone, and Heather waited to hear the one he had for his brother.  Sarge.  How imaginative.  She chuckled softly and introduced herself to Dominick.  He shook her hand and held it for an extra few seconds as he gazed into her eyes.  “Pardon me for staring,” he said, “you’re very beautiful.”
 
   She smiled flirtatiously at the compliment.  “Thank you.  So, you’re a sergeant.  I’m very impressed.”  There was something about him that excited her, and she wanted to know more about him.  “How long are you home for?”
 
   “I have about six months before I get deployed again.  It’s going to be my last tour.  I’ve been in Iraq for the last two years, so it’s really nice to be home.  That’s why I’m intruding on your evening.  My kid brother didn’t want to leave me home alone on my first night back.  You don’t mind, do you?”
 
   “Of course not.  Welcome home.”  She kissed him on the cheek and immediately wondered why the hell she did it.  It was totally inappropriate.
 
   Tyler was bothered by her over-friendly gesture as well, and quickly interrupted their conversation.  “Where’s Peter, Gorgeous?  Isn’t he coming with us?”
 
   She wondered why he used Peter’s given name and didn’t refer to him as “Handsome.”  She assumed that Tyler wanted to make it clear to his brother that she was married.
 
   “Is Peter your husband?” Dominick asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And he lets a woman as pretty as you go out alone?”
 
   “I’m not going out alone.  I’m going out with Justin and Tyler,” she smiled, “and you.”
 
   #
 
   “Should I be concerned about the two of them?”  Tyler pointed to Heather and Dominick sitting together at the bar.
 
   Justin was surprised at the question.  “Heather and Dominick?  Of course not.  Why should you be concerned?”
 
   “She was flirting with him at your apartment, and I know my brother.  He’s a tomcat.  And they’ve been sitting there talking all night.”
 
   Justin took a closer look.  They did look rather cozy, but he quickly brushed the thought from his mind.  “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said.  “She’s just being friendly, that’s all.”  But he needed to take another suspicious glance in their direction before relinquishing the topic.
 
   #
 
   Dominick reached across Heather for a napkin, and she felt his breath on her cheek.  It caused a rush of adrenaline to run through the center of her chest.  It was the feeling you got when you were attracted to someone new.  She missed that feeling and almost forgot what it felt like.  She knew she was flirting with him and she probably shouldn’t have had that third martini.
 
   He rested his arm on the back of her bar stool while he fascinated her with stories about Iraq.  She periodically placed a comforting hand on his knee.  A lull in the discussion forced their eyes to meet in silent conversation.  The attraction pulled them together and they shared a kiss.  She savored the touch of someone new and let herself enjoy it.  His hands on the back of her neck sent a tingling sensation down her spine.  She kissed him again, even though she knew it was wrong.
 
   “I shouldn’t be doing this.  I’m married,” she whispered, but she was powerless to stop.
 
   She took his face in her hands as she slid her tongue around the circumference of his mouth.  She needed to taste every inch of it.  He kissed and nuzzled her neck, and she leaned her head back and sighed at the mounting pleasure in between her legs.  They spoke between kisses with heavy breath.
 
   “Let’s go somewhere else,” Dominick said.
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’ve never done anything like this before.”
 
   “I know you want to.  You wouldn’t be kissing me if you didn’t.”
 
   He was right.  She wanted to sleep with him.  She wanted to throw him on the floor and fuck him right there in the bar.  Her desire and her inability to control it both shocked and aroused her at the same time.  She told herself to stop, but her hands and mouth refused to listen.  She finally regained her composure and her self-control, and pulled away from him.  She was flustered and confused.  “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.  I can’t do this.  I don’t know what got into me.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry,” Dominick said.
 
   “No.  I . . . I should go.”
 
   “Please don’t go.”  He placed his hand on her arm.  “I won’t try to kiss you again.  Let’s do something else.  Let’s dance.  Let’s find Justin and Tyler.  Don’t leave.”
 
   She didn’t want to leave.  She wanted to spend the rest of the night with Dominick, but she was unsure if she could control herself.  “OK,” she said, after a long pause.  “But let’s find Justin and Tyler.”
 
   “Take this,” he handed her his phone number, “in case you change your mind.”
 
   She focused on the digits scrawled on the paper napkin.  She told herself to throw it away, hand it back to him, leave it on the bar, but she didn’t.  Instead, she folded it in half and tucked it deep inside her wallet.
 
   #
 
   “WHAT DO YOU MEAN, YOU KISSED HIM?” Justin shouted.
 
   “I don’t know.”  Heather ran her fingers through her hair.  “I had a lot to drink.”
 
   “You weren’t that drunk, Heather!  I was there!  How could you fucking do that?”
 
   “Stop yelling at me.”  She put her hands over her ears and paced through the living room.  “I told you, I don’t know.  It was like I had no control over what I was doing.”
 
   Justin’s mouth hung open and his dark ebony eyes stared at her like two black coals.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that,” she said.
 
   “Did you tell Peter?”
 
   “No.  And I’m not going to either.”
 
   “I can’t believe you stayed at the bar and acted like nothing happened.”
 
   She had nothing to say.  She couldn’t defend her behavior.
 
   “You better not see him again.”
 
   “I . . . I don’t plan to.”  She questioned the hesitation in her voice, and so did Justin.
 
   “Heather . . .”
 
   “Relax, Justin.  I’m not gonna see him again.”  But she couldn’t shake the nagging feeling in her gut, that she hadn’t seen the last of Dominick.
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine:
 
   Heather bit her lower lip and wondered what the hell she was doing in the sleazy hotel.  She looked around the room.  It actually wasn’t sleazy at all.  It was a very expensive hotel.  Still, she must be fucking insane for being there.
 
   She reached for the door handle, ready to make a quick exit, when the door swung open and Dominick entered the room.  Without saying a word, he put his hands through her long dark hair and his mouth firmly on her soft lips.  His kiss penetrated her very soul.  Without removing his mouth from hers, he picked her up and placed her gently on the bed.  He sat next to her and she reached for another kiss.  She pulled at his clothing and quickly discarded her own.  Before he was fully undressed, she was on him with her lips and hands, touching, kissing and licking every inch of his body.  The pent up animalistic urges which she was forced to suppress in the bedroom with Peter were finally unleashed.
 
   Her flesh was burning hot.  She was hungry, famished, and Dominick fed her desire.  She didn’t want to waste time with foreplay.  She wanted him inside her – now.  She straddled him and held tightly onto his shoulders.  She pounded her body against his with a force that shook the room.  The headboard banged loudly against the wall and one of the lamps on the nightstand toppled over and fell to the floor.  Her knees scraped on the sheet until they were raw.  Her breathing grew louder, thunderous, and she cried out.  Passion exploded inside of her.  Her eyes rolled back in her head and she was temporarily blinded by euphoria.
 
   Their bodies remained engaged together long after they both climaxed.  She stayed on top of him and hung her head into her chest while she caught her breath.
 
   She slowly rolled off of Dominick and stared at the ceiling with a heavenly smile.  Every pore in her body tingled and she never wanted the feeling to end.
 
   #
 
   Once home, Heather showered and douched twice, but she swore she could still smell Dominick’s scent on her.  She sat on the bed, hugged her knees to her chest and glanced at the clock.  Peter wouldn’t be home for hours, so she still had time to shake the guilt that she bore.
 
   Her past sexual experiences were far from pristine, and this certainly wasn’t the most unethical of her liaisons, but it certainly felt like it.  She swore she would never see Dominick again.  She told herself that it was done, it was over, it was out of her system, and now she could forget about him and move forward with her life.
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten:
 
   Tyler jumped into Justin’s lap, clasped his fingers behind Justin’s neck and crossed his legs over the arm of the couch.
 
   Justin grunted and laughed.  “You’re gonna kill me one of these days doing that.”  He cradled Tyler in his arms and leaned back so the couch reclined.
 
   Tyler snuggled and rested his head on Justin’s shoulder while they both watched TV.  Neither spoke.  Tranquility echoed in the silence.  Justin longed for days like this, when the simple act of cuddling together on the couch brought quiet intimacy.  Thoughts of David lingered in the back of his mind.  He remembered the days when they used to lie in each other’s arms, sometimes for hours, without saying anything, before getting out of bed.  It felt like a century ago.  Justin pushed the vision from his head – the pain was still too fresh – and he wondered if he would share that strong bond with anyone again.  He shifted in the recliner.  Tyler started to move off of his lap, but he pulled Tyler back.  Justin enjoyed the closeness and the security of someone in his arms, even if Tyler’s bony pelvis was cutting off the circulation in his thigh.
 
   They resumed watching television, without speaking.  Justin let out a contented sigh and Tyler grinned up at him.  He knew Tyler wanted to say something, so he waited, but the grin was frozen on Tyler’s face.
 
   “What?” Justin asked, with a smile.
 
   “Nothing,” Tyler replied, with an innocent shrug of his shoulder.
 
   “Why are you smiling at me like that?”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “No.  What’s going on?”
 
   “I love you, Delicious.”
 
   It was something Justin didn’t want to hear.  He adored Tyler, but he didn’t love Tyler.  Justin didn’t know how to reply and the silence in the room turned unpleasant and awkward.  Justin needed to say something – anything – but he couldn’t brandish the sting of unreciprocated love onto Tyler.  It would be too cruel.
 
   Tyler pressed his lips together and lowered his eyes.  “You don’t have to say anything.  I don’t care if you don’t feel the same way.  I just wanted you to know how much you mean to me.”
 
   “Tyler . . .”
 
   “It’s OK.  It doesn’t matter.”
 
   There was vulnerability and a childlike innocence behind Tyler’s honey-colored eyes.  It was a side of Tyler that Justin never saw before.  He gently brushed the soft brown hair from Tyler’s face with his hand.  “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   Tyler stiffened.  “Are you going to break up with me because I told you I loved you?”
 
   “No.  Of course not.  I don’t wanna lose you.  You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time.  I need you.  I’m just not ready to be in a serious committed relationship.”
 
   A small smile reappeared on Tyler’s face and he rested his head on Justin’s shoulder again.  “Good, because when you are ready, I’m going to be right here waiting for you.”
 
   Heather warned Justin this would happen, but he didn’t believe her.  Tyler was a free spirit, spontaneous and lighthearted, but now Justin knew that deep down Tyler was naïve and unpretentious.
 
   Justin never expected Tyler to fall in love with him.  He enjoyed spending time with Tyler.  Tyler made him happy and made him laugh.  Tyler made him feel good about himself.  He needed someone like that in his life right now.  He cared deeply about Tyler, but he didn’t love him, and they would never have a future together.  It saddened Justin because he knew in the end he would end up breaking Tyler’s heart.  The unselfish thing to do would be to end the relationship now, but he couldn’t do that.  He wasn’t ready to let Tyler go yet.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven:
 
   Heather pulled the sheet over her naked body and tucked it under her arms.  She wore a dreamy smile and snuggled against the soft down pillow.  Dominick pulled the sheet off of her in one swift motion and jumped in bed next to her.  She laughed and rolled into his arms.  Dominick kissed her and slowly ran his hand down the profile of her body.   His slow touch brought goosebumps to her skin’s surface, and the small hairs on her arm stood up.  She exhaled deeply as his hands caressed her body.  His lips were warm and supple against her inner thigh.  She could feel the moistness between her legs and she opened them wide, summoning him closer.  He put his mouth on her and his tongue peeked inside.  She lifted her pelvis and ran her fingers through his short bristly hair, pushing his face closer and into her body.  His lips and tongue moved together with her body in perfect choreography.  It was a beautiful dance.  He pulled her open with his fingers and blew inside her.  His breath was cool against the warmth of her body.  Its gentle pressure sent a tingling sensation up her spine.  Her breathing grew steadily heavier as sensations traveled throughout her body.  She reached down for his hand and they entwined their fingers together.  She dug her nails into the back of his hand and she arched her back.  He licked her faster, to match the speed of her breaths, until she climaxed with a loud cry.
 
   She pulled him up and wrapped her arms and legs around him, squeezing him tight.  She wanted to feel his body next to hers.  She wanted his skin on her skin.  She wanted to feel his flesh.
 
   “You’re so beautiful, Heather,” he said.  “I need to see you more than once a week.”
 
   “Shhh.”  She placed her index finger over his lips.  “Don’t talk, just kiss me.”
 
   He caressed her lips with his and washed his tongue over them.  “I love the way you taste.  I can’t get enough of you.”
 
   He nibbled at her neck, and she leaned her head back to accommodate his mouth.
 
   “Oh, Dom,” she exhaled a long, heavy breath, “you make me feel so alive.”
 
   Heather tried, but it was impossible to stay away from Dominick.  He offered her lust and passion.  It was something that was missing from her marriage, and she never realized it until now.
 
   #
 
   Heather told no one about her transgression, not even Justin.  She tried not to think about Dominick when they weren’t together, but fantasies of their time together danced through her head.  She stared off into space, oblivious to those around her, and reminisced about the last time she saw him.
 
   “Is everything OK, sweetie?” Justin asked.
 
   “Um, yeah,” she said. “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re dazing off again, like you have something on your mind.”  He smiled.  “Something good.  Do share.”
 
   Her cheeks flushed and she couldn’t look him in the eye.  She made up a feeble excuse about Peter and the store but it barely made any sense.
 
   Justin squinted at her.  “You’re not mad at me for something, are you?”
 
   “Of course not!  Why would I be mad at you?”  Her response was over exaggerated.
 
   “I don’t know.  That’s why I asked.  You just seem a little distant lately.”
 
   She tried not to think about Dominick.  She tried to find something else to concentrate on, but she couldn’t put him out of her mind.  She ended up babbling and jumping from one subject to another.  It was obvious that she was acting out of sorts, but at least Justin wasn’t suspicious of the truth.  This was the first secret she ever kept from him and she didn’t know if she felt worse for cheating on Peter or deceiving Justin.
 
   #
 
   Heather became obsessed with Dominick.  The more time she spent away from him, the more she needed to see him.  She couldn’t wait two more days until their appointed rendezvous, so she slipped out of work early and met him at “their” hotel.  The maitre d’ greeted her when she arrived, and she wondered if her presence was becoming too familiar.  She needed anonymity.  She couldn’t risk someone recognizing her.  She wanted to mention it to Dominick, but the second she saw him, her mouth had other plans.  She needed to taste his flesh.  Her desires needed to be fulfilled before she could think about anything else.
 
   By the time her cravings were rewarded with the flavor of Dominick’s sweet body, she didn’t care about the maitre d’ anymore.  She only wanted to bathe in Dominick’s scent and feel his body next to hers.  She snuggled into the crook of his shoulder and wrapped her arm and leg over his body.  She didn’t want a sliver of space between them.
 
   He kissed her, long and deep.  “I want us to be together,” he said.  “When are you going to leave your husband?”
 
   It was the third time Dominick asked her to leave Peter, and her answer remained unchanged.  “I’m sorry, Dom.  I can’t leave Peter.”
 
   “Why not?  I know he doesn’t make you happy.  If he did, you wouldn’t be here with me right now.  I don’t want to keep you hidden away in a hotel room.  I want to show off my beautiful girlfriend.”
 
   Heather covered her naked body with the silk sheet and reflected on her marriage to Peter.  She loved him, but did he make her happy?  She struggled with an answer, but couldn’t commit to one.  She knew why she was having an affair with Dominick, though.  The answer to that was easy.  He ignited her soul.  When she was with him, she felt reincarnated.  His touch made her entire body shiver with electricity.  He made her flesh feel like it was on fire.  Peter never made her feel that way, not even when they first met.  And Dominick made her feel . . . loved.  Peter told her he loved her, but never really showed it.  He did in the beginning, but as the years went by he retracted his emotions and they settled into the role of an old married couple.  She frowned.  Old married couple?  They were married for four years.  She was 31 years old.
 
   She let herself entertain the thought of leaving Peter and imagined life with Dominick.  It seemed surreal.  He fit into her life perfectly, especially with Justin dating Tyler.  She could easily fall in love with Dominick if she let herself.  And she knew Dominick was in love with her, even though he never told her.  He didn’t need to.  It was obvious in every word he spoke, in every touch of his hand and in every look in his eye.
 
   So, why then, didn’t she leave Peter?  The question haunted her, until she finally found the answer – because it would break his heart, and she couldn’t do that to Peter.  But was this any better?  She didn’t know the answer.  She only knew that she was drawn to Dominick and couldn’t resist his allure.  She needed to be with him.  Unable to figure out a solution to her romantic dilemma, she decided to see where fate would take her relationship with Dominick.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve:
 
   The pregnancy test stared back at Heather with uncertainty.  The ambiguous +/- sign displayed in the little Lucite window left her more anxious then before.
 
   She heard Peter’s key in the front door and her heart leapt into her throat.  She jumped and dropped the test strip in the bathroom sink.
 
   He called for her, but she didn’t answer.  His footsteps grew louder and closer and she scrambled to dispose of the evidence of her possible pregnancy in the bottom of the waste basket.
 
   “Why are you home so early?” she asked.  She knew she sounded nervous.
 
   “I’m not early,” he said.  “It’s 8:30.”
 
   She lost track of time.  She was constantly distracted by visions of Dominick.  She never would have taken the pregnancy test if she knew Peter would be home any minute.  Her eye caught the box to the pregnancy test sitting blatantly on the toilet tank, and the color drained from her face.  She held her breath and tried to remain calm.  She tried not to stare at the box, but her eyes constantly darted back to it.  Luckily, Peter only wanted to tell her that he was running out for a drink with their neighbor, and quickly left.
 
   She locked the bathroom door behind him and exhaled all the air in her lungs in a single breath.  She braced her hands on the vanity and stared at herself in the mirror.  Her usual warm, olive complexion was pale and ashen.  She wondered why Peter didn’t notice or pick up on her jittery behavior.  She waited until she heard the front door close before she dumped the waste basket out on the floor.  She got down on her knees and sifted through the wadded up tissue.  She scattered it all over the bathroom floor until she finally found the small white test strip.  She picked it up, turned it over and burst into tears.  The clearly defined minus sign told her she wasn’t pregnant, but it was a close call.  She wrapped the test strip in a giant wad of toilet paper and placed it back in the bottom of the small waste basket underneath the rest of the garbage.  She tied the little plastic bag closed and deposited it in the trash can on the side of the house.  She made sure the lid was tightly closed in case the test strip magically broke out of the bag and tried to jump out of the pail.
 
   Her whole body started to shake.  She folded her arms around her waist and took several deep breaths.  The guilt from her affair overwhelmed her and she cried openly.  She wondered what she would have done if she was pregnant.  She couldn’t pass off a baby that might be Dominick’s as Peter’s child.  She couldn’t tell Dominick.  She questioned whether or not she could have an abortion.  No.  She couldn’t do that either.  She realized that she needed to end her relationship with Dominick.  She hated the idea, and already felt the loss.  A ray of light was extinguished in her heart.  She wished there was another alternative, but there was no other choice.  It was the only solution.  She couldn’t risk hurting Peter with the discovery of her affair.  There was just one thing she still needed to do.  She needed to confess her indiscretion to the one person who mattered the most – Justin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen:
 
   Heather tried to summon the courage to tell Justin about the affair, but she stood paralyzed before him.
 
   “Sweetie, what’s wrong?”  He stroked her arm with concern.
 
   She stumbled for the words to answer, but couldn’t find them.  She paced around the room, bit her bottom lip and wrung her hands until they were sore.  She stopped, turned and looked Justin in the eye.  “I’ve been sleeping with Dominick.”
 
   Justin gasped and visibly recoiled from her.  “Are you out of your fucking mind?”
 
   “I don’t know how it happened.  It was just one time, and I told myself it would never happen again, but . . .”
 
   “How long has this been going on?”
 
   She bit her bottom lip again.  “Almost four months.”
 
   “FOUR MONTHS!” he shouted.  “HEATHER, WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING?”  He grabbed her by the upper arms.  “HOW COULD YOU DO THAT?  WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU?”
 
   She cringed in his grasp.  She knew he would be upset, but she didn’t expect him to overreact.  “Calm down,” she said.  “I can’t talk to you if you’re gonna scream at me.”
 
   Justin loosened his grip ever so slightly and stared deeply into her eyes. “Why have you been lying to me?”
 
   “Because I was afraid to tell you.”
 
   “What about Tyler?  Has Tyler been lying to me too?”
 
   “No.  I swear.  I made Dom promise not to tell him.”  She squirmed free and pulled the bottom of her shirt down in a huff.  “Why are you so mad?  I’m cheating on Peter, not you!”
 
   “Because,” he said, slowly, “I know how it feels.”  Justin’s anger disappeared, and his entire body crumbled.  His eyes saddened and bore anguish and despair.  “I know how it feels to have someone you love betray you . . . betray your trust . . . break your heart . . . crush you.”  Tears moistened his eyes and his voice cracked.  “I know what it’s like to have the person you love, the person you thought you were gonna spend the rest of your life with, throw everything away.”  He shook his head.  “I never thought you could do that to Peter.  I never thought you could hurt him like that.”
 
   Justin was referring to David.  Why couldn’t she see it before?  She was doing exactly what David did to Justin.  That’s why her infidelity upset him so much.  She was flooded with guilt, and she started to cry.  “I don’t want to hurt Peter.  I love him.  You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.”
 
   He put his arms around her, and she sobbed softly into the center of his chest.
 
   “I called Dom and broke it off this morning.”  She dried her tears with the back of her hand.  “I deleted his phone number and blocked his calls.  Now I have no way to get in touch with him, and he can’t call me either.”
 
   “Good.  What made you finally come to your senses?”
 
   She hesitated and wrinkled her brow.  “I thought I was pregnant – but I’m not,” she quickly added.  “The test was negative.”
 
   Justin looked like he might faint.  “Oh my God, Heather.”
 
   “I know.  I know.”  She slapped her leg.  “I almost fucked up my whole life!  This whole thing would have blown up in my face.  Peter would have left me – then what would I have done – with a baby?”  She started to cry again, almost uncontrollably.
 
   Justin held her in his arms.  “You know I would have helped you, sweetie.  You could have lived with me.  I would have taken care of you and the baby.  You never have to worry about anything.  I’ll always be there for you.  I’ll always take care of you.”
 
   She clung to him and cried into his chest.  What would she do without Justin?  She was not an independent person.  She needed someone to constantly take care of her, and that person was, and always would be, Justin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen:
 
   Heather stared out the window and into the crisp October air.  She reflected on the last few weeks.  It wasn’t easy for her to forget about Dominick, especially since Tyler was a constant reminder.  The first time she saw Tyler after the affair ended he glared at her for a good 10 seconds without saying anything and she knew that he was aware of her relationship with his brother.  After Tyler silently berated her, he never alluded to it again.
 
   Heather realized that the underlying problems in her marriage were what led to the affair in the first place.  She vowed to make things right between her and Peter, but she had no idea how.  She suggested a vacation, but Peter said he couldn’t leave the store.
 
   A cool breeze blew in, and a shiver ran down her spine.  She cranked the handle closed on the casement window and was about to turn away, but Justin’s car pulled into the driveway and caught her attention.
 
   She watched Justin and Tyler get out of the car, and they stopped and kissed on the front lawn.  She laughed softly at Tyler.  He never kissed Justin like a normal person.  He threw all of his passion into it and hung all over Justin.
 
   Peter joined her at the window to see what she was laughing about.  He jerked his head back and smirked at her.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “I wish they wouldn’t do that in front of the house,” he said.  “What are the neighbors going to think?  It’s fucking embarrassing.”
 
   Heather spun around to face him and waved her hand in the air.  “Why shouldn’t they show affection in public?  How would you like it if people judged you all the time?”
 
   Peter rolled his eyes.  “Why do you always have to get defensive and overreact?”
 
   “Because it’s unfair.  I know I’m overly sensitive when it comes to Justin, but you have no idea what it was like for him growing up . . . what it was like for the both of us.”
 
   Her thoughts returned to their childhood and it saddened her.  She sat down, put her elbows on the table and rubbed her forehead.  She hated bringing up the past, but maybe if she opened up a little to Peter, it would bring them closer together.  Maybe it would help him understand why she was so overprotective when it came to Justin.
 
   She looked up at Peter with a deep frown.  “Do you have any idea what it feels like to watch someone you care about get bullied and picked on constantly?” Her voice was soft and fragile.  “Justin used to get beat up and teased all the time, and then they started teasing me because we were always together.  I was the only one he had . . . the only one who ever stuck up for him and came to his defense.  He was always tall, but he was scrawny.  He didn’t know how to fight, and kids always picked on him.  They were fucking relentless!”  She slapped her hand on the table, and her face quivered.  “Do you know what that’s like for a kid?”  Her voice cracked and she paused.  “It broke my heart.  I used to wish I was the one getting picked on instead of him.  I would give anything to change his childhood.  He never bothered anybody.  He never did anything wrong.  He didn’t deserve to be treated that way.  No one does.  Especially a kid.  I used to cry harder than he did.”  She squeezed her eyes shut.  “Kids can be so fucking mean!”  She paused again and tried to get control of her emotions.  “I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I made him take karate lessons to learn how to defend himself.”
 
   “He knows karate?” Peter asked.
 
   “Tae kwon do.”  She waved her hand.  “It’s the same thing.  He’s a black belt.”
 
   “Really?  I didn’t know that.”
 
   Heather nodded.  “He hated it at first, but I used to drag him there twice a week.  Then he started lifting weights and building up muscle.  He started to gain self-confidence and for the first time in his life he felt good about himself and about who he was.  I’ll never forget the first time he defended himself in a fight.”  She looked off into the distance and visualized the incident in her head.  “He knocked the shit outta this kid who always used to beat him up.  It was a turning point in his life – in both of our lives.  We were about 16, I think.  I watched him get tormented all those years in school.”  She let out a long, exasperated breath.  “Whenever someone makes an insensitive remark about him, I still see that little boy who always got bullied, and all those feelings from my childhood come back again . . . only worse.”  She put her hand to her chest and furrowed her brow.  “It fucking kills me.  I’ll never forget what he went through, and I’ll never stop defending him.  I’ll do anything to protect him.  I would give my life defending him.”  A single tear slipped down her cheek.  It was a small glimpse of the torment she went through, but it left her emotionally drained and frazzled.  She leaned forward, put her elbows on the table and rubbed the tension from her forehead for several seconds.
 
   She folded her arms across her chest, sat back in the chair and barely met Peter’s eye.  “Please don’t mention anything about what I said to Justin.  I would die if Justin found out I divulged his personal business.  You know he never talks about his childhood.  He hates to be reminded of it.  We both do.  And Tyler doesn’t know anything about it, either.”
 
   “Whatever,” Peter said.  “I still don’t want them making out in front of the house.”
 
   A loud gasp escaped her.  “Whatever?  That’s all you have to say?”  His words hurt her more than they angered her.
 
   “I get it.  You both had it rough as kids.  So did a lot of people.  Move past it, already.”
 
   “What?”  She was shocked at his lack of compassion.  “You could be a little more sensitive.  I knew you wouldn’t understand, but you can see that I’m upset, you could at least . . .”
 
   Justin and Tyler entered the house, and she quickly changed the subject.  She shook the emotion from her face and pretended nothing was wrong.  She leaned against the windowsill and watched Justin have a casual conversation with Tyler at the table.  She tried hard not to show it, but she still couldn’t let go of the heartbreak that resurfaced during the sad recap of their childhood.
 
   Justin felt her stare and shot her a quizzical look.  She returned a small smile and shook her head, but he didn’t dismiss her response so easily.
 
   “Do you wanna sit?” he asked.
 
   Justin started to rise, but she stopped him.
 
   “There is an empty chair right there,” she said, pointing to the opposite end of the table.  “I’m fine.  Sit down.”
 
   “Alright,” he answered, hesitantly.  He stared at her for a moment, before returning to his conversation with Tyler.
 
   No matter how happy and confident Justin was today, when she looked into his eyes, she always saw the insecure little boy she knew as a child and it tugged at her heart.  She reached out to him and placed a soft loving kiss on his cheek.
 
   “What are you doing?”  He backed away with surprise.
 
   “Be quiet,” she whispered into his ear, and hugged him with all her might.
 
   “Are you OK, sweetie?  What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.”  She squeezed her eyes shut and rested her head on his shoulder.  “I just need a hug.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen:
 
   Justin was expecting to see Heather on the opposite side of the door, even though it was hours earlier than she usually arrived on Sunday mornings.  Instead, Tyler’s loving brown eyes smiled back at him.
 
   He wished he never answered the door.
 
   Justin brought someone home last night, but he had no intention of letting his guest spend the night.  They were both very drunk, had sex and then must have passed out.  The first time Justin woke up was when Tyler rang the doorbell a minute ago.
 
   It was sort of an unspoken rule, a “given”, that they weren’t supposed to drop by each other’s place unannounced.  Why did Tyler cross the line?  Justin sighed.  Because Tyler was in love with him, that’s why.  Justin had no reason to feel guilty, they weren’t exclusive, but he did anyway.  A queasy feeling settled in the pit of Justin’s stomach.  He told himself that he wouldn’t let it happen, but all along he knew that he would break Tyler’s heart.
 
   Tyler put his hands on either side of Justin’s face, gave him an exaggerated kiss and sauntered into the apartment.  “I know it’s early, Delicious, but I’m absolutely famished.  Let’s go out for breakfast.”
 
   Justin’s eyes dropped down to the floor.  “I’m sorry.  It’s a bad time.  You should’ve called first.”
 
   The smile immediately fell from Tyler’s face.  At first he didn’t say anything.  He only stared at Justin with his mouth open.  Then he slowly wrinkled his brow and frowned.  “Is someone here?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Justin reached out to Tyler, but Tyler backed away.
 
   Tyler’s face, usually so animated and happy, drooped with sadness.
 
   Guilt raced through Justin’s veins and caused his cheeks to flush.  “He’s just someone I met last night.  He doesn’t mean anything to me.  This doesn’t happen often, Tyler.  I don’t want you to think . . .”
 
   “You don’t owe me an explanation,” Tyler said, as a tear glistened in the corner of his eye.
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   The bedroom door swung open and interrupted them.  Justin’s overnight guest scuttled past Tyler, still closing the zipper on his jeans.  “Sorry, dude,” he said.  “I didn’t know.  It was just a one-night stand.”
 
   Tyler flinched and recoiled, freshly wounded by the sight of a strange half naked man leaving Justin’s bedroom.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tyler,” Justin said, with a heavy sigh.  “I never meant to hurt you.  I . . . I don’t know what else to say.”
 
   Tyler stared at the closed door in a semi-catatonic state.  After a long pause, he slowly turned back to Justin.  “I don’t wanna do this anymore.”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   Tyler shook his head.  “It’s not your fault.  I know you’re not in love with me, and you made it clear that you didn’t want an exclusive relationship.”  He paused again.  “I can’t go through this again.”  The tear moistening his eye spilled down his cheek.
 
   “I’m so sorry.  Please don’t leave me,” Justin begged.
 
   “Tell me you won’t see anyone else, Justin.  You don’t have to love me back, just tell me you’re ready to make a commitment, and I’ll stay.”
 
   It was the one and only time Tyler called him Justin.
 
   “I wish I could, but I can’t.”  Justin took Tyler’s hands and brought them to his chest.  “I want you in my life.  I need you.  Please stay.  Don’t go.”
 
   Tyler answered with a long, tender kiss.  “Goodbye, Delicious.  I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for.”
 
   Justin’s heart ached as he watched Tyler leave.  Justin sat down on the couch, cradled his head in his hands and wondered what the hell happened to his life.  Is this what he wanted – to sleep with whomever he wanted, whenever he wanted?  No.  It was the exact opposite.  He wanted what he had with David, but he was afraid to open his heart to love again.  He cared about Tyler, but Tyler wasn’t the right guy for him.  He wondered if he would find another man he wanted to spend the rest of his life with or if David was his one and only soul mate.  The burnt out hole in his chest reminded him that without Tyler he truly was alone, and he sobbed into his hands.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen:
 
   The breakup with Tyler hit Justin hard.  Heather was worried about him.  Last night he was particularly sad and withdrawn.  She wanted to make sure he was OK before she left for work, but he didn’t answer his phone.  She sat on the bed and waited for Justin to return her call.  The minutes ticked by, but the phone remained silent.  Now she was late.
 
   She flew out the door and raced down the street.  Her shirt was still warm from the iron and she questioned whether or not she turned it off before she left the house.  She recounted her actions, but she couldn’t remember.  The further she got from the house, the more it nagged at her.  If she returned home to check, she would miss the train, and she couldn’t be late for work again.
 
   She tried Justin once more, but there was still no answer.  She couldn’t call Peter.  He was already at the electronics store, and he was too busy to leave, plus, she didn’t want to hear another lecture about how irresponsible she was.
 
   “Damn it!”  She hit her leg with her fist.  She had no choice but to check on it herself.  If she ran, maybe she could still catch her train.  She abruptly turned and bolted across the street back toward the house.
 
   She never saw the car coming.  She only heard the blaring sound of its horn and the screech of its tires on the asphalt.  She didn’t even have time to scream.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen:
 
   For two hours Justin paced around the stark white hospital waiting room.  It was morbidly quiet and the somber faces of its inhabitants, all waiting for news about the prognosis of their loved ones, unnerved him.  Justin repeatedly asked the nurse for an update on Heather’s condition, but there was none.  Heather was still in surgery.
 
   Justin chewed his last fingernail and turned away from the window.  He watched Peter, who still hadn’t moved from in front of the small TV on the wall.  He wondered how Peter managed to remain calm and composed.  He wanted to grab him by the shoulders and shake some emotion into him.  Justin sat down next to Peter, but he couldn’t sit still for more than a few minutes.  He harassed the nurse again.  She was starting to get annoyed.
 
   The doctor finally appeared, still in his operating room scrubs, and asked for the family of Heather Cooper.  Justin rushed to the doctor’s side, but he had to wait for Peter to get up from the TV before the doctor could explain what happened to her.
 
   Heather was hit by a car while crossing the street and thrown several yards.  When she landed, she was impaled by a piece of metal.  It entered her lower back and almost protruded through the front of her abdomen.  Her right kidney was lacerated and her spleen was severely injured in the accident.  They were unable to save either organ.  The main concern right now was the function of her remaining kidney.  It needed to handle the extra burden of doing its job without its mate.  She also had three fractured ribs, a pulmonary contusion and extensive bruising.  It was a miracle she didn’t break any bones or have a concussion.
 
   Justin stared at the doctor, almost in shock, as he absorbed the extent of Heather’s injuries.  She was lucky to be alive.
 
   Justin and Heather were born a month apart and grew up next door to each other in the same little town in the suburbs of New York City.  When Justin turned 18 and decided to move out of his parents’ house, he couldn’t leave without Heather.  They searched for apartments together and finally found two that were within walking distance of one another.  Years later, when Peter needed to move closer to his electronics store, Heather wouldn’t go with him unless Justin moved out to Long Island near them.  Justin didn’t hesitate, even though it added another 40 minutes to his commute into Manhattan to the salon every day.  He ended up taking an apartment five blocks away from Heather’s new house.  They had been inseparable since they were babies, never more than an arms’ length from each other.
 
   The thought of losing Heather arrested him.  She had been beside him for the last 32 years.  She gave him the strength to persevere when society crippled him.  He could never go on without her.  Never.  Overwhelmed by the thought of losing his best friend, Justin sobbed heavily into his hands.
 
   The doctor reassured Justin that Heather’s condition was stable, but he wouldn’t believe she was OK until he saw her.  They were keeping her sedated for the next 24-48 hours to compensate for the pain, but he didn’t care.  He needed to see her.
 
   Justin knew Heather would look bad, but he wasn’t prepared for her altered appearance.  Her face was swollen almost beyond recognition and she had a breathing tube in her throat.  Various machines bleeped in the background and bags of fluid fed into a vein in her arm.
 
   Justin held her hand to his cheek and continued to weep, while Peter stood by almost expressionless.  Justin refused to leave her and sat vigil at her bedside throughout the night.  One of the nurses took pity on him and wheeled a stretcher in the corner of the small I.C.U. room for him to sleep on, but sleep eluded him.  Every time he dozed off, he bolted awake to make sure Heather was OK.  He finally managed a few short hours of sleep, hunched over in a chair, while he rested his head on the side of her bed and held her hand.
 
   #
 
   By the second morning, most of the swelling in Heather’s face disappeared, and she looked more like herself.  The doctor decreased the sedative and they waited for her to wake.  But two hours later, Heather still slept.
 
   Justin never left her side.  He survived on coffee and the occasional snack that Peter and the nurses brought him.
 
   “Why doesn’t she wake up?” he asked the nurse.
 
   “She’s been through a major trauma and she has a lot of medication in her body,” the nurse replied.  “It takes time.  Why don’t you go home and rest, dear?” She placed her hand on his shoulder.  “You look awful.”
 
   Dark circles shadowed his eyes.  His hair, always styled to perfection, was both matted and tousled at the same time, and his usually clean-shaven face was overgrown with dark razor stubble.  He knew he was a mess, but he didn’t care.  He shook his head at the nurse.  “I need to be here when she wakes up.”  He leaned forward and put his lips to Heather’s ear.  “Wake up, sweetie.  I need to know you’re OK.”  Her continued lack of response frightened him.
 
   The nurse tried to comfort him with a cup of tea and a few reassuring words, and he felt a little less anxious.  She persuaded him to get something to eat in the cafeteria.  It was only down the hall.
 
   Justin gulped down a small sandwich, but it sat in his stomach like a brick.  His stomach rumbled, and he wished he never ate anything.  His mind was suddenly drawn to Heather, and he feared something was wrong.
 
   As he briskly walked back to her room, one of the nurses got his attention.
 
   “She’s awake,” the nurse said with a smile.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen:
 
   Heather slowly opened her eyes.  Her lids were heavy and her vision was blurred.  She was disoriented and immediately gagged at the tube in her throat.  She blinked several times before she focused on her surroundings.  A nurse told her to relax, but she was scared.  Her mind was fuzzy and she didn’t remember what happened or why she was in the hospital.  Her heart pounded almost as loud as the monitor next to her, and she looked at Peter with large frightened eyes.
 
   “You’re OK,” Peter said.
 
   Heather searched for Justin as far as her eyes could see, but she couldn’t find him.  She traced a large letter J on the sheet with her finger and looked at Peter.
 
   Peter sort of half-smiled, half-smirked at her.  “Justin’s here,” he said.  “He’ll be right back.”
 
   She moved her arms and legs and tried to assess her condition.  She only moved them a fraction of an inch before a sharp pain cut into her.  It shot from her lower back, ran through to the front of her body, up into her ribcage and settled in her chest.  She grimaced and tried to cry out, but the tube in her throat silenced her voice.
 
   “Try not to move,” Peter said.  “You had surgery.”
 
   The orderlies that were at the foot of her bed stepped back and Justin ran between them.  Heather convulsed with a silent whimper as soon as she saw him.  She reached out to him, and he took her hand and kissed it.
 
   “Thank God you’re finally awake,” he said.
 
   “She was asking for you,” Peter stated.
 
   Tears welled in Justin’s eyes, but a small smile appeared on his lips.  “I’ve been here for two days and the one time I leave for 10 minutes, you wake up.”  He placed a delicate kiss on her forehead, rested his cheek on the top of her head and wept softly.
 
   Heather clung to Justin’s hand as hard as the pain in her gut would allow her.  She needed his strength.  His presence and his touch consoled her.  She still didn’t know what was wrong with her, but she knew that Justin would take care of her.  She was still scared, though, and tears streamed down her cheeks.
 
   “Take it easy, Justin,” Peter said, harshly.  “You’re upsetting her.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie.  Don’t cry.”  Justin wiped Heather’s eyes with a tissue and cradled her hand to his chest.
 
   “When can you take the tube out?” he asked the nurse.
 
   “The doctor said we could remove it this morning,” the nurse replied.  “I’m sorry.  I wanted to remove it before she woke up, but we had a small emergency.  I’ll do it right now.”
 
   Heather’s eyes widened with fear.
 
   The nurse asked Justin and Peter to step outside the curtain, and Heather started to panic.  She squeezed Justin’s hand tighter and pulled him back.
 
   “It’s OK,” he said.  “I’ll stay with you.  I’m here, sweetie.”  He rubbed her hand.  “Don’t worry.  I’m right here with you.”
 
   Heather coughed vigorously as the tube vacated her lungs, and she rubbed at her sore, scratchy throat.  The nurse handed her a small paper cup filled with water, and she drank the entire contents to quench her thirst.
 
   “Everything hurts.”  Her voice squeaked like a mouse.  “What happened to me?”
 
   “You were hit by a car,” Peter said.  “Do you remember anything?”
 
   She searched the inner depth of her memory.  Everything was a vague blur, like a dream she barely remembered.  Bits and pieces were revealed to her – a loud car horn; the smell of burnt rubber; something hard and cold underneath her legs; she was in the air, flying.  The images disappeared.  She was left with nothing except intense pain.  It terrified her.  She imagined multiple broken bones, possibly the loss of a limb.  She tried to move her legs again, but the pain was too severe.  Maybe her back was broken.  Maybe she was paralyzed.  Her erratic heartbeat set off the monitor behind her head.  Maybe she was having a heart attack.  Her chin trembled and she let out a small sob.  “What’s wrong with me?  Why does my back hurt so much?  And my stomach?  And my leg?”
 
   Justin and Peter looked at each other, but neither one of them answered.
 
   Heather needed to see what her body looked like.  She needed to look under the covers.  She needed to make sure both of her legs were still there.  She tried to throw the sheet off of her, but she moved in slow motion and she was too weak.
 
   “Wait.”  Justin put his hand on her arm.  “We’ll tell you what happened.”  He looked to Peter, but Peter shook his head.
 
   Justin took her hand and told Peter to hold her other one.
 
   “You’re scaring me.”  She whimpered.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   Justin explained that she lost her kidney and her spleen in the accident.
 
   The news horrified her.  They were vital organs and she didn’t know if she could live without them.  Her entire face began to quiver.  “My kidney?  My spleen?”
 
   Justin nodded and stroked her arm with a loving touch.  “You’re going to be OK, sweetie.  Everything is going to be OK.”
 
   Heather bit her lip and wrinkled her brow.  “Am I going to die?”
 
   Justin smiled at her.  “No.  The doctor is gonna talk to you, but so far, they said everything’s fine.”
 
   Two large tears spilled down her cheeks and she watched Justin as he gently wiped them away.  His hair was messy and his clothes were wrinkled.  “Were you really here the whole time?”
 
   The semi-strong demeanor Justin attempted to portray quickly disintegrated.  “I couldn’t leave you.  I was so scared I was going to lose you.”  He kissed the back of her hand and held it to his cheek.  “I don’t know what I would have done if anything . . .”  A soft sob cut his sentence short.
 
   Heather’s eyes filled with fresh tears.  “You’re gonna make me cry again.”
 
   Justin placed his hand tenderly on her cheek and pressed his lips firmly onto hers in a long, powerful, emotional kiss.
 
   Its intensity surprised her, and the length of the kiss made her feel slightly uncomfortable, until he finally withdrew his lips.  “Jeeze,” she said.  “I thought you were gonna tongue me there for a minute.”
 
   Justin laughed.  “You wish.  I love you, sweetie.  Very much.”
 
   “I love you, too.”  She smiled and invited him into her arms.
 
   Justin laid his head on Heather’s shoulder, and she fingered the back of his hair.  Her pain was slightly eased by his comforting touch and his warm breath on her neck.  She closed her eyes and pressed her cheek into him.  It was a touching moment shared between two lifelong friends.
 
   Heather slowly opened her eyes and was immediately confronted by Peter’s harsh stare.  Peter’s eyes were narrowed into two thin slits and his mouth was pursed sharply to the side.  Heather clung to Justin a little tighter and wondered what the hell was going on in Peter’s head.
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen:
 
   Later that afternoon Heather finally convinced Justin to go home.  She didn’t want him to leave, but he looked exhausted.  She wanted him to get some sleep.
 
   Heather was worried about the time alone with Peter, but whatever was bothering him earlier when she was hugging Justin seemed not to be an issue any longer.  Peter didn’t mention it, and she didn’t dare bring it up.
 
   Even though Peter stayed with Heather, she was lost without Justin.  Peter sat next to her and periodically asked if she needed anything, but that was it.  He barely held her hand, and he didn’t hold her in his arms or tell her everything was going to be OK like Justin did.  Heather wanted Justin back.  She told herself she could survive without him for a little while, but she knew it was a lie.  She kept checking the clock every few minutes, anxious for his return.
 
   She let out a relieved sigh when Justin walked into her room some 40 minutes later.  She knew he didn’t bother to take a nap, but he looked refreshed, even though he didn’t bother to style his hair or apply his signature black eyeliner.
 
   Justin kissed her cheek and took the familiar chair next to her bed.  He held her hand constantly, and she wondered if it was more for his own security than for hers.  Justin was a little embarrassed when the nurse asked him to let go of Heather’s hand so she could administer medication into the IV, but Heather thought it was sweet.
 
   The nurse smiled at Heather.  “I told him you were going to be fine, dear, but he was very worried about you.  I couldn’t get him to leave your side.  Is he your brother?”
 
   Heather smiled affectionately at Justin.  “No.  He’s my best friend, but he’s like a brother to me.”
 
   Justin kissed her forehead and brushed her hair back with his hand.  “Do you want me to fix your hair, sweetie?” he asked.
 
   She hadn’t thought about her appearance or looked in a mirror yet.  She probably looked terrible, and that’s why Justin asked.  She ran her fingers through her long hair.  It was a tangled mess.
 
   Justin helped her sit forward by bracing several pillows behind her back.  He smoothed her hair with his fingers and brushed it with long, gentle strokes.  She loved the way he pampered her.  She momentarily forgot about the pains that shot through her entire body and gazed through the glass walls of her I.C.U. suite.  She watched the nurses change shifts outside her room, while Justin lightly massaged her shoulders.  Her male night nurse was cute.  He kept glancing at Justin while the day nurse went over her chart with him.  Although he was smaller in stature, she could see that the nurse had a broad chest and strong shoulders.  His reddish-brown hair fell below his ears and his long bangs dabbled with blond highlights were swept stylishly to the side across his forehead.  His bright green eyes sparkled at Justin from outside the room.
 
   “My new night nurse keeps staring at you,” she whispered.
 
   Justin made eye contact with the male nurse, and they exchanged a smile.
 
   “If I knew you were gonna have such a cute boy nurse,” Justin said, “I would have taken the extra 10 minutes to put on some makeup.”
 
   Heather looked up at his naked face.  “I can’t remember the last time I saw you in public with no makeup on.”
 
   Peter, who had been dozing on and off in the chair on the other side of the room, snapped to attention.  “Is that it?” he asked.  “I was wondering why you looked different.”
 
   Justin giggled.  “I hope I didn’t disillusion you, Peter.  I’m not naturally beautiful.  I need a little help.”
 
   The cute male nurse entered the room and handed Heather a small paper cup.  “Here’s your medication, honey.  I’m Kenny.  I’ll be your nurse tonight.  How are you feeling?”
 
   Heather’s whole body throbbed at the mention of her injuries.  Everything hurt, but it was the dull ache on the back of her thigh that bothered her the most.  “My leg hurts,” she complained.  “Why does my leg hurt so much?”
 
   “Your leg?  Where?”  Kenny asked.  “Let me see.”
 
   She rubbed the outer part of her left thigh.  “Over here.  In the back.”
 
   Kenny carefully uncovered her leg.  “I don’t see anything.  Where exactly does it hurt?”
 
   She tried to shift her weight to expose the painful part of her thigh, but a sharp pain cut into her abdomen and she cried out.
 
   Justin offered her his hand and he supported her as she turned a little to the side.
 
   “I see it,” Kenny said.  “It’s just a big bruise.  It’s nothing to worry about.”
 
   Justin circled the bed and looked down at her leg.  It was an array of ghoulish colors.  “That looks bad.  Did the doctor see it?”
 
   “Yes.  This is how I can tell.  You see this ink line?”  Kenny glanced at Justin and smiled.  “The doctor drew a circle around the bruise to make sure it’s not getting any bigger.  It’s still well within the margins, and the yellowish tint means it’s already healing.”
 
   Kenny lowered the bed, smoothed the covers back over Heather and adjusted her pillows so she was more comfortable.  “There you go, honey.  Try to get some rest.”  He smiled at Justin again.  “I hear you’ve been staying here the last few nights.  Will you be bunking with us again tonight?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m not leaving her alone.”
 
   “What about you?” Kenny asked Peter.  “Are you staying as well?”
 
   Peter shook his head.
 
   It was Justin that Heather needed, but it would have been nice if Peter offered.  Even though Justin already said he was spending the night, she needed confirmation.  She bit her lip and looked at him with a wrinkled brow.  “You’re not leaving, right, Justin?  You’re gonna sleep right here next to me all night, right?”
 
   “Of course, sweetie.  I’m not leaving you.  As long as you’re here, I’m here.”
 
   She exhaled and gave him a small, relieved smile.
 
   “Did you eat tonight?” Justin asked.
 
   “I had some Jell-O.  I’m really not hungry.”
 
   “You should try to eat a little more,” Kenny said.  “You need your strength.  Tomorrow’s a big day.  I’ll get you a bowl of soup.”
 
   “What’s happening tomorrow?”
 
   “They’re removing the catheter and some of these lines, and you’re going to get out of bed.”
 
   Everything was happening too fast.  She wasn’t ready.  She was still too weak.  Frightened tears filled her eyes, but she held them back.  “How am I supposed to get out of bed?  I can barely move.”
 
   “You’re just going to sit in the chair.  You’ve been in the bed for almost three days.  We need to get you moving.”  Kenny patted her leg.  “Don’t worry.  You’ll do fine, honey.”
 
   She liked Kenny.  He called her “honey”, just like her mother used to, and it comforted her.
 
   Heather often thought about her mother, but she always remembered the happier times, when her mother was healthy.  Right now, the sad memories of her mother’s final moments in the hospital before she died were suddenly undeniable and very vivid in Heather’s mind . . .
 
   #
 
   “It’s only a matter of hours, Miss Drakos,” the doctor told Heather, “but I can assure you, your mother isn’t in any pain.”
 
   Heather was prepared, well, as prepared as anyone could be, for their mother’s death.  The cancer devoured her mother’s body over the last six months.  It robbed her mother of both her strength and her beauty.  Once a strong, vibrant woman, her mother was now a mere shadow of her former self.  Her mother’s frame withered down to a frail 92 pounds, and the chemo robbed her mother of her thick mane of dark hair.  Her mother’s complexion, once warm and rosy, and her lips, once plump, now shared the same ashen hue.
 
   Heather nodded at the doctor with a solemn face.  She tried to contain her tears as she slowly walked down the long corridor in the hospice.  She paused in the doorway to her mother’s room and watched Justin hold her mother’s hand.  He was closer to Heather’s mother than to his own and he felt the loss just as much as Heather.  Heather remained in the doorway and listened to her mother’s slow labored breath.  The gasps for air inside the oxygen mask resembled the sound of a steam engine.  A thin layer of fog covered the inside of the plastic mask with each long hiss of her mother’s breath.  With a frail, shaking hand, her mother reached for the mask and tried to remove it from her face.
 
   “Don’t take that off,” Justin said.  “You need it to help you breathe.”
 
   She ignored him and slowly pulled it away so she could speak.  Each breath was heavy and taxing, and she wheezed loudly between words.
 
   “You’re . . . a good man . . . I love you . . . like a son.”  She brought the mask back to her face for a fresh breath of oxygen so she could continue.  “You’ve been like . . . a brother . . .  to Heather.”
 
   Her lack of oxygen triggered an alarm on the monitor.
 
   It startled Heather, but she remained frozen in the doorway.
 
   Justin quickly reacted.  “Please don’t talk, Mrs. Drakos.  Put the mask back on.  You need oxygen.”  He helped her bring the mask to her mouth and nose, and she strenuously inhaled.  The monitors calmed as her oxygen level was replenished.
 
   Heather closed her eyes and let out a deep breath.  She braced herself against the door frame for support, but she knew her relief was only temporary.  She knew that, very soon, the monitor would go off and it wouldn’t return to its normal state.  Its loud beeping wouldn’t calm.  It would escalate out of control.  It would scream for help, and no one would answer.
 
   She knew that the Do Not Resuscitate order her mother signed was logical and rational, but Heather still tried to talk her mother out of it.  It was impossible to change her mother’s mind, though.  Her mother was strong-willed and independent, the exact opposite of Heather.  If Justin wasn’t with her at her mother’s bedside every moment, Heather would have easily collapsed by now.
 
   Another round of loud beeping from the monitor caused Heather to stiffen and hold her breath.  Her mother had pulled the mask away again.
 
   “Take care . . . of Heather,” she told Justin.  She paused for another breath of air, and again pacified the monitor.  “She needs . . . you.”
 
   “I’ll always be there for Heather, Mrs. Drakos.  I’ll always take care of her.”  Justin smiled at her with reassurance.  “Heather’s never getting rid of me.  You know that.”
 
   “Promise . . . me.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Thank you.  Thank . . .  you.”
 
   Heather’s mother was too weak to hold the mask and her hand fell to the bed.  She coughed and choked on fluid in her throat.  Heather ran to her mother’s side and called frantically for the doctor.  Her mother made a feeble attempt to wave her away, but her mother’s arms were too heavy.  Heather’s mother barely lifted them more than a few inches off the bed before they collapsed on the mattress with a soft thump.
 
   “Mom!  Mom!”  She thought her mother drew her last breath, and Heather began to weep.  “Mommy, I love you!” she cried.
 
   Her mother mustered enough strength to pull the mask away.  “It’s . . . OK, honey.  I . . . love you.”
 
   “Oh, Mom, you scared me!”
 
   “Don’t . . . be scared, honey.”  She pulled the mask away again.  “I want to . . . tell you . . . something.”
 
   Heather put the mask back over her mother’s face.  “Please, Mom, you need to keep this on.  You can talk through the mask.”
 
   Her mother took several deep, congested breaths, and spoke a little easier from under the mask.  “You need to . . . be strong now, honey.  You need  . . .  to be independent.”
 
   “I don’t know how to do that.”
 
   Her mother’s rapid, shallow breaths whistled in her throat and she gasped for air so she could continue.  “Justin will help you, and I’ll always be with . . .  you . . . always by your side . . . when you marry . . . Peter.”  Her mother gasped again and her chest rumbled.  “By your side . . . when your children . . . are born.  I’ll always be with you, honey . . .  in your heart.  I’ll watch over you . . . I’ll be your . . . guardian angel.”
 
   Exhausted, Heather’s mother rolled her head to the side and quickly fell into a deep sleep.
 
   Heather’s mother never regained consciousness and passed away less than an hour later.
 
   #
 
   
  
 

Heather’s mouth bowed into a quivering frown, and she dabbed at her eyes with a tissue.
 
   “What’s wrong, honey?” Kenny asked as he placed a bowl of soup on a tray in front of her.
 
   She shook her head.  “It’s nothing.”
 
   He patted her hand.  “Have some soup and get some sleep.  You’ll feel better in the morning.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty:
 
   A nagging pain in Heather’s lower back prevented her from sleeping for any length of time.  She squirmed but was unable to reposition herself.  She lifted her head up enough to look at the clock on the wall but it was too dark.  She could barely see it.  The light filtered in through the glass and her eyes adjust enough to read the time.  It was after midnight.  She put her head back down on the pillow, but she couldn’t lie on her back any longer.  Between the painful bruise on her left leg and the incision on her right side, she was unable to turn in either direction.  She whimpered and called to Justin.
 
   He jumped off of the stretcher that had been his bed for the last few nights at the sound of her voice.  “I’m right here.  What’s the matter?”
 
   “My back.”  She moaned.  “It hurts.”
 
   Kenny was at her bedside in an instant to see what was wrong.  “What is it, honey?”
 
   “Her back hurts,” Justin answered.
 
   “Where?  The incision?”
 
   “No.”  She cringed and wiggled in the bed.  “I don’t know.  I think it’s just my back.”
 
   “I’ll take a look at your chart to see what I can give you for the pain, but first I need to check your incisions and take your temperature.”
 
   Kenny turned on the light above her bed, and Heather squinted at its brightness.
 
   “You’re going to have to turn on your left side,” Kenny said.  “Can you do that for me, honey?”
 
   “No.  I can’t.  It hurts.”  She whimpered again.  “I can’t move.”
 
   “We’re going to help you.”
 
   Kenny enlisted Justin’s help and they gently rolled her onto her side.  A sharp pain centered in the small of her back and reverberated across her body.  It felt like her insides were being ripped apart, and it caused her to cry out.  She held Justin’s hand as tight as she could while Kenny checked the incision on her back.  He helped her roll back onto the bed, and the pain continued to burn deep inside her gut.  She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched the sheets in her hands, while Kenny carefully checked the surgical site on her belly.
 
   “Everything looks fine.”  Kenny covered her with the sheet and smoothed it around her body.
 
   “Can I see?”  She couldn’t believe the words left her mouth.  She was afraid to look at the damage done to her body by the accident and hadn’t looked under her gown yet, but curiosity got the better of her.
 
   “It’s fine, honey, you don’t need to look at it.”
 
   “I want to.”  She got the feeling he didn’t want her to see it.  Now she wanted to look.
 
   Kenny stared at her without saying anything.  She looked to Justin, but he was looking at Kenny as if they knew something she didn’t.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Kenny replied, “I don’t want you to get overwhelmed, that’s all, but I’ll show you.”  He carefully folded the covers down and paused before lifting her gown to expose her incisions.  “Just remember, honey, it’s fresh.  When it’s all healed, you’re barely gonna see it.”
 
   She knew it was bad, but she wasn’t expecting the road map that traveled across her body.  A neat row of sutures ran single file down the center of her upper abdomen where her spleen was removed.  A matching, longer incision started on her lower right side and ran over the arch of pelvic bone and down the lower right side of her back where her kidney used to reside.  That, comingled with the three fractured ribs and multiple contusions, left her torso a virtual area of destruction.
 
   She stared down at her belly and bit her lower lip.  She tried to remember what Kenny said – ‘When it’s all healed, you’re barely gonna see it.’  She kept repeating it to herself over and over again.  When it’s all healed, you’re barely gonna see it.  When it’s all healed, you’re barely gonna see it.  Her silence must have scared Justin, because he sounded frantic as he called her name to get her attention.
 
   “I’m OK,” she answered, but as soon as she looked into his eyes, she burst into tears.
 
   He held her and rested his cheek on top of her head.  “It’s OK, sweetie.  It’s OK,” he whispered.  “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” Kenny said.  “I knew you were gonna get upset.  Take it easy.”
 
   While Justin held her, Kenny rubbed his hand up and down her arm, and she suddenly felt foolish.  She could be dead right now.  She should be thanking God to be alive.  She should be thanking Justin for staying with her, and thanking Kenny for being kind and sympathetic.  The scars were superficial and could be easily hidden under her clothing.  She dried her eyes and sniffled.
 
   “Are you alright, sweetie?” Justin asked.
 
   She nodded and tried to offer him a small smile, but the corners of her mouth wouldn’t cooperate.
 
   After she gulped down her pain medication and drank some water, she felt a little better.
 
   “Are you OK now?” Kenny asked.
 
   Heather furrowed her brow and her eyes filled with tears again.  “No.  My back still hurts.  I wanna lie on my side.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Kenny asked.  He sounded hesitant.
 
   She nodded, and a tear slipped out of the corner of her eye and into her hairline.
 
   Kenny let out a deep breath, and smiled at Justin.  “It’s Justin, right?”
 
   Justin nodded and smiled back.
 
   “Can you give me a hand again?  Same as before?”
 
   They repeated the previous maneuver to turn her onto her side, and Kenny adjusted some pillows around her.  “Is that any better?”
 
   She paused before answering to make sure she didn’t need to be moved again.  ”Yes.”  Her voice started to quiver.  “Thank you.”  Then she wept into the pillow.
 
   “What’s wrong now?” Justin asked.
 
   “Why did this happen to me?  What did I do to deserve this?”  Thoughts of her affair with Dominick haunted her.  She thought the accident was inflicted upon her by some kind of cosmic karma, or the wrath of God as retribution for her sins.
 
   “You didn’t do anything to deserve this,” Justin said, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking.  “Don’t cry.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  She wiped her face on the pillow.  “You’re being so good to me, and I’m being so difficult.”
 
   “I’ll leave you two alone now,” Kenny said, softly.  “Do you need anything else?”
 
   “No thank you,” Heather answered, still wiping her eyes.
 
   Kenny patted her leg.  “Just concentrate on getting better, honey.  You’re gonna get through this.”  He smiled at Justin again.  “What about you, Justin?  I can get you a pair of scrubs to sleep in so you’ll be more comfortable, if you want.”
 
   “Thanks, but I’m fine.”
 
   “Get some sleep, then, both of you.”
 
   Kenny turned to go back to his station, but Justin called after him and thanked him.  They paused and smiled at each other for a moment, before Kenny left them alone.
 
   “Go to sleep, sweetie.”  Justin kissed her forehead.
 
   “Stay with me.”
 
   “I’m not leaving.  I’m gonna be sleeping right there.”  He pointed to his bed a few feet away.
 
   “No, lie down next to me and hold me.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Please, Justin.”  She begged him to stay.  “I need you.”
 
   He cautiously lay down next to her and gently cradled her in his arms.  “Am I hurting you?”
 
   “No.  You’re making me feel better.”  Even though every part of her body ached and she was never more scared in her life, she felt safe and protected within Justin’s embrace.  She wished Peter was more like him, and then felt guilty for comparing the two.  She knew she could never replicate her relationship with Justin.  She only wished Peter could provide her with the warmth, comfort and love that she desperately craved – the same warmth, comfort and love that Justin readily offered her, without the slightest bit of hesitation.
 
   #
 
   Heather slowly opens her eyes and squinted at the daylight that brightened the room.  When her vision focused, Kenny’s face loomed over her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “I thought you were Justin.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   Heather glanced at the empty bed next to her.  “He must be in the bathroom.”
 
   “You mean he goes to the bathroom?” Kenny’s smile lit up his entire face.  “I haven’t seen him leave your side since my shift started.”
 
   “That’s Justin.  I don’t know what I would do without him, especially last night.  I’m sorry I was such a big baby.  You would’ve had your hands full if Justin wasn’t here.”  She lowered her eyes, embarrassed at her dependence on him.  “I can’t seem to handle anything without him.”
 
   “He takes good care of you.”
 
   “Yes, he does.  He means the world to me.”
 
   “I can see that.  So, you look like you’re feeling better this morning.  How’s your back?”
 
   “A little better.  Everything’s sore and it hurts to move.  I feel helpless.  Thank you again for everything.  You’re very sweet.  Do you treat all your patients this good?”
 
   He winked at her.  “Just the special ones.  Go back to sleep, honey.  My shift’s over.  I’ll be back tonight.”
 
   She was sad to see him go.  She found him soothing and comforting, and she looked forward to seeing him again later that evening.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One:
 
   Justin yawned and stretched as he walked back to Heather’s room.  He barely got any sleep last night in the cramped hospital bed he shared with Heather, but at least she slept peacefully after she took her medication.  He saw Kenny down the hall, standing outside Heather’s room.  Something must be wrong.  Justin walked faster, but then Kenny smiled at him, and he wondered if Kenny was waiting for him.
 
   “Good morning,” Kenny said.  “She had a rough night, but she seems better today.  How are you holding up?”
 
   Justin sighed.  “I’m alright now, but those first two nights were pure hell.  I don’t even know what day it is anymore.”
 
   “She’s lucky to have someone like you.  My shift’s over.  I was just waiting around to let you know that I’ll be back tonight.”
 
   “You’re a great nurse, Kenny, and you’re wonderful with her.  She can be a lot to handle sometimes.”
 
   Kenny let out a small chuckle.  “She’s already informed me of that.  Well, I better go.  If I hang around here too long they’ll never let me get outta here – not that I’d mind staying if you needed me.”
 
   “I think we’ll be OK.”  He gave Kenny a crooked smile.  “Just make sure you come back tonight.”
 
   “I will.”  Kenny touched Justin’s upper arm and squeezed it lightly.  “Good luck with her today.”
 
   Kenny’s hand was still on Justin’s arm.  Justin glanced at it, then back into Kenny’s sexy cat-like green eyes.  “Thanks.  I’ll see ya later.”
 
   Justin jumped onto his cot, clasped his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling.  He couldn’t stop smiling, and he was too excited to sleep.  “Heather, you awake?”
 
   No answer.
 
   “Heather?”
 
   She stirred.  “What time is it?”
 
   “It’s 8:00 o’clock.”  He lowered his voice to a whisper.  “I have a crush on your cute boy nurse!”
 
   “Kenny?”
 
   He grinned from ear to ear.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Me too,” she said, with a sleepy smile.  “He’s cute, and can you believe how green his eyes are?”
 
   “They’re gorgeous!”
 
   He stayed awake to think about Kenny, while Heather went back to sleep.  Justin wondered if it was inappropriate to ask Heather’s nurse out for a date.  He laughed to himself.  Of course it would be inappropriate.  Kenny’s a professional.  He was probably just being nice.
 
   #
 
   By mid afternoon, Heather settled down for a nap, so Justin took advantage of the time to go home to freshen up.  It felt good to take a hot shower, and Justin longed to lie down in his own bed, but he wouldn’t let himself.  He needed to get back to the hospital.  He made Peter promise to stay with Heather until he got back.  Peter always seemed to be making one excuse or another to leave the hospital, whether it was to check on the electronics store or run an errand.
 
   Justin wished Peter would make more of an effort to stay with Heather.  Peter didn’t need to do anything, maybe that was the problem, but Peter should at least want to be there for moral support.
 
   Justin took a little extra time to fix his hair and makeup before he left for the hospital.  He was still unsure if he would act on his flirtation with Kenny or not, but he wanted to look good just in case.
 
   #
 
   Heather was still asleep when Justin got back to the hospital, but Peter was gone.  Justin checked the bathroom, but he didn’t want to venture too far.  He didn’t want Heather to wake up to an empty room.
 
   Justin’s agitated foot tapped on the floor.  Where the hell was Peter?  Justin took another quick look down the hall and spotted Peter getting off of the elevator.  Justin shook his head and waited inside Heather’s room.  He didn’t want to make a scene in the middle of the I.C.U.
 
   “Where the hell were you?”
 
   Peter stopped in the doorway, surprised by Justin’s outburst.  “I was in the lounge.  I had to make a phone call.”
 
   Justin pulled Peter into the room.  “You promised me you wouldn’t leave until I got back.  What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “Relax.  I was gone for 15 minutes.  It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Of course it’s a big deal.”  Justin lowered his voice.  He didn’t want to wake Heather.  “She’s scared, Peter.  She doesn’t want to be alone.  She needs someone with her.”
 
   Peter apologized, and it sounded sincere.  Justin was surprised, but it didn’t matter.  He wasn’t ready to accept Peter’s apology.  Peter needed to treat Heather better.  She was needy and dependent, and Peter really had no clue how to handle her.  Sometimes Justin thought that Heather was too much of an emotional burden for Peter.  They didn’t talk much while they waited for Heather to wake up, and Justin knew that Peter felt bad.
 
   Kenny walked in and brightened the room with his lighthearted, whimsical smile.  “How is everybody doing today?”  He took a step closer to Heather.  “Is she asleep?”
 
   Justin smiled at Kenny.  “Yeah.  I didn’t want to wake her.  She had a hard time today, but she did good.”
 
   “Did they get her out of bed and walking?” Kenny asked.
 
   “Yeah.  But we helped her a lot.”
 
   “I had nothing to do with it,” Peter said.  “It was all Justin.  I wouldn’t know what to do if he wasn’t here.”
 
   “Of course you would,” Justin said.  “You just need to be there for her, Peter.  It’s common sense.  I wish you would stop being so self-absorbed all the time.  Heather needs you.”
 
   The tension in Justin’s voice made Kenny uneasy.  “Uhhh, I was going to the cafeteria for coffee before my shift starts,” he said.  “Justin, would you like to join me?  You can fill me in on Heather’s day so I know what to expect when she wakes up.”
 
   The smile returned to Justin’s face.  Kenny was flirting with him.  He wanted to jump at the opportunity, but he didn’t trust Peter to stay put.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t.  I need to be here when she wakes up.”
 
   “Go,” Peter said.  “I’ll wait.”
 
   Justin smirked at him.
 
   “I swear.  I won’t leave again.  I don’t want her to wake and find no one here.  Go.”
 
   Peter was trying to make amends.  Maybe he finally realized that he needed to be more respectful of Heather’s feelings.  It was about damn time.
 
   “OK,” Justin said, “but please don’t make me regret this, Peter.”
 
   #
 
   Justin stirred his coffee at the tiny cafeteria table and eyed Kenny’s light blue scrubs.  The little rectangular name tag pinned to Kenny’s chest read, Kenneth Henderson, R.N.
 
   “How long have you been a nurse?” Justin asked.
 
   “About 10 years.  My dream was always to become a doctor, but I love my job.  Now I just tell myself that maybe I’ll meet a hot doctor one day instead.”  Kenny smiled, placed his elbows on the table and leaned forward.  “You wouldn’t happen to be a doctor by any chance, would you?”
 
   Justin laughed.  “No, I’m a stylist.”  He knew they weren’t here to talk about Heather.  He rotated his coffee cup in his hands and mustered up his courage.  “Can I take you out to dinner one night when you’re off?”
 
   Kenny’s eye’s shined with excitement.  “I’d love that.”
 
   “Me too.”  He paused.  “I’m not sure if Heather will be OK without me, though.  I may have to wait until she feels a little better.”
 
   “I understand completely.  I can wait.”  Kenny rested his chin on his hand.  “How come someone as gorgeous as you isn’t taken?”
 
   A wide smile spread across Justin’s face as he absorbed the compliment.
 
   “I’m serious,” Kenny said.  “Why hasn’t someone snatched you up?”
 
   “Well, if you want the truth, I was in a long term relationship that ended badly . . . a little over two years ago.”  He shrugged.  “I guess I haven’t found anyone to settle down with since then.  What about you?”
 
   “I broke up with a guy about a month ago.  It wasn’t serious.  He was a musician, and it just wasn’t my scene.  He was a sweetheart, but we really didn’t have anything in common.”
 
   Justin barely paid attention to what Kenny was saying.  Kenny’s full, moist lips, and the glimmer of his tongue as he spoke, distracted Justin.  He wanted to reach across the table, grab Kenny by the back of the neck and plant a hard, wet kiss on Kenny’s mouth.  The urge to lift Kenny’s shirt to see what was under those hot sexy scrubs was almost too much to control.  He didn’t know how long he could wait.  “When do you think they’ll let Heather go home?” he asked.
 
   “Her bloods are coming back fine and the kidney is doing its job, so probably in four or five days.”
 
   “That soon?”
 
   “I know she’s still in a lot of pain, but she’s doing very well.  You’d be surprised how fast the body heals.”  Kenny smiled.  “Then maybe we can go on that date.”
 
   “I don’t want to wait that long.  How about an early dinner tomorrow afternoon, before your shift?”
 
   “That sounds like a great idea, as long as Heather is gonna be OK.  I see the way she clings to you.”
 
   “I think she’ll be fine, especially when she’s hears I’m going out with you.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two:
 
   When Justin arrived at the restaurant, Kenny was already seated at a table waiting for him.  Justin picked The Carltun because it was located in the middle of a 900 acre oasis filled with lush green fields and willowy trees.  The restaurant was the star of Eisenhower Park.  After dinner, the park would offer privacy from the bustling activity of the large restaurant, and it was the perfect setting for a possible romantic interlude.  The Carltun itself was the prelude to romance with its expansive fountain out front, the grand piano in the entry hall, and the tableside marble fireplace.  He hoped he wasn’t being too obvious.
 
   As they greeted each other with a hug, Kenny’s hard pecs pressed against Justin’s chest and the round muscles of Kenny’s shoulders met Justin’s hands.  His eyes drifted down to Kenny’s tight jeans and back to Kenny’s twinkling green eyes.  Justin had no idea the loose fitting scrubs hid what appeared to be Kenny’s perfect body.
 
   It was hard for Justin to concentrate on their conversation.  Every few seconds his eyes darted down to admire the silhouette of Kenny’s muscular chest.  It was clearly defined, almost straining, under the fitted tee.  Justin licked his lips.  He wanted this boy – bad.
 
   #
 
   Justin took Kenny’s hand as they walked through Eisenhower Park.  It was a clear, sunny, spring day with a light breeze.  The trees were in bloom, and red and yellow tulips dotted the outskirts of the pedestrian path that led them through the lush park.  Justin inhaled the crisp floral scents that surrounded him and draped his arm over Kenny’s shoulder.  Kenny smiled at him and slid his arm around his waist.  They strolled down the paved walkway at a leisurely pace, without saying anything.
 
   Forget conversation.  All he could think about was kissing Kenny.  Justin couldn’t hold out any longer and suddenly stopped.  He placed one hand behind Kenny’s neck and pressed his mouth firmly onto Kenny’s lips.  Justin was hungry.  Thirsty.  His succulent lips drained the saliva from Kenny’s mouth as the electricity sparked in the air around them.  Their lips slowly parted and he gazed into Kenny’s prismatic eyes.  Justin had no idea that one kiss would leave him so aroused.  He took another kiss.  This time he pulled Kenny’s body into his.  Justin had to remind himself that they were in a public place, and it caused him to smile with provocation.
 
   “I can’t wait to get you alone,” he whispered into Kenny’s ear.  “I’m gonna do things to you that are gonna drive you insane.”
 
   Kenny emitted a soft laugh.  “You’re an animal, aren’t you?”
 
   “You have no fucking idea.”
 
   Another deep kiss, and he grinded his erection into Kenny’s pelvis.  Justin had no inhibition in the crowded park.  Kenny, however, was much more modest.  Kenny stepped back slightly and his cheeks flushed a deep shade of pink.
 
   Kenny’s shyness made Justin smile.  He nuzzled Kenny’s cheek and whispered, “I’m sorry.  I can’t help myself.  Your kisses are driving me fucking crazy.”
 
   Their faces lingered a fraction of an inch apart and he inhaled Kenny’s warm breath.  Another kiss, and again, he needed to remind himself that they weren’t alone.  His hands were glued to Kenny’s body and their mouths were drawn together like an electromagnetic force.  Justin could barely control himself.  His snug jeans crushed his erection.  He put his hand down the front of his pants and adjusted himself to relieve the pressure.  Kenny glanced at the ground, then looked back up with a crooked smile and half-closed eyes.  “Where’s your car parked?”
 
   #
 
   Justin turned on the car stereo, but Kenny turned it off.
 
   “We’re not here to listen to the radio, honey.”
 
   Kenny’s green eyes sparked in the sunlight and they had a hint of mischief in them, like a cat ready to pounce.
 
   Justin gave Kenny a long, hard kiss.  The taste of Kenny’s mouth was sweet and warm, and his tongue was soft.  Justin’s erection grew with every kiss and he put Kenny’s hand on it.
 
   Kenny pulled at Justin’s belt buckle.  He pulled down the zipper and Justin sprang out of the constraints of the rigid denim.  Kenny leaned down and put his lips to it, running his tongue over the tip, before he put the whole thing in his mouth.  His touch was gentle, yet it evoked a powerful emotion.
 
   Justin leaned his head against the head rest and reclined the back of the seat a little.  He placed his hand on the back of Kenny’s head, gently guiding it up and down.  He felt the back of Kenny’s throat, but he wanted to go deeper.  He wanted to infiltrate Kenny’s entire mouth.  He put gentle pressure on the back of Kenny’s head.  Kenny gagged a little, but bore down harder and rotated his mouth in a slow, circular motion.  Each turn of Kenny’s jaw sent a flood of endorphines up the center of Justin’s chest.  He clenched the steering wheel with both hands and tucked his chin into his chest, while he let out several heavy breaths.  Kenny pressed down further.  Justin could feel Kenny’s lips all the way down at the base, touching the soft skin that cushioned his pelvic bone.  Kenny’s throat was endless.  It was warm and squishy.  It was made for Justin, waiting for him to fill its void.  Justin’s grip on the steering wheel tightened, as the sensation grew steadily stronger.  He thought he was going to rip it right off the steering column.  He let out a loud moan and exploded.  His whole body shook while Kenny suckled every drop of fluid from his body.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three:
 
   Heather was exhausted, but she couldn’t sleep.  She was too excited about Justin’s date with Kenny.  She felt like a giddy teenager again while she waited for him, but her body reminded her differently.  She needed Peter’s assistance just to sit up in bed.
 
   At last, Justin waltzed into her room, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “How did it go?” she immediately asked.  “Did you guys make out?”
 
   Peter scolded her.  “Heather, leave the guy alone.  That’s personal.”
 
   “Personal?”  Justin threw his head back and laughed.  “There’s nothing personal between me and Heather.  I hear it all, Peter, and so does she.  Don’t you know that by now?”
 
   Heather received a hard glare from Peter.  He hated that she told Justin everything and often told her not to disclose their private information, but she kept no secrets from Justin.  She ignored Peter’s stare and pressed Justin further.  She wanted details.  “So?  What happened?”
 
   “We made out in the park.  A lot.”  Justin giggled.  “Then he gave me a blowjob in the car.”
 
   She emitted a small burst of laughter, but the pain in her abdomen cut it short.
 
   “And let me tell you, it was the best blowjob I ever got – and I got a lot of BJs in my life.”
 
   “I really didn’t need to hear that,” Peter said, with a smirk.
 
   He was snippy, and Heather slowly turned in his direction.  Peter was in a bad mood today.  Actually, he was been in a bad mood since she had been in the hospital.  He was probably just stressed about leaving someone else in charge of the store, so she let it go.
 
   “I want to talk to you about something, sweetie,” Justin said.  “Kenny’s off tomorrow night and I was wondering . . . since you’re getting around better, if . . .”
 
   “Go!  You don’t have to stay here with me every minute.  I’ll be fine.  I can live without you for one night.”
 
   Peter smirked at her.  “Since when?”
 
   She ignored his sarcasm for the second time.  “I’ll be fine,” she told Justin.  “You see how much better I am.  I want you to go.”
 
   As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she started to panic.  She wasn’t ready to spend the night alone, especially if neither Justin nor Kenny were going to be there.  She tried to internalize her fears because she didn’t want Justin to put off his date because of her.  Her brow wrinkled with worry, and she rubbed her forehead with her thumb and index finger to hide it.
 
   “Will you stay with me tomorrow night?” she asked Peter.  “I know you like to sleep in your own bed, but can you make the exception?  Please?  Just for one night?”
 
   Peter stared at her with a blank expression, and the room was silent while she waited for him to answer.
 
   “It’s OK, sweetie,” Justin said.  “I’ll stay.  I won’t go.”
 
   Peter put his hand up.  “No.  I’ll stay with her.”
 
   She spun her head toward him with surprise.  She never expected Peter to embrace the idea so quickly.  She thought he would at least put up a small fuss about it.  After all, he was always telling her she needed to be more independent.
 
   “Really?” she asked.  “You’ll stay?”
 
   Peter nodded and glanced at Justin for a second.  “If you need me, Heather, I’ll stay.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She extended her hand to him.  “It means a lot that you want to be here for me, Peter.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four:
 
   Most of Heather’s stay at the hospital was a vague blur, thanks to the large doses of barbiturates.  Even though she hadn’t seen Kenny in a few weeks, she remembered him well.  What stood out most in her memory was his kindness, how much she trusted him and, of course, his incredible green eyes.  She eagerly answered the door and barely greeted Justin before she threw her arms around Kenny’s neck and gave him a big hug.
 
   “How are you, honey?” he asked.  “You look fantastic.”
 
   She was momentarily taken aback by Kenny’s sparkling emerald eyes and his perfect white smile.  “My God, I forgot how good looking you are!” she exclaimed.
 
   Kenny laughed.  “Me?  Look at you.  You’re beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you.  I guess I looked pretty bad in the hospital.”  She took both of his hands.  “I want to thank you for everything.  You were wonderful.  I don’t think I could have gotten through that first night without you.”  She smiled at Justin, “And I couldn’t have gotten through it at all without Justin.”
 
   “You don’t have to thank me, honey,” Kenny said.  “I’m just glad you’re OK.”
 
   His eyes drifted to a series of framed photographs sitting on the mantle next to them and he moved in for a closer look.  He picked up her wedding photo.  “Your gown was beautiful,” Kenny said.  “How long are you and Peter married?”
 
   “Almost six years.”  She took the photo from Kenny’s hand and looked at it.  Peter looked happy.  They both did.  Their marriage was so different back then.  Peter was different back then.
 
   Kenny picked up another photo.  It was also at the wedding, but it was of Heather and Justin.  “This is a great picture of the two of you,” he said.  “I never realized how much you look alike.  You could pass for brother and sister.”
 
   “I know,” Justin said.  “People tell us that all the time.  It’s the dark hair and eyes.”
 
   Heather loved reminiscing over her collection of photos.  It solidified the happiest times in her life.  “Did you see the pictures from when we were kids?” she asked Kenny.
 
   He scanned the photos and picked one up for closer inspection.  Heather and Justin were six years old in the photo Kenny held in his hand.  It was taken on one of their many excursions to the beach, courtesy of her mother.  Heather was wearing a pink ruffled bikini and Justin was wearing red swim trunks.  They had their arms around each other’s neck, and they both squinted from the glare of the sun.  They were standing at the shoreline with their knees covered in sand.
 
   “Is this you?” Kenny asked, smiling up at Justin.
 
   “Yeah.”  Justin smiled back.  “I still remember that day.  We just finished building a sand castle.”
 
   As Kenny scanned the various photos from their childhood and high school years, Heather stared at him, enthralled by his good looks and his glowing eyes.
 
   Kenny glanced at her and smiled.  He looked a little embarrassed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.  “I didn’t mean to stare.  You’re just really cute.”
 
   Kenny blushed.
 
   Justin laughed softly and put his arm around Kenny’s shoulder in a possessive embrace.  “Back off, sweetie, he’s mine.”
 
   #
 
   Heather liked Kenny – a lot.  He was the one who finally made Justin settle down and commit to a relationship.  Peter also took a liking to Kenny, which was a welcomed change to the trouble Peter had accepting Tyler.  Heather still couldn’t get Peter to go out with them, though.  He simply wasn’t interested in most of the things they did together.  She thought about canceling her plans with Justin so she could spend time with Peter today.  It was the first Sunday he had off in months.  She invited him to go shopping with her and Justin, but Peter laughed at the idea.  She hoped Peter wanted to spend his day off with her, but he told her to go shopping.  He said he wanted to relax in front of the TV.
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked.  “I can stay home if you want.  It’s not a big deal.  Justin won’t mind.”
 
   “I’m sure.”  Peter leaned back in the recliner.  “Go shopping.  Can you get me my phone and my wallet before you go?  I don’t feel like getting up again.”
 
   She decided to bring him a fresh cup of coffee as well.
 
   Peter handed her a crisp $100 bill from his wallet.
 
   “What’s this for?”
 
   “Just some extra money,” Peter said.  “Buy yourself something, or buy Justin lunch or a manicure, or whatever it is you two do.”
 
   Heather thought she was hearing things.  Peter wasn’t free with money, and he always complained that she was too frivolous.  She didn’t want to take his money, but he stuffed it in her hand and sent her on her way.
 
   As Heather drove to Justin’s, she thought about the change in Peter.  He was taking time off work, giving her money, being nice.  She didn’t know what to make of it.  A small part of her thought there must be some ulterior motive, but she quickly dismissed the thought.  She didn’t want to diminish his kindness, but she still couldn’t believe he gave her $100 and she let out an excited laugh.
 
   She ran up to Justin’s door brandishing the $100 bill like she had just won the lottery.  “Can you believe Peter just gave me $100 to spend?”
 
   “On what?” Justin asked.
 
   “On anything!  We can have a ridiculously expensive lunch or . . .”  She stopped and covered her mouth with her hand, as soon as she saw Kenny asleep on the couch.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I didn’t know he was here.  Is it too early?  Should I come back later?”
 
   “No.  It’s fine.”  Justin said.  “Don’t worry about Kenny.  He can sleep through anything.  He worked a double shift last night and came straight here and fell out.”
 
   “Why didn’t he just go home?  He must be exhausted.”
 
   “Because he wanted to see me.”  Justin displayed a proud smile and it projected the love he had for Kenny.
 
   “Are we still going shopping?” Heather asked.
 
   “Yeah, but can we wait for Kenny to wake up?  I guess he’s gonna sleep a few more hours at least.  Is that OK?”
 
   “Sure.  Call me when you’re ready.”  She headed for the front door, but Justin stopped her.
 
   “Don’t go.  Sit down and relax.  I’ll make us breakfast.”  Justin turned on the TV.
 
   “Don’t put that on,” Heather said.  “You’re gonna wake up Kenny.”
 
   Justin lowered the volume.  “I told you, when he’s tired, nothing wakes him up.”
 
   She watched Kenny sleep.  He was on his side with his knees tucked up into his chest.  His long, blond-streaked bangs, usually so neatly swept to the side, fell over his eyes.
 
   “I’ve never seen him with his hair messed up before.”  She gently smoothed the hair off of his face.  “He’s cute.  I really love him, Justin.”
 
   “So do I.”  Again, Justin boasted a proud smile.
 
   Kenny stretched and turned over.  It startled Heather, and she quietly scurried away.  Kenny stretched again and rubbed his eyes.  “What time is it?” he mumbled.
 
   “About 10:00,” Justin replied.  “Go back to sleep.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Did we wake you?”  Heather asked.
 
   “No.”  Kenny yawned, stretched his arms over his head and sat up.
 
   “Do you want to go shopping later?”  Heather sat next to Kenny and affectionately placed her hand on his thigh.
 
   He jumped at her touch and immediately closed his legs.
 
   “I’m sorry.”  She withdrew her hand.  “I didn’t mean anything.”
 
   Justin giggled and sat on the other side of Kenny.  “Don’t worry, baby.  She’s harmless.”
 
   “It’s just affection, Kenny,” she said.  “I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable.  I’ll try to tone it down.”
 
   “It’s OK.  I’ll get used to it.”  He smiled at her.  “Just don’t touch my hair.”
 
   She laughed with surprise.  “Oh my God!  I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “I was – barely.”  He covered his mouth and yawned.  “We’re going shopping later?”
 
   She nodded.  “But there’s no rush.  Go back to sleep.”
 
   “Cool.”  Kenny stretched again.  “I’m gonna go lie down in bed.  I’ll see ya later.”
 
   “I feel bad,” she told Justin after Kenny left the room.  “I always seem to embarrass him.”
 
   “He’s just shy.  You know how you fawn over my boys.  I guess he isn’t used to being touched all the time.”
 
   She never really thought about it before, but she was overly affectionate with Justin’s boyfriends.  It was natural to her.  She was an affectionate person.  She and Justin openly showed their love for one another . . . but she didn’t share the same open display of affection with Peter.  He hated when she would “hang all over him”, as he put it.  It hurt her feelings and made her feel rejected.  She learned to accept it, but it still saddened her that Peter wasn’t more loving.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five:
 
   Justin faced the tri-fold mirror and admired the stylish leather jacket.  “Do you think it’s a little snug in the chest?” he asked the salesman.
 
   “Let’s see.”  The salesman ran his hands over Justin’s shoulders, felt how much room there was under the arms, and then slid his hands down either side of Justin’s torso all the way down to Justin’s hips.  It was totally inappropriate, but it still made Justin smile.  “It fits perfectly,” the salesman said.  “Look how it hugs your shape.”  Again, he ran his hands over Justin’s shoulders and this time around Justin’s waist.
 
   It tickled, and Justin giggled.
 
   The salesman smiled back at him.
 
   A rush of adrenaline ran through Justin’s chest as they locked eyes with one another.  The salesman was cute, and the small flirtation they shared was refreshing.  This was the first time Justin had any kind of interaction with another man since he met Kenny.  It was innocent, but it was exciting.
 
   Heather clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth.
 
   Justin knew she didn’t approve of his over-friendly behavior, but he ignored her.
 
   The salesman’s smile remained on his face.  He extended his hand and introduced himself.
 
   Heather stepped between them, almost bumping into the salesman and forcing him to take a step backwards.  She pursed her lips to the side in an exaggerated smirk and directed it first at the salesman, and then at Justin.
 
   “Are you taking that, Justin?  Because I’m ready to go.”  She was steaming, and she made sure he knew it.
 
   Justin smirked back at her.  “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Why don’t you think about it and come back tomorrow?” the salesman said.  “I’ll be here to show it to you again.”  He dug his hand into his pocket and gave Justin a business card.
 
   Heather dragged Justin out of the store by the arm as soon as the jacket was off of his shoulders.
 
   He pulled harshly out of her grasp.  “What the hell is wrong with you?”
 
   “What’s wrong with me?  What’s wrong with you?  You were flirting with that guy!”
 
   “So?  I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”
 
   “Yes you were.  Why did you take his number?”
 
   “I didn’t take his number.  I took his business card.  About a sale.  It wasn’t personal.”  He hated defending himself.  Heather was a tough person to argue with, especially when she was right.
 
   “I don’t care!”  She slammed the car door shut and scolded him the whole way home.  “I saw the way you looked at that guy.  You were out of line, Justin.  You can’t do that to Kenny.”
 
   Justin rolled his eyes.  “Like you never flirt?”
 
   “No, not the way you were.  Not since I married Peter.”
 
   “Well, I’m not married.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  You and Kenny are in a committed relationship.”  She smacked the steering wheel with the palm of her hand.  “It’s the same thing!”
 
   “No.  It’s not.”
 
   Justin jumped out of the car as soon as Heather pulled into the driveway.
 
   She chased after him.  “I can’t believe you’re trying to tell me that was harmless flirting!  You know damn well that if Kenny acted like that you’d be furious!”
 
   She was right, but he wouldn’t give in.  He snorted, rolled his eyes at her and marched up the driveway and right past Peter.
 
   “Trouble in paradise?” Peter asked.  He was sarcastic and it annoyed Justin, but not as much as it annoyed Heather.
 
   She shot Peter an intensely evil look.  She stopped to say something to him, but Justin didn’t wait around to hear what it was.  He stomped into the house and waited for her.  He felt betrayed by her disloyalty.  She was supposed to come to his defense, not stick up for Kenny.
 
   As soon as Heather walked through the front door, he snapped at her.  “Why are you taking Kenny’s side?  You’re supposed to be on my side.”
 
   “I am on your side.  I’m looking out for you.  I’m trying to make sure you don’t make a stupid mistake and ruin your relationship with Kenny.”
 
   “Why are you making such a big deal?  Nothing happened.”
 
   “Because Kenny deserves more respect than that.”  She paused, and her eyes bore into him.  Then she abruptly went out front and left him standing alone in the living room.
 
   He read something in her eyes, but he was too angry to figure it out.  He stormed out of the house and waved her a sarcastic goodbye.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.
 
   “I’m leaving.  I’m not gonna stay here while you yell at me all day.”
 
   “Come back here!  Don’t you dare leave when you’re mad at me!”  She ran after him and caught him by the arm.  “Wait. I’m sorry.”
 
   Justin’s voice softened.  He wasn’t angry anymore.  He was hurt.  “Why did you go against me like that?”
 
   “I’m not going against you.”  She looked down at the ground.  “I don’t want you to make the same mistake I did, that’s all.”
 
   She was thinking about her affair with Dominick – that’s what Justin saw in her eyes.  He knew she still missed Dominick, even though she never spoke of him.
 
   “Don’t you love Kenny anymore?” she asked.
 
   “Of course I still love Kenny.  I would never hurt him.  I don’t know . . . it’s just that . . . I don’t know.  I don’t know why I was flirting with that guy, but I wouldn’t have done anything.”
 
   “I don’t want you to do anything stupid, Justin.  Don’t jeopardize your relationship with Kenny.  Stay away from that guy.  Don’t go back to that store tomorrow.”
 
   He felt like she was taking Kenny’s side again, and he resented it.  “Don’t tell me what to do.”
 
   “Why not?  You always tell me what to do.”
 
   “Look, Heather, I love that you love Kenny and that you’re sticking up for him, but you need to remember that I’m your best friend, because sometimes I think you’re getting a little too close to him.”
 
   “That’s crazy!”
 
   “I mean it, Heather,” he said, firmly.  “I’m serious.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re even saying that.  I can’t believe you’re jealous of Kenny.  Do you actually think that anyone could mean half as much to me as you do?”
 
   He didn’t answer.  He knew she was right, but he was powerless over his jealousy.
 
   She slowly smiled at him, and then she put her arms around his waist and hugged him.  At first he stiffened, but after a moment a barely audible sigh escaped him, and he hugged her back.  “No one will ever come close to the way I feel about you,” she whispered, “not even Kenny.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Six:
 
   Justin couldn’t stop thinking about the salesman at the leather store.  It wasn’t really the salesman he was preoccupied with – it was the feelings that the salesman stirred up inside him that were driving him crazy.  He didn’t want to be tied down in a serious relationship, but somehow he fell in love with Kenny without even realizing it.  Justin tried to ignore and suppress his wandering eye, but it wasn’t fair to Kenny – and it wasn’t fair to himself.  As much as he hated to admit it, he needed to take a step back in their relationship.
 
   Kenny was going to take the news hard.  But Heather was probably going to take it even harder.  Justin knew he needed to prepare her before he spoke to Kenny.
 
   “Sit down, sweetie,” he said.  “I need to talk to you.”
 
   Heather plopped on the couch.  “What’s up?”
 
   Justin pressed his lips together, and he hesitated.  The words didn’t want to come out of his mouth.
 
   It made Heather uneasy.  “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Try not to overreact.”
 
   “You’re making me nervous, Justin.  What is it?”
 
   He took a deep breath.  “I’m thinking about breaking up with Kenny.”
 
   Heather sat back, genuinely stunned.  “What?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Lately I’ve been missing my freedom.  I think I wanna date other guys.”
 
   She put her hands on her forehead and pushed her fingers through her hair.  “Please tell me you’re not serious about this.  Does this have anything to do with that guy at the leather shop last week?  Is that what this is about?”
 
   “No,” Justin paused, “but it made me realize how much I miss flirting and the rush of being with someone new.  I don’t wannna be tied down.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I don’t understand.  You guys have a great relationship.  You always talk about how sweet and adorable Kenny is.  You get along so well.  I would give anything to have a relationship with Peter like the one you have with Kenny.  Did you two even have your first fight yet?”
 
   Justin looked down at the floor.  “No. I love Kenny.  I don’t wanna break up with him.  I only want a little freedom . . . but I don’t think he’s gonna go for it.  I’m trying to prepare you for the worst, that’s all.”  Or maybe, he was just trying to prepare himself.
 
   Heather’s eyes filled with tears.  “How could you do that to him?  You’re gonna break his heart.”
 
   “How many times have I told you not to get too attached to my boyfriends?”
 
   “Kenny isn’t just some fling.  You love each other.  Why do you want to see anyone else?  He loves you, and he’s good to you.  Why do you want to give all of that up?”
 
   “I miss dating.  Is that so wrong?”
 
   “You’ve dated a million guys, Justin.  Are you gonna spend your whole life jumping into bed with a different guy every night?”
 
   She hit a nerve.  “You don’t have to make me sound like a slut, Heather.  If I’m not happy, I owe it to Kenny to be honest with him.”
 
   She paced throughout the living room and wiped the tears that seeped from the corners of her eyes.  “I can’t believe this.  That poor guy probably has no clue.”  She slapped her thigh with her fist.  “I’m so mad at you right now!”
 
   “Don’t make me feel worse than I already do, and don’t be mad at me.  You know, I could be pretty upset with you right now because you’re not supporting me on this.  Don’t you want me to be happy?”
 
   “Of course I do, but . . . I love Kenny, and I can’t bear to think how much you’re gonna hurt him and how much I’m gonna miss him.  I don’t wanna lose Kenny as a friend.”
 
   Justin straightened his shoulders and stood up tall.  “If he isn’t in my life, he isn’t in yours.”  He shook his head.  “You can’t have a relationship with Kenny without me.  I’m sorry.”
 
   She lowered her eyes.  “I know.”
 
   He put his arms around her and rested his chin on top of her head.  “Maybe Kenny won’t mind an open relationship.  You could be getting yourself all worked up for nothing.”
 
   But that was a lie.  He knew that his relationship with Kenny would be over as soon as he mentioned the idea of dating other people.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven:
 
   Kenny rattled on about his shift at the hospital last night, while Justin drifted off and tried to figure out how he would approach the subject of seeing other people.
 
   “Are you listening to a word I’m saying?” Kenny asked.  “You look like you’re a million miles away.”
 
   “We have to talk.”
 
   Kenny’s jaw hung open.  He knew exactly what those four words implied.
 
   “I don’t know how else to say this, Kenny, so I’m just gonna come out and say it.”  Justin paused briefly.  “I want to see other people.”
 
   Kenny closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Where is this coming from?  I thought everything was fine between us.”
 
   “It is.  It’s not you . . .”
 
   “Don’t you dare give me that fuckin’, ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ bullshit!”  Kenny leaned forward with his hands on his hips and furrowed his brow.  “What’s going on?  Is there someone else?”
 
   “No, there’s no one else.”
 
   “Then what is it?  There has to be a reason.”
 
   Justin put his hands on Kenny’s shoulders.  “I love you, but we jumped into this serious relationship so fast, and I’m not ready for it yet.”
 
   “Not ready for it yet?  You broke up with that guy, like three years ago, and you told me yourself that before you met me, you screwed every guy that came along.”
 
   The remark reminded Justin of Heather’s statement about jumping into bed with a different guy every night, and it left Justin questioning his promiscuity.
 
   “Is this because that guy cheated on you?” Kenny asked.  “Is that what you’re afraid of?  Are you worried that I’m gonna cheat on you?  Because, I would never do that, honey.”
 
   “No.  I told you, I just wanna slow things down a little.  Everything happened so fast.  We’ve barely been together three months.”
 
   “Three months?  Three months is a long time when two people love each other – if they love each other.  That should be the only thing that matters.”  Tears hung on Kenny’s lower lids and his voice cracked.  “I believe in love, Justin.  I’m not a player like you.”
 
   “I’m not a player, Kenny.”
 
   “I love you, honey, but I’m not gonna share you.  If you want to see other guys, you can forget about me.”
 
   Tears moistened Justin’s eyes.  “I’m so sorry, baby.”
 
   Kenny stared at him with his mouth slightly ajar.  “I can’t believe I’m losing you . . . and Heather.  What about Heather?”
 
   “She’s my best friend, Kenny.  You can’t have her.  It’s non-negotiable.  You can see her to say goodbye, but that’s all.”
 
   Kenny turned and reached for the doorknob, but Justin called after him, “Kenny, wait, don’t leave.  Can’t we keep in touch, maybe see each other once in a while?  Can’t we still be friends?”
 
   “Friends?  You want to be my friend?  Forget it!” Kenny replied, harshly.  “I don’t ever want to see you again!”
 
   Justin watched Kenny walk out the door and out of his life.  The feeling of regret and uncertainty hung over him like a black cloud.  He loved Kenny.  It was the intensity of their relationship that scared him.  But, right now, nothing scared him more than the fear that he may have just made the biggest mistake of his life.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight:
 
   Justin handled his breakup with Kenny the same way he handled his breakup with David, and last night’s entertainment just left.  The only difference was that now he encouraged his lovers to spend the night.  He couldn’t face the loneliness of waking up in an empty bed anymore.  Justin didn’t care how many men he slept with.  He needed to fill the void in his life.  He needed to forget about Kenny.  But it wasn’t working.
 
   There was a knock on the door and Justin thought his latest lover was back, but it was Heather.
 
   “I assume he was yours.”  She smiled and motioned to the handsome man getting into the car in front of Justin’s apartment.
 
   Justin chuckled.  “Of course he was mine.”
 
   “Let me ask you a question.”  The smile disappeared from her face.  “Sit down.”
 
   Justin knew he was in for another lecture, and he let out a distressed sigh.  It’s been weeks since he broke up with Kenny, but Heather refused to let it go.
 
   “Is this what you really want?” she asked.  “Are you happy?”
 
   “When are you gonna stop riding me about this?  I’m getting tired of explaining myself.”
 
   “I’m not trying to give you a hard time.  I’m trying to understand what you want in life, because for the first time I don’t know what’s going on in your head.  Is this really what you want?”
 
   This wasn’t the first time Justin tried to sort through his feelings on the subject, but he still couldn’t find an answer.  “I don’t know.  I honestly don’t know what the fuck I want anymore.”
 
   “I thought you were looking for love, and you found it with Kenny.  He was right for you.  You were genuinely happy together.  Anyone could see how much you two loved each other.”  She paused.  “Something’s missing since he left.”  She put her hand on his chest.  “In here.  In your heart.  I can see it, Justin.  You made a mistake.”
 
   “Stop trying to tell me how to live my life.”  Her words cut deep, but he was too afraid to admit that she could be right.
 
   “I’m not trying to tell you how to live your life.  I’m trying to understand why you threw away a relationship with someone you truly loved and who made you happy.  How many chances do we get to be happy in life?  I would give anything to have what you had with Kenny.”
 
   “I don’t know, alright?”  The more she pushed the issue, the more he defended his reasoning for breaking up with Kenny, but he was only being stubborn.  He had his doubts from the beginning about ending the relationship, and Heather’s badgering made him feel all the more unsure of his decision.  “Look, Heather, maybe I made a mistake, but I felt backed into a corner and I needed to get out.  Why can’t you understand that?  Why can’t you be here for me?  Why can’t you support me?  Why can’t you . . .”
 
   “Shhhh.”  She put her fingers over his lips.  “Of course I’m here for you.  I support you one hundred percent in whatever decisions you make, whether or not I agree with them.  I’m just saying that maybe you should think about it a little more. . . reevaluate what you really want . . . before too much time slips by . . . before it’s too late to right a wrong.”
 
   #
 
   Even though someone was lying next to him in bed, Justin was lonesome.  He looked over at last night’s fling and felt nothing but emptiness.  He couldn’t stop thinking about his conversation with Heather the other day, and reassessed what he wanted in life.  He wanted love.  That never changed.  He thought he was done with casual sex.  That’s how he spent most of his twenties.  It was a lot of fun, but how long could you go from meaningless relationship to meaningless relationship?  He didn’t want to end up alone.  He wanted . . . Kenny.
 
   Justin apologized to his guest and asked him to leave.  The guy in his bed quietly slipped out the front door, without asking any questions.  A tear spilled from the corner of Justin’s eye.  He made a mess of his life, and he had no one to blame but himself.  Breaking up with Kenny was the stupidest thing he ever did.  He wondered if Kenny could forgive him.  He would do anything to get Kenny back.  He would grovel at Kenny’s feet if he had to.  He would do whatever it took to make Kenny give him another chance.
 
   Justin checked the clock on his nightstand.  It was almost noon.  Kenny only got off work a few hours ago.  He should be home.
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine:
 
   Justin rang the bell twice in a row.  That was his “ring”.  It was the trigger that Kenny would know it was him at the door.
 
   Kenny answered almost immediately.  His face was bright red and scrunched into a deep scowl.  “What the fuck are you doing here?  I told you I never wanted to see you again!”
 
   Kenny was even more beautiful than Justin remembered.  He forgot how Kenny’s intense green eyes looked right through you and into your soul.  “I miss you so much,” Justin said.  “I’m such a fuckin’ idiot.  You were right.  I was just scared.  I’m so sorry.  I love you, baby.”
 
   “Don’t give me that ‘I love you, baby’ bullshit!  I knew you would do this – break my heart and then come crawling back asking for forgiveness!  You got some fuckin’ nerve!  You think you can walk back into my life whenever you damn well please, after the way you treated me?”  Kenny shook his long bangs out of his eyes.  “It’s too late!  You made your choice, now you have to live with it!”
 
   “I was wrong.  Let’s start over.  I made a . . .” Justin’s words trailed off.  His eyes were drawn past Kenny, toward a dark-haired man emerging from the bedroom, wearing nothing except a pair of black Calvin Klein briefs.  He was drop-dead gorgeous and looked like he just stepped out of a magazine ad.
 
   The man joined Kenny in the doorway and placed a possessive arm around Kenny’s shoulder.  “Is this guy bothering you?” he asked Kenny.  The man stared intently at Justin and never averted his eyes.
 
   “No, honey,” Kenny answered.  “He was just leaving.”
 
   Honey.  The word stung.  It didn’t matter that Kenny called everyone honey, hearing him call his new boyfriend honey felt like someone just stabbed Justin in the heart.  “Please Kenny.”  He was begging, groveling.  “I know you still care about me.  I know you still . . .”
 
   “Goodbye, Justin.”  Kenny slammed the door in Justin’s face.
 
   Justin braced his hands against the doorframe and let out a deep sob.  It was over.  He had nothing left.  He lost Kenny.  Justin sat in the car and cried for several minutes, periodically looking back at Kenny’s door.  Once, Justin thought he saw the blinds move, but resigned it to wishful thinking and the tears that blurred his vision.
 
   #
 
   For the next several hours, Justin berated himself as he wandered aimlessly around his apartment.  He threw away his one chance at happiness.  From now on, his life would be filled with the heartache of the love he lost.  Eventually, the pain would subside and be replaced by a hollowed-out nothingness. He would never love anyone again.
 
   Heather called, but he couldn’t bear to speak to hear.  He sent her a text message instead.  ‘Not feeling well.  Staying in bed today.  See you tomorrow.’  His phone immediately rang and, reluctantly, he answered it.
 
   “Do you need anything?” Heather asked.  “Should I come over?  We’re at Peter’s parents, but I’ll leave if you need me.”
 
   “No.  I’m gonna lie down.”
 
   “What’s wrong?  You sound terrible.”
 
   “I have a headache.  I need to go back to bed.”
 
   “We’re not kids anymore, Justin, you can’t stay out all night partying.”
 
   “I know.  You’re right.  You’re always right.”  His voice was low with emotion.  “I don’t know why I never listen to you.  I’m so stupid sometimes.”
 
   She was silent for a moment.  “Did you take anything last night?  Could someone have put something in your drink?”
 
   “No.  I have to go.  I need to lie down.”
 
   “I’m coming over.”
 
   “Don’t.  Please, Heather.  I’m . . . I just need some sleep.  I’ll be OK.”
 
   She paused again.  “Are you sure?  I’m worried about you, Justin.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me.  Just let me sleep . . . please.  I’ll talk to you later . . . when I’m feeling better.”
 
   “OK.  I’ll call you when we’re getting ready to leave.  I won’t be long.  But call me if you need anything.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty:
 
   The doorbell woke Justin.  Heather.  He knew she would come by to check on him.  He combed his fingers through his hair and prepared himself to tell her about his visit to Kenny earlier today.  When he opened the door, he was shocked to find Kenny glaring back at him.
 
   Kenny pursed his lips together, placed his hands on his hips and let out a deep breath.  “What the hell am I gonna do with you, Justin?”  He marched into the apartment, turned, and scowled at Justin.  They locked eyes without speaking for several seconds.  It was during moments like this, when Kenny was experiencing intense emotion, that his eyes took on a golden hue around the edges, making them gemlike, and they burned right through to Justin’s heart.  Tears welled up on Kenny’s lower lids.  His eyes looked like two giant pools, but he remained defiant.  He folded his arms across his chest and tapped his foot.  “How can I ever trust you with my heart again?”
 
   Adrenaline rushed through Justin’s body with the realization that Kenny was about to take him back.  He would never do anything to screw up their relationship again.  Never.  “I’m so sorry, baby.  I’ll do anything to make it up to you.  I’ve been miserable without you.  I don’t know what the hell I was thinking.  I’m such a jerk.  I don’t want anyone else.”  He opened his arms.  “Come back to me.  I love you so much.  I don’t want to be away from you ever again.  Not for one second.  I want us to be together.  I want you to move in with me.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes softened, and the corners of his mouth curled into a small smile.  “One thing at a time, honey.”
 
   Justin threw his arms around Kenny.  “I missed you so much.”
 
   “I missed you, too.  I love you, honey . . . but you really hurt me.”
 
   He hugged Kenny tighter.  “I’m sorry, baby.  I’ll never hurt you again.  I swear.”
 
   “I was so mad when I saw you today,” Kenny’s voice was soft and delicate, and he clung to Justin.  “I had no intention of taking you back.  After you left, I watched you through the window and when I saw you crying in the car, my heart fell to pieces.  I wanted to go to you right then and there, but I wouldn’t let myself.  I was afraid of opening my heart up to you again.”
 
   Justin cupped Kenny’s face in his hands and looked deep into Kenny’s eyes.  “You can trust me.  I promise.”
 
   A lone tear spilled down Kenny’s cheek.  Justin gently wiped it with his fingertips and then kissed it away with his lips.
 
   Their mouths gravitated toward one another and met in a passionate kiss.  Justin craved the taste of Kenny’s lips.  They were sweet and fleshy.  He couldn’t get enough of them.  His thirst was insatiable.  It was the same way he felt when he kissed Kenny for the first time, in the park, on their first date.  Justin’s mouth was glued to Kenny’s face and his tongue was in and around every inch of Kenny’s mouth, draining it of every drop of moisture.  It was suffocating, but Justin couldn’t stop.  He couldn’t control his desire.
 
   Kenny broke free with a provocative laugh, and gasped for breath.  “I’m glad you’re still an animal.  I missed that.  I love the way you manhandle me.”  He took Justin’s hand and led him into the bedroom.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-One:
 
   Justin’s heart was pounding in his chest and he was suddenly nervous.  He felt like a teenager about to lose his virginity, but the second they were in bed together his nerves vanished.  He took control.  He leaned over and kissed Kenny hard on the mouth.  Justin’s lips moved to Kenny’s neck.  He bit down so he could taste Kenny’s flesh between his teeth.  It was deliciously sweet and salty at the same time.  Justin ran his hand across Kenny’s chest – that chest – no one had a body like Kenny.  His muscles were tight and defined and in perfect proportion.  Justin fingered one of the light brown freckles that were sprinkled across Kenny’s smooth pale skin and then gently kissed it.  Justin’s tongue traveled down the center of Kenny’s chest and outlined every one of Kenny’s abdominal muscles.  They tasted so good.  Justin glanced up at Kenny.  His eyes were closed and his chin was tilted up to the ceiling.  His breathing was deep and his lips were slightly parted.  A glimmer of bright green peeked down at Justin, and they shared a smile.  Justin placed a soft kiss on Kenny’s stomach, and Kenny pushed his head lower.
 
   Justin ran his tongue down Kenny’s body, over his hip and licked the soft, tender flesh of his inner thigh.  He lifted Kenny’s pelvis and slid his tongue between Kenny’s butt cheeks and back up again.  He let his tongue taste every flavor of Kenny’s body, but he wouldn’t take him in his mouth.  Not yet.  He wanted to tease Kenny – drive him crazy – make him beg.
 
   Kenny pushed his groin toward Justin’s mouth, but Justin kept avoiding it.  He licked and sucked and touched Kenny everywhere, except the one place Kenny wanted to be touched.  Kenny moaned louder, clutched the sheets in his hands and withered on the bed, but Justin still teased him.  It wasn’t until Kenny started to whimper that Justin took Kenny’s penis and shoved it far into the back of his throat.  It was thick and hot in Justin’s mouth, and he bore down on it until it gagged him.  He could feel its veins pulsate against the surface of his tongue.  He sucked Kenny hard and fast.  Justin licked two fingers and slid them down and inside Kenny, reclaiming his territory.  Justin’s mouth and fingers worked in unison – up and down, in and out.  He let the rhythm of Kenny’s breathing dictate how fast he moved, and for the last five minutes he was going full speed.
 
   Kenny moaned and lifted his knees.  “Stop,” he whispered.  “I don’t wanna come yet.  I wanna wait for you.”
 
   Justin didn’t stop.  He wanted to feel Kenny explode inside his mouth.
 
   “Fuck me, Justin.  I wanna feel your big dick inside me.  Fuck me.”
 
   Justin froze.  He loved dirty talk, but Kenny was never really into it before.  Slowly, Justin looked up at Kenny.  “What’d you just say?”
 
   “I said, I want you to fuck me.  Fuck me hard.  And look at me when you do it.”  Kenny put his legs over Justin’s shoulders and pushed his pelvis up.  “Come on.  Shove your dick inside me and fuck me.”
 
   Justin’s erection was huge, and Kenny was tight and narrow.  Justin wished he would have used more lubrication, because he was having trouble with penetration.  Only the tip was inside, but it felt like home.  He pushed himself in a little further, and Kenny grunted and grabbed Justin’s arm.
 
   “Am I hurting you?” Justin asked.
 
   “No.  Hurry up.  Put it all the way in.  Stop teasing me.  Ram it inside me.”
 
   Justin loved to take direction in bed, and he loved Kenny’s bossy, foul mouth.  He bit his lower lip and thrust himself deep inside Kenny.  They both moaned from the sudden burst of pleasure.  Justin pounded his hips forward in rapid succession.  “How’s that?” he asked.  “Is that hard enough?”
 
   “No.  Harder.  Fuck me harder.”
 
   He rode Kenny as hard and fast as he could.  They were both covered in sweat, and their bodies slithered against one another with passion and heat.
 
   Kenny kept moving his hands across his torso and down to his lower abdomen, but he wouldn’t touch himself.  He leaned his head back and moaned.  “Are you ready?” he whispered.  “I can’t hold out much longer.”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   “Jerk me off.  And look at me when you come.”
 
   Justin maintained constant eye contact.  He didn’t blink.  He didn’t want to miss one second of the bliss that was written all over Kenny’s face.  A few quick strokes and Kenny’s penis erupted in Justin’s hand.  Hot fluid shot through his fingers and onto his chest.
 
   Electricity bolted through Justin’s groin and shook his entire body with an explosive orgasm.  He twitched and convulsed until he felt dizzy.  With a burst of renewed energy, Kenny grabbed Justin by the hips and pulled him back and forth respectively.  It made Justin’s orgasm last forever.  Finally, he collapsed on top of Kenny in a state of ecstasy.  Their perspiration and the heat of their breath mingled and became one.  Justin looked into Kenny’s eyes and saw the love that he missed.  The love he longed for.  The love he couldn’t live without.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two:
 
   Justin rolled off of Kenny and wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.  No one made him feel the way Kenny did – no one.  Justin ran his hand down Kenny’s cheek.  “I really missed you.  I love you so much, baby.”
 
   “I love you too, honey.  I’m so glad you showed up at my door today.”
 
   Justin propped his head up on one elbow and displayed a curious, playful smile.  “So, what did you tell that hot new boyfriend of yours?”  He pretended he was teasing so he didn’t sound jealous.  He didn’t want to risk picking a fight, but the thought of another man in Kenny’s life drove Justin crazy and he wanted to know everything about that man.
 
   “Diego?” Kenny answered without much concern.  “I told him I was still in love with you, but he already figured that out when he saw me wandering around all afternoon in a daze after you left.”
 
   “You sure didn’t waste any time finding someone else.”  Again, Justin teased Kenny in order to camouflage his jealousy, but in reality Justin was digging for details.  He wanted to know when they met, where they met, how they met – everything.
 
   “Well, you didn’t think I was just gonna sit around and pine away for you, did you?”
 
   Kenny obviously saw through Justin’s charade and wasn’t about to give up any information.  It didn’t matter.  Justin didn’t care about Diego anymore.  He put his arms around Kenny and pulled him close.
 
   Kenny rested his head on Justin’s shoulder and snuggled into the crook of his arm.  “I was going crazy without you, you know,” Kenny said, “but I swore I wasn’t gonna take you back.  And then I saw you today and I had no choice in the matter.”  Kenny let out a heavy sigh.  “The heart wants what the heart wants.  I love you, honey, more than you realize,” Kenny looked up into Justin’s eyes, “but if you ever break my heart like that again, I swear, I’ll knock you on your fuckin’ ass.”
 
   Justin couldn’t contain his laugh, even though he knew Kenny was serious.  “You think you can kick my ass?” he asked.
 
   Kenny straddled Justin and pinned Justin’s arms to the bed above his head.  “Don’t underestimate me,” Kenny said.
 
   Justin tried to break free, but he couldn’t.  He didn’t expect the force and strength behind Kenny’s hold.  The fierce, dominant behavior Kenny exhibited was unexpected – but it was exciting!  Justin emitted a soft erotic laugh.
 
   “Do you like it rough?”  Kenny smiled down at Justin and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “No.”  Justin’s eyes glazed over with affection.  “I love how gentle you are.”
 
   Kenny released his hold and ran his hands lightly down Justin’s chest.
 
   “I love how you tease me with your lips by kissing me so softly that your lips barely touch my body,” Justin said.  “Sometimes all I can feel is the heat of your breath against my skin, and it drives me crazy.”
 
   Kenny leaned down and put his mouth to Justin’s chest.  Kenny’s tongue ran soft circles around Justin’s nipple.  His touch was so gentle, so tender.  It felt like a kitten lapping at his skin.  Justin closed his eyes.  “Ahhh, that’s my baby.  I can’t tell you how happy you made me by coming back into my life.  You won’t regret it.”
 
   Kenny kissed Justin, long and sensual.  He stared into Justin’s eyes for a few seconds.  “I remember the first time I saw you – with Heather in the hospital.  You were loving and kind.  You took such good care of her.  I never get involved with patients or their families.  It’s against hospital policy.  I could’ve lost my job, but I couldn’t let you slip by.  I wanted to get to know you.  I’m so glad I did.  I love you, honey.”
 
   Justin pulled Kenny down on the bed and cradled him in his arms.  He lips went to Kenny’s neck and traveled slowly downward.  Justin wanted to make love to Kenny again, this time softly and tenderly, but the sound of his cell phone interrupted them.  He forgot about Heather.
 
   “That’s gotta be Heather,” he said.
 
   “Let me talk to her,” Kenny said.  “I miss her.”
 
   “Oh, no.”  Justin smiled.  “I’m keeping you all to myself tonight.”
 
   He sent Heather a text message.  ‘Can’t talk.  Unexpected company.  Feeling much better!  Breakfast tomorrow.  Be here 10AM.’
 
   “She’s gonna be so happy to see you,” he told Kenny.  “She has no idea I went to your apartment today.”
 
   “You’re kidding!  I thought Heather knew your every move and vice versa.”
 
   “It was a spur of the moment decision.  I missed you and I needed to see you right away.”  Justin wrinkled his forehead.  “When you sent me away, I was so upset I couldn’t talk about it.  I blew Heather off all day.  She thinks I was sick in bed.”  He touched Kenny’s cheek again.  “I don’t know what I would’ve done if you didn’t take me back.  I can’t imagine what my life would be like without you.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that, honey.  I’m not going anywhere.  I’m in this for the long run.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Three:
 
   Heather was overjoyed to see Kenny.  She threw her arms around him and kissed him full on the mouth.  It made his cheeks flush bright pink.  And on the drive to the diner, every time Justin looked into his rear view mirror, Heather was staring at Kenny.  Justin knew it was stupid, but he felt a pang of jealousy because Heather was ignoring him.
 
   Over breakfast, Justin told Heather the story of how he and Kenny got back together.  She sat and smiled at Kenny the entire time.  Kenny returned the smile, but after a while it made him uncomfortable.  He looked down at the table, bashful, and laughed softly under his breath.
 
   The familiar pang of jealousy nagged at Justin again.  “Knock it off, Heather,” he said.  “You’re making me jealous of my own boyfriend.”
 
   “Stop being silly.”  She reached across the table and embraced his hand in hers.  “You don’t have anything to be jealous of.”
 
   “I know, but you’re paying more attention to him right now than to me.  And I don’t like it.”
 
   “OK.”  She held her hands up in front of her.  “I’ll back off.  It’s only because I haven’t seen Kenny in a long time and I missed him.  And he’s so cute.”  She stared at him for another second.  “I think I love Kenny more than any other guy you ever dated.”
 
   Justin smiled at Kenny.  “Me too.”
 
   Kenny glanced at the table again, before leaning closer to Justin.  “I think it’s sweet that you called me your boyfriend, when we only got back together less than 24 hours ago.”
 
   “You never stopped being my boy,” Justin said.  “Even though we weren’t together, in my heart you were always still my boyfriend.  I couldn’t make the disconnect because I never stopped loving you.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Four:
 
   Heather struggled with the zipper that ran up the center of her leather top.  “Can one of you help me with this?”
 
   Kenny was closest and tried to assist, but the top pushed her breasts together and up over the deep neckline and he was apprehensive about where to put his hands.  Every time he attempted to help, his hands touched the soft flesh of her breasts and he became embarrassed and stopped.  He finally gave up and threw his hands in the air.  “I’m not going near those things.  Justin, you help her.”
 
   Heather laughed.  Kenny was easy to fluster, and she always found it amusing.  After she finished getting ready, she stood before Peter for inspection.  She didn’t know why, but she always wanted to make sure he approved of her outfit before she went out without him.  “How do I look?” she asked.
 
   Peter looked at her carefully, then glanced at Justin and Kenny.  “You look hot,” he said.  “Are you sure there aren’t going to be any straight guys at the club tonight?”
 
   “I doubt it.”  She assumed his answer meant that he approved of the way she was dressed.
 
   Peter inspected Kenny’s outfit next.  Heather thought it was strange and almost laughed.
 
   “How come you’re not wearing any makeup?” Peter asked Kenny.
 
   “I hate that stuff – on me,” Kenny said.  “I love it on Justin, but it makes my eyes all itchy.”
 
   “You should see him with eye makeup,” Justin said.  “Absolutely stunning!  It makes those gorgeous eyes look even more gorgeous, if that’s even possible.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Kenny,” Heather said, “I’ve never seen you in makeup.  Please, just wear a little?”
 
   “You see what you started,” he said to Justin.  “Now she’s never gonna leave me alone!  I’m not wearing makeup, Heather!  I don’t like it, especially dancing and sweating in a hot club all night!”
 
   “OK.  OK.  Calm down.”  She smiled and waved a finger at him.  “But, one day, I’m gonna get you to wear it, just for me.”
 
   “One day.”  Kenny pacified her.  “One day.”
 
   Heather caught Peter staring at Justin’s nipple rings which were clearly visible through his fishnet top.
 
   “Doesn’t that hurt?” Peter asked, with his face scrunched into a painful grimace.
 
   Heather cocked her head to the side and wrinkled her brow.  Peter had seen Justin without a shirt hundreds of times.  He knew Justin had piercings.  She didn’t understand why he was commenting on them now, after all these years.
 
   Peter had been acting strange since the accident.  First, there were the sprinkled-bits-of-niceness that infiltrated his normal curt-and-grumpy-self, and now the sudden interest in Kenny’s and Justin’s appearance.  Heather wasn’t complaining.  It was nice that Peter was finally taking an interest in anything other than the store, but she wasn’t quite sure what was going on in his head lately.
 
   To answer Peter’s question about Justin’s nipple rings, she decided to make a lighthearted joke and ran her hand across Justin’s abs.
 
   “What?  This?” she asked.  “Yeah, this hurts.”  She laughed.  “This hurts a lot!”  Then she slung her arm around Kenny’s neck.  “But not as much as this,” she said with a laugh, as she caressed Kenny’s perfectly round pecs that strained against his too tight top.
 
   Kenny blushed slightly, dropped his eyes to the floor and chuckled softly.
 
   Peter, on the other hand, didn’t find her musings funny at all.  He stiffened, snorted and snapped at her.  “Are you going to be touching men like that all night?”
 
   Heather flinched at his sudden change in attitude.  So much for the “nice” Peter she enjoyed having around.  “Mr. Grumpy” was back.  And since when was Peter jealous of Kenny?
 
   It was Justin who came to Heather’s defense.  He put his arm around her shoulder in a protective embrace.  “No, Peter, she’s not going to be touching men all night,” Justin said.  “Why don’t you come with us if you’re so concerned?”
 
   Peter shook his head in violent protest.  “I’m never going to a gay bar, so don’t bother asking.”
 
   Heather knew he wouldn’t go, but she was still disappointed.  She hated that Peter refused to go to a gay bar with them.  He never gave an explanation, and she couldn’t understand why he was so obstinate about it.  She wasn’t asking him to go to any wild club or partake of any outrageous theme-oriented event.  It was just an ordinary night at an ordinary gay bar.  It was something that really bothered her, and although she knew that she could never change his mind, she still always asked him to accompany her, and always felt bad when he declined.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Five:
 
   Dinner at Il Mulino’s was supposed to be a celebration.  It was Justin’s and Kenny’s sixth-month anniversary together.
 
   Justin was determined not to let that damn waiter ruin their evening.  All night he pretended the waiter’s flirtation with Kenny didn’t bother him, even though he was quietly seething inside.  He didn’t doubt Kenny’s integrity when Kenny said he absentmindedly put the small card with the waiter’s phone number in his pocket.  Kenny said he told the waiter that they were in a serious relationship and he wasn’t interested.  There was no reason for Justin to think Kenny wasn’t telling the truth, but insecurity and lingering self-doubt gnawed away at his self-confidence.
 
   The waiter played him for a fool.  He waited until Justin was in the men’s room before propositioning Kenny, and Kenny didn’t say anything about it until they were already in the car.  Justin wanted to go back into the restaurant and tell off the waiter, but Kenny stopped him.  There was no recourse for Justin’s bruised ego.
 
   He drove out of the parking lot in a huff, and pressed his lips tightly together to silence a potentially vicious argument.  Humiliation was Justin’s worst enemy.  It made him defensive and hostile, and he didn’t want to unleash his irrational behavior on Kenny.  Justin felt it was best to cool off before explaining his anger, and hence, the silent treatment.
 
   Justin trusted Kenny, but he was jealous – jealous that the waiter hit on Kenny and jealous that Kenny didn’t immediately throw away the waiter’s phone number.  Justin also knew that his jealousy was fueled by the leftover baggage of David cheating on him, and that made him all the more angry.  Justin vowed to make it up to Kenny later, but right now he was ready to explode.  He clenched his teeth together so he wouldn’t lash out at Kenny, but it was hard to ignore Kenny’s pitiful desperate pleas for communication.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” Justin said.
 
   “I told you I was sorry.  What else do you want me to say?”
 
   Justin stared straight ahead.
 
   “Honey, please talk to me.  I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   Justin took his eyes off the road long enough to glare at the offending business card crumpled into a ball and tossed on the dashboard of the car.
 
   “Fine!  Kenny threw his hands up.  “If you don’t wanna talk to me, don’t fuckin’ talk to me!”
 
   Neither one of them said anything for the rest of the drive to Heather’s house.  She was expecting them after dinner, and Justin wasn’t about to change their plans.  He was determined to salvage their anniversary.  He just needed a little time to calm down and deal with his emotions.
 
   The horrified look on Kenny’s face said that he didn’t expect to still go to Heather’s while they were in the middle of a fight.  But Justin ignored it, and walked briskly into the house and past Heather and Peter without saying anything.
 
   Kenny chased after him.  “How long are you going to keep this up?”
 
   “Not now, Kenny, please.”
 
   “Stop it!  Talk to me!”
 
   Justin spun around and held his hands up in front of him.  “Stop following me.  I need time to clear my head.”  He marched upstairs to the bedroom and left Kenny at the bottom of the steps staring up at him.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Six:
 
   It was the first time Heather saw Justin and Kenny argue, and it upset her.  She went to Kenny and put her hand on his arm.  “What happened?” she asked.  “What are you fighting about?”
 
   Kenny hung his head.  “I don’t know if I should tell you.  I don’t wanna make him any madder than he already is.”
 
   “C’mon, let’s sit down.”  She put her arm around him and led him into the kitchen.  She looked closer at Kenny and could see a tear in his eye.  It tugged at her heart.  “What happened?” she asked softly.
 
   “He’s so mad, and he won’t talk to me about it.”  Kenny stared at his hands in his lap.  “I didn’t do anything.  I don’t deserve to be treated like that.”
 
   She rubbed his arm.  “I’ll go talk to him.”
 
   She knocked on the bedroom door.  “It’s me.  I’m coming in.”
 
   Justin stood with his back to her, his hands on his hips, and stared down at the floor.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t wanna talk about it.”
 
   “What do you mean, you don’t wanna talk about it?”
 
   “Just what I said,” he spun around to face her, “I don’t wanna fuckin’ talk about it!”
 
   “Why can’t you tell me what happened?”  She was persistent.  She wanted an answer.
 
   “What the hell is it with you two?  Can’t you leave me alone for 10 fuckin’ minutes?”
 
   “OK, calm down.”
 
   “Don’t tell me to fuckin’ calm down!”
 
   “OK!”  Heather rolled her eyes and shook her head.  She swore she’s had the same argument with Peter a dozen times.  “You know, Justin, you’re acting like a typical man right now.”  She waved her finger at him.  “You have a lot more testosterone in you than you think.”
 
   He was appalled at her statement and gasped loudly.  He opened the bedroom door and gently pushed her through it.  “Get out.  Just get out.  I don’t wanna talk to you right now either.”
 
   She hung her mouth open in disbelief, insulted at his outburst, and withdrew from his touch.  She stomped down the stairs and quickly re-joined Kenny in the kitchen.  “I can’t believe he just threw me out of my own bedroom!” she said.
 
   Peter rushed into the room.  “You mean you’re the one he was yelling at?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   Peter’s face turned deep red.  She quickly grabbed his arm and stopped him from going upstairs.  “Don’t go up there,” she said.  “Leave him alone.”
 
   “I’m not going to let him blow up at you like that.  This is my fuckin’ house, and you’re my wife.  Who the fuck does he think he is?”
 
   She wouldn’t let go of his arm.  She couldn’t let him confront Justin.  “Peter,” she said, slowly and pointedly, “do not get in the middle of an argument between Justin and me.”
 
   “If you expect me to let him yell at you and not do anything about it, you’re fucking crazier than he is!”
 
   Peter pulled his arm violently out of her grasp.  It caught her off guard and she stumbled slightly.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Kenny jump in his chair.
 
   “Leave it alone,” she told Peter.  “Don’t get involved.  He’s upset.  He didn’t mean it.”  She took Peter by both of his arms and forced him to sit at the table next to Kenny.
 
   Peter clenched his jaw and glared at her, but otherwise remained silent.  He was fuming.  His eyes were ablaze and his face was beet red, but she didn’t care.  She needed to keep him away from Justin.  Peter had a bad temper, and if he went at it with Justin, there’s no way it would end any other way than disastrous.  Things would never be the same.
 
   Kenny folded his arms on the table and placed his head down.  “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “Give him some time,” Heather said.  “He just needs to calm down a little.”
 
   “Will you come upstairs with me and help me explain?  I’m afraid he won’t listen to me.”
 
   She never saw Kenny so sad, and she felt bad for him.  “You know how much I love you, Kenny, but I can’t do that.  I have no idea what happened between you two, but even if Justin’s a hundred percent wrong, I have to stand behind him.  I’m sorry.  I have to take his side,” she shrugged, “whatever it is.”
 
   She heard the bedroom door swing open and Justin’s footsteps descended loudly on the stairs.  She smirked at him as he walked toward the kitchen.  She was still annoyed at him for the way he spoke to her.
 
   Justin walked straight up to her, put his hands on her shoulders and leaned down to kiss her on the lips, but she abruptly turned her face away from him.
 
   “What’s the matter?”  He was hurt by her rejection.  “You don’t wanna kiss me?”
 
   “No.  I don’t.  Not when you yell at me like that.”
 
   “Oh, sweetie.”  Justin chuckled and put his arms around her, but she stiffened and kept her arms folded across her chest.
 
   “I’m sorry I yelled at you,” Justin said.  “When I heard you say that you’d stand behind me, even if I was dead wrong, I felt so bad.”  He hugged her tighter and rubbed her back with one hand.  “I’m sorry.  You know I love you.”
 
   Heather melted at his touch, but she still wouldn’t unfold her arms.  She wanted to maintain a barrier of self-righteousness.  “Don’t talk to me like that ever again,” she said.
 
   “I won’t.  I promise.”  He smiled at her.  “I was just mad because . . . of what you said.”  He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head.  “Forgive me?”
 
   She wanted to stay mad at him.  She didn’t want to give in so fast, but she couldn’t hold out.  “I’m sorry too.”  She put her arms around his waist and smiled up at him.  “What I meant to say was that you were acting like a first-class bitch.”
 
   Justin laughed.  “That’s better.”  He kissed her on the cheek and hugged her again before he turned his attention to Kenny.
 
   Justin put his hands on his hips, glared at Kenny and let out a deep breath.  “And you . . .”
 
   Kenny didn’t respond.  His hands remained in his lap, and he looked at Justin with his head down, like a child waiting to be scolded.
 
   Justin sighed again, then slowly displayed a huge smile.  He took Kenny’s hand.  “Come with me so I can finish yelling at you, and then we can have raunchy make-up sex.  It’s still our anniversary, you know.”
 
   Peter’s eyes bore into Kenny and Justin as they went upstairs to the bedroom.  As soon as he heard to bedroom door close, he blew up.  “They better not have sex in our bed!  I’m not fucking kidding, Heather!  I’ve had just about enough . . .”
 
   “Relax.  He wasn’t serious.”  At least she hoped he wasn’t serious.  She didn’t want Justin and Kenny to have sex in their bed either, but she realized that they probably would.  It would sicken Peter, and he would be outraged.  “Nothing else is gonna happen.”  She tried to sound casual.  “They’re just gonna talk privately.  That’s all.”
 
   “That better be all they do, because I swear, if I find out . . .”  Peter bit his lower lip and shook his head.  “I put up with a lot of fuckin’ shit around here, and I’m starting to get really tired of it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”
 
   “No.  I don’t.”
 
   “You and Justin.”
 
   She immediately narrowed her eyes.  “What about me and Justin?”
 
   “He waltzes in here and takes center stage with his drama.  He yells at Kenny.  He yells at you.  He locks himself in our bedroom.  And you expect me to sit here and let him do whatever he damn well pleases.”
 
   She was taken aback by Peter’s tirade and stood there without saying anything.  She wanted to defend Justin, but she didn’t want to end up in an all out brawl with Peter.  “I don’t know what to tell you,” she finally said.  “I agree that he was being unreasonable.  I was mad, too, but he apologized.”
 
   “I don’t care if he apologized.  You won’t let me tell him how I feel, and it pisses me the fuck off.”
 
   “He doesn’t get involved when we fight.”
 
   “This is my house!”  Peter slammed his fist down on the table next to him.  “I expect him to respect it!  He acts like he lives here!  I’m getting really fuckin’ sick of him intruding in our life!  He needs to remember that he’s a guest in our home!”
 
   “A guest?”  She raised her eyebrows as high as she could.  “Intruding?”  She glanced toward the stairs to make sure Justin was still upstairs.  “Are you fucking kidding me?  Justin is a part of my life!  You knew that when you met me!  Nothing’s changed!  Justin is anything but a guest here!  This is my house too, and my home is Justin’s home!  Don’t you dare ever try to make him feel unwelcome!”
 
   Her blood was boiling.  Her eyes bulged in their sockets and her chest heaved with labored breaths.
 
   Peter met her stare and neither of them said a word.
 
   She wasn’t budging.  She could have stood like that and stared Peter down all night.
 
   That’s how their fights usually ended.  They didn’t talk it out and rarely had a screaming match.  They each said what they had to say on the subject and stared each other down.  The one who stood their ground the longest was deemed the winner.
 
   Her eyes continued to burn into Peter.  So that’s how he really felt about Justin.  Now she knew why Peter had a bad attitude all the time.  It’s finally out in the open.  Peter resented Justin.  She had no idea how to deal with the issue.  Like she said, nothing changed.  Justin was always part of her life and always would be.
 
   Heather didn’t know how long they stood like that, scowling at each other with their eyes narrowed and their lips pursed together, but Peter finally dismissed her with a cold hard glare over his shoulder and left the room.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven:
 
   For the next three weeks Heather and Peter barely spoke, but they carried on their life as if nothing happened.  They even continued to have sex.  It was purely physical, though.  Heather didn’t enjoy it much, and they didn’t kiss, but it fulfilled a need.  Dominick, and the passion they shared, suddenly popped into her head.  She squeezed her eyes shut and shook him from her thoughts.  She tried to block the affair from her mind – make believe it never happened.  She wanted it to be another closed chapter in her life, but Dominick never fully vacated her memory.
 
   She looked at Peter reading the newspaper across the table.  How long were they supposed to keep this up?  She knew that she was stubborn, but Peter made her look complacent.  She let out a deep breath.  “Can we talk, Peter?”
 
   He looked at her from over the paper.  “About what?”
 
   Did he really expect her to believe that he didn’t know what she wanted to talk about?
 
   When she didn’t answer, he went back to reading the newspaper.
 
   “C’mon.  Are we gonna clear the air between us or is this the way we’re gonna live?”
 
   He folded the paper and put it down on the table.  “You know how I feel.  I don’t have anything else to say.”
 
   He wasn’t even trying to make up.
 
   “Don’t ask me to choose between you and Justin,” she said.
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “So what are we supposed to do here?”
 
   He took a long time to answer and for a minute she thought he was going to say that he wanted a divorce.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said.  Then he surprised her by leaning across the table and giving her a small kiss.  “Let’s just forget about it and pretend it never happened,” he said.  He picked up his newspaper and left her sitting at the table alone.
 
   She was dumbfounded and perplexed.  Was that his idea of resolving the problem?  Did his ill feelings toward Justin disappear?  She didn’t know.  Could she forget about what happened, like Peter suggested?  How many things in life was she supposed to forget about?  At this rate, her entire life was going to be one big suppressed memory.  Could she forgive Peter for the things he said?  She looked out the window in search of an answer.  No.  She couldn’t.  And she couldn’t forget the hurtful things he said either.  But she could try.  She could give him another chance.  She didn’t know what else to do.  She couldn’t talk to Justin about it.  He knew something was wrong and asked her what was going on, but she just told him that she and Peter were fighting.  She could never tell Justin that it had something to do with him.  And she couldn’t talk to Kenny behind Justin’s back.  There was no one else left to turn to.  Despair and depression settled in her heart.  She was forced to deal with her broken marriage alone.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight:
 
   Heather wanted to make things right with Peter, but she didn’t know how.  She wanted a normal relationship where a husband and wife enjoyed each other’s company, not one where they merely cohabitated.  She invited a small group of Peter’s friends over last night and hoped it would be a first step in bringing them closer together and doing things as a couple.  But the men ended up talking amongst themselves on one side of the yard, while the wives sat together on the other.
 
   Heather stepped out onto the patio and evaluated the mess left over from their little get together.  At least everyone had a good time.  There were half-eaten plates of food, wine glasses and beer bottles everywhere.  They were a nice bunch of people.  She wouldn’t mind spending more time with them.  It could show Peter how married couples were supposed to act.  Maybe she could convince Peter to go to marriage counseling, too.
 
   She tossed a few paper plates in the trash.  First she needed to clean up.  Then she would talk to Peter about counseling.  She picked up as many bottles as she could carry and made her first trip to the recycling bin.  She questioned why she didn’t bring the recycling bin to the table instead, and rolled her eyes at her lack of reasoning.  It was the roll of her eyes that caused her to misstep over the uneven patio blocks.  She stumbled and fell to the ground with a loud crash.
 
   The bottles shattered into large dangerous fragments underneath her.  She felt foolish as she got to her feet and dusted the debris from the palms of her hands.  She picked up some of the larger pieces of broken glass, but was interrupted by a stinging sensation in her right calf.  She rubbed her leg and felt a warm wetness.  The bright red blood penetrating her jeans, now transferred to the palm of her hand, made her gasp out loud.
 
   She held her calf with both hands and limped into the house.  “Peter, I need you to call Kenny!”
 
   Peter met her as she hobbled through the kitchen.  “Holy shit!  What the fuck happened?”
 
   “I fell on some broken glass.  Call Kenny.”
 
   “Forget Kenny, you need to go to the hospital.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere.  Just call Kenny.”
 
   Peter tried to look at her leg, but she guarded it with two blood-soaked hands.  She wouldn’t let him near it.  She tried to explain to him that she needed to hold pressure on it, the way Kenny once instructed her to do, in case of an accident, but Peter just grunted at her.  He thought she didn’t trust him.
 
   Peter couldn’t get in touch with Kenny, so he called Justin.  “You need to get over here,” Peter said into the phone.  “Heather cut herself, and she won’t let me look at it.  She’s bleeding all over the fucking place.  I told her to go to the hospital, but she won’t listen to me.  You’re the only one who can talk some sense into her.”
 
   Peter was quiet for several seconds, then handed her the phone.
 
   She streaked a small amount of blood onto her cheek as she held the phone to her ear.  “Where’s Kenny?”
 
   “He’s working a double shift, but don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll be right there.  I’m already on my way.  Are you alright?”
 
   “I . . . no . . . I don’t know.  There’s a lot of blood.  I’m afraid to look at it.”
 
   “Tell Peter to open the door.  I’m almost there.”
 
   Heather limped her way to the bathroom and was barely off of her feet when Justin burst through the front door.  He found her sitting on the toilet seat, still holding pressure on her bloody calf.
 
   “What happened?” he asked.
 
   “I fell carrying some bottles in the yard and cut my leg.”
 
   Justin pried her hands from her leg.  She whimpered from the pain and bit her lower lip.  She peered down at the small gash in her blood-soaked jeans with apprehension, but her leg looked like it had finally stopped bleeding.  Justin tried to pull up her pant leg to get a better look, but she flinched and cried out.
 
   He jumped at her cry.  “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I need to see it.”
 
   She unzipped her jeans and started to shimmy out of them, while sitting on the toilet seat.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” Peter snapped at her.  He was upset that she was undressing in front of Justin.  It was ridiculous.
 
   “He’s seen me in my underwear plenty of times, Peter,” she said.  “It’s not a big deal.”  She finally freed her leg from the jeans, and Justin examined the wound.  It was a deep cut, but the bleeding diminished to a slow trickle.
 
   Justin cleaned up some of the blood on her leg with toilet paper.  Heather winced again and squirmed from the pain.  She leaned to the left and supported herself on the bathroom vanity while Justin tended to her leg.  She was only wearing a thong, so her position exposed her right butt cheek as she hung onto the sink.
 
   Peter shifted his eyes between Justin and the small piece of material that covered Heather’s crotch.  He snorted and heaved repeatedly.  He stormed out of the bathroom, but quickly reappeared with a pair of shorts and demanded that Heather put them on.  She waved him away, but he continued to try to hand them to her.
 
   Justin yanked them out of Peter’s hand and threw them on the floor.  “I don’t give a shit about that, Peter!”  Justin pressed his lips together in a tight line and shook his head.  He let out a deep sigh, grabbed the bath towel off of the rod hanging next to him, and threw it over Heather’s lap.  She smirked at Peter and shook her head at him.  Justin couldn’t care less if her naked crotch was staring him in the face, and Peter should’ve known that.  He should’ve been more concerned about the cut on her leg than about her sitting there in her underwear.
 
   Kenny finally called and tried to convince her to go to the hospital, but she still refused.  Instead, he instructed Justin to clean the wound and apply a butterfly bandage.
 
   She knew Justin would take care of it.  She didn’t need to go to the hospital.  He helped her to the couch, and she sat with her leg propped up on the foot rest.  She looked around the living room.  “Where’s Peter?”  He disappeared at some point when Justin was putting the bandage on her leg.
 
   Justin went to the window.  “He’s outside.  He . . . he just drove away.”
 
   “What?  Where’d he go?”
 
   Justin shrugged.  “I don’t know.”  He sat next to her and put his hand on her thigh.  “Is everything OK between you two, sweetie?”
 
   She wished she knew.  Things were a little better between them after they supposedly cleared the air after the big fight they had about Justin a few weeks ago.  Nothing happened since then that she was aware of, but Peter’s mood swings were in full gear lately.  Heather tried to think back to when they started.  When did she first notice a flip flop in Peter’s behavior?  It had to be after the accident.  When she first woke up in the hospital, Peter was kind of detached and snippy, but after a couple of days he softened.  He was suddenly nicer to her.  She assumed her brush with death triggered some deep emotion or rekindled the love Peter had for her, but it didn’t last long.  His hostility and bad mood returned, only worse than she’d ever seen it before.
 
   Sometimes Heather wondered if Peter hated her.  She reconsidered.  Hate was a strong word.  She knew Peter didn’t hate her, but that’s the way she felt at times, like now.  Instead of being compassionate about her injury or worried about her, he was jealous that Justin saw her in her underwear.  She didn’t understand what was going on with him, but she intended to find out.
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine:
 
   Several hours later, Peter stormed through the front door.  He stomped across the living room and sat right next to Heather so there wasn’t a sliver of room between them.  He looked angry, and she shied away from the alcohol on his breath.  He made her nervous, and she wished Justin was still there.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.
 
   “Do I really need to spell it out for you?”
 
   “Yes, Peter.  Why do you act like you’re mad at me all the time?  I thought we were starting over with a clean slate.  And why did you run out of here without making sure I was OK?”
 
   “You don’t need me.  You need Justin.  Or Kenny.”  He stood up and threw his hands in the air.  “I’m low man on the fuckin’ totem pole around here!”
 
   He shouted at her, but she remained calm.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  You’re exaggerating.”
 
   “No, I’m not!”  He counted on his fingers.  “First, there’s Justin!”  He rolled his eyes with exaggerated drama.  “It’s always fuckin’ Justin!  Then, there’s Kenny!  Then me!   Most people have only one bitch to deal with, I get three!”
 
   She stiffened, and her eyes opened wide with shock.
 
   “And another thing,” he pointed his finger dangerously close to her face, “I don’t want you prancing around in your fuckin’ underwear in front of him!”
 
   “I’m not prancing around in front of anyone,” she said matter-of-factly.  “I got hurt and he needed to look . . .”
 
   “I don’t care!  You were sitting there with a piece of fuckin’ dental floss between your legs!”
 
   He screamed at the top of his lungs.  His eyes protruded from their sockets, and a vein bulged in his forehead, but Heather still remained poised and calm.  She wasn’t about to let him bait her into a fight over something so totally asinine.
 
   “Stop yelling,” she said.
 
   “Stop sticking up for him!”
 
   “I’m sticking up for myself.  I’ve known Justin my whole life.  He’s seen me in my underwear a million times.”
 
   Peter rushed at her and stopped with his face an inch in front of hers.  She recoiled from him and leaned to the side on the couch to create some distance between them.
 
   “Why would he see you naked a million times?”  He yelled in her face.  “What the fuck are you trying to say, Heather?  If you tell me you fucked him, I swear . . .”
 
   “WHAT?”  She jumped to her feet.  Her leg throbbed, but her anger pushed through the pain.  “I said in my underwear, not naked!”  She poked him in the chest with her index finger so hard that it almost bent backwards.  “Don’t you EVER accuse me of sleeping with Justin!”  Her breath heaved in and out of her lungs as she tried not to cry.  She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.
 
   Peter snarled at her, and his face turned the deepest shade of red that she ever saw.  He didn’t say anything.  He just stood there and scowled at her.  She stared back at him.  It was another one of their many stand-offs.  Usually she was the one to walk away first, but tonight he hit an all-time low.  He could yell and scream and try to intimidate her all he wanted.  She was standing her ground.  Nothing would make her back down.
 
   She didn’t know how long they stood like that, but eventually Peter turned away and marched up the stairs.  About halfway up, he stopped and stared down at her.  His eyes were softer, but only slightly.  They still had fire behind them.  “Just keep your fuckin’ clothes on around him.  And Kenny, too,” he added with exaggerated sarcasm.
 
   Heather waited until Peter was upstairs and out of sight before she began to cry.  She sat on the couch and buried her face in her hands.  He was being cruel, and she didn’t know why.  At one point he quietly listened to her crying from the top of the stairs.  She thought he was going to come down and apologize, or at least try to talk about it, but he didn’t.  Then she heard him go into the bedroom and shut the door.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty:
 
   Heather finally confided in Justin about the problems in her marriage.  She couldn’t hide the friction between her and Peter.  It was blatantly obvious, especially during the first few days that followed their massive blow up.  After a few weeks went by, Peter acted like nothing was wrong, and Heather followed his lead, but she had no idea where they were supposed to go from here.  How long could they carry on with their charade of a marriage?  She had the feeling that everything was on simmer, and the pot was getting ready to boil over.
 
   Justin pointed out that Peter was trying to make things better.  How – because he started going more places with her?  It wasn’t enough, even if it was a step in the right direction.  Peter needed to make a major turnaround in the way he treated her before she could forgive him.  Even now, Peter voluntarily joined them for coffee, but he had been outside on the phone since they arrived at the bistro.  They were only having coffee.  Peter probably wouldn’t be back until they were done and ready to leave.  He should’ve just stayed home.  Then, at least, she wouldn’t feel abandoned at the small table with Justin and Kenny.  She was upset, and she wasn’t about to hide it.  She wasn’t letting Peter off the hook so easily anymore.
 
   “Don’t look so mad,” Justin said.  “At least he’s here with you.”
 
   “Really?  He’s here?”  She smirked, sarcastically, and glanced at the empty seat next to her.  “I didn’t notice.”
 
   “Just . . . sit tight.”  Justin stood up.  “I’ll go outside and see what’s keeping him.”
 
   Kenny patted her hand.  “Don’t worry, honey.  Justin’ll make him come back to the table.”
 
   She didn’t want Justin to make Peter come back to the table.  If Peter had better things to do, or if he wasn’t sincere, he shouldn’t have come.  She tapped her foot on the floor and folded her arms while she waited for Peter to return.  She rehearsed the conversation she planned on having with him in her head.  It wasn’t pleasant.  She thought she heard a familiar voice above the noise in the coffee house, and she strained her ear to listen closer.  Could it be . . . of course it was!
 
   There was no mistaking Tyler Kennedy.  A wide smile spread across Heather’s face as she watched Tyler swagger toward her.  She threw her head back and let out an excited laugh.  No wonder Justin stayed with Tyler so long.  It was impossible to be in a bad mood around him.
 
   “Gorgeous!” Tyler exclaimed.  “I don’t believe my eyes!  Is that really you?”
 
   She jumped up and greeted Tyler with open arms.  He planted a kiss on each cheek, as well as one on her lips.  She laughed at his flamboyance in a sleeveless white marabou jacket and signature lower-than-low cut black leather pants.  She fingered the ends of his long hair and ran her hands over the soft feathers of his jacket.  “I’ve missed you!” she said.  “You look fabulous, as always.”
 
   Tyler put his hands on his hips and turned from side to side.  It caused the jacket to open and expose his bare chest.  “You likey?”
 
   “I love it!”
 
   Tyler slipped off the jacket and handed it to her.  The feathers tickled her nostrils and she giggled.  Several customers stared at Tyler’s half-naked body, and she returned the jacket to him.
 
   “You better put this back on,” she said, with a small laugh.  “I don’t think this place is ready for you.”
 
   “I can see you’re still as gorgeous as ever.  How’s Delicious?”
 
   Tyler’s nickname for Justin always made her smile.  “He’s doing really good.”
 
   Tyler put his hand over his heart and looked to the heavens.  “How I miss that man.”
 
   #
 
   Kenny tapped his foot and wondered how long it would take for Heather to remember he was sitting there listening to their conversation.  Eventually, she turned to him and put her arm around his shoulder.
 
   “This is Kenny, Justin’s boyfriend.”
 
   Tyler raised an eyebrow.  “Boyfriend?  Don’t tell me you finally got that playgirl to settle down?”
 
   Kenny answered with a cold, hard stare.  “Yes, I did,” he said, after a significant pause.
 
   “Kenny, this is Tyler,” Heather said.  “He and Justin used to date.”
 
   There was no need for her to explain.  He already figured out that Tyler was one of Justin’s ex-boyfriends.  Kenny took in Tyler’s over-the-top appearance and vivacious personality with distaste.  He was a show off looking for attention.  They couldn’t be more different from one another.
 
   “So where is Delicious?” Tyler asked Heather.  “I know he didn’t let you out with his boy-toy all alone.”
 
   “He’s out front.  He’ll be right back.”
 
   Kenny noted Heather’s boisterous and flirtatious behavior.  Funny how all of sudden she forgot that she was pissed off at Peter.
 
   As soon as Tyler turned to the entrance to look for Justin, he walked through the door.  “Delicious!”  Tyler shouted and threw his hands up in the air.  It caused most of the people around them to simultaneously turn and look in his direction.
 
   Justin was alone, without Peter.  Again, Kenny noted that Heather didn’t seem to care anymore that Peter was ignoring her.  Two seconds around Tyler and Heather was transformed into a giggling mountain of happiness.  It made Kenny wonder what kind of magical spell that scene queen had over her.  He returned his attention to Justin and Tyler.  Justin had a dazzling smile plastered across his face and he was practically running toward Tyler.  Tyler bolted full speed across the room to bridge the gap between him and Justin as quickly as possible.  It was like two lost lovers reuniting and they couldn’t stand to be away from one another for one more second.  They embraced in what appeared to be a long overdue hug.
 
   Kenny resented the enthusiastic reaction Justin had to seeing his ex-boyfriend.  It made his insides burn with bitter distrust.  The chemistry Justin and Tyler shared was undeniable, and Kenny closely scrutinized their interaction.
 
   Tyler’s eyes sparkled as he grinned and eyed Justin from head to toe.  “Well, if you aren’t a sight for sore eyes,” he said.  “You’re even more beautiful than the last time I saw you.  You look positively divine!”
 
   Justin chuckled and his entire face lit up.  “Tyler, it’s so good to see you!  You look great, and you haven’t changed a bit.”
 
   Kenny watched and waited with his arms folded across his chest, strumming his fingers on his bicep.  The longer he waited, the more heated he grew, so he cleared his throat loud enough to get Justin’s attention.  Justin recognized the jealousy burning behind Kenny’s fiery green eyes right away.  Message received, loud and clear.
 
   “Did you meet my boy?” Justin asked, escorting Tyler over to the table where Kenny stood with Heather.
 
   “Yes, I did,” Tyler said.  “You certainly have an eye for the cute ones.”  He motioned his head to the side indicating the need for privacy.  “Can we talk for a minute?”
 
   Kenny watched Tyler lead Justin about 20 feet away, well out of earshot.  Kenny couldn’t hear a word they were saying, but he didn’t take his eyes off of them.  His heart raced with jealousy as he watched Tyler continually touch Justin’s chest as they spoke.
 
   Heather put her hand on Kenny’s arm.  “Are you OK?”
 
   “No.”  He entwined his fingers in hers for security and shot her a series of questions.  “How long were they together?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Probably about a year.”
 
   “Is Justin the one who broke it off?”
 
   She hesitated.  “Actually, no.  Tyler ended it.”
 
   His stomach tightened while he dissected her answer.  “How long were they broken up before I met Justin?”
 
   She hesitated again.  “I don’t know.  Two weeks . . . maybe.”
 
   He snapped his head in her direction.  “Two weeks?  That’s it?”
 
   She bit her bottom lip and nodded.
 
   Great.  He was Justin’s rebound guy.  He began to wonder if the reason Justin broke up with him when they first started dating was because he wanted to see Tyler again.  Kenny quickly dismissed the thought.  It didn’t matter.  That was behind them.  He didn’t believe in dwelling on the past.  That was months ago, and their relationship was strong.  He looked at Heather again.  She was obviously crazy about Tyler, and it made him possessive of her friendship.  He scowled at her.  “You two looked awfully close.”
 
   “We were.  I love Tyler,” she squeezed his hand, “but I love you more.  I mean it.  You’re perfect for Justin.  Tyler wasn’t.”
 
   Kenny felt only slightly better.  He continued to watch Tyler gaze at Justin with adoration.  It made his heart race and his jealousy accelerate.  “Look at him.  He’s obviously still in love with Justin, and Justin looks pretty happy to see him.”
 
   “Justin’s in love with you, Kenny.  He was never in love with Tyler.  That’s why they broke up.”
 
   Peter finally returned from outside and took a seat at the table.  He turned to see what Kenny and Heather were staring at.  As soon as Peter saw Tyler, he turned away with disgust.  “Not that fuckin’ homo again.”
 
   Heather clucked her tongue loudly against the roof of her mouth and narrowed her eyes at Peter.  He got up from his chair without saying anything, and walked back outside.
 
   The slur would have offended Kenny, too, if he didn’t instantly dislike Tyler so much, or if it was directed at anyone else.  He turned his attention back to Justin, still engaged in private conversation.  “What the hell are they still talking about?  If Justin thinks I’m gonna sit here and watch that queen hang all over him, he’s out of his fucking mind!”
 
   Kenny took a step toward them, but Heather stopped him.
 
   “No, please.  I don’t want you to start a cat fight.”
 
   “What would you do?  Sit here and let an ex-lover try to steal your man?”  He waved his arm in Tyler’s direction.  “Look at him!”
 
   Tyler was inches away from Justin’s body.  He had one arm draped over Justin’s shoulder while he fingered Justin’s chest with the other hand.  The two of them were engrossed in conversation and smiled at each other nonstop.
 
   Kenny wasn’t usually the jealous type, but there was an obvious attraction between Justin and Tyler – an allure, a rapport, an interest . . . and there was history.  It made him suspicious of Tyler’s intentions, and there was no way he was gonna let that bitch come between them.  He wasn’t about to let anyone take his Justin without a fight.  He started toward them again, but stopped when he saw them hug, indicating the end of their conversation, and head back toward the table.
 
   Tyler waved his finger at Kenny.  “You better take good care of my sweetheart.”
 
   “He’s my sweetheart now, bitch!”
 
   Tyler threw his head back and laughed, and it infuriated Kenny.
 
   Tyler kissed Heather on both cheeks.  “Love you, Gorgeous.”
 
   “Love you, too,” she replied.
 
   Kenny quickly reclaimed her hand and pulled her back to his side.
 
   Tyler hugged Justin again.  “Think about what I said, Delicious.  I hope you change your mind.”
 
   Finally, Tyler left – hopefully for good.  Kenny never wanted him near Justin again.
 
   “So what are you supposed to think about, Delicious?”  The last part of Kenny’s sentence dripped with exaggerated sarcasm.
 
   “Why are you so mad?”  Justin shifted his gaze to Kenny’s hand, still firmly holding onto Heather’s.  “What are you two doing?  Ganging up on me?”
 
   “No,” Heather replied.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”  She tried to step closer to Justin, but Kenny didn’t let go of her hand, and he pulled her back toward him.
 
   “Kenny . . .” she said.
 
   He flung her hand away.  “Fine!  Go take his side!  I don’t need you to stick up for me!  I can stick up for myself!”
 
   “Kenny’s just very upset,” she told Justin.  “That was hard for him to watch.  Tyler isn’t exactly subtle.”
 
   Kenny was still waiting for an answer.  He wanted to know what Tyler had to say to Justin that was so private that no one else could hear.  “What was he asking you?” Kenny repeated.
 
   “He wants me to go to L.A. with him to do hair and makeup for a red-carpet event.  He’s a stylist, too.”
 
   “Oh, that’s great!  That’s just fuckin’ great!”
 
   “I told him I couldn’t do it, out of respect for you.  He said it was only business, but I told him it wouldn’t be right.”  Justin put his hands on Kenny’s shoulders.  “I’m with you now, Kenny.  I love you.  You never have to question my loyalty.”
 
   Kenny stared into Justin’s dark brown eyes.  They were filled with love and sincerity.  It made Kenny’s anger dissipate.  “I wasn’t questioning your loyalty.  I just didn’t like the way that bitch was drooling all over you, and that you didn’t do anything about it.”
 
   Justin chuckled.  “I love it when you’re jealous.”
 
   Justin tried to put his arms around Kenny, but Kenny pushed Justin away.  “Stop it.  I’m not kidding around.  If you ever let an ex-lover flaunt all over you like that again, I’ll wring that bitch’s fuckin’ neck – and yours too.”
 
   “OK.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t know you were gonna get so mad.”
 
   Kenny stared at Justin for several seconds.  Kenny’s eyes softened, and he looked at the floor.  He was embarrassed that he overreacted.  He tugged at Justin’s shirt and pulled him closer.
 
   
  
 

Justin hugged him and emitted a soft laugh.  “You’re so cute when you’re mad.  I love you.”
 
   Kenny nuzzled his face in the crook of Justin’s neck.  Kenny’s cheeks flushed and he felt foolish, but he didn’t care.  He waited too long to find someone like Justin, and he wasn’t about to risk losing him.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-One:
 
   Peter was late again.  Very late.  And he didn’t return any of Heather’s calls.  She wondered if he was cheating on her, or if maybe something happened to him.  She shook her head.  He was probably just out having drinks after work again.  It’s a new habit that he acquired in the last few weeks.  She hated it, because she didn’t like Peter when he was drunk.  She gave up trying to call him and waited for him at the front window with the lights off.  The second his car pulled into the driveway, she ran into the living room and sat in front of the TV.  She swore she wasn’t going to bombard him with questions, but as soon as he staggered through the front door, she jumped off of the couch.  “Why are you home so late?  Where were you?”
 
   “I went out for a few drinks after work.”  Peter’s speech was slurred from too much alcohol.
 
   “Why didn’t you answer your phone or call me?  I’ve been calling you all night.”
 
   “It’s too loud in the bar to hear the phone.”  He swayed back and forth as he stared at her for a few seconds.  “What’s the matter?  I can’t go out?  You don’t have to know where I am every fuckin’ minute.”
 
   “It’s just common courtesy to call when you’re going to be this late, Peter.  It’s after midnight.”
 
   He sneered his lip at her.  “I’m a grown man.  I can come and go as I please.”
 
   He was being argumentative.  She knew it was from the alcohol, but she wasn’t about to let him bully her.  She had a temper too, and she lashed back at him.  “I’m your wife.  If you’re gonna be five hours late, you call me to let me know you’re OK.”
 
   “Leave me the fuck alone.”
 
   Peter turned his back to her and started up the stairs.  She was tired of being dismissed.  She wanted to finish a fight, for once.  She wanted to talk things out like normal adults.  She grabbed him by the arm so he wouldn’t leave the room.
 
   “Get the fuck off of me!”  He overreacted to her touch and pushed her away.
 
   “Don’t fuckin’ push me!”
 
   “Then get the fuck away from me.”
 
   His words were hurtful and disrespectful.  She stomped her foot and slapped her thigh.  “Why are you acting like this?”
 
   “Just stay away from me.  I’m not in the mood for your bullshit.”
 
   He made another attempt to go upstairs and again she grabbed his arm.  He turned abruptly, and slapped her across the face with an open hand.  She stumbled, but remained on her feet.  She was shocked.  Stunned.  He never hit her before.  But her shock quickly turned to anger, and she slapped him back.  He hit her again, this time with the back of his hand and much harder.  She fell to the floor and put her hand to her stinging cheek.  She never saw this side of Peter before.  He scared her.  The alcohol must have impaired his judgment, because instead of showing remorse, he simply looked down at her with contempt, and for a minute she thought he was going to kick her.  She scrambled for her handbag and her keys and bolted out the front door.
 
   “Go ahead,” Peter called after her, “run to your gay boyfriend.”
 
   #
 
   By the time she got to Justin’s apartment, she was in near hysterics.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Justin asked.  “What happened?”
 
   She was too upset to move and too upset to look at him.  She stood in the doorway and sobbed into her hands.
 
   Justin gently led her into the apartment and closed the door behind her.  He put his arms around her, and she cried into the center of his chest.
 
   “Is she OK?” Kenny asked.
 
   “No, she’s not.  Heather, what happened?”
 
   “Me and Peter had a big fight.”  She spoke softly into his shirt.
 
   Kenny offered her a tissue, and she stepped back to wipe her eyes.
 
   It was the first time Justin saw the red welt on her slightly swollen cheek, and he gasped a giant gulp of air.  “Oh my God!  He hit you?  That fucking bastard!”
 
   Kenny reached out and touched her shoulder.  “Are you hurt, honey?  Did he hit you anywhere else?”
 
   She shook her head.  Embarrassed, she covered her cheek with her hand and looked away.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright?” Justin asked.  He inspected her neck and arms for any hidden bruising.  He even lifted the back of her shirt.
 
   “I’m just really shaken up, but I’m OK.”  She wished they weren’t fussing over her and making a big deal out of it.
 
   Justin looked into her eyes, and she could see a glint of a tear.  He slowly shook his head, and then he hugged her.  “Please take care of her until I get back,” he told Kenny.
 
   “No!”  She grabbed his arm to prevent him from leaving.  “Please don’t do anything.  It was all my fault.  He was drunk, and he told me to leave him alone.  I kept nagging him for not calling.  You know what a pain I can be sometimes.”
 
   “How the hell is this your fault?” Justin asked.  “I don’t care what the fuck you did.  He has no right to put his hands on you.”
 
   Kenny opened his mouth to either warn Justin to be careful or stop him from leaving, but it didn’t matter because Justin was already out the door. 
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Two:
 
   Justin pounded on the front door with his fist.
 
   “I knew you’d fucking come here,” were the first words out of Peter’s mouth.  Not ‘Is Heather OK?’ or ‘I didn’t mean it’ or ‘I’m sorry’.
 
   The sight of Peter repulsed Justin.  He was outraged and horrified at Peter’s brutality.  Justin felt his blood pressure rise and his body tremble.  He pushed his way into the house.  “You think you’re a big man hitting a woman half your size, don’t you?”
 
   “Mind your fuckin’ business, Justin.  She’s my wife.  And this is my house.  You always seem to forget that.”
 
   “Heather IS my business!  If you ever fucking . . .”
 
   Peter swung at him, but missed.
 
   “C’mon.”  He taunted Peter.  “You wanna hit someone, mother fucker.  Hit me.”
 
   Peter threw another clumsy punch, but Justin dodged out of its way.  Justin landed a blow that hit Peter squarely across his left cheekbone, and Peter fell to the floor.  Justin stared down at him.  “What the fuck is wrong with you?  How could you do that to her?  How the fuck could you hurt Heather?”
 
   Peter scrambled to get to his feet, but fell against the wall.  He sat on the floor and hugged his knees to his chest.  A trickle of blood dripped from a small gash under his eye.  He blotted it with the back of his hand and looked at the blood.  The fight seemed to have sobered him a little.  “I don’t know how it happened,” he said.  “It was the alcohol.”
 
   That was his lame excuse?  Justin narrowed his eyes.  “Fuck you, Peter!  FUCK YOU!”
 
   #
 
   Kenny rushed to the door as soon as he heard Justin’s key turn in the lock. “What happened?” he asked.
 
   “You know what happened,” Justin answered in a low voice.
 
   Heather put her arms around Justin’s waist and rested her head on his chest.  She was grateful for his chivalry, but she hated violence.  She closed her eyes and questioned her future.  Could she and Peter salvage their marriage?  Did she want to?  Could Justin and Peter get past this?  She had no answers for any of the questions that ran through her head.  As she clutched onto Justin and the uncertainty of her marriage clouded her mind, Kenny tried to look at Justin’s bruised knuckles.
 
   “Justin, honey, let me see your hand,” he said.
 
   “It’s fine,” Justin answered.
 
   “No, it’s not.”  Kenny picked up Justin’s hand and examined it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Heather said.  “I didn’t come here because I wanted you to confront Peter.  I didn’t know where else to go.”
 
   Justin lifted her chin with the knuckle of his index finger and looked directly into her eyes.  “If you need something, anything, you come to me first.  No one else.”
 
   His loyalty made her want to cry.  “But . . . your hand . . .”
 
   Kenny resumed his examination.  “Flex your fingers for me, honey.”
 
   “It’s fine.”
 
   “You need an x-ray.”
 
   “Forget it.”  Justin pulled his hand away.
 
   Heather was silent while her thoughts lingered over her ordeal with Peter.  “Did he say anything?” she finally asked.
 
   It took Justin a few seconds to answer.  “He said it was the alcohol.”
 
   She didn’t know what she expected Peter to say, but she thought he would do more than make excuses for his behavior.
 
   “I don’t want you going back there,” Justin said.
 
   “I’m staying here tonight.”  She had no intention of going home while Peter was still drunk.
 
   “No.  I mean I don’t want you going back to him – period.  I want you to leave him.”
 
   “You can’t tell her what to do,” Kenny said, with his hand on his hip.  “It’s her marriage.”
 
   “Stay out of this, Kenny,” Justin replied.
 
   “No.  I’m not staying out of anything.  Don’t try to shut me out.  I’m involved in Heather’s life and I care about her, too.  I can offer her advice just as much . . .”
 
   “Please don’t fight,” she said.  “I don’t know what I’m gonna do yet.  He never acted like this before.  You know him, Justin.  Deep down, he’s a good guy.”
 
   “A good guy?  He fucking hit you!  What makes you think that’s OK?”
 
   “It’s not OK.”
 
   “What makes you think it’s not gonna happen again?  What makes you think it’s not gonna be worse next time?  He could really hurt you.”  Justin shook his head.  “I’m not gonna let you take that chance.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t know.”  She put her hands through her long hair, pulled it to the front and wrapped it around her fist.  Her mind was reeling with questions and doubt.  “Please, let me make this decision on my own.  I need time to think about it.  Right now I can’t think clearly.”
 
   “It’s late,” Kenny said.  He put his arm around her shoulder.  “Let’s get some sleep, and we can talk more about this in the morning.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Three:
 
   The ring of her cell phone woke Heather early the next morning.  For a brief second, she didn’t remember why she was sleeping on Justin’s couch, but the sharp pain in her knee reminded her.  She must have injured it last night when Peter knocked her down.  She didn’t need to look at the caller i.d. on the phone.  She knew it was Peter.  She listened to it ring until it quieted down, and then picked it up and stared at it.  The phone rang again in her hand and she jumped.  It rang three more times in succession, but she still wouldn’t take the call.
 
   Justin found her staring down at the phone.
 
   “He keeps calling me,” she said.
 
   “Did you talk to him?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know what to say to him yet.”
 
   Kenny came into the living room, tying his robe around his waist.  “What’s going on?  Why are you two up so early?”
 
   “Peter keeps calling her,” Justin replied.
 
   Her cell phone signaled.  It was a text message from Peter:  I’m so sorry.  It won’t happen again.  Please talk to me.
 
   She dropped the phone in her lap and rubbed her forehead.  “Now he’s texting me.”
 
   “Tell him you want a divorce,” Justin said.
 
   Kenny shot him a disapproving look.
 
   “Please, Kenny,” Justin said, “back me up on this.”
 
   Heather’s phone signaled another text message:  I luv you.
 
   And another:  I’ll make it up to you.  I promise.  Things will be different.  Better.
 
   Her heart softened with each message, and her quivering lips revealed her emotions.
 
   Justin snatched the phone from her hand and took it with him into the kitchen.
 
   Kenny sat down next to her on the couch.  “Justin would kill me if he heard me say this,” he whispered, “but whatever you do, make sure it’s your decision, honey.  Don’t let him pressure you into leaving Peter, if that’s not what you want.  I know Justin loves you and he’s trying to protect you, but this is your decision, and he’ll stand behind you no matter what you decide.”  Kenny put his arm around her.  “And you know I will, too.”
 
   Heather put her hand on Kenny’s knee and rested her head on his shoulder.  He gently stroked her arm and it made her feel a little better.  She realized that this was the first time anyone other than Justin had comforted her.  She slowly looked up into Kenny’s soft green eyes and smiled ever so slightly.
 
   Justin returned, holding her cell phone out in front of him.  “He’s coming over.  But I can get rid of him if you want me to.”
 
   She really didn’t want to see Peter.  Not now, maybe not ever, but she needed to decide what to do about the future of her marriage.  The only way she could know how she really felt was to talk to Peter face to face.  She wondered if there was still a visible mark on her cheek.  She stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror.  Her dark eyes were bloodshot and swollen from crying, and she had a small red mark on her cheekbone.  She turned her face to the side and lifted her chin so she could study it better under the unforgiving light in the bathroom.  It wasn’t so bad.  It wasn’t really a bruise, it was more like a rug burn, but still a harsh reminder of the violent side of Peter she never knew existed, until last night.
 
   The chime of the doorbell startled her, and she froze.  For a second, she thought about hiding in the bathroom, but reconsidered.  When she opened the bathroom door, Justin was waiting for her.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.
 
   “I have to.  I need to get this over with.”
 
   Justin answered the door and blocked Peter’s path.
 
   “Are you going to let me in?” Peter asked.
 
   “You better behave yourself, or I’ll throw you out on your fuckin’ ass.”
 
   Peter stepped into the apartment and Heather stared at his bruised left eye, courtesy of Justin.  Kenny waved Justin into the next room to give them some privacy, but Justin didn’t move and Kenny had to physically pull him into the bedroom.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Peter said.  “It was the alcohol.  You know that’s not me.  I love you, Heather.  I would never hurt you.”
 
   “But you did,” she replied, softly.
 
   Peter forced a hug on her, even though she resisted by bracing her hands against his chest.
 
   “I promise it’ll never happen again,” he said.  He sounded sincere, or maybe it was wishful thinking on her part.  “I’ve been a jerk lately and I’m sorry.  Give me another chance, Heather.  Please.”
 
   She wanted to push him away.  She wanted to tell him to leave and never come back, but she was afraid.  She hated the idea of being divorced, and she was slowly starting to collapse.  The tears spilled down her cheeks, and she returned Peter’s hug.  That’s when she knew she would give him another chance.  “If you ever hit me again,” she said, “I’ll leave you.”
 
   “I won’t.  I promise.”  He kissed her tenderly on the lips, then motioned towards the bedroom with his chin.  “What about him?”
 
   She let out a deep breath.  “I’ll talk to Justin.”  She knew he was going to give her hell for taking Peter back, but he was going to have to accept it.  Everyone was entitled to one mistake.
 
   Her affair with Dominick crept back into her mind once again.  She hated that she could never fully get him out of her head, no matter how hard she tried.  First the accident, now this.  How long did she have to pay for that mistake?  Hasn’t she been vindicated yet?  Maybe she needed to be honest with Peter about it.  No.  She couldn’t tell Peter.
 
   #
 
   As soon as Heather entered the bedroom, Justin knew she forgave Peter.  He sighed.  “Heather . . .”
 
   “Please don’t say anything, just be there for me.”
 
   “You know I’m always there for you, sweetie.  I’m just worried about you.  That prick doesn’t deserve you.”
 
   “He’s my husband, Justin, you need to respect that.”
 
   He respected her decision, but he would never agree with it, and he would never trust Peter again.  Justin walked past Heather and into the living room.  He needed to set Peter straight.  “I need to talk to you.  Outside.”
 
   “Look, Justin,” Peter replied, “if you want to fight, we’ll fight, but it’s just going to make matters worse.”
 
   “I said talk, not fight.”  He led Peter into the courtyard outside his apartment.  “When you married Heather, I told you that you better take care of her . . . that you better do right by her.”
 
   “I have.”
 
   “Shut the fuck up and listen to me.  You did one of the two worst possible things you could do to her.  She should have kicked you to the curb, and I told her that.  I told her to throw you out and get a divorce.  But she wants to give you a second chance, so I have to stand by her.”  He narrowed his eyes and leaned closer to Peter.  “I think you’re a piece of fuckin’ shit for hitting her, but as long as she’s married to you, we need to be civil to one another.”  He pointed his index finger at Peter and lightly touched his chest.  “I want to make something perfectly clear.  If you ever lay your hands on her again, I will personally rip your fuckin’ head off of your shoulders.”
 
   Peter grew agitated and shifted his weight from foot to foot.  “Don’t fuckin’ threaten me, Justin.  Don’t . . .”
 
   “Don’t threaten you?”  He flung his hand toward his apartment.  “You fucking hit her!  Touch her again, lay one fucking finger on her, and I’ll tear your fucking heart out!”
 
   Peter’s eyes blazed wide open and he stared at Justin for a long time without blinking.  Peter was furious.  You could see it in his eyes, but he remained silent.  He took a deep breath and slowly offered his hand as a sign of a truce.  Justin wanted to slap it away.  After another long pause, he took hold of Peter’s hand.  Not in a handshake, but gripped it firmly and held it.  “Don’t fuck up, because if you do, I’m comin’ after you.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Four:
 
   For the next few weeks, Peter was the doting husband.  It reminded Heather of when they were first married and she began to think he changed.  At least, that’s what she tried to tell herself, but deep down she knew that it was all pretense.  It was only a matter of time before his resentment made a nasty and unwelcomed return.
 
   Less than three months later, she showed up on Justin’s doorstep, suitcase in hand.  She was more upset about how he was going to react than about her failed marriage.  Or maybe it just didn’t sink in yet.  Justin opened the door, and she looked away.  She was too embarrassed to look him in the eye or say anything.  He glanced down at the suitcase by her feet and back up at her face.  She continued to look off to the side, so he could only see her profile.  Her silhouette amplified the movement in her throat, as she swallowed hard and pursed her lips together.
 
   “I left Peter,” she said, in a steady voice.
 
   Justin strained to see the other side of her face, but she remained with her body positioned three-quarters away from him, so he couldn’t see it.
 
   “Heather,” he said cautiously, “turn around.”
 
   Her mouth bowed into a deep frown, but she had no tears left.  She hung her head into her chest, before she slowly turned and looked up at him.
 
   Justin’s hands flew to his mouth.  “OH MY GOD!”
 
   This time, Peter hit her with a closed fist.  It left her eye bright pink and swollen completely shut.  Peter had been out drinking again and came home ranting about Justin.  He said he was tired of their farce of a marriage and said horrible, hateful things.  Maybe if she wasn’t so defensive, maybe if she just kept her mouth shut, he wouldn’t have hit her.  But she couldn’t keep quiet – not when it came to Justin.
 
   Justin wrapped his arms tightly around her, and she clung to him for reassurance and security.  His heart pounded in his chest and his arms trembled around her back.  The pressure of his embrace made the left side of her face throb, and she cringed.
 
   Kenny slowly peered around Justin to get a better look at her.  “Jesus Christ!” he exclaimed, raising his voice several octaves.
 
   “It’s not as bad as it looks.”  She was uncharacteristically calm, and she knew it unnerved Justin.
 
   He stared at her for several seconds with his mouth open.  He looked like he was trying to say something, but the words wouldn’t come out.  He slowly shook his head from side to side, and tears filled his eyes.  “I never should’ve let you go back to him.  I’m so sorry, sweetie.  He’s not gonna get away with this.”
 
   “He’s not getting away with anything.”  Kenny held the phone to his ear and spoke to the voice on the other end.  “We need an ambulance, and I want to report an assault and battery.”
 
   “No!”  Heather just wanted to forget about the incident.  “I’m OK,” she said.  “I don’t need to go to the hospital, and I’m not pressing charges.”
 
   “You’re going to the hospital,” Justin said, “and you’re telling the police what happened, but first, I need to have a word with Peter.”  He started for the door, but Kenny caught him by the arm.
 
   “Stop.  Don’t do anything,” Kenny said.  “You’re gonna get yourself arrested!”
 
   Justin shook himself free and reached for the doorknob again.
 
   Kenny grabbed him by both arms and pulled him away from the door.  “You need to think about Heather.”
 
   “I am thinking about Heather and what the fuck he did to her.  Let me go!”  He pushed Kenny aside, and Kenny stumbled and fell to one knee.
 
   He jumped up, lunged at Justin and pinned him against the wall.  “Stop it!  If you go to jail, what’s gonna happen to Heather?  She needs you here, with her!”
 
   “He’s right,” Heather said.  “I couldn’t live with myself if you went to jail because of me.  Please, let the police handle this.  I’ll file a report.  I’ll press charges against Peter.  I’ll do whatever I have to.  Please don’t go over there, Justin.  I need you.  I can’t go through this alone.”
 
   Justin closed his eyes and let out a heavy distressed sigh.  His face started to twitch with emotion, and he abruptly threw his arms around Kenny.  “I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean to push you.  I was just trying to get out the door.  Are you alright?  Did you get hurt?  I’m sorry, baby.  I’m sorry.”
 
   Kenny put his hand on Justin’s cheek.  “I’m fine, honey.”
 
   “I love you, baby.  I’m so sorry.  Please forgive me.  I feel horrible.”
 
   “I understand, honey.  Don’t worry.  It’s not your fault.  There was no way I was letting you leave this apartment.”
 
   The guilt overwhelmed Heather, and she sat down on the couch.  It was all her fault.  She brought this on herself, and now she involved Justin and Kenny.  She wanted to cry, but she couldn’t.  She wondered if, maybe finally, this was the ultimate price for her sins, and she was now free to leave her past indiscretions behind her and move forward with her life.  She hoped so, because she didn’t know how much more she could take.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Five:
 
   “She’s finally asleep.”  Justin closed the bedroom door behind him.  It was a long night.  He collapsed on the couch and into Kenny’s arms.  “She’s such a good-hearted person and so much fucked up shit always happens to her.  She’s had a hard life.  She deserves better.  I wish I could make her life easier . . . happier.”
 
   “I’m proud of you, honey.”
 
   “Me?  What did I do?  I couldn’t even protect her from that fuckin’ prick.”
 
   “You were being strong for her.  I know how hard that was for you.  I saw how scared you were.”
 
   “Strong?  I was a fuckin’ mess.”
 
   “No, you weren’t.  You held it together.  She couldn’t have gone through all that questioning from the police without you.  I can only do so much.  It’s you she needs.”
 
   Justin leaned forward and held his head in his hands.  He blamed himself.  Heather always protected him.  She would never let anyone hurt him.  He couldn’t do the same.  He failed her.  “I knew this was gonna happen,” he said.  “I knew he would hit her again, and I knew it was gonna be bad.  I tried to tell her, but she wouldn’t listen to me.  She can be so stubborn sometimes.  I feel guilty for letting this happen to her.  I feel responsible.  I could have prevented it.  I could have done something.  It’s my fault.”
 
   “Shhhhh.”  Kenny put his arms around Justin and stroked his hair, the same way Heather always did when he was upset.  “It’s not your fault, honey.  She’s gonna be OK.”
 
   Justin felt comforted in Kenny’s arms.  Until now, Heather was the only one who consoled him, and he was the one who consoled Kenny – not the other way around.  This felt different but in a good way, and he loved Kenny all the more for offering him solace when he needed it the most.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Six:
 
    The impending dissolution of her marriage took its toll on Heather.  She sat alone in the middle of Justin’s overstuffed couch full of self-pity and remorse.  Her life was a series of bad decisions.  She wished she never married Peter.  Then maybe she would have found someone who could love her and accept her relationship with Justin.  Now it was too late.  She couldn’t go down that road again.  Maybe it was her destiny to spend the rest of her life alone.
 
   Justin sat down next to her.  “Why do you look so sad?”
 
   “I can’t believe I’m getting divorced.”  She frowned and fiddled with her hands in her lap.  “I’m too old to start my life over.”
 
   “What are you talking about, sweetie?”
 
   Tears fell from her eyes and streamed down her cheeks.  She wiped them away and winced at the pain in her traumatized eye.  “I can’t do this anymore.  No one is ever gonna love me.  If it wasn’t for you and Kenny, I wouldn’t have anyone.  You two are gonna be stuck with me for the rest of your lives.”  She sobbed into her hands.  “I’m sorry I’m such a burden.”
 
   Kenny joined them on the couch and stroked her arm.  “Don’t be silly, honey.  We love you.  You’d never be a burden to us.”
 
   “Stop talking like that,” Justin said.  “You’re wonderful.  I told you a million times that bastard didn’t deserve you.  You’re gonna find someone, sweetie.  When you least expect it, someone is going to walk into your life, someone who loves and appreciates you, and they’re gonna change your life.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Seven:
 
   Heather swiveled on the bar stool and surveyed the young looking faces that surrounded her.  They seemed to be in their mid-twenties, but fortunately, she blended in with the crowd, even though she felt slightly out of place.
 
   She hated going out alone, but she refused to spend another Saturday night with Justin and Kenny.  Even though she moved into her own apartment, they were over constantly, and she didn’t want them to feel like they needed to baby-sit her every weekend.  She needed to move on with her life.
 
   Heather was a sexual person, and her body craved a man’s touch.  She watched the bartender serving customers at the other end of the bar.  She couldn’t decide if she was more interested in him or the group of fair-haired men he was pouring drinks for.  One of the men saw her looking their way and smiled at her.
 
   The bartender returned and presented her with a Martini, courtesy of the smiling gentleman across the bar.  Before she had a chance to hold her glass up in thanks, he was on his way over to introduce himself.  As she shook his hand, his eyes dropped and remained at her cleavage.  It was exactly the reaction she was looking for when she selected the low-cut top.  Tonight was about sex, pure and simple.
 
   After thirty minutes of suggestive body language, he invited her back to his apartment.  It was a long time since she was alone in a strange man’s apartment, and it made her nervous.  She made sure she didn’t drink too much, so she would be coherent and rational.  He didn’t seem like a psychopath, but visions of him yielding a butcher knife or unleashing a closet full of perverts kept haunting her.
 
   As soon as she was in his bed, the visions vanished and were replaced by lust and passion.  His hands on her flesh made her sigh.  It had been too long since she felt a man’s strong hands on her body.
 
   Her passion was held prisoner, and it was finally freed.  She was the aggressor.  She put the condom on him.  She sat on his face, and then she put him in her mouth.  He showed surprise at her eagerness, but she knew he enjoyed it.
 
   “I have some toys, if you want to play,” he whispered.
 
   She took him out of her mouth and looked up at him, with a raised eyebrow and a crooked smile.  “Whaddaya got?”
 
   He leaned over and pulled a box out from under the bed.  She peered into it.  It was a sex shop in a box – masks, blindfolds, gags, dildos, handcuffs.  It was too much to take in with her eyes, so she lifted the box onto the bed and sifted through it.  She held up a pair of furry handcuffs and a small leather whip, and smiled at him.
 
   “Good choice,” he said, “but let me show you what I like.”  He dug through the box and pulled out a strap-on dildo.  “This is my favorite.”
 
   It took her a second to realize that he wanted her to use it on him.  She laughed.  Why did she always pick the kinky ones?  She handcuffed him, faced down, to the bed.  She hit him lightly on the backside with the small handheld whip.  She let the strands of leather dance down his legs and up his inner thighs.  Then she smacked him, hard, across the butt.
 
   He didn’t flinch.  “I’ve been bad,” he said, “so, so bad.”
 
   “I know you have.”
 
   “Punish me.  Punish me, so I won’t do it again.”
 
   She used the whip to emphasize each word and smacked him hard.  “How – many – times – have –  I . . .”  She stopped with the whip held in the air.  There were big red welts on his butt.  She was about to apologize, but he got up on his knees and presented his butt in the air.
 
   “Teach me a lesson.  Give it to me hard.  Do it.  Do it!”
 
   She strapped on the dildo and slathered it with lube.  She stopped and stared down at it with disbelief.  Was she really about to do this?  She imagined telling Justin about it in the morning, and she silently laughed.  She did a lot of kinky things in the bedroom before, especially when she was younger.  She let a girl go down on her once.  She had a threesome with two bisexual guys.  She enjoyed giving a rim job or inserting a finger or two, but a strap on?  This was virgin territory for her.  It was oddly erotic, and she welcomed the freedom of sexual experimentation, especially after being oppressed for so many years with Peter.
 
   She had no idea what she was doing.  She tried to be gentle, as she guided the dildo inside of him, but he pushed back into it and yelled at her to hurry up.  She finally just rammed it into him.  It was the ultimate ‘fuck you’ to Peter and his boring missionary position.  This, albeit extreme, was what sex was supposed to be like – wild and untamed, a total surrender to physical pleasure.  As she fucked this guy in the ass with a strap-on, she thought about all the bullshit Peter put her through – the nasty attitude, the drinking, the abuse.  He fucking hit her – twice!  That son of a bitch.
 
   With each bad memory, she thrust her hips harder into the poor guy underneath her.  He was flapping and writhing on the bed, and she suddenly stopped.  She was afraid she was hurting him, but he grunted and sighed with pleasure.  She decided to play along with his little fantasy.  After all, she was the dominatrix.  She was supposed to punish him.  She was supposed to teach him a lesson – punish him for trying to control her, for not giving her the love she deserved, for taking her for granted, for never putting her first before that God damn electronics store.  That prick didn’t deserve her.
 
   She grabbed him by the back of his hair and yanked his head off of the pillow.  “Have you learned your lesson yet, you son of a bicth?”  She whacked him on the legs with the whip.  “Are you gonna disrespect me again?  Are you gonna stop talking shit about my best friend?  Are you gonna drop the mother fucking attitude and treat me right for once in your miserbale life?”
 
   “Yes.  Yes.  I won’t be bad anymore.  I promise.”
 
   “Good.”  She let go of his hair and sat back on her knees.  The dildo slipped out.  His anus was huge and pink.  She uncuffed him from the headboard, and he turned over.  He had the largest erection she ever saw.  She lowered her voice to a sexy whisper.  “Now that you learned your lesson, you’re going to be rewarded.”
 
   “C’mere, you crazy, beautiful bitch,” he said.  “Get on top and ride me.”
 
   She straddled him and took his erection in her hand.  It was thick and hot.  She was wet and ready, and she felt her moistness transfer onto his legs.  She lifted herself up and guided him inside her.  He was big, and she moaned as he filled her.  She rocked back and forth, grinding her pelvis into him.
 
   She felt liberated.  Empowered.  Free from the sexual restraints her marriage forced upon her.  With each thrust of her hips, with each wave of pleasure that reverberated through her body, she let go of the hostility, the bitterness, the hatred, the guilt, the self-loathing and the self-pity, every self-destrucive emotion that dimmed her spirit.  A Pandora’s Box of evils left her body.  There was no need for goodbyes.  She saluted their departure.  They were unwelcome.  It was a baptism, and now her soul was cleansed.
 
   #
 
   A series of one-night stands was exactly what Heather needed in order to rebuild her self-esteem.  She forgot how much she enjoyed the dating scene and delved in without inhibition – not that she had much inhibition in the first place.  She was always a bit on the wild side when it came to sex, but now that she was older she didn’t feel the same constraints, the same double standards that society put on women who enjoyed casual sex.
 
   Justin teased her about her indiscriminate behavior.  She wasn’t nearly as promiscuous as he was after he broke up with David, but he teased her nonetheless.
 
   Deep down, she wanted to meet someone and fall in love, even though she wouldn’t allow herself to admit it.  She couldn’t let her guard down and open herself up to getting hurt again.  She needed to protect her heart.  Her failed marriage to Peter hurt her more than she thought possible and she could never survive that kind of pain again.  She was happy with the occasional one-nighter.  Besides, if and when she was ready to start a relationship again, she knew exactly who she wanted it to be with.
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Eight:
 
   Heather wandered aimlessly around her empty apartment.  She was lonely, and over the last few weeks her thoughts returned to her past more and more.  She took a seat at the desk, wrapped her fingers around the handle of the center drawer, and held her breath.  She opened the drawer and stared at its contents for several seconds.  She reached deep into the back of the drawer and dug out a greeting card in a pale yellow envelope.  She hesitated before she opened it, and questioned why she felt the need to hide it.  Because she didn’t want Justin to find it, that’s why.
 
   The card was from Dominick, and it contained his phone number.  He left it on the windshield of her car when his tour of duty ended.  She knew that as soon as she opened the card, she would call him.  She released the card from the envelope that held it prisoner.  She opened it and gently ran her fingers over Dominick’s handwriting.  She closed her eyes and finally allowed herself to relive the memories of their short time together.  It made her realize how much she missed him.  Somehow she always knew she would see him again.
 
   The sound of his voice on the other end of the phone drove a shot of adrenaline through her heart.  “Hello, Dom.  It’s Heather.  Heather Cooper – Drakos.  It’s Heather Drakos, now.”
 
   “Oh my God,” he said.  “I can’t believe you finally called.  I never thought I’d see you again.  I’ve missed you so much, Heather.”
 
   Her heart fluttered again.  “I missed you, too.  I wouldn’t let myself think about you.  I wanted to, but I couldn’t trust myself, until now.  I left Peter.  We’re divorced.”
 
   “Can I see you?” he quickly asked.  “Can I come over, or do you want to come here, to my house?”
 
   Heather smiled and nodded, even though she knew Dominick couldn’t see her.  “I’ll be right there.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Forty-Nine:
 
   It turned out that Dominick lived only two towns away.  On the thirty minute drive to his home, Heather started to feel apprehensive about seeing him again.  She had slept with a fair amount of men since she left Peter, but Dominick was different.  They had an intimate affair and she wondered if they could recapture the passion they once shared.  She turned the corner to his street and strained to read the house numbers.  Her stomach fluttered as she got closer - 308 . . . 310 . . . 312.  There it was - 314.  She let out a small excited giggle, and jumped out of the car.
 
   She noted the meticulously manicured lawn as she darted up the walkway of Dominick’s small cape cod style home.  She was about to ring the bell when Dominick swung the door open.  She allowed herself the pleasure of absorbing his appearance before she said anything.  He looked older, with tiny lines now visible in the corners of his eyes, but still handsome and fit.  The short military haircut he once sported was grown out lush and dark.  She sighed his name.
 
   Dominick pulled her into his embrace and planted a deep wet kiss on her mouth.  As soon as their lips met, passion exploded inside her.  She had waited forever to kiss him again, to touch his skin, to inhale his scent.  “Oh, Dom,” she said in a breathy voice.  “I want you so bad.”  He took her by the hand and brought her upstairs.  He picked her up and threw her on the bed.
 
   She laughed like school girl.
 
   He jumped on top of her and sunk his teeth into the soft flesh of her neck.  “I missed you,” he said, with a smile.
 
   She touched his cheek.  “You have no idea how happy I am to see you.”
 
   He stared into her eyes for a moment before he kissed her again.  His mouth found her breasts and his hand traveled down her body.  She moaned at his touch and her body quivered with excitement.  His lips and tongue tickled her belly.  He slowly licked his way lower.  She couldn’t stand it anymore.  She grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him up, wrapping her legs around his back and thrusting her pelvis into him.  She let out a deep guttural moan as he penetrated her.  She extended her legs up and over his shoulders.  His rhythm intensified and their bodies slapped against one another.  She tried to hold onto his shoulders, but her hands kept sliding from the thin film of perspiration forming on his body.  She held onto his neck and threw her head back.  He was deep inside her and it was almost too much for her to handle.  She had to brace one hand against his chest.  Her breath was heavy and she suddenly felt lightheaded.  Seconds later, intense pleasure shot through her groin, like a bolt of lightning.  She was practically screaming and had to tell him to stop.  The overload of sensations was too much.
 
   Dominick let out a small exhausted laugh and rolled her over onto her stomach.  Heather propped herself up on her elbows and presented herself to him, like an animal in heat.  He entered her from behind and held onto her hips, a little too tightly, as he pummeled himself into her body until he finally collapsed on top of her.  He kissed the back of her neck and she turned around to meet his lips, inhaling the musky scent of sweat mixed with sex.
 
   “I’ve been fantasizing about the day you came back into my life,” Dominick said.  “You’re the girl of my dreams, Heather.  I want to be with you.”
 
   “Shhhhh.  She silenced him with a kiss.  She waited too long for this moment.  She didn’t want to blemish it in any way by discussing their relationship and how it would affect the people around them.
 
   She knew it would cause friction with Justin and Kenny because of Tyler, and she was worried about how Tyler would handle his feelings for Justin.  Too many people’s lives were entwined.  She wondered why her life was always so complicated.  Why couldn’t anything ever come easy for her?  Why was it such a struggle for her to find happiness?
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty:
 
   Heather thought it was better if she didn’t tell Justin or Kenny about Dominick until she saw how Tyler handled it.  She didn’t want Tyler’s feelings for Justin to send Kenny into a jealous frenzy like last time.
 
   Keeping her relationship with Dominick a secret was easier than Heather thought.  Justin didn’t ask a lot of questions and he was happy that she was going out and having fun.  He had no idea she had a boyfriend.  And Dominick was happy because now they were free to have a normal relationship, not one hidden behind closed doors.
 
   Dominick didn’t tell Tyler yet, though.  It was going to be a surprise.  Tyler was on his way over and Heather was looking forward to seeing him again, even though she was a little apprehensive about it.  All of her reservations disappeared as soon as she saw him.  Tyler didn’t see her at first and proceeded to rattle on in a self-absorbed tirade about something or other.  She wasn’t paying attention to what he was saying.  She was too enthralled by his antics and overly-theatrical body language and appearance.  He wore a graphic silk scarf folded like a bandana across his forehead and tied at the back of his neck.  The long ends of the scarf flowed down his back and mingled with the soft brown locks of his long hair, which was now substantially longer than the last time she saw him.  The scarf, along with his tight leather pants and the multiple metal chains that adorned his neck and chest, made Tyler look like a rock star.
 
   At last, he saw her standing in the archway at the far end of the living room, smiling with affection.  He froze mid-sentence.  “Heather!  Oh my God!”  He was so startled by her presence that he called her by her given name, instead of “Gorgeous.”
 
   She threw her head back, laughed, and went to him with open arms.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Tyler asked.
 
   She could hear a hint of disapproval in his voice.
 
   “It OK,” Dominick said.  “She’s divorced.”
 
   “Divorced?  When did that happen?”
 
   “Months ago,” she waved her hand, “but I don’t wanna talk about it.”
 
   “I don’t care about that,” Tyler said.  “I want to hear about you – and Delicious.”  He took her hands, spread her arms out to the side and looked at her figure.  “You still got the body of a teenager.”  He smacked her playfully on the butt.  “Look at that tushy!  I could bounce a quarter off of that thing!”
 
   She missed his spirited sense of humor and laughed.  “What about you?”  She ran her hands around the circumference of his waist.  “You never gain an ounce.”
 
   He pulled her toward the couch.  “Come.  Sit.  I want you to tell me about Delicious.  How is he?  Is he still with that cute boy-toy?”
 
   “Yes, he’s still with Kenny.  He’s happy.”
 
   Tyler let out a dramatic sigh and put his hand on his chest.  “That man still has my heart.  Send him my love and stick your tongue down his throat for me.”
 
   She chuckled.  “I will do no such thing.”
 
   “I would love to see him again.  Do you think it would be alright if . . .”
 
   “Forget it, Tyler.”  She saw that coming.  “Justin doesn’t know I’m seeing Dominick and I don’t want him to find out about it yet.  I don’t want to cause any trouble between him and Kenny, plus he had a fit when he found out I was seeing Dominick last time.  I’m afraid he may have some hard feelings towards your brother.”
 
   “I can’t say I blame him.  I was pretty upset when I found out too, but it’s different this time.  You can’t keep secrets from Delicious, you know,” he turned to Dominick “and you’re my brother, you’re not supposed to keep secrets from me either.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dominick said.  “Heather didn’t want me to say anything.  I didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “So how are you, Gorgeous?”  Tyler primped her hair with his hands.  “What have you been doing – besides my brother?”
 
   She laughed again.  “You really have a way with words.  I’m trying to get my life back together.  I wasted so many years with Peter.”
 
   “He was never right for you.  But Sarge, here, is perfect for you.”  He gasped and his eyes and mouth opened wide.  “You could be my sister-in-law!”
 
   “Slow down,” Dominick said.  “I don’t think Heather is ready for that.”
 
   Tyler grabbed her hands and held them up with excitement.  “My brother is crazy about you, Gorgeous!  He never stopped talking about you all these years.  Think about it – wouldn’t it be wonderful?”
 
   She didn’t need to think about it.  Dominick was perfect for her, but she knew they could never have a future together.  If only he wasn’t Tyler’s brother . . . or if Tyler and Justin had never dated . . . or if she met Dominick first, before Justin met Tyler . . . or if Tyler wasn’t still in love with Justin.  There were a million “what ifs” that precluded them from having a serious relationship, but the one that weighed heaviest on her mind was, what if she would have left Peter when Dominick first pestered her about it?  They could’ve had a chance.  Maybe it would have worked out, maybe it wouldn’t have, but at least she wouldn’t be filled with regret about missing the opportunity to find out.  Now it was too late.  Even though she knew a serious relationship was out of the question, she craved Dominick’s touch and his presence in her life the same way Justin needed Tyler in his life when they were dating.  What is it about these Kennedy men? she wondered.  But, there was a larger obstacle standing in her way.  She had no intention of falling in love again.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-One:
 
   The longer Heather waited to tell Justin about Dominick, the harder it got.  She had to admit that she really didn’t try very hard.  But her absences aroused suspicion, and Kenny was the one who finally questioned her about it.  She hesitated before answering him.  She should have told Justin weeks ago.  That way, he could’ve broken the news to Kenny.  In a way, she was glad that Kenny brought the subject up, though.  She wanted them both to know the truth about Dominick, whether they approved or not.  She was relieved that it would finally be out in the open, but her heart was fluttering all over the place.  She averted her eyes and swallowed hard.  “I’m seeing someone.”
 
   “That’s great, honey,” Kenny said.  “Tell us about him.  What’s his name?”
 
   She couldn’t say it.  Not directly to Kenny.
 
   He exchanged a puzzled glance with Justin.  “What’s his name?” Kenny repeated.
 
   She chewed on her bottom lip.
 
   “What’s going on?” Justin asked.  “Why won’t you tell us about this guy?  And why haven’t you mentioned him before?  Who is he?”
 
   She took a deep breath and held it.  “You’re gonna be mad.”
 
   “Why should I be mad?” Justin asked.
 
   She looked at the floor and then back up at him.  “Because – it’s Dominick.”
 
   Justin’s eyes ballooned.  “Dominick?  Have you been seeing him all along?  You told me it was over.  What the hell are you doing, Heather?”
 
   “Calm down.  I’ve only been seeing him for about two months.  I didn’t want you to know because I knew you would be upset.”
 
   “You’re damn right I’m upset!  Why are you hiding things from me?  Why are you doing things behind my back?  What else is going on that I don’t know about?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Kenny interrupted.  “Who’s Dominick?”
 
   She couldn’t answer him, so she looked to Justin to explain.
 
   He shook his head with disapproval.  “He’s Tyler’s brother.  She had an affair with him when I was seeing Tyler.”
 
   Kenny furrowed his brow during the brief second it took for him to place Tyler.  The moment realization hit, Kenny’s cheeks turned bright crimson.  He narrowed his eyes at Heather and placed his hands on his hips.  “That’s just fucking great!  Thanks a lot, Heather!  Thank you for bring that fucking bitch back into Justin’s life!”
 
   She withdrew slightly, startled by his shouting.  “I have no intention of bringing Tyler into Justin’s life.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter!”  Kenny’s hands flew wildly in the air.  “If you’re dating his brother, he’s going to be involved in our lives!  I’m not going to stand for this, Heather.  You need to stop seeing him.”
 
   Heather raised her brow and leaned back.  Since when did Kenny tell her what to do?  She knew he would be upset, but he never yelled at her before or tried to run her life.
 
   “He’s right,” Justin agreed.  “This is gonna cause a lot of trouble.  It’s gonna cause friction between me and you, and it’s gonna cause problems between me and Kenny.”
 
   She exhaled loudly and smacked her leg with her hand.  She resented them both for trying to badger her.  She didn’t want to stop seeing Dominick.  “No,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not breaking it off with him.  I need Dominick in my life right now.”  She looked pointedly at Justin.  “The same way you needed Tyler in your life.”
 
   Kenny threw his hands up again.  “You see!  Like I needed to fuckin’ hear that!  If that bitch comes near my Justin, or if you tell him one fucking thing about us or about Justin, I swear, Heather, I will never fuckin’ speak to you again!”
 
   He marched past her toward the bedroom, but she tried to stop him.  “Kenny, wait.”
 
   “Don’t fucking touch me!”  He swatted her hand off his arm and slammed the bedroom door, practically in her face.
 
   She was shocked, speechless, and stared at the closed door just inches from the tip of her nose.  She never had a fight with Kenny before.  She looked to Justin for comfort, but he stood his ground.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie.  I have to agree with Kenny.”  He circled his finger in the air in front of him.  “This is going to put a huge strain on our whole relationship, but it’s your decision.  I’m not gonna tell you what to do.”
 
   She lowered her head.  She cared about Dominick.  She could fall in love with him if she let herself, but she always knew their relationship was doomed from the start.  It would cause too much trouble for everyone, and no one was worth coming between her and Justin.  He was the most important person in her life.  He was the one she couldn’t live without.  She slowly looked up at him and nodded.  “Kenny’s right.  It’s too hard.  I want a relationship that’s easy, without all the drama.  One that I don’t need to work at.  I’m tired of it.  I don’t have any fight left in me.”  The corners of her mouth turned downward.  “I’m not gonna see Dominick anymore.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah.  I’m sure.”
 
   “Don’t just say that because Kenny’s mad.  If you really want to be with Dominick, give it a shot, sweetie.  You deserve to be happy.  Don’t worry about us.  We’ll work it out.”
 
   He was always supportive, even when it was against his best interests.  He never thought of himself first.  That’s why she loved him so much.  “Thank you.”  She gave him a hug.  “But, I’m sure.”
 
   She knocked on the bedroom door.  “Kenny, I’m sorry.  Please open the door.”
 
   “No, Heather.  I don’t want to talk to you right now.  Please leave this apartment.”
 
   She gasped.  She never expected him to reject her apology.  She wasn’t even sure she did anything to apologize for and she never expected him to tell her to leave.
 
   Justin brushed past her and burst into the bedroom.  “Don’t you dare ever throw Heather out of our home.”
 
   Kenny stood firm with his arms folded across his chest, tapping his foot.  “You need to stand behind me on this, Justin.  I am dead fuckin’ serious.”
 
   “I am standing behind you, but you can’t talk to Heather like that.  She said she’s not gonna see Dominick anymore.  You have to accept her apology.”
 
   “Is that true?” Kenny asked her directly, without changing his posture.
 
   “Yeah,” she said.  “I’m sorry.  Please don’t be mad at me.”
 
   “Good.”  Kenny pursed his lips together, while his foot continued its rhythmic beat on the carpet.  “But I’m still really fuckin’ pissed off.”
 
   “What else do you want her to do?  How many times does she have to apologize?” Justin asked.
 
   “Look,” Kenny said, “whether you want to accept it or not, Heather has become my best friend too.  We’re a family, the three of us.”  He turned to Heather.  “We’ve been through a lot.  We’ve known each other a long time.  You know how much I hate that fucking bitch Tyler, and you went behind my back and started a relationship with his brother.  You knew I would be mad so you specifically kept it from me.  That’s a betrayal of our friendship.”
 
   Kenny struck a nerve, because she knew he was right.  Her stomach tightened and her mouth bowed into a deep frown.
 
   “And what’s this shit about you cheating on Peter?” Kenny asked, as if the news about her affair just registered.  He narrowed his eyes and shook his head at her.  “I expected more from you, Heather.  You’re better than that.  I’m disappointed in you.  Where are your morals?”
 
   His harsh words caused the shame from her affair to surface.  So far, she’s managed to keep her guilt safely tucked away somewhere deep inside her, but now it swelled and bubbled over.  She covered her face with her hands and sobbed softly.
 
   “OK, that’s enough,” Justin told Kenny.  “You don’t have to be cruel.  Don’t you think she feels bad enough?”
 
   “No.  I don’t,” Kenny replied.
 
   Justin embraced her in his arms.  “Take it easy, sweetie.  He just needs time to cool off.”
 
   #
 
   Kenny went for a drive to sort out his feelings, and hopefully calm down.  Heather never saw him so mad.  She sat and rested her head on Justin’s shoulder while she waited for Kenny.  She tried to deal with the remorse and guilt she felt about deceiving him, but it ate away at her.  Obviously, Justin forgave her but Kenny was relentless, and she began to worry that he would never trust her again.  Heather watched the clock, anxious for Kenny’s return.  He was gone for over an hour.  She wondered where he went and why he was gone so long.  She got up to wait for him by the window, but heard his key in the door and scurried back to the couch.
 
   Kenny was still upset, but he had a more gentle demeanor.  “Maybe I was a little hard on you,” he said, “but I feel very strongly about this.”
 
   She was afraid to look at him, and only glanced at him for a brief second before lowering her eyes again.
 
   “I want you to tell me everything Tyler said about Justin and everything you told him.  Word for word.”
 
   She slowly looked up at him, biting her lower lip.  “I want you to know that I was spending time with Dominick, not Tyler.”
 
   “How often did you see Tyler?”
 
   “I only saw him three or four times.  The first time was at Dominick’s.”
 
   “What about the other times?”
 
   “The three of us went out to dinner once, to catch up.  He came over to see me a couple of times after that, but I told him it made me feel uncomfortable, because I was hiding it from Justin.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes jumped out of their sockets.  “He came to your apartment?”
 
   “No, no.  I was at Dom’s.”  She leaned forward on the couch and held her hand up.  “He came to Dom’s house – not mine.  Tyler has never been to my apartment, I swear.”
 
   Kenny looked down at her with his lips pressed into a thin straight line and his arms folded across his chest.  “What did he say about my Justin?  I want the truth.  Don’t leave anything out.”
 
   She told Kenny everything and hoped to obtain his forgiveness by bearing her soul.  She never realized how much she loved Kenny until today and prayed that her deceit didn’t put a strain on their relationship.  “I’m sorry, Kenny.  I really didn’t stop to think how you would feel.  I didn’t mean to betray your friendship.  Please, I need you to forgive me.”
 
   Kenny paused.  He sat next to her on the couch and patted her leg.  “OK.  I forgive you, honey.”  Just like that, his anger disappeared, and he transformed back into the loving, soft-spoken person he always was.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Two:
 
   Heather didn’t get any sleep last night.  It was that damn faucet again.  Each tiny water droplet that hit the stainless steel sink was like a bullet slicing through her brain.  She threw the covers back and cursed toward the sound of the offending faucet.  She wondered how much longer she’d have to wait for her landlord to fix it.  He promised to do it last week.  She couldn’t wait on him any longer.  She needed to take matters into her own hands, before she ripped the faucet right off the sink and hurled into the middle of the street.  She jumped out of bed and headed straight to the local hardware store.
 
   The shiny faucets on display sparkled at her.  She didn’t expect to find such a lavish assortment.  She eagerly took a box off of the shelf and opened it.  Her enthusiasm was crushed by its contents.  This wasn’t the pretty silver faucet that she admired.  It was a disemboweled version of its alter ego that hung proudly on the wall above it.  Disappointed, she tossed the box back on the shelf.  It was too complicated for her to tackle.
 
   “Excuse me, miss.  Do you need some help?”
 
   “Yeah, I need . . .”  Her sentence was cut short as soon as she saw the good looking man behind the voice offering help.  He was smiling at her, so she smiled back.  “I need a new faucet.  Mine’s been dripping for a week, and it’s driving me crazy.”  While she explained her situation to him, a wide smile remained on his face.  It made her feel slightly giddy, and now she couldn’t stop smiling either.  “I thought I’d change the faucet, but it looks too hard.  I don’t think I’ll be able to do it by myself.”  She waited for his response, but he continued to silently stare into her eyes with that same silly grin on his face.  She flustered and giggled.  “Do you have any suggestions?  What do you think I should do?”
 
   “Do you have a husband who can change the faucet for you?”
 
   “No, I don’t have one of those.”
 
   “What about a boyfriend?”
 
   His flirtation was obvious, and his smile seemed permanently etched into his face.
 
   She shook her head and giggled again.  “Nope.  Don’t have one of those either.”
 
   “How about a landlord?”
 
   “That I got, but I’m tired of waiting for him to fix it.”
 
   “Well, maybe I could come over and change the faucet for you.”
 
   It was a tempting offer.  “I don’t know.  It’s very nice of you, but I’m not in the habit of letting strange men into my apartment.”
 
   “Why don’t you let me take you out to dinner first?  Then we won’t be strangers.”  He extended his hand.  “I’m Nick Hoffmann.  It’s very nice to meet you.”
 
   She shook his hand and they locked eyes.  “I’m Heather Drakos.”
 
   “Heather.  That’s very pretty.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “So how about dinner?”
 
   As she contemplated Nick’s offer, her eyes washed over him.  He wasn’t very tall, only about a little taller than she, but he was well-built and tanned, with sandy blond hair and blue eyes.  He had a short stubble of a beard that she found extremely sexy, and it was apparent that he was much younger than she.  It didn’t take her long to make up her mind.  “OK.  I’d like to go out to dinner with you.”
 
   “Great.  Are you free tonight?”
 
   It was a little quick, but she couldn’t think of a reason to say no.  After she gave him her number, she took the faucet from the shelf.  “Can you tell me which aisle I can find a wrench or something to install this?  I don’t have any tools.”
 
   Nick chuckled softly.  “I don’t work here, but you don’t have to buy anything.  I have plenty of tools.”
 
   She was embarrassed that she automatically assumed he was a salesperson.  “I’m sorry.  I just thought that since . . .”
 
   “Since I’m wearing a tool belt, I work here?”  He laughed again.  “You see those guys with the orange aprons?”  He pointed to two men stocking boxes on a shelf.  “They work here.  I own a construction company.”
 
   She could feel her face flush and brought her hand to her cheek.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s OK.  I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to offer my help to someone as pretty as you.”
 
   “Thank you.  You’re very sweet.  Now I’m glad my landlord never fixed my faucet.”
 
   “I’ll call you later this afternoon.”  He extended his hand to her, she took it and impulsively he kissed her cheek.
 
   She felt a rush of adrenaline as soon as his warm lips touched her skin.  As she walked toward the front of the store to pay for the faucet, she glanced back at Nick.  He was still watching her and still smiling.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Three:
 
   Heather gave herself one last look in the full length mirror before she answered the door.  Her heart was racing.  She couldn’t remember the last time she was nervous for a date.  Maybe it had something to do with the fact that Nick was young and handsome, or maybe it was because she was just plain horny.
 
   Nick smiled at her from the doorway.  “Hello, beautiful.”  He stepped into the living room and kissed her cheek.  As his lips passed hers, they both paused.  He kissed her again, this time softly on the lips.  It was only meant to be a light kiss, but her mouth was receptive and open ever so slightly with a deeper invitation, which he accepted.
 
   She enjoyed the slowness of his kiss.  She wanted to kiss him again, but she stopped herself.  He was in her apartment for less than five minutes, and she barely said more than a few words to him.  But since when did that stop her?  She was on a date, she had to remind herself.  This wasn’t a one night stand.  Show some decorum.  A date, she repeated to herself, and she suddenly felt like a teenager again.
 
   Nick wanted to take a look at the faucet before they went to dinner, so she led him into the kitchen and presented the infamous leaky faucet.  He examined it, briefly turning the water on and off, and took a peek at it from under the sink.  He was amused at the neatly arranged bottles of cleaners, sponges and detergents held together in an array of tidy little bins in the cabinet.
 
   “You’re very neat, aren’t you?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, but it was learned behavior.”  She wasn’t always a neat freak.  It was something instilled in her by Kenny.  He was so anal that the clutter in her cabinets and closets drove him crazy.  Whenever he came over he would constantly organize everything until it rubbed off on her.
 
   “This shouldn’t take long,” Nick said.  “Do you want me to change it right now?”
 
   “Oh, no, it can wait.”  She tried to hide a mischievous smile.  The faucet gave her a reason to invite him back to her apartment after dinner.
 
   He smiled back at her, and they shared the same nonverbal flirtation they shared in the store this morning.  “Can I kiss you again?” he asked.
 
   She swore her heart just leaped inside her chest.  What was it about Nick that had her so aroused?  Besides his good looks, broad chest and obvious interest in her, that is.  She smiled as she realized that she just answered her own question.  “I think you better kiss me again,” she said.
 
   He slid his hands around her waist and across her lower back, slowly, almost as if he was the one who was nervous.  He placed his lips on hers, ever so gently.  Despite his strong appearance, he was surprisingly tender.  It left her thirsting for more, and she ran her hands along his upper arms and over the curve of his shoulders.  She snuggled into his body and hoped she didn’t seem overzealous.  He lightly ran his hand up her back and into her long dark hair.  His mouth moved in a slow circular motion on hers, and his soft facial hair tickled her cheek.  As their kisses multiplied, Nick’s erection announced its presence against her leg.  She was totally helpless as her body pressed against it and her pelvis gyrated around it.
 
   Nick’s hands wandered down her body, and he cupped her buttocks firmly in his hands.  She tried to think clearly.  She told herself that she couldn’t jump into bed with Nick.  She liked him, and he would get the wrong impression about her, but there was no turning back now.  Her body craved his.  She flung her head back and panted while he nibbled at her neck, and his hands found their way under her top and onto her breasts.  They removed their clothing with urgency, and fell to the kitchen floor in a heap of tangled arms and legs.  Nick entered her gradually.  His movements were slow and methodic, penetrating her deeper with each thrust of his pelvis.  She moaned and arched her back, wrapped her legs around his torso and pulled his body closer.
 
   The familiar surge of stimulation that preceded climax surprised her.  She had never been on the verge of an orgasm this quickly.  She breathed heavier, dug her fingers into Nick’s back, and let out a deep wail of bliss.  The inside of her body pulsated around him and the sound of her pleasure seemed to push him into overdrive.  He braced the palms of his hands against the cold tile floor and pushed himself deeper inside her.  He moaned loudly, but the sound of his voice was drowned out by her cries.
 
   At last, he collapsed on top of her.  He rolled over onto the kitchen floor and spread his arms and legs out to the side while he tried to catch his breath.  Heather’s emotions were running wild.  Her actions astonished her and turned her on at the same time.  She had plenty of one night stands in her life, but they were usually the result of a tumultuous night filled with copious amounts of alcohol.  This was totally different.  She was stone-cold sober and succumbed to unprecedented passion on her kitchen floor with someone she barely knew.
 
   Nick turned his head toward her and let out a small laugh.  “I don’t know about you, but now I’m really hungry.  Let’s go to dinner.”
 
   Embarrassed at her lack of self-control, and self conscious about being naked, she shielded her body with her clothing as she got to her feet.
 
   Nick chuckled.  “Don’t get shy on me now!”
 
   “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me.”
 
   He laughed again.  “You’re precious.  You know that?”  He took the clothing from her hands, put them on the counter and placed a faint kiss on her lips.  “Don’t ever cover your body,” he said softly.  “It’s too beautiful.  C’mon.  Get dressed.  I worked up an appetite.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Four:
 
   After dinner, it only took about twenty minutes for Nick to change the faucet and eliminate the drip that annoyed Heather so much.  He admired his work.  “What do you think?”
 
   Heather turned the water on, then off, and brandished a huge smile.  “Thank you so much!”  She put her arms around his neck and kissed him.  It was a closed mouth kiss that quickly evolved into something very heated.  Their attraction was strong, almost hypnotic.  She led him into the living room, before they ended up on her kitchen floor again.
 
   Nick leaned her back into the corner of the couch as he kissed her, and she draped her legs over his lap.  She could feel his breath hot and fierce on her skin.  He ran his hand down her body, over her hip and down her thigh.  His mouth moved to the crook of her neck, and she arched her back.  While Nick cradled her with one arm, his free hand navigated her body over her clothes.  He lifted her top and unbuttoned her jeans, all single handedly.  He didn’t even touch her flesh yet, and she already had goose bumps over her entire body.  Every hair was standing on end.
 
   She brought him into her bed, which was something she rarely did, but Nick clearly wasn’t a one-night stand.  She felt a deep connection to him, even though she knew him for less than 24 hours.  They explored each other’s body with intense interest.  Their previous sexual encounter was in response to instant gratification.  It didn’t afford them the opportunity to study and peruse one another’s body.
 
   Her pleasure mounted to an extraordinary level as they delayed intercourse.  She couldn’t hold out any longer.  She yearned for Nick to be inside her and opened her legs wide with invitation.  He gently glided himself deep into her body, and they both moaned simultaneously.  He leaned back on his knees and held onto her hips.  She propped herself up on her elbows and threw her head back.  Her eyes rolled up into her head, and she shuddered with pleasure.  Nick adjusted his position, and a few quick thrusts brought him relief.
 
   #
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night, Heather woke to the sound of Nick’s footsteps in her otherwise quiet apartment.  She quickly popped her head up and spotted his shadowy figure in the doorway.
 
   “You’re not leaving, are you?” she asked.
 
   “No.  Not unless you want me to.  I was just using the bathroom.”
 
   “I don’t want you to leave,” she said, sweetly.  She enjoyed sleeping next to Nick these few short hours.  It made her realize exactly how lonely she really was.  “Come back to bed.  I miss you.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, beautiful.”
 
   He slipped back into bed, and she fell asleep enveloped in his arms.
 
   #
 
   The next morning, Nick kissed her awake.  “Did you sleep OK?”
 
   “I slept great.”  She smiled at him and gazed into his pale, light blue eyes.  They were the color of tranquility.  She didn’t want to leave the sanctity of the bed or end the magical night they shared.  She just wanted to lie next to Nick, touch his soft beard and stare into his warm, handsome face.  “I think last night was the best first date I ever had,” she said.
 
   Nick chuckled.  “I think that was the best date I ever had.  Let’s go to breakfast.  I’m starving.”
 
   The invitation was unexpected.  She naturally assumed that once morning came, he would be eager to leave.  “You want to take me to breakfast?” she asked, with a wide-eyed innocence.
 
   “Yeah.  Unless you’re sick of me already.”
 
   “Of course not.”  She offered him a deep kiss, hoping to keep him interested.  “Stay here and relax.  I need to jump in the shower.  I won’t be long.  I promise.”
 
   She tilted her face up into the hot spray of water and pushed her fingers through her wet hair.  She closed her eyes while her subconscious drafted off and replayed the previous evening with Nick in her head.  The rumble of the shower doors abruptly startled her back to reality, and Nick stepped inside to join her.  She turned toward him and folded her arms in front of her body.
 
   “Stop doing that.”  Nick took her arms and placed them around his waist and kissed her amidst the steamy water.
 
   They lathered and washed each other, slowly, sliding the soapy water over the curves of each other’s body.  It was sensual, not sexual.  His kiss penetrated her mouth, while the water pelted off her back and splashed onto him.  Her hand traveled over his sleek wet chest, and just when it was about to travel further downward, he removed it from his body and kissed the palm of her hand.  He stepped out of the shower, unfolded the large bath towel and held it open for her.  She looked at him quizzically for a moment before exiting the shower.
 
   Nick wrapped the bath sheet around the both of them and hugged her close to him.  They stood on the plush bath mat with their naked bodies pressed against one another.  Nick held her in his arms without moving or making a sound.  He left her with a gentle kiss and the towel, and strolled into the bedroom to dress.
 
   Heather’s eyes followed his bare, round butt cheeks as he walked away from her, and she realized that she was beginning to fall for him.  Her defense mechanism kicked in and she reminded herself that she barely knew him . . . and he was young.  She wondered how old he was, maybe 29 or 30.  He was probably only still here for sex.  After yesterday, why else would he be here?  But he just passed up a perfect opportunity in the shower.  He was visibly aroused, and she was clearly receptive.  They could have easily had a third encounter, but he didn’t pursue it, and now they were going to breakfast.
 
   Nick looked up at her from buttoning his jeans, and they shared a smile.
 
   She brushed the incident off, resumed drying herself with the towel and quickly dressed in anticipation of spending more time with him.
 
   #
 
   Nick ate with gusto.  He had a hearty appetite, and the physical labor of his work left him physically fit.  Heather enjoyed watching him eat, but her cell phone reminded her that she totally forgot about Justin.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said, digging her phone out of her bag.  “I forgot I was supposed to meet my best friend this morning.”
 
   “I’m sorry!” she squealed into the phone.
 
   “Where are you?” Justin asked.
 
   “I’m having breakfast with someone.”  She smiled across the table at Nick.
 
   “I guess your date went well last night,” Justin said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I get it.  You can’t talk.  Call me later, sweetie.  I want to hear all about him.”
 
   “OK.  Thanks for not being mad.”  She returned her phone to her bag and apologized to Nick.
 
   “You blew off your best friend for me?” he asked.
 
   She shrugged and smiled at him.  “You were hungry.”
 
   Nick wanted to take her to dinner that evening, but she declined.  She was afraid their relationship – although she could hardly call it a relationship – was moving too fast and would crash and burn, and she wanted to prolong it as long as possible.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Five:
 
   Tonight was the fourth time Heather saw Nick since she met him less than two weeks ago.  She liked him a lot, but they were spending too much time together.  He would get the wrong idea.  She needed to set him straight.
 
   “I need to talk to you about something,” she sat on the couch next to him.
 
   “Did I do something wrong already?” he asked, with a half smile.
 
   “No.  Nothing’s wrong.  I really like you, Nick . . . but . . . I’m not looking for a serious relationship.  I don’t want a commitment.”
 
   “But I thought we had this great connection.”
 
   “We do.”
 
   He looked disappointed, and she felt bad.  She could tell she hurt his feelings.  “I care about you.  A lot,” she said.  “I can’t remember the last time I felt like this about someone.  I just don’t want to be in a committed relationship right now.  I’ve been down that road, and it didn’t turn out so well.”
 
   “Is there someone else?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I swear.  I’m not seeing anyone else.  You can believe me.  I’m a very honest person.  I’ll never lie to you.  I’ve just had my heart broken too many times.  I don’t want to open myself up to that again.  Let’s take it slow.  We barely know each other.”
 
   Nick put his elbows on his knees, rested his chin on his hands and stared blankly ahead.  After a few seconds, his eyes scanned the room.
 
   She watched him.  He looked pensive, upset.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked.  “What do you keep looking at?”
 
   “Alright.”  He sat back and fanned his hand out in front of him.  “Who’s this guy in all these pictures?”
 
   She smiled.  “That’s Justin.  My best friend.”
 
   “Your best friend?”  Nick wrinkled his brow.  “The one who’s always calling you and texting you?  Your best friend’s a guy?”
 
   She leaned closer to him for emphasis.  “He’s gay, Nick.  Can’t you tell from looking at him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?”  She tried not to laugh.  “He’s wearing eye liner.”
 
   “I didn’t look that closely at the photos.”
 
   “We grew up next door to each other.  We’ve been best friends our whole lives.  You don’t have anything to worry about.  We’re just friends.  I meant what I said.  I’ll never lie to you.  He’s like a brother to me – and that’s it.”
 
   She took him by the arm and brought him over to a shelf that held an assortment of framed photos.  She handed them to him in succession.  “This is from our high school graduation.”  She took another off the shelf.  “We were 12 years old here.”  She handed him another.  “This is when we were six.”  It was the same photo from the beach that Kenny picked up the first time she saw him after she came home from the hospital.  “And this is my all time favorite.”  She laughed a little and held the photo against her chest, so he couldn’t see it yet.  She waited for him to put down the pictures in his hands, before she presented him with the small square framed photo.  “We were six months old.”  Heather and Justin were in matching baby swings, both flashing toothless grins at the camera.
 
   Nick took the photo and laughed.  “This is really cute!”
 
   He examined some of the other photos on the shelf and picked up one of Justin and Kenny.  “Who’s this other guy?”
 
   “That’s Kenny, Justin’s boyfriend.  They’ve been together a long time.  He’s also one of my best friends.”
 
   The photo was from last New Year’s Eve.  Justin was sitting on a bar stool, while Kenny stood between his legs and leaned against him.  They each had an arm slung around the other’s neck, with celebratory drinks in their free hands.
 
   Nick turned the photo toward her.  “OK.  I can tell he’s gay in this one,” he said, with a laugh.  He put it back on the shelf and studied it.  “They’re a good looking couple.”
 
   “Do you have a problem with them being gay?”  She was nervous about his answer.  It could mean the end of their relationship, before it really started.
 
   Nick shook his head.  “No.  It doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “Are you sure?  Because it’s an issue that I’m very sensitive about.  I need to know how you feel.  The truth.”
 
   “I’m fine with it.  Really.  It’s not a problem.”
 
   Relieved, she let out a deep breath.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Why are you thanking me?”
 
   “Because,” she tried to find the words to make Nick understand, “he’s my best friend.”  That’s the only way she knew how to explain it.
 
   “Well, if he means that much to you,” Nick said, “I’m looking forward to meeting him.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Six:
 
   Justin liked Nick right away.  There was so much Justin wanted to say, but he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to control his enthusiasm and end up sounding like a babbling idiot.  And as hard as he tried, he couldn’t tone down the joker-sized grin on his face.
 
   Kenny seemed downright infatuated with Nick.  Kenny’s bright eyes radiated at Nick and Kenny kept commenting on Nick’s good looks.  Nick seemed flattered and returned the compliment, which sent Kenny into a bout of giddy laughter.
 
   Justin found it amusing.  Terrific, he said to himself with a laugh, now my normally shy boy is flirting with Heather’s boyfriend.
 
   When the flurry of introductions died down and they finally headed out for dinner, Nick was spellbound by Kenny’s new Mustang.  He ran to the car and ran his hand over the bright orange paint.  “This car is gorgeous!” Nick exclaimed.
 
   “Thanks,” Kenny broke out in a dazzling smile.  “Do you like the racing stripes?”
 
   “I think they’re great,” Nick said.  “Original.  No one else around here has them.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Kenny shot a smug look in Justin’s direction.
 
   Justin hated the racing stripes and didn’t want Kenny to get them.  They even had a small argument about it.  Justin thought an orange Mustang with black racing stripes would be too flashy, but there was no talking Kenny out of something once his mind was made up.  Now that Kenny had the car for a few weeks, it seemed to suit him well, although Justin would never admit it.
 
   As they piled into the car, Justin caught Heather’s eye.  She was positively beaming.
 
   #
 
   While Heather and Justin savored over the dessert case in the front of the restaurant, Kenny watched Nick, watching them, from the table.  Nick’s eyes never left Heather, and the corners of his mouth remained curled into an affectionate smile.
 
   Justin pointed to a chocolate layer cake while Heather pointed to a lemon meringue pie.  They smiled at each other briefly, and then returned their attention back to the display case.
 
   “They’re really close, huh?” Nick asked.
 
   “Close?”  Kenny raised his brow.  “They practically share the same DNA.  They’re inseparable.  It’s really very sweet.”
 
   Nick shifted his focus back to Heather and Justin.  “She seems very protective of him.  At least that’s what I get by the way she talks about him.”
 
   “She is.  But he’s the same way.  He’s always so worried about her.”  Kenny paused.  “Sometimes I get a little jealous.  I wish Justin and I were as close as they are, but we’ve only been together a few years.  They’ve been together their whole lives.”  He placed his hand on his chest.  “Don’t get me wrong, I love Heather dearly.  I’d do anything for her.  If it wasn’t for her, Justin and I would’ve never met.  I saw the way she clung to him in the hospital and the way he took care of her . . . how he stayed by her side night and day and how upset he was, how much he loved her.  It made me see what a kind, caring person he is.  Plus,” he smiled in Justin’s direction, with a twinkle in his eye, “the fact that he’s drop-dead gorgeous helped a little.”
 
   “Hospital?”  Nick tilted his head to the side.  “What do you mean?  What happened?”
 
   “Oh, shit.”  Kenny realized he over-spoke and bit his lower lip.  “She didn’t tell you about the accident?”
 
   “What accident?”
 
   “Shit.”  Kenny flustered and shifted in his seat.  He assumed that Nick saw the faint scars still visible on Heather’s body and had inquired about them.  “I’m sorry.  I. . . I shouldn’t have said anything.”
 
   Nick stared back at him with a furrowed brow, obviously confused.
 
   Now Kenny had no choice now but to explain.  “She was hit by a car.”  He let out a deep breath.  “I’m an R.N.  She was my patient at the hospital.  That’s how I met Justin.”  Kenny regretted telling Nick about the accident.  It wasn’t his place.  He said way more than he should have.  He betrayed Heather’s trust.  He should have told Nick to ask Heather about it – let her explain.  Kenny’s cheeks flushed, and he rolled his eyes.  “She’s gonna fuckin’ kill me.  Me and my big mouth.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I’ll tell her that I brought it up.  I’ll say that I asked you where you met Justin.”  Nick winked and smiled.  “So, Kenny, where did you meet Justin?”
 
   “I met him at the hospital,” Kenny quickly replied, “when Heather got hit by a car.”  He threw his head back and bellowed with laughter.  “I like you, Nick!”
 
   #
 
   The evening went well and Heather couldn’t be happier.  She kicked off her heels and snuggled next to Nick on the couch.
 
   “I really like your friends,” he said, before she had the chance to ask.
 
   “Really?  You do?”  She had a big smile on her face.
 
   “Yeah.  Justin’s great, and Kenny . . .”  Nick laughed softly.
 
   “What?”
 
   He laughed again.  “Nothing.  He’s funny, that’s all.”
 
   She noticed that Nick and Kenny hit it off at dinner and they both shared the same affection for sports cars.  She rested her head on Nick’s shoulder, relieved that he got along so well with Justin and Kenny.  But so did Peter in the beginning, and look how that turned out.  She was a gullible fool at times.  She pushed the thought from her head.  She wasn’t going to let Peter’s trickery spoil her evening, or make her doubt Nick’s sincerity.
 
   “It’s not easy for me sometimes,” she said, in a low voice.  “A lot of guys have a problem hanging out with gay men, and that puts me in a very difficult situation.”
 
   “I don’t see why.”  Nick shrugged.  “I never had any gay friends before, but I’m comfortable with my masculinity.  I’m not threatened by the fact that they’re gay.”
 
   She looked into Nick’s soft, kind eyes and knew that he was telling the truth.  A small smile formed on her lips.  He couldn’t have given a better answer.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Seven:
 
   Kenny bleeped the alarm to his car and headed into the mini-mart.  Someone called his name and he turned to see who it was.  “Nick.”  His eyes brightened with recognition.  “Hi.  What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m having a drink with my buddies after work.”  Nick pointed to the bar adjacent to the convenience store.  “I saw your car and recognized it right away.  Join me for a quick beer.”
 
   Before Kenny had a chance to reply, Nick’s arm was around his neck, and he dragged Kenny into the sports bar.  Kenny took a seat at the bar next to Nick’s longtime friends, who also worked for him at his construction company.  Kenny tried to contain his smile at the good looking construction workers.  One was blond, the other dark-haired.  They both wore low slung tool belts that hung off of their hips, and their hard hats sat on the bar next to them.  Kenny started to imagine them, nix the shirts, when a Guinness magically appeared in front of him.
 
   “What’s this?” he asked.
 
   “Your beer,” the blond construction worker answered.
 
   “Beer?”  Kenny peered into the creamy white froth, and then held the glass up to the light.  “Why is it black?”
 
   “It’s Guinness.  Try it.”
 
   Kenny hated beer.  A dirty martini was his drink of choice, but he figured, what the hell?  He was in a sports bar with a bunch of burly construction workers.  He sipped the dark ale and grimaced at its bitter taste.  “It’s piss warm.”
 
   “You don’t have to drink it if you don’t like it,” Nick said.
 
   “No, I’ll drink it.  I just need something to wash it down with.”  He ordered a shot of Absolut Citron.
 
   Kenny tossed back his shot and placed the glass down on the bar.  He noticed a homemade bandage on Nick’s friend’s finger.  It was the dark-haired one.  He was a bit more rugged looking than Nick’s other friend, but he was more handsome.  The homemade bandage consisted of a paper towel neatly folded into a rectangle and secured with black electrical tape.  A deep red blood spot soaked through the center.  “What the hell happened to you?” Kenny asked.
 
   The cute, dark-haired man held up his finger and examined it.  “I sliced it with a sheetrock knife.”
 
   “He almost took his fuckin’ finger off,” Nick said.  “I told him to go to the hospital.”
 
   “Can I see it?” Kenny asked.
 
   “Why?” the construction worker asked.  “Do you have a penchant for blood?”
 
   “I’m a registered nurse.  That looks like it could use some attention.”
 
   He unwrapped his homemade bandage and a flap of skin gaped open on his finger.
 
   “Jesus Christ!  That needs stitches!  Did you put anything on it?  It’s gonna get infected.”
 
   He poured beer into the open wound, and Nick and the other construction worker chided him for wasting good alcohol.
 
   “You guys are fuckin’ crazy!”  Kenny retrieved his first aid kit from the car, cleaned the wound with antiseptic and dressed it with a professional looking butterfly bandage.  “There.  Now just try to keep it clean and dry.”
 
   Nick’s friend inspected his finger.  He nodded and slapped Kenny on the back.  “That looks pretty good.  Thanks, doc.”
 
   The testosterone-filled camaraderie of Nick and his friends, with their ritual of warm beer, greasy finger food and roughhousing, intrigued Kenny.  It had a very different ambiance from the gay bars he frequented, and he enjoyed their company.
 
   Kenny ended up following Nick back to Heather’s apartment.  When they arrived, Justin was already there.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Justin said.  “You mean you were at a straight bar, with a bunch of construction workers?”
 
   “Would you rather I went to a gay bar with a bunch of construction workers?” Kenny teased Justin with a naughty smile.
 
   “You’re a bitch!”  Justin laughed and gave Kenny a playful kiss.  He paused to sniff Kenny’s breath.  “What’s that smell?  What were you drinking?”
 
   “I drank Guinness,” Kenny boasted, “and a few shots of Absolut.”
 
   “Guinness?”
 
   “I even ate bar food.”
 
   “You ate food in a bar?”
 
   Everyone knew that Kenny was put off by the thought of eating fast food.  Bar food was the ultimate taboo for him.  He giggled and nodded.  “Uh-huh.  I had nachos, chicken fingers and fries.”
 
   “That’s disgusting.”  Justin put his hand on his hip and turned to Nick.  “Are you trying to butch up my boy?”
 
   Nick just laughed at him.
 
   “You wait,” Justin said to Heather, “I’m gonna bring your guy to a gay bar next time.”
 
   #
 
   The thought made Heather roll with laughter.
 
   Nick looked confused.  “What?  Why is that funny?”
 
   “You’d go to a gay bar with us?” she asked, skeptically.
 
   He shrugged.  “Sure.  Why not?”
 
   She abruptly stopped laughing.  Nick was serious.  “Would you really go to a gay bar?”
 
   “Yeah.  Why?”
 
   “Have you ever been to a gay bar?”
 
   “No.  What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Because guys make out and stuff.  Are you gonna be comfortable with that?”
 
   “You know I don’t care about that, Heather.  That doesn’t bother me.  These two kiss in front of me all the time,” he said, extending his thumb toward Justin and Kenny.  “If you guys all want to go to a gay bar, I’ll go with you.  It’s not a problem.”  He paused and then chuckled softly under his breath.  “As long as nobody’s having sex on the table in front of me, or anything like that, I don’t care what anybody does.”
 
   None of Heather’s boyfriends ever went to a gay bar with her and no matter how many times she begged Peter, he adamantly refused.  The only other boyfriend who was at ease with and accepted Justin’s sexuality was Dominick, but that relationship was obviously out of the question.  She looked at Nick in awe.  “Really?”
 
   “Really,” he nodded.
 
   She didn’t know how to respond, so she stared at him in silence.  A lump welled up in her throat and a warm feeling settled in the center of her chest.  She didn’t understand why she felt like she was going to cry, and she hugged Nick.  It finally dawned on her that Nick was the first man who didn’t seem the least bit threatened or jealous of Justin or concerned with his sexuality.  She started to evaluate how much she really cared about him . . . and it scared her.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Eight:
 
   Heather was giddy, almost euphoric.  The past few weeks with Nick were the happiest she had been in a long time.  She couldn’t stop talking about him.  She couldn’t stop talking – period.
 
   Justin kneeled in front of the stereo and shuffled through CDs.  Heather sat next to him on the carpet so he could pay attention to her.  He handed her a stack of CDs to look through, but she tossed them on the floor next to her.
 
   Kenny reached for the CDs and quickly started stacking them into a neat pile.  Heather knew it drove him crazy that she wasn’t keeping them in order.  She made eye contact with him to include him in the conversation, but he looked rather uncomfortable.  Then she realized it was because she was talking about her sex life.  She didn’t even remember how she got on the subject.  Poor Kenny sorted the CDs so fast that his hands were a blur.  He looked like he was ready to bolt.  Heather knew Kenny wasn’t interested in hearing details about the things she did in bed, but she couldn’t stop herself.  Her mouth was on a constant adrenaline run.
 
   “When I was younger,” she said, “I had no clue about the male erogenous zones.  I didn’t know men were aroused by anal manipulation.  I remember trying some of the things Justin taught me on a lot of guys.”
 
   That got Kenny’s attention.  His hands froze, and he looked her straight in the eye.
 
   “Some were shocked at how much they enjoyed it,” she said, “and so was I.  Like that hot blond guy I hooked up with when me and Justin took that California vacation.  What was his name?”  She snapped her fingers and tried to jog her memory.  “Jake!  That was it.”
 
   “I remember him,” Justin said.  “He had that cute friend, Ryan, who I hooked up with.  The one who was hopelessly in the closet.”  Justin put his hand on Kenny’s leg and smiled.  “It was years before I met you, baby.”
 
   Kenny barely took his eyes off of Heather to glance at Justin.  Kenny was upset and Heather wondered if it was because he was uncomfortable with the subject matter or because Justin mentioned an old lover.  No matter, she still couldn’t stop babbling.
 
   “Other guys wanted no part of it, like Peter,” she said.  “He would never let me touch him back there.  I tried to explain to him that if he would just relax he would enjoy it, but he always refused.  It got to the point where he told me that if I kept pushing the issue, he wouldn’t sleep with me anymore.”
 
   “What the fuck kinda thing is that to say?” Justin asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Heather replied.  “It’s not like I tried it every time we had sex.  I just wanted to show him that there were other things we could do that he might like,” she waved her hand, “but that was Peter.”
 
   Thank God Nick was in her life now.  He was as wild in the bedroom as she was.  She slowly began to smile.  “Nick, on the other hand, was a lot more willing to experiment with the idea.  He was a little nervous at first, but he finds it really pleasurable.”  She threw her head back and laughed – really loud.  “Oh my God!  He would fuckin’ kill me if he knew I told you that!  But, thank you, Justin, for teaching me how to please a man!”
 
   Kenny’s face turned blood red, and he shifted his weight from hip to hip on the carpet.  He flared his nostrils and snorted loudly.
 
   It made Heather laugh harder.  “Don’t be such a prude, Kenny.  We can talk about this stuff.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes grew larger and he pressed his lips firmly together.  “It never occurred to me to ask this question before,” he said.  “I want an honest answer.  I want the truth.”  He shifted his eyes between Heather and Justin.  “Did anything ever go on between you two?”
 
   Heather immediately stopped laughing.  For a second she thought he was joking, to cut through his embarrassment, but it was obvious that Kenny was serious – and really pissed off.
 
   Justin started to chuckle.  “You’re jealous of Heather?  Oh, you’re so cute.”  He tried to hug Kenny, but Kenny shoved him away.
 
   “Don’t fuckin’ touch me until you answer the question!” Kenny said.
 
   Heather pulled Justin off of Kenny.  “Stop it.  Leave him alone.  He’s serious.”  Heather grabbed Kenny’s chin in her hand and turned his face toward her.  She leaned closer to him and looked intently into his blazing eyes.  “Look at me when I say this,” she said.  “The answer to your question is no.  Nothing ever went on between me and Justin.  We never made out.  I never had a crush on him.  I always knew he was gay, and he always knew I knew.  We never needed to have a discussion about it.  I love him like a brother, nothing more.”
 
   He glared back at her without averting his eyes, while she still held his chin in her hand.
 
   “Do you believe me?” she asked.
 
   His deep green eyes penetrated hers, while he contemplated his answer.  “I don’t know.”
 
   Heather dropped her hand from his face, and she leaned back.  “What do you mean, you don’t know?”
 
   Kenny narrowed his eyes and faced Justin.  “Is she telling the truth?  And you better tell me, because I swear, if you lie to me, I will never fucking forgive you!”
 
   Justin rolled his eyes.  “Of course she’s telling the truth, you idiot.  I told you I’ve never been with a woman.  Even if I was curious or wanted to experiment, I wouldn’t do it with Heather.  Are you out of your fuckin’ mind?”
 
   “Well,” Kenny looked away, “the way she was talking . . .”
 
   “You know me and Heather talk about everything, including sex.  We talk, that’s it.”
 
   Kenny sat in silence and lowered his eyes.  He picked at a piece of the carpet with his fingers, and his cheeks flushed hot pink again.
 
   Justin rolled his eyes and reached out to him.  “C’mere.”
 
   Kenny buried his face in the crook of Justin’s neck.  “I’m sorry,” he whispered.  “I should’ve known better.  I feel like a fool.”
 
   Justin smiled down at Kenny and stroked his cheek with the back of his hand.  “You’re really cute when you get mad like that,” he said.
 
   Their voices were so low that Heather could barely hear them, even though they were only sitting two feet away.  She loved watching them together.  They were so tender with one another.  She didn’t want to interrupt them, but she felt bad for Kenny.  He looked so embarrassed.  “Kenny,” she said, “when I say I’m telling the truth, I’m telling the truth.  I wouldn’t sit here and lie to your face, you know.”
 
   “I know,” he replied meekly.  “I guess I just needed to hear it from Justin.”
 
   Heather exhaled.  “C’mere and give me a hug.”
 
   Kenny leaned forward, hugged her, and gave her a soft kiss on the lips.  It shocked her.  He never kissed her on the lips before.  She stopped and looked into his eyes.  They smiled back at her, and in that intense moment she saw how much he loved and trusted her.  It was something she never shared with anyone before, besides Justin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifty-Nine:
 
   Nick slept over almost every night.  Heather loved having him in her bed.  She loved the way he wrapped his arms around her when they slept and the way his short bristly beard tickled her cheek.  She was still concerned about the amount of time they spent together, but it never stopped her from seeing him.  She asked him to stay over again tonight.  She didn’t want to sleep alone.  She hated the desolation and emptiness of her bed when he wasn’t there.  She wouldn’t let Nick get into bed before she folded down the covers and fluffed up the pillows.  It became a nightly ritual.
 
   “Can you hand me a t-shirt from the bottom draw of the night stand?” she asked.
 
   Nick instinctively reached for the top drawer.
 
   “No!  Not that one!”  She tried to stop him, but it was too late.  The drawer was already open and revealed an array of pornography and sex toys.  Her fingertips flew to her mouth with embarrassment, and she felt the warmth on her face.  “That’s just some of my toys,” she said, with a sheepish grin.
 
   Nick stared down at the drawer’s contents with erotic fascination.  He slowly turned his head toward Heather.  “Show me.”
 
   Heather had never masturbated in front of anyone before.  At first, she was embarrassed and almost laughed, but then the thought excited her.  She walked around the bed and reached into the drawer.  She threw a dildo, a vibrator and a bottle of lubricating jelly onto the bed.  She placed one of her favorite porn flicks into the DVD player and undressed.  She lay back on the bed with her legs spread apart and forgot that Nick was watching her.  The DVD played for about a minute before she touched herself.  She slid her hand down her abdomen and deep between her legs.  She was already wet.  She placed the heels of her feet on the bed and raised her knees.  She lubricated the dildo and inserted it into her vagina.  She closed her eyes and arched her back as she slid the dildo in and out.  Her body tightened around it and her breaths deepened.  She pulled it out and tossed it onto the bed.  It left a wet stain on the pale gray comforter.  She set the vibrator on low and rubbed in against herself.  A tingling sensation ran between her legs.  She increased the speed of the vibrator and continued to stroke herself with it.  She leaned her head back and jutted her chin up to the ceiling.  She clutched the sheet with her free hand and her body shuddered as she climaxed.  She gazed up at Nick through half-open lids.  His shirt was off and his jeans were unzipped.  In his right hand, he held his exposed, erect penis.
 
   “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” he said.  He crawled on the bed and on top of her without taking the time to remove his jeans.  He thrust himself deep inside of her and exploded.  “You’re incredible, Heather,” he whispered.  “You’re as wonderful as you are beautiful.  I don’t want to be with anyone else, and I don’t want you to be with anyone else either.  I want us to be exclusive.”
 
   She wanted to commit, but she was afraid.  Her heart was still vulnerable.  She couldn’t handle another devastating break up.  She wondered if she would ever allow herself to love again.  “Can’t we just take this slow?  It’s only been two months.  I’m not ready to make a commitment yet.”
 
   “Only two months?  I know two months doesn’t seem like a long time, but we’re so in sync with one another.  When it’s right, you know it.  It’s like we’ve been together for so much longer.”  He paused.  “Am I the only one who feels it?”
 
   Of course she felt it too, but she was stuck in limbo, powerless to open her heart to him.  “Please don’t rush this, Nick, or pressure me.  I need more time.”  She wished she could let herself fall in love with Nick.  He was probably the one man she could envision a future with, but she couldn’t fall in love again.  Love didn’t work, at least not for her, anyway.
 
   She needed to do something to remind herself to remain somewhat detached and keep her emotions in check.  She needed – a distraction.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty:
 
   Heather hated the mundane first date conversation.  It was the usual, ‘where are you from?’, ‘what do you do for a living?’ crap.  She wasn’t very interested in the man she was having dinner with, but she needed a diversion from Nick.  She needed to pull back her emotions before she got hurt.  She was falling too fast and too hard.  She was bored already with the man sitting across from her, and barely listened to him as he droned on about something or other.  She suppressed a yawn and scanned the other patrons sitting nearby.  At least they seemed like they enjoyed one another’s company.  She didn’t want to seem rude, so she turned back to her date.
 
   Wait.  Did she just see Nick?  No.  It couldn’t have been him.  She looked back into the crowd, but didn’t see him.  Her guilty conscious must have imagined it.  Two waiters taking orders, side by side, parted and went their separate ways.  They opened a clear path to the front of the restaurant and Heather looked up.  Nick was walking toward her.  He had no idea she was on a date.  The high back of the booth shielded her dinner companion from his view.  Nick looked totally unsuspecting as he smiled his bright smile and carried his little plastic take-out bag.
 
   The smile melted from his face, and the light in his eyes turned dark, as soon as he was close enough to see the man sitting across from Heather.  Her stomach flip-flopped, and then went nauseous.  She thought she might throw up.  Nick stopped abruptly and just stared at her.  She jumped from the table and ran to him, but he turned and walked briskly in the opposite direction.
 
   “Nick, wait, please!  We’re just having dinner.  It’s just a date.”
 
   Every pair of eyes in the small restaurant stopped and gawked at her.
 
   She jumped in front of Nick and braced her hands against his chest, just as he reached the door.  “I’m so sorry,” she said.  “Please let me explain.”
 
   He didn’t want to hear what she had to say.  He just wanted to leave, but she wouldn’t let him.  Every time he tried to step around her, she blocked his path.
 
   “I just met him.  This is the first time we’ve been out.  He doesn’t mean anything to me.”
 
   Nick finally stopped trying to leave and looked into her eyes.  He wrinkled his brow and the corners of his mouth turned downward.  “Don’t you care about me at all?”
 
   “I’m crazy about you, Nick!  How could you think I don’t care about you?”
 
   “Are you sleeping with that guy?”
 
   “Of course not.  I told you, this is our first date.”
 
   “Like our first date?”
 
   She was embarrassed that he brought up their romp on the kitchen floor only minutes after they first met.  “I told you I never do that.  You were different.  You’re very special to me.”  She leaned closer to him and placed her hands around the back of his neck.  “How could you think that I would do the things we do in bed with someone else?”
 
   He pulled away and shook his head violently.  “I can’t think about that.”
 
   “I’m not sleeping with anyone else.  I haven’t slept with anyone else since I met you.  I went on two dates, one about a week after we met, and this one.  That’s it.  Neither one meant anything to me.”  She lowered her eyes.  “I don’t know what I’m doing here.”
 
   “Do you mean it?  You’re not sleeping with anyone else?  Don’t lie to me, Heather.  Tell me the truth.  I can handle it.”
 
   “I’m not lying.  I’m not sleeping with anyone else.  I swear.”
 
   “Seeing you with that guy just now,” Nick’s voice cracked a little, “it fucking killed me.  I can’t deal with it if you’re sleeping with someone else.”
 
   She looked him dead in the eye.  “I’m telling you the truth.  I’m not sleeping with anyone else.  I don’t want to screw this up.  I care about you, Nick.  A lot.”
 
   He exhaled a deep breath.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she whispered in his ear, as she hugged him.  “Let’s go home.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-One:
 
   The awkward silence in the car was only surpassed by the humiliation Heather felt.  She wished the bottom of the seat would open up so she could sink inside it and hide.  Nick wouldn’t look at her.  He stared straight ahead at the road.  She took his hand and held it, but he still didn’t react.  Tears welled up in her eyes, and she turned away as they streamed down her cheeks.  She sniffled and wiped them away.
 
   “Are you crying?” Nick asked, with concern.
 
   “I feel awful.  I’m so sorry.  I don’t ever want to see that look in your eyes again.”  It was at that precise moment that Heather let her guard down and admitted to herself that she was in love with Nick.  She tried to resist and fight it, but her feelings were too strong.  They wouldn’t be denied any longer.
 
   Neither one of them said anything else for the rest of the way to her apartment, but as soon they got inside, Nick spun around and confronted her.  “What are we doing here, Heather?  Because I can’t go on like this.  I tried not to think about whether or not you were dating other guys, but after tonight . . .”
 
   “I don’t want to go on like this anymore either.  I want it to be just us.  Just you and me.”
 
   “Are you saying you want to make a commitment?”
 
   She nodded.  “Yes.  I do.”
 
   Nick paused.  “Are you only saying that because I said I didn’t want to do this anymore?”
 
   “No, I want to be with you, Nick.  Just you.”  She took a moment to look deep into his clear blue eyes.  She wanted to tell him how much she loved him, but she wouldn’t let herself.  Her repressed feelings made her eyes well up with giant tears.  “I’m not gonna say it,” she said in a soft, breathy whisper.
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “You know what I’m talking about . . . but I do . . . I really do.”
 
   Nick put his hand on her cheek.  “If you’re not going to say it, I am.”
 
   “Please don’t.”
 
   “I love you, beautiful.”
 
   His words overwhelmed her.  She wanted this relationship more than anything in the world, but she swore she would never fall in love again.  She was so tired of getting her heart broken.  She tried to swallow the words, but she couldn’t.  “I love you, too.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Two:
 
   Heather jumped into the recliner with Justin and snuggled up next to him.
 
   “I miss this,” he said, giving her a small squeeze.  “We never cuddle anymore.”
 
   “I know.”  She smiled at him before she closed her eyes and rested her head on his chest.  “Boyfriends get in the way.”
 
   Nick and Kenny returned from their trip to the beer distributor sooner than she expected.  She wanted to jump out of the chair, but she froze.  She didn’t know how Nick would react.  It was perfectly innocent, but she was practically lying down with Justin in the recliner and their arms and legs were entwined together.  She stiffened and waited for Nick’s reaction.
 
   Nick stared at them for a moment.  Then he smiled.  “Aww.  You two look so cute.”
 
   Kenny pouted.  “Cuddle with me, Nick.”  He tried to put his arms around Nick’s waist, but Nick pushed him away and laughed.
 
   Heather relaxed with a smile.  She should’ve known Nick would never be jealous of Justin, and she loved the way Nick and Kenny got along together.  Her warm thoughts were harshly interrupted by an unpleasant memory of Peter.  She hadn’t thought about Peter in a long time.  When she did, it was never a happy occasion that popped into her head.  It was always a confrontation or an argument, like the one in the forefront of her head right now.  It was when they were first married and Peter came home and found her cuddling on the couch with Justin . . .
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Peter slammed the door behind him and it made Heather jump.
 
   “We’re watching TV,” she casually answered.
 
   “Sitting in his fucking lap?”
 
   “I’m not sitting in his lap, Peter.  We’re cuddling.”
 
   Peter glared sharply at her and Justin, shook his head and left the room without saying anything further.
 
   Justin patted her on the leg.  “Get up, sweetie.”
 
   “No.  We’re not doing anything wrong.  We always cuddle.”
 
   “I know, but he’s upset.  Go talk to him.”
 
   Reluctantly she chased after Peter.  “Why should you be mad?”
 
   “I don’t appreciate walking into my home and finding my wife in the arms of another man.”
 
   “Another man?  It’s Justin!  You make it sound like I’m cheating on you.”
 
   “I don’t care who the fuck it is.  I don’t like it.”
 
   “You know how close me and Justin are.  We’re affectionate.  We hug and we cuddle.  That’s never gonna change.”  She hated that she needed to explain, and she got defensive.  “If you had a problem with the relationship me and Justin have, then you never should’ve married me.”
 
   “I’m only going to tell you this once,” Peter said.  “When I’m here, you cuddle with me.  I’m not taking a back seat to anyone.  When I’m not here, you can do whatever the hell you want, but I don’t want to come home and find the two of you lying in each other’s arms.”
 
   “I’m not gonna walk on eggshells and jump across the couch as soon as I hear your key in the door.  I’m not gonna live my life like that.”
 
   “I don’t want you to jump across the room.  I just want you to knock it off once I’m here.  Is that so much to ask?”
 
   She folded her arms across her chest and stared at him.  She hated that he was jealous of Justin.  She wanted to be stubborn.  She didn’t want to give in, but she did anyway.
 
   Heather hated thinking about Peter and comparing him to Nick, but the differences in the two were always staring her in the face.  They were such polar opposites.  It made her wonder why she married Peter in the first place.  But she was done with him.  She vowed never to think about Peter again.  She was closing that chapter of her life.  It was the last and final chapter in her book of bad memories.  From now on, her life was going to be filled with happy, pleasant memories.
 
   She realized that Nick had disappeared into the kitchen with Kenny and left her alone in the living room, still cuddling with Justin, without a second thought.  She found Nick handing Kenny beer bottles, who was neatly stacking them on the shelf while simultaneously rearranging her fridge.  She took the bottles out of Nick’s hands and hugged him.  “I love you, Nick.”
 
   “I love you, too, beautiful.  What’s going on?”
 
   The lump in her throat prevented her from answering his question.  She never thought she would find someone who was genuinely comfortable with her relationship with Justin.  Not only was Nick obviously comfortable with their relationship, he actually seem to understand it, and it made her want to cry.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Three:
 
   Justin was surprised when Nick showed up without Heather, and the first thing that popped into Justin’s head was that something was wrong.  Nick didn’t look him directly in the eye at first.  He looked up into the sky for a few seconds, rubbed his hand across his chin and gently scratched at his short blond beard.
 
   “Where’s Heather?” Justin asked.
 
   “Home.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Is Heather OK?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Justin didn’t know what to make of Nick’s one word answers, and he looked at him with a puzzled expression.  “Come in,” he said, and stepped aside to allow Nick to enter his apartment.
 
   “Let’s sit down,” Nick said.  “I need to talk to you about something.”
 
   Nick wiped the palms of his hands on the legs of his jeans.  His whole demeanor made Justin very uneasy.
 
   “You know how much I love Heather, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” Justin slowly answered.
 
   Nick took a long pause.  “She’s the love of my life and I want to marry her, but before I ask her, I want to know how you feel about it.  I need to know that you approve.”
 
   Justin wasn’t ready for this.  He rested his elbows on his knees, clasped his fingers together and stared at the floor for a long time.  He didn’t know if Heather was ready for it either.  She was still vulnerable, and he didn’t want to see her world collapse again.  He knew he was being overprotective, but it was a big step for her.  He glanced at Nick for a minute.  Nick looked anxious, and a transparent sheet of perspiration covered his forehead.
 
   “I don’t know,” Justin finally answered, with a very somber look on his face.  “I’m concerned.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Well, if something happened and you two split up right now, naturally she would be devastated, but eventually she’d get over it and move on.  If you got married, built a life together, and then something happened,” he pressed his lips together and shook his head slowly from side to side, “I’m not so sure she’d be able to get through it.  I don’t think she could handle it.”
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen, Justin.  I love her.”
 
   “I know you love her, but both me and Heather were in long-term relationships that we thought were gonna last forever, and they just disintegrated – practically from one day to the next.”
 
   “I’ll never hurt her.  You can trust me.  I never thought I’d find someone like Heather.”  Nick put his hand on Justin’s shoulder.  “I won’t screw this up, man.  You gotta trust me.”
 
   Justin wanted Heather to be happy, and he wanted to believe Nick.  They were in love – that was obvious.  Nick was good to Heather.  But was that enough?  Justin didn’t know the answer.  He only knew that he needed to protect Heather.  He never forgave himself for letting Peter hurt her and he swore he would never let anyone hurt her again, physically or emotionally.  But how could he know when to trust someone?  It was impossible.  But was Nick good enough for Heather?  He strummed his fingers on his knee while Nick watched him.  Justin met Nick’s stare, and was silent for another minute.  “She’s the most giving and unselfish person on the planet.  Don’t ever take her for granted,” Justin said.  “I’m serious.  Make sure you’re worthy of the blessings she bestows upon you.”
 
   “So do I have your approval?” Nick asked, with a hopeful smile.
 
   Justin slowly smiled back and nodded.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Thanks, buddy.”  Nick slung his arm around Justin’s neck.  “There’s something else I want to ask you.  I want you to help me pick out a ring.”
 
   “A ring?”  Justin’s eyes lit up with excitement.  “I’d love to!”  He laughed.  “But you better be prepared to drop your wallet.  Nothing’s too good when it comes to Heather.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Four:
 
   The aroma of fresh candles hit Heather as soon as she opened the door.  She inhaled their scent.  It was cinnamon . . . and honeysuckle . . . and lavender.  She noted the soft music that played on the stereo and found the whole scenario odd.
 
   “Nick?”  She called into the dimly lit apartment.  “Where are you?  What’s going on?”  She dropped her keys on the coffee table and sniffed the air again.  Shadows from the candles flickered on the dining room wall, and she followed their reflection.  Nick waited for her at the table, and held a chair for her.  Heather’s eyes were immediately drawn to the elegant bouquet of calla lilies that sat in the center of table.  They were her favorite flower.  She mentioned it to Nick months ago when they bought flowers for his mother’s birthday.  She couldn’t believe he remembered.
 
   The centerpiece of lilies was the crown jewel of a magnificently set table.  A white linen cloth covered the dining room table, white china plates sat underneath matching salad bowls, while an array of cutlery rested upon soft white cloth napkins.  Water goblets and wine glasses were half full and inviting.  She was in awe as she took in its grandeur.
 
   “What’s all this?” she asked.
 
   “I wanted to do something nice for you, beautiful.”  Nick kissed her and led her to the chair.  “Sit down.  Everything’s ready.”
 
   Nick wouldn’t let her do anything.  He made her sit at the table while he served each course.  The food was extravagant and rich, and she wondered if there was a team of gourmet chefs hiding in her kitchen.  She lavished the attention and wondered what he was up to.  She smiled as she contemplated what he was expecting as compensation for tonight’s glorification, and her thoughts drifted mischievously to the bedroom.  Nick set a pristine porcelain plate in front of her.  It was whiter than the other plates, and shinier.  Its rim was painted gold, with a matching tiny fleur de lis in the center, and she wondered if it was real gold.  It was the prettiest plate she ever saw.
 
   “This was wonderful, Nick,” she looked up at him from the chair and hugged her waist, “but I can’t eat any more.  I’m stuffed.  You’re so sweet for doing this for me.  Thank you so much.”
 
   “We’re not done.”
 
   “I told you, I can’t . . .”
 
   He placed a small black velvet box in the center of her dessert plate.  Her jaw dropped open, and her heart pounded.  She wanted to pick it up, but her hands were frozen in her lap.
 
   “Open it,” Nick said.
 
   She bit her lower lip, glanced at Nick and held her breath.  She picked up the little box with a shaking hand and opened the lid.  She gasped when she saw the ring.  It was perfect.  The whole night was perfect.  She stared at the ring, captivated by its beauty and brilliance.  It was a two carat round diamond, cast in a classic platinum setting, with smaller diamonds set in the band.  She couldn’t have chosen a more beautiful ring if she picked it herself.
 
   Nick knelt on one knee and took her hand.  “I love you, beautiful.  Will you marry me?”
 
   She knew it was a ring as soon as she saw the box, but she also knew she wasn’t ready to give him an answer.  She never let herself entertain the idea of marrying Nick.  She always told herself she wasn’t getting married again.  They were happy.  Why jinx it with marriage?  She rested her fingers lightly on his soft stubbly cheek, and her eyes welled up with tears.  As she stared into Nick’s beautiful blue eyes, her doubt and apprehension vanished.  Everything was suddenly very clear.  Nick was the one she was waiting for.  Everything that happened in the past, all the pain and heartache that she endured, all led up to this moment.  She had been waiting for Nick to come into her life.
 
   “Yes!”  She threw her arms around him and laughed and cried at the same time.  “I love you so much!”
 
   “I love you, too.”  He took the ring from the box and placed it gently on her finger.
 
   A girlish laugh rolled from her mouth, and she wiped her eyes.  “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “Do you really like it?”
 
   “Like it?”  Her eyes sparkled.  “I love it!  It’s gorgeous!”
 
   “I thought you would.  Justin picked it out.”
 
   “Justin?”
 
   “Yeah.  I wanted to surprise you, but I didn’t know what kind of ring you would want, so I asked Justin for help.  No one knows you better than he does, right?”
 
   “You mean Justin knew you were gonna ask me to marry you?”
 
   Nick nodded.  “I had to make sure he approved.”
 
   “What?”  She couldn’t believe it – first, the elaborate proposal, then asking Justin’s permission.  It was surreal.
 
   “I needed to make sure he wasn’t going to have a problem with this.  I know how much you mean to him.”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   Nick’s mouth curled into a smile.  “Don’t worry.  He gave us his blessing.”
 
   She immediately called Justin and demanded to know how he was able to keep Nick’s proposal a secret.
 
   Justin laughed.  “This all happened today, sweetie.  Nick knew I couldn’t keep it from you.”
 
   #
 
   Justin hugged her so tight she could barely breathe.  It meant everything to her that Justin was happy about the engagement.  It didn’t matter how much she loved Nick.  If Justin didn’t think it was good idea, she never would have the guts to go through with a wedding.
 
   Kenny threw his arms around Nick.  “Congratulations.”  His voice cracked and waivered.  “I’m so happy.  I knew you were a great guy from the first day I met you.”
 
   “Thanks, man,” Nick replied.  “Same here.”
 
   Kenny’s arms remained tightly wrapped around Nick’s neck, without any sign of letting go.  Kenny sniffled and his body convulsed a little.
 
   Nick looked to Heather with a clueless half smile.  He was taken aback by Kenny’s sudden display of emotion.  “Help me out,” he said.  “I don’t know what to do here.”
 
   She watched Nick pat Kenny on the back with subtle reassurance, and she smiled.  “You’re doing it.”
 
   Kenny rushed into her arms, almost as if he just remembered she was there.  “I’m so happy, honey.  You deserve this.  I’ve been waiting for this day – for you to find someone who truly loves you.  I want you to have what me and Justin have.  I wish you all the happiness in the world!”  He placed his hands on her cheeks and kissed her on the lips, and then he quickly turned to Nick and gave him a long kiss on the cheek.
 
   Nick momentarily jumped, then chuckled.  “Shit man, I thought you were going to kiss me on the lips, too.”
 
   Kenny smiled at him.  “Sorry to disappoint you, Nick, honey.  Just make sure you take care of our girl.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Five:
 
   Heather watched the landscape on the side of the expressway glide by.  It all looked the same to her – big oak trees, overgrown weeds and the occasional roadside memorial, erected by the family of some poor soul who lost their life at that precise location.  She had no idea where Nick was taking her.  He grabbed her hand and said he wanted her to take a ride with him.  She never ventured out east much and was unfamiliar with the names of the towns displayed on the exit signs that they passed.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked.
 
   Nick momentarily took his eyes off the road and smiled at her.  “I want to show you a house I want to buy.”
 
   “A house?  You want to buy a house?”
 
   “Yeah.  It’s a handyman special.  I could do all the work with my crew.  It would take time, but it wouldn’t cost that much money to fix it up.”
 
   “What a great idea.”  That was the advantage of owning a construction company.  Nick could flip the house and make a large profit.  They could take that money, together with the money she got from her divorce, and put a huge down payment on a house for them to live in after they were married.  She didn’t mind living in an apartment, but the idea of a house with a yard, and maybe a couple of kids one day, made her smile.  Her life was finally on track.  It was about damn time.
 
   #
 
   The bluestone gravel bounced off Nick’s pickup truck as he pulled into the driveway of the two-story colonial home.  The paint was weathered and in dire need of repair, but the wrap-around porch was cozy and inviting, even though the steps creaked loudly as she ascended them.  She took a seat in the ancient porch swing and cautiously rocked back and forth.  “I love this.”
 
   Nick took her hand.  “Be careful, beautiful.  I don’t know how sturdy that thing is.”  He led her into the house, and they explored the first floor.  The walls were cracked and the kitchen looked like it was 100 years old.  The whole thing needed total renovation.  She couldn’t imagine anyone trying to prepare a meal, no less dinner for an entire family, in the old rusted oven.  Nick admired the ornate staircase as they traveled upstairs to inspect the home’s three bedrooms and only bathroom.
 
   “So, what do you think?” he asked.
 
   She grimaced.  “It needs a lotta work.”
 
   “I know, but this is what I do for a living.  Can you imagine how beautiful this house could be once it’s all fixed up?”
 
   She looked around the master bedroom with its peeling, yellow-tinged wallpaper and stained hardwood floor.  “Not really.”
 
   Her candor amused Nick, and he laughed.  He spread his hands across the aging walls with enthusiasm.  “Envision new sheetrock with crown molding and cherry wood floors.”
 
   She shrugged.  “I don’t know anything about that stuff.  If you think you can fix this place up, do it.”
 
   “So you think you can live here?”
 
   “What?”  The question caught her off guard.  “What do you mean, live here?”
 
   “After we’re married and after it’s renovated.  This could be our home.”
 
   A deep furrow creased her brow.  Now she realized why he was looking for her approval.  The house would have been perfect, except for one thing – it was 45 minutes away from Justin.
 
   “Can’t you see how beautiful this place could be?” Nick asked.  “The whole thing will be brand new.”
 
   
  
 

“That’s not it.”  She bit her lower lip and looked at the floor.  She didn’t want him to see the tears that moistened her eyes.  She hugged her arms around her waist and turned away.  She couldn’t bear to see his face when she rejected his thoughtful and generous offer to provide them with a beautiful home.  “I’m sorry,” she said, in a voice barely above a whisper.  “I can’t live here.”
 
   Nick picked her chin up with the knuckle of his index finger.  “Why not?  What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I can’t live this far from Justin.  What if I need him?  Or he needs me?”
 
   “It’s less than an hour away – only a couple of exits on the expressway.”
 
   “I know it sounds stupid.  I’m sorry.  We’ve never lived more than a few blocks from each other.  I need to know that he can be there in five minutes if I need him.”  She looked away, embarrassed at her dependence on Justin.  She knew Nick could never understand her rationale.  She didn’t fully understand it herself, and she didn’t know how to explain it.  She felt guilty and ungrateful.  “I appreciate what you’re trying to do.  It’s a wonderful gesture.  I know I’m a fuckin’ idiot.”  She felt her lower lip quiver, and she slapped her thigh with frustration.  “I know I sound like an ungrateful bitch.  I don’t know why . . .”
 
   Nick silenced her with a hug.  “Don’t get upset.  I’m the idiot.  I should’ve known you weren’t going anywhere without Justin.  I just wish the property was bigger so I could build a house for him and Kenny to live in.”
 
   Heather quickly looked at him with amazement.  She expected him to be mad, but instead, he was understanding and sympathetic and a warm feeling melted her heart.
 
   #
 
   Nick ended up buying the house anyway.  Over the next several months, he renovated it and sold it for a quick profit.  When a house went on the market only a few blocks from Justin and Kenny, Nick snatched it up right away.  He wouldn’t let Heather use any of her money for the down payment either.  He wanted to use the money he made from the sale of the house.  It was his wedding present to her.
 
   The house was another three bedroom colonial, but it was smaller, with new vinyl siding and professional landscaping.  It needed very little work.  Nick updated the kitchen and two bathrooms and built a large cedar deck off the back of the house.  New hardwood floors and a fresh coat of paint completed their dream home.
 
   On their first night in their new home, Heather was too excited to sleep.  She remembered Nick’s eagerness to buy the house as soon as she mentioned it was for sale.  She was afraid he wouldn’t want to live so close to Justin, but Nick was ecstatic from the moment he saw the house.  She propped her head up on her elbow and nudged Nick awake.  “I love this house.  Thank you so much for making us a beautiful home.”
 
   It was the third time she had thanked him in the last twenty minutes, and Nick chuckled softly.  “Go to sleep.  It’s after midnight.”
 
   “I know.  I’m sorry to keep waking you up, but I want you to know something, and I want you to be awake to hear it.”
 
   Nick sat up with his back against the leather headboard.
 
   “I . . .” she hesitated, unsure how to put her feelings into words.  “I want you to know how much it means to me that you understand me.  No one has ever cared enough to even try before.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean . . . me and Justin.  I know it’s crazy.  I know it’s a lot for a guy to handle, but you never seem to be jealous of him.”
 
   “Jealous?”  Nick squinted one eye.  “What reason would I have to be jealous of Justin?”
 
   “You know.”
 
   “No.  I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   She sighed and stammered over her words.  She was unable to complete a coherent sentence.  She finally gave up and threw her hands down in her lap.  “I don’t know how to explain it.”
 
   “Just tell me what you’re thinking.”
 
   She was silent while she collected her thoughts.  “I was lying here remembering how I never thought I would find someone who accepted my relationship with Justin.  Men were always threatened by him.  They didn’t like the idea that I had a best friend that was a guy, or maybe they just couldn’t accept Justin because he’s gay.”  She threw her hands down in her lap again.  “I don’t know.  I guess what I’m trying to say is, that when I told you I didn’t want to live in the other house because it was too far away from Justin, but wanted this one only five blocks away from him, I thought it would send you running in the opposite direction.”  She slowly turned her head toward him.  “But it didn’t.  You were OK with it.”
 
   He smiled.  “Of course I’m OK with it.  I want what you want.  I want whatever makes you happy.  There’s nothing I want more in the world than to see your beautiful smile.  And as far as Justin is concerned, I love that you love him so much.  It makes me see what a loyal and devoted person you are and what a big heart you have.  He’s a great friend to you, and I like knowing he’s around to take care of you when I’m not here.  Me and Justin have gotten really close, and you know how buddy-buddy I am with Kenny.  I hang out with him while you do your thing with Justin.  I feel like they’re two of my best friends too, and I hope they feel the same way about me.”
 
   Heather was overwhelmed by his answer and swallowed the growing lump in her throat.  She cuddled in Nick’s arms, and drifted off to sleep, happier than she had ever been in her life.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Six:
 
   Justin knew that Heather would be upset and overreact.  He reached out to her, but she pushed him away.
 
   “No.  Don’t touch me.”  Her voice waivered, and her lip trembled slightly.
 
   Justin jumped back, hurt by her remark.  “What do you mean, don’t touch you?”
 
   “I mean exactly what I said.”  She turned her back to him, folded her arms across her chest and hung her head.
 
   “Oh, honey.”  Kenny placed his hand on her shoulder.  “Don’t be like that.”
 
   Heather fell into Kenny’s arms.  She clutched onto him and buried her face into his chest in the same manner she always sought comfort from Justin.  It caught Kenny totally by surprise, and it infuriated Justin.  This was his domain, not Kenny’s, but Justin knew exactly what Heather was doing.  She was trying to make him jealous – and it worked.
 
   “Heather!” Justin snapped at her, but she ignored him.  “Heather, stop it!”
 
   She wasn’t crying, but she was on the verge of tears, and you heard it in her voice as she mumbled a feeble, “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Leave you alone?  Don’t talk to me like that!”  Justin held his arms out to her.  “Come over here, right now.”
 
   She peeked up from Kenny’s shoulder, and a tear glistened in the corner of her eye.  She shook her head, and buried her face in Kenny’s chest again.
 
   Justin had no idea her rejection would affect him so much.  He watched Kenny rest his cheek on top of Heather’s head and rub his hand up and down the center of her back with a loving touch – and Justin didn’t like it.  Not one bit.  “Kenny, what are you doing?”
 
   “What do you expect me to do?  I can’t push her away.”
 
   Justin stomped his foot, paced around the living room and almost collided with Nick when he entered through the front door.  Justin was glad that Nick was there.  Nick had a way of taking control and smoothing out a difficult situation.  Maybe he could put things into perspective and talk some sense into Heather.
 
   Justin stood with his hands on his hips, and his mouth pressed into a tight line, while Nick assessed the tension in the room.
 
   Nick took a double take at Heather in Kenny’s arms.  “What’s going on?”
 
   No one answered.
 
   “Heather, what’s wrong?” Nick asked again.  When she still didn’t respond, Nick looked to Justin, but Justin was too upset to answer, so he snorted and turned away.
 
   “They’re fighting,” Kenny said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   Again no one replied.
 
   Justin threw his hands up in the air.  “It doesn’t matter!  I’m leaving!”  He had enough.  He wasn’t going to waste anymore time arguing with Heather.  When she was ready to make up, she would call him.  Until then, she could stay mad at him.
 
   Nick blocked his path.  “You’re not going anywhere.  Sit down.  You know damn well you’re not leaving here when she’s this upset.”
 
   “Look at her!”  Justin flung his arm at Heather, still in Kenny’s embrace.  “She’s using Kenny to get to me!”
 
   Nick gently took Heather’s arm.  “Let go of Kenny.”
 
   She withdrew from Nick’s touch and tightened her hold on Kenny.
 
   “C’mon,” Nick said.  “You don’t want Justin to get upset with Kenny, do you?”
 
   Heather slowly stepped out of Kenny’s arms and dabbed at the corner of her eye.
 
   Justin waited, but she still wouldn’t look at him.
 
   “Why won’t you tell me what you’re fighting about?” Nick asked her.
 
   Again, Kenny was the only one to answer.  “Because it’s stupid, that’s why.”
 
   “The two of you act like kids sometimes,” Nick said.  “You’re going to stay here until you work through whatever problem this is.”  He waved for Kenny to follow him, and they went outside.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Seven:
 
   They did act like kids sometimes, Kenny thought to himself.  He didn’t know who was worse – Heather or Justin.  They both could be as stubborn and defiant as a 4 year old.  Kenny and Nick took a seat on the deck out back, while they left Justin and Heather alone inside the house to settle their differences.
 
   Nick ran his hand across his short beard.  “What was that about?” he asked.
 
   “Heather’s mad because she just found out that Justin took one of his clients out to dinner last night.”
 
   Poor Nick looked confused, and it made Kenny smile.  He hoped Nick was prepared to handle the dynamics of Justin’s and Heather’s relationship.  They were a complicated pair that defied explanation.  “It was a female client,” Kenny said.  “You know how possessive Heather is over him.  She’s pretending that she’s mad because he didn’t tell her about it beforehand, like he did it behind her back, like he was hiding something, but we all know that she’s just jealous.”  Kenny sighed with a dramatic roll of his eyes.  “God forbid Justin has any other female friends besides Heather.”
 
   “Why didn’t he just straighten it out with her first?” Nick asked.  “He had to know she’d be upset.”
 
   Kenny raised his eyebrows and lowered his chin.  “Do you really think Heather would be OK with Justin going out to dinner with another woman?  It might as well have been you taking another woman out to dinner.  She would have had a meltdown.”  He shrugged.  “Justin didn’t know what else to do.  He cut this woman’s hair for years.  She’s moving away and wanted to take him out to dinner before she left.  He couldn’t say no, and he was afraid to tell Heather because she would never let him go.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Nick said.  “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Nick . . . honey . . . don’t you know them by now?  There’s no talking sense into them sometimes.  He’s the exact same way with her.  We were together for years before Justin would let me call Heather or let me see her without him.  I couldn’t just stop by and visit without Justin.  I’d get the whole ‘she’s my best friend, not yours’ lecture.  Eventually he chilaxed, but it took a long time.  And he still gets jealous, like before, when she was upset and hugging me instead of him.  He’s just as possessive of her as she is of him.”
 
   Nick wrinkled his brow and was quiet for a few seconds.  “He’s not jealous of me, is he?”
 
   Kenny laughed.  “Of course not!  You’re not a gay man, honey.  It’s the friendship thing that makes them jealous.  Don’t try to make sense out of it.  Whatever they have, it’s extreme.  It’s almost supernatural.”  He shook his head and glanced up to the sky.  “They better both die simultaneously in a car crash or something, because I don’t think either one of them could live for one second without the other.”
 
   #
 
   Justin opened the sliding glass door for Heather, and she smiled at him as she stepped out onto the deck.  She placed her arm around his waist, and he put his arm around her shoulder, as they walked together to the patio table to join Kenny and Nick.
 
   “Did you two kiss and make up?” Nick asked.
 
   She lowered her eyes and nodded.  She was embarrassed by her behavior.  She knew it was childish, but she had no control over it.  Justin was always the one constant person in her life.  Her father abandoned her and her mother when she was just a baby.  She had no brothers and sisters, and she lost her mother years ago.  Justin was everything to her – friend, confidant, adviser.  He was the rock she leaned on.  Her rock, and she would never share him.  She was the woman in his life.  There was no room for another.  She required his all.  As overbearing as it sounded, she knew he cherished her possessiveness, and she felt the same way about his claim over her.  They were one and the same, both greedy for the other’s attention and savoring the protection it offered.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Eight:
 
   Justin loved Heather’s new house.  He was the one who convinced her to have the housewarming party.  He helped her set up the tables and chairs, while Nick and Kenny picked up the food and alcohol.  Justin wanted to decorate, but there was no time.  People seemed to arrive all at once and the yard was already filled with people.
 
   Justin found Nick mingling with a group of his friends, but he couldn’t find Kenny.  He finally spotted Kenny’s bright green eyes on the deck, behind the little bar station, and smiled at him.  Kenny held up two red plastic cups and winked back.  It was the small gestures of affection, like the wink of an eye, that always made Justin’s heart beat a little faster.  He made his way onto the deck and gave Kenny a small kiss and a hug.  Kenny handed him a fresh vodka and cranberry.  The drink was strong and refreshing.  Justin took a big gulp of his drink and chewed on a piece of ice.  He made eye contact with a man he didn’t recognize.  Justin greeted the man with a short smile and nod of the head, but the man narrowed his eyes and smirked.  It puzzled Justin.  He looked over his shoulder to make sure the man’s smirk wasn’t directed at someone else, but no one was there.  When he turned back, the man’s glare intensified, and Justin realized it was blatantly meant for him.  At first, it didn’t register.  Justin wrinkled his brown and cocked his head to the side.  Then it finally hit him.  The man was bothered by his sexuality.  It had been a long time since he dealt with homophobic behavior.  He sighed.  Will it ever end? he wondered.  Probably not.
 
   No matter how hard he tried, Justin couldn’t ignore it.  The man wouldn’t stop staring, and now his smirks were also directed at Kenny.  Before Justin confronted the man, he needed to find out who this guy was and who invited him.
 
   “He wasn’t an invited guest,” Heather said.  “I never met him before.  He came with one of Nick’s friends.”
 
   In the brief span of time that Justin talked with Heather, the man, who was standing about ten feet away, looked him up and down, twice, and sneered at him both times.
 
   Heather clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and slapped her leg.  “What’s his problem?”
 
   Justin narrowed his eyes, stared back at the man, and mouthed the word “What?”
 
   He couldn’t make out exactly what the man said back to him, but the last word was crystal clear.  There was no way Justin could ever mistake the word “faggot.”  And, by the looks on their faces, several other people standing nearby didn’t mistake it either.
 
   Heather gasped so loud that everyone stopped to look in her direction.  She held a large barbeque fork, which someone promptly pried from her hand.
 
   Justin was used to ignorant behavior, but he never expected it from a guest in Heather’s home.  It angered him more than usual, particularly because it was in front of Kenny, and because everyone was now quiet and waited for his reaction.  His heart pounded loudly, and he felt anger and humiliation burn his cheeks.  He suddenly felt like he was 13 years old again.
 
   “Fuck you, asshole,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear, and his words hung in the silent air.
 
   The man raised his brow and opened his mouth.  At first, Justin thought the man was going to laugh, but he knew the situation was about to get serious when the man marched toward him.
 
   Justin stuck his chest out, straightened his shoulders and never averted his eyes.  The man stopped in front of him, and again called him a faggot.
 
   Nick literally pushed people out of his way and jumped between them.  “You better shut your fuckin’ mouth,” Nick told the man.  “You better fuckin’ apologize, right fuckin’ now.”
 
   Justin didn’t need or want Nick’s help.  He was used to standing up for himself.  He needed to fight his own battles.  He brushed past Nick, so he stood directly in front of the man.  “Why do you have to be so fuckin’ belligerent?  Do you know how fuckin’ stupid you sound?”
 
   “You’re real tough when you have Nick backing you up,” the man replied.
 
   Justin narrowed his eyes again and leaned closer.  “Let’s go out front, asshole.  Just me and you.  Let’s fucking go.”  The man didn’t respond, so Justin taunted him.  “C’mon.  What are you waiting for?  Are you afraid a faggot is gonna kick your ass?”
 
   “Justin, stop it!” Kenny yelled.
 
   “Listen to your boyfriend, queer,” the man said.
 
   Before Justin had a chance to respond, Nick punched the guy in the jaw and threw him out of the yard.
 
   It was the last thing Justin wanted to happen.
 
   Kenny put his arm around Justin’s waist.  “I’m so proud of you, honey, for the way you stood up to that creep.”
 
   Justin wasn’t proud.  He was self-conscious and embarrassed.  He looked to Heather.  She had her arms wrapped around her waist, and her eyes gazed back at him, large and round, with the corners of her mouth bowed down into a deep frown.  He knew that she was seething during the altercation, but now her eyes bore pain and sorrow, and it tugged at his heart.  She slowly walked up to him, put her arms around his waist, and buried her face into the center of his chest, without saying a word.  To everyone else it appeared to be an ordinary hug, a display of affection and comfort between two friends, but Justin knew by the way she clung to him that she was silently crying.  It was his fault that she was upset, and he hated himself for it.  “Why are you crying, sweetie?”
 
   “She’s crying?” Nick asked, with surprise and concern.
 
   Heather ignored them both, but turned her face to the side and rested her head on Justin’s shoulder.  He loosened his embrace, and expected her to let go of him, but she didn’t.  She clung to him tighter, so he sighed, and put his arms back around her.
 
   Kenny stroked her arm.  “Oh, honey, take it easy.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  She finally stepped back from Justin and wiped her eyes with her hands.
 
   Kenny presented her with a big smile, and his eyes lit up.  “Did you see the way your fiancé knocked that guy out?  Nick, honey, that was fuckin’ hot!”
 
   The enthusiasm behind Kenny’s voice made Heather laugh, but Justin was bothered by Nick’s interference, even though it was well meaning.  Nick diminished his pride in front of Kenny, and in front of everyone else.  Justin fingered his bottom lip with his thumb.  “You didn’t have to do that, Nick,” he said.  “You don’t have to come to my rescue, you know.  I’m perfectly capable of defending myself, and my boy.”
 
   Nick slung his arm around Justin’s neck.  “I know you can take care of yourself, buddy, but I’m not about to let someone disrespect you, or Kenny, in my house.  That asshole pissed me off, and I just reacted.”
 
   Nick had a habit of throwing his arm around your neck, but he was a lot shorter than Justin, and always ended on tugging on Justin’s neck.  Justin usually found it amusing, but right now it annoyed the hell out of him.  Nick had the best intentions, and Justin knew that, but he wanted to handle the situation himself.  He tried to forget about the incident, move past it, but he couldn’t.  It was stuck on rewind in his head.
 
   Justin grabbed a bottle of vodka and retreated to one of the patio tables.  He poured himself shot after shot of vodka.  The years of torment he suffered as a child because of his sexuality came rushing back, and his self esteem took a giant nose dive.  Kenny tried to get Justin to stop drinking, but he wouldn’t listen.  He wanted to get drunk.  He wanted to be in a total state of oblivion.  He wanted to numb himself to the embarrassment and pain he felt inside.
 
   Kenny grew tired of begging him to stop drinking and walked away.  Justin leaned over the table and pulled the bottle close to his chest.  He coveted his alcohol, like a prize, and watched Kenny talk to Heather.  He wondered what Kenny was saying.  After a few minutes, Kenny returned and tended to him.  Kenny wiped Justin’s brow and smoothed his hair back, but didn’t say anything.
 
   The next thing Justin knew, Heather was standing next to him.  He slowly gazed up at her with two heavy, half-closed eyes.  “Are you gonna tell me to stop drinking too?” he asked.
 
   “Nope.  I’m gonna join you.”  She set down a large pitcher of Alabama Slammers on the table and filled three shot glasses with the cherry-colored concoction.
 
   “What are you doing?”  Kenny scolded her, harshly.  “I told you he’s had too much already!”
 
   So that’s what Kenny got up to tell Heather.  Tattletale.  “Don’t talk to Heather about me behind my back,” he said.
 
   “He’s worried about you, that’s all,” Heather said, in Kenny’s defense.  “He loves you, Justin.”
 
   He was unfair.  Kenny was the last person he wanted to snap it.  “I know.”  Justin sighed.  “I love him, too.”
 
   “I’m right here, honey.  Tell me, not her.”
 
   Kenny had a concerned look on his face.  It was more than concern.  It was worry.  Justin put his arm around Kenny’s shoulder and pulled him in for a hug.  “I’m sorry, baby.  My head’s all fucked up right now.  You know I didn’t mean it.”
 
   After a while, his feeling poured out of him, and he told Kenny everything.  He confessed all the insecurities that he held inside of him because of the bullying he experienced as a kid.  He never showed his vulnerability to anyone before, besides Heather, and it felt good to finally talk openly about it, even though he was feeling sorry for himself.  It turned out that Kenny dealt with a lot of the same abuse when he was in school, but not on the same level.  Justin never told any of his other boyfriends what he went through, not even David.  He never trusted anyone enough before.
 
   Justin drained the last drop in the silver pitcher.  It was good and he wanted more, but his vision blurred and his words slurred together incoherently.  He knew he had enough and should have stopped drinking a long time ago.  Kenny helped him to his feet and supported him as they walked toward the house.  His coordination and equilibrium were impaired by the alcohol, and it caused them to zigzag across the yard.
 
   They passed Nick and Heather.  Justin lunged at Nick and hugged him.  “I’m sorry I was pissed before,” he said.  “I love ya, Nick.”  His intoxication made him over-affectionate, and he placed a sloppy kiss on Nick’s cheek.
 
   Nick laughed and pushed him away.  “I love ya too, man, but don’t start kissin’ me now.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  You’re not my type.  You’re too butch for me.”  He cast a sultry look at Kenny.  “I like ‘em soft and pretty, like my boy here.”  He threw his arms around Kenny and knocked him off balance.
 
   Kenny giggled.  “Now I’m soft, huh?”
 
   He smiled, nodded and squinted at Kenny though eyes that were barely open.  He tried to give Kenny a clumsy wet kiss, but Kenny turned his face away.
 
   “Let’s get you inside and up to bed, honey.”
 
   Vertigo almost caused Justin to tumble over the banister, and he needed both Kenny and Heather to help him up the stairs.  He plopped down on the bed and watched Kenny talk to Heather.  He was fixated on Kenny’s lips.  They were plump and juicy.  Kenny licked them and it drove Justin crazy.  God he loved Kenny.
 
   In one quick jolt, Justin pulled Kenny down on the bed and straddled him.  Justin’s erection strained against his tight jeans, and he pressed it hard against Kenny.  Justin emitted a soft provocative laugh and playfully pinched Kenny’s nipples.  Justin pulled off his belt, folded it in half, and smacked it against the palm of his hand with a loud snap.  He shot Kenny an evil grin, and whacked him on the legs with the belt.  Kenny cried out with a half-scream half-laugh.  He picked himself up on his elbows and watched Justin’s crotch gyrate and grind against him.
 
   Heather was still in the room.  She stood at the side of the bed, captivated by the erotic display.
 
   Justin flashed her a crooked smile and raised his eyebrows.  “Sweetie, I think you better go now.”
 
   Heather snapped back to reality.  Flustered and embarrassed, she quickly exited the room and shut the door behind her.
 
   Justin finally had Kenny all to himself, and he wasn’t going to hold anything back.  It was fantasy fulfillment time.  He unzipped Kenny’s jeans and pulled them off in one quick motion.  Justin stripped off his own clothes and tossed them around the room.  He literally ripped the remainder of Kenny’s clothing off.  Justin’s intoxication vanished and was replaced by intense sexual desire.  He lay on top of Kenny and lowered his face so their noses barely touched.  “I’m gonna fuck you so hard.”
 
   “Justin!”
 
   “Shut up.”  Justin put his hand on the back of Kenny’s neck and gave him a hard, penetrating kiss.  He probed his tongue deep into the back of Kenny’s throat and explored every inch of his mouth.  Justin bit and sucked at Kenny’s neck.  It was soft and slightly salty.  He sunk his teeth into it.  It was delicious.  He bit down harder and it caused Kenny to cry out with a mixture of pain and pleasure.  Adrenaline ran through Justin’s body, and he panted heavily with excitement.  His moved his mouth lower and swallowed Kenny’s entire erection.
 
   Kenny uttered a deep moan and extended his pelvis upward.  He gasped and moaned until his voice was raspy, but before he climaxed, Justin sat abruptly back on his knees.  Kenny popped his head up.  “Don’t stop!”
 
   “I’m not done with you.”  Justin flipped Kenny on his stomach and smacked him hard on the butt.  It left a bright pink handprint on Kenny’s fair skin.  Justin entered Kenny from behind, very slowly.  He slid his hand around Kenny’s hip and found his penis.  He grabbed it firmly in the palm of his hand.  It was hard and thick.  “Are you ready?”
 
   Kenny held onto the scrolls of the wrought iron headboard and braced himself.  “I’m ready.”
 
   A mischievous smile spread across Justin’s face.  Instead of jerking Kenny off, Justin held him tighter in his hand.  He loved to tease Kenny.
 
   “Do it!”  Kenny banged his hips into Justin.  “Do it!”
 
   At first, Justin barely moved his hand.  He waited until Kenny whimpered and begged for release, then he stroked him as fast and as hard as he could.  Kenny jerked back and forth and shuddered with a deep groan.  Hot, sticky liquid lathered the palm of Justin’s hand.  He wiped it on the sheets.  Justin leaned forward with their bodies still engaged, until his mouth was next to Kenny’s ear.  Justin grabbed a fistful of Kenny’s hair and yanked his head back.  “It’s gonna get rough,” he said, in a low whisper.  “Can you handle what I’m about to do?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Whattaya gonna do?”
 
   “Just hold on until it’s over.”  Justin’s lips touched Kenny’s shoulder, and he sunk his teeth into Kenny’s freckled, alabaster flesh.  The brackish flavor of sex rested on Justin’s tongue, and he bit down harder.  He snapped Kenny’s head back by his hair and hit him hard on the hip with his other hand.  It was three successive loud slaps.  Justin felt like a jockey on a racehorse, encroaching on the finish line.  His hand left three flawless bright red prints on Kenny’s delicate skin.  Justin knew he was being too rough with Kenny, but he couldn’t stop himself.  He let go of Kenny’s hair and threw his head down toward the bed.  He grabbed Kenny by the pelvis with a loud smack of his hands, and left two additional red welts.  He shoved his hips into Kenny, deeper and harder with each movement.  He grunted loudly with each thrust of his body.  One more hard push and Justin came with a loud moan.
 
   He leaned over and kissed Kenny from behind.  His kiss was gentle and soft, in dramatic contrast to the rough way he manhandled Kenny seconds before.  He scooped Kenny up from behind his neck and under the knees and cradled him in his lap.
 
   Kenny looked up at him and smiled, still panting and out of breath.  “Are you trying to fuckin’ kill me?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I got a little carried away, but that was incredible.  Fucking incredible.”  Justin’s eyes slowly dropped to Kenny’s slightly parted lips.  They called to him, and he answered with a deep, gentle kiss.  It was filled with passion and lust, but it was soft, slow and delicate.  He brushed Kenny’s bangs out of his eyes with his fingers and saw the red bruise on Kenny’s shoulder, left by his overzealous teeth.  Justin caressed it with his lips and placed a healing kiss over the mark.  He picked up Kenny’s hand and deposited kisses on its palm.  Justin was surprisingly tender.  More tender than he was in his entire life.  It’s hard to believe he was the same person who, moments before, treated Kenny’s body like an inanimate object for the sole purpose of his entertainment.  He ran his hand over Kenny’s hip, and felt the raised skin of the welts left by his slaps.  He leaned over, kissed one of them, and let his lips linger over the bright pink skin.
 
   Kenny saw the marks left on his body for the first time.  He jumped to his knees and twisted around to examine the handprints on his hips and buttocks.  He gasped, but his open mouth quickly turned into a wide smile.  A short laugh escaped him, and he playfully slapped Justin across the face.
 
   Justin laughed.  “You bitch.”  And pulled Kenny back into his arms.
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixty-Nine: 
 
   Justin woke up buck naked.  He rubbed his forehead and searched the empty bed next to him.  His mind was still fuzzy, and he was momentarily unsure of his surroundings.  The noise from the party infiltrated the room and it all came back to him – the fight, the embarrassment, his drunken declaration of self-pity . . . and Kenny’s sympathetic ear.  Kenny saved him tonight.
 
   Justin debated going back to sleep, but he decided to head down to the party.  He found Kenny sitting in a semi-circle, around the fire pit, surrounded by a group of women.  Their eyes were glued on Kenny and they hung on his every word.  Women always flirted with Kenny.  They didn’t care that he was gay.  Even Heather had a crush on Kenny in the beginning.  Hell, sometimes she acted like she still did.
 
   “What happened?” Justin teased Kenny.  “I leave for a few hours and you switch teams on me?”
 
   “Not in this lifetime, honey.”  Kenny smiled up at him from the lawn chair.  “How are you feeling?  I didn’t expect you to wake up until tomorrow morning.”
 
   Justin was surprisingly sober.  The romp in the bedroom earlier must have drained all the alcohol from his body.  He scratched the back of his head and peered into Kenny’s cup.  “Are you still drinking Alabama Slammers?”
 
   “Yeah.  Do ya want one?”
 
   Justin nodded.  He pulled up a chair, and the girls parted like the Red Sea so he could join them.  He barely took a few sips of his drink when Nick slapped him on the shoulder.
 
   “Justin, my man, you’re back in action!”
 
   Nick pulled Justin out of the chair and led him several feet away.  He wrapped the infamous “arm-drape” around Justin’s neck.  This time Justin found it more humorous than annoying.
 
   “Listen, buddy,” Nick said, “I hope you’re not upset with me about before.  I didn’t mean to upstage you in front of Kenny or anything.”
 
   Justin paused while he thought about everything that happened.  He went through a lot of emotions tonight.  “I was upset,” he said.  “Really upset.  I think that was obvious.  I’m a black belt in Tai Kwon Do, Nick.  I don’t want anyone to think that I can’t take care of myself or that I’m gonna let people push me around.”
 
   “I had no idea.  I understand.  I’m sorry, man.  I didn’t mean to insinuate that you couldn’t defend yourself.  Like I said, I just reacted without thinking.”
 
   “I appreciate that you stuck up for me.  I really do.  It means a lot to me that you got my back.  I just wish I was the one who hit that guy.”  He knew it sounded fucked up, but it was the truth.  “I think I was more upset that I let that guy get under my skin than because I didn’t handle the situation myself.  I thought I was over it – letting people like that get to me.  I guess you never really get over it completely, but I haven’t felt sorry for myself like that in a long time.”
 
   Nick scratched at his beard and wrinkled his forehead.  He was quiet for a long time.  “I can’t imagine what it was like for you.  I mean when you were younger.  I can’t imagine having to deal with assholes like that on a regular basis.”  Nick put his hand on Justin’s shoulder.  “That must have been really rough on you, man.”
 
   Justin could see the empathy in Nick’s eyes.  “It was, but Heather was always there for me.  I couldn’t have dealt with the humiliation if it weren’t for her.”  He looked across the yard and smiled at Kenny.  “But tonight, my boy got me through it.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy:
 
   It was a long night and Heather had too much to drink.  She settled into bed, and the room spun in circles.  She concentrated on the quiet in the night.  It was her favorite time of day – the minutes before sleep overthrew her, and all was still.  She found peace in its solitude, and it stopped her momentary bout of nausea.  The stillness of the night was broken by the sound of heavy breathing.  She didn’t comprehend the sound at first, then her eyes flipped wide open as she recognized the familiar sounds of sex.  She continued to listen.  The breathing grew heavier.  It was sprinkled with light moans.  It was Kenny.
 
   Nick heard it too and popped his head up from the pillow.  He made eye contact with her, and she covered her mouth to stifle her laughter.
 
   Kenny’s sighs grew louder, more intense.
 
   Nick covered his eyes with his hand.  “Holy shit.”
 
   “Shhhhhh.”  She strained her ear toward the direction of Justin’s and Kenny’s room.  She continued to listen to the sounds of their love making with a mixture of fascination and arousal, even if it was a bit intrusive.
 
   Kenny continued moaning.  “Uhhhh, uhhhhhh, uhhhhhhh.”  He emitted a series of short grunts and cries that grew steadily louder.  “Uh, uh, uh.  Justin!  Justin!  Oh my God!  UH, UH, UH, UHHHHHHHHHHH.”
 
   Justin’s labored breathing was now audible in the background.  Kenny continued with soft groans while Justin’s panting became louder and overshadowed Kenny.  One long, loud guttural moan from Justin, and the house was quiet again.
 
   #
 
   Heather woke to a throbbing headache.  She reached for Nick, but he wasn’t there.  She tiptoed down the stairs.  Each step made her head feel like it was going to explode.  She heard Nick in the kitchen with Justin and Kenny.  They were having breakfast, and the clanking of utensils sounded like gunshots inside her brain.
 
   She barely mumbled a greeting and poured herself a cup of coffee.
 
   “Morning, honey,” Kenny said.  “Do you want me to make you some eggs?”
 
   Heather put her hand on her forehead and closed her eyes.  “Please stop yelling.  Just let me drink my coffee.”  She took a big gulp.  It was strong and hot.  It tasted good.  She guzzled it down and poured herself another cup.  She sipped the second cup slowly, and let the caffeine attack her hangover.  She kept her back to the boys and faced the counter.  She didn’t want to engage in conversation yet.  Everyone was quiet, and the pain in her head hurt a little less.  Suddenly, she spun around and almost choked on her coffee.  “OH MY GOD!”
 
   Justin and Kenny were startled by her outburst, but Nick kept his head down, shielded his eyes with his hand, and stared into his bowl of cereal.  She thought he was dealing with his own hangover, but now she realized that he was trying not to laugh.  That’s why he wouldn’t look her in the eye when she came downstairs.
 
   “Holy shit!” Heather exclaimed.  She almost forgot about the grunting and moaning that came from Justin’s and Kenny’s room last night.  She threw her head back and laughed, even though it made her head hurt.  “The neighbors down the block probably heard you two last night!”
 
   Kenny and Justin exchanged a guilty smile.  “Kenny’s a screamer,” Justin said.
 
   “My God!”  Heather brought her hand to her forehead, both to suppress the pain in her head and to accentuate her surprise.  “What the hell were you doing to Kenny?  I couldn’t believe the noises coming through the wall!  She nudged Kenny on the arm, with a smile.  “Are you alright?”
 
   Kenny displayed a sheepish grin, and his face turned bright red.  “Justin’s . . . well endowed.”
 
   Heather immediately stopped laughing.  She leaned slightly back and looked at Justin with an inquisitive eye.  “Oh, really?”
 
   Nick dropped his spoon in his bowl and burst into a fit of boisterous laughter.  Nick’s loud laughter boomed inside Heather’s head, but she couldn’t stop laughing long enough to tell him to be quiet.  They both laughed until tears rolled down their cheeks.
 
   Heather finally settled down, but Nick kept chuckling every few seconds.  He couldn’t regain his composure long enough to finish his cereal.  Heather found it adorable.  Her amusement turned to wonder, as she contemplated the depths of Nick’s personality.  First, he defended Justin from harsh ridicule, of his own accord.  No one asked him to step in and defend Justin.  And now, he found genuine humor in the way she chided Justin and Kenny about their sex life.  And then there were the times when Nick mediated the little spats she had with Justin.  That was another role Nick took on voluntarily.  It kept them grounded, and Nick enjoyed that they needed him.
 
   Nick integrated seamlessly into their trio, straight from the start.  There was no adjustment period, no awkward moments, while they got to know one another’s idiosyncrasies.  Nick stepped right in and made himself part of their little circle.  It validated that he was meant to be part of their lives, and the heartache she endured while she waited for him was worth every painful second.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-One:
 
   Kenny ate too much at the party.  It was Nick’s barbecued ribs and the pork roast with his “secret sauce” that pushed Kenny’s diet over the edge.  He knew that giving into temptation for one night wasn’t going to ruin his physique, but the two days of leftovers crippled him.  Kenny felt the extra pounds in his gut.  He was bloated, and he hated it.  That’s why he was pushing himself to do two extra sets of crunches.  Out of the corner of his eye, Kenny could see someone lingering nearby.  He wondered if he was blocking a piece of gym equipment by doing his crunches on the mat in front of the mirror.  He was almost done.  The person would have to wait.
 
   Kenny lifted his shirt and flexed his abs in the mirror.  They looked better already – tighter and more defined.  A dark-haired man stood behind him and watched him through the mirror.  It must be the person who kept circling him when he was on the floor doing his crunches.
 
   The man flashed a huge smile.  “Don’t tell me you don’t remember me,” he said.
 
   Kenny looked at him closer.  He was older, and his hair was different, so it took Kenny a minute to recognize him.  It was Diego, the man he dated when Justin broke up with him – years ago – the man who was at his apartment the day Justin came to apologize and ask for a second chance.  Kenny spun around and Diego greeted him with a kiss on each cheek and a long hug.  It made Kenny uncomfortable, especially since Diego’s hand traveled down to his lower back.
 
   “I’m all sweaty,” Kenny said, in an attempt to extricate himself from Diego’s embrace.
 
   “That’s OK,” Diego replied.  “You know I love the smell of a sweaty man.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes dropped to the gym’s logo on the breast pocket of Diego’s shirt.  “Are you working here now?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.  I started yesterday.”  Diego stepped back and his eyes slowly traveled down the length of Kenny’s body.  “You look fantastic.  I always hoped that one day I’d run into you again.  Do you want to go out for a drink later?  I get off at 5:00.”
 
   Kenny knew he could never see Diego socially, even if it was only as a platonic friend.  Justin would be furious.  But it was apparent that Diego’s intentions were anything but platonic.  “I’m sorry,” Kenny said.  “I can’t.  I’m in a serious relationship.”
 
   “Oh, that’s too bad.”  Diego didn’t try to hide his disappointment.  “Well, then, can we go out as two old friends catching up?”
 
   “I don’t think my partner would appreciate that . . . considering what happened last time he saw you.”  Kenny never used the term “partner”, but he felt it was needed in order to convey his commitment to Justin.
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re still with that guy who stole you away from me.”
 
   Kenny nodded.  “That’s my Justin.”
 
   Diego paused and stared quietly at him with a soft smile.  “Well, he is one lucky guy.  It was really good to see you, Kenny.  I’m looking forward to seeing you a lot more often around here.”
 
   A sinking feeling settled in the pit of Kenny’s stomach.  This was not going to sit well with Justin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Two:
 
   “I have to tell you something,” Kenny said.  He shifted his weight from foot to foot.  “Don’t overreact.”
 
   Kenny’s hesitation made Justin uneasy.  “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “There’s a new personal trainer at the gym.”  Kenny paused.  “It’s the guy I dated when we broke up that time.  The guy you found at my apartment.”
 
   Every muscle in Justin’s body tensed, and he stood up straight.  “Diego?”
 
   “You remember his name?”
 
   Justin remembered him well, and he was immediately threatened by Diego’s reappearance in Kenny’s life.  “Of course I remember his name.  I remember every detail about him.”
 
   “You met him for, like fifteen seconds, a couple of years ago.  How could you possibly remember every detail?”
 
   “I’ll never forget seeing you with him, Kenny.  You have no idea how hard that was for me.”
 
   It was the truth.  Most people’s memories of past events were grossly distorted, but Justin’s memory of Diego was dead-on.  He watched the scene of Diego with Kenny play back in his head, like a flashback in a movie.  It rekindled the pain and betrayal that he felt when he first saw them together, and the heat of jealousy invaded Justin’s body like a disease.  He took several deep breaths.  “You can’t go there anymore.”  He shook his head.  “I won’t let you.  You have to find another gym to go to.”
 
   Kenny raised his brow.  “I can’t?  You won’t let me?  Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do, Justin.  I’m not a child.”
 
   Justin’s jealousy transported into anger in a flash, and he pointed his finger at Kenny.  “You better listen to me!  I’m serious!  You’re not going back there!”
 
   “First of all,” Kenny’s cheeks flushed bright red, “get your hand the fuck out of my face.”
 
   Justin dropped his arm to his side.  He didn’t mean to blow up at Kenny.  It was unwarranted and unfounded.  It had nothing to do with Kenny . . . or Diego.  It was his own insecurity that tore him apart.  It was the leftover baggage from his breakup with David.  But Justin was unable to see past the risk of someone trying to steal his boy.  He remained diligent and shook his head violently.  “You can’t see this guy on a daily basis.  I can’t deal with that.  I don’t want you in the same room with him.”
 
   “You’re blowing this out of proportion.  You’re being irrational.  You have no reason to feel threatened.  I told him we were still together.”
 
   Justin took a step back and paused while he analyzed Kenny’s statement.  “Why would you have to tell him we were still together?  Did he ask you out?”
 
   Kenny innocently raised his shoulders, and his voice escalated an octave.  “He asked me to go out for a drink and catch up.  It wasn’t a big deal.”
 
   Justin knew that guy would try to get Kenny into bed.  His suspicions weren’t fabricated, they were accurate, and Kenny just confirmed them.  Justin held his breath, put his hand on his forehand and looked up at the ceiling.
 
   “I didn’t go, Justin.  You don’t have to get so dramatic.”
 
   “If it was no big deal then why didn’t you go?”
 
   “Because I knew you would have a fucking fit!”
 
   “Did he try to kiss you hello when he saw you?”
 
   Kenny hesitated.  “Yes, but he kissed me on the cheek, not on the lips.”
 
   Jealousy burned through every pore in Justin’s body, and his arms flew around wildly in the air.  “Why did you let him kiss you?  Why didn’t you stop him?”
 
   “It was totally innocent.  And don’t get all pissy with me!  When we ran into your ex-lover, he was all over you with his tongue hanging out, and you didn’t do a damn fucking thing!”
 
   Justin glossed over the statement about Tyler.  He took a long, deep breath and calmed down.  “I want you to tell me that you’re going to find another gym – starting tomorrow.”
 
   Kenny met Justin’s stare with defiance.  “No.  I’m not spending my life running away from ex-boyfriends.  You need to be more realistic and think a little more clearly.”
 
   Justin got worked up into a jealous frenzy again.  He knew that if he finished this argument with Kenny, he would end up saying things he didn’t mean.  He needed to take a break and cool off.  “I can’t talk to you right now.  I need to get some air.”
 
   Kenny called after him, but he was already out the front door and on his way to Heather’s.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Three:
 
   Nick answered the door and knew something was wrong right away.  “Are you alright?” he asked.
 
   Justin shook his head, and his face twitched as he tried to control his emotions.  “Where’s Heather?  I need to talk to her.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Me and Kenny had a big fight.”
 
   Heather rushed in from the other room.  “You and Kenny had a fight?”
 
   Justin wrapped his arms around her waist, and he broke down and wept on her shoulder.
 
   “What were you fighting about?”  Heather stroked the back of his hair the same way she always did when he was upset.
 
   He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.  “He makes me so fuckin’ mad sometimes.”
 
   Nick slung his arm around Justin’s shoulder and gave him a small squeeze.  “Don’t get all worked up, buddy.  You guys’ll work it out.”
 
   “What happened?” Heather asked.
 
   Justin needed to take several deep breaths before he was able to answer.  “Remember that guy Diego?”
 
   Heather wrinkled her brow and shook her head.
 
   “He was the guy Kenny went out with when we broke up that time – the guy who was at his apartment the day I went there to get Kenny back.  He’s working at Kenny’s gym as a personal trainer now.”
 
   “You don’t have anything to worry about.”
 
   Justin waved his hands in the air with renewed jealousy.  “You didn’t see him.  He was gorgeous.  And he already hit on Kenny.  I told Kenny that he needed to find another gym – that he couldn’t go to that one anymore, but he’s so God damn stubborn.  He told me no.  He said I was overreacting.”
 
   “Overreacting?”  Heather put her hands on her hips.  “Kenny can’t keep going there if this guy is gonna hit on him all the time.”
 
   “I told him I wouldn’t let him go back to that gym.  He wouldn’t give in.  I was so mad that I had to leave.”
 
   Heather nodded.  “It was better that you left – so you could calm down.”
 
   Nick returned from the other room and held up his cell phone.  “That was Kenny.”
 
   Heather was barely aware that Nick left the room to take a call.
 
   “I’m not ready to talk to him,” Justin said.  “I hope he’s not on his way over.”
 
   “No,” Nick replied.  “He wants me to stop by.  He wants to talk.”
 
   “Well,” Heather said, “I hope you talk some sense into him.”
 
   Nick let out a deep breath and put his phone in his pocket.  “I know you always back up Justin no matter what, but I’m more diplomatic.  I don’t take sides.  If anyone wants to talk, I’ll listen.  If anyone asks my opinion, I’ll give my honest opinion.  There are two sides to every story.  No one is 100% right and 100% wrong.  I heard Justin’s side, and now I’m going to here Kenny’s.  I’ll say this much, Justin, you have every right to feel the way you do, but it sounds like you came off a little headstrong.  If you would have just asked Kenny to find a new gym instead of demanding it, he probably wouldn’t have given you a hard time.”
 
   Heather sat up straight in her chair.  Part of her wanted to reprimand Nick for disagreeing with the way Justin handled the situation, but Nick had a point, so she didn’t say anything.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Nick said.  He placed his hand on Justin’s shoulder.  “I’ll talk to Kenny and you guys’ll straighten everything out.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Four:
 
   “You OK, buddy?”  Nick asked.
 
   Kenny shrugged one shoulder without changing the glum expression on his face.  He rubbed his bloodshot eyes, and felt the heat from his flushed cheeks on the palms of his hands.  He hated that it was obvious whenever he’d been crying.  “I guess Justin told you what we were fighting about,” he said.
 
   Nick nodded.
 
   “Are you taking his side?”
 
   “I’m not taking anyone’s side.”
 
   It was something Kenny wasn’t used to hearing.  “I hate that Justin tries to order me around.”
 
   “I know.  I told him the same thing.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes widened with surprise.  “You told him that in front of Heather?”
 
   “Yeah.  I told him that if he would have just asked, instead of demanded, you would have been more agreeable.”
 
   “What did he say to that?”
 
   “Neither one of them said anything.  I think they were both a little shocked that I was voicing my opinion.”
 
   “You mean shocked that you had an opinion different from Justin’s.  He gets so damn self-righteous sometimes, and Heather just makes it worse by going along with whatever he says.”
 
   “He’s more upset than anything else.  He was crying.”
 
   “Really?  He was?”
 
   “Yeah.  I’ve never seen him so upset.”
 
   Kenny didn’t know Justin was upset.  He thought Justin was angry, and the thought of Justin crying made Kenny’s heart melt.  He quietly gazed off into the distance.  “Do you think he’s ready to make up?”
 
   “Let’s go back to the house,” Nick said.  “I’ll make sure you two sort this out.”
 
   Nick was a good friend.  He was always there when Kenny needed him.  It was only natural that they would share their own special bond.  The two most important people in their lives were bound together like glue.
 
   “Thanks, Nick.  I know you’re supposed to be impartial, but it’s nice to feel like I have someone in my corner for once.  I always feel like they’re ganging up on me, and I don’t stand a chance.”
 
   Nick draped his arm around Kenny’s shoulder.  “That’s what I’m here for, man.  There’s no more taking sides.  From now on, we play fair.”
 
   #
 
   As soon as Kenny walked through the front door, Justin averted his eyes and looked down at the table.  While Kenny looked at Justin with remorse and longing, Justin looked awkward and uncomfortable at Kenny’s presence.  Kenny wondered if Nick was wrong, and Justin wasn’t ready to talk yet.
 
   Kenny waited, but Justin never lifted his head.
 
   “I don’t wanna fight anymore,” Kenny said, breaking the silence.
 
   Justin left the table and went to Kenny.  “I don’t wanna fight anymore, either.”
 
   “You can’t dictate to me, Justin.”
 
   “I know.  It’s just that . . . the idea of you being around that guy all the time drives me insane.  You’re mine.  I don’t want him near you.  I’m jealous.  I can’t help it.”
 
   “You have no reason to be jealous.”
 
   “I know, baby.”  Justin cupped Kenny’s face in his hands.  “I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you.  Will you please find another gym?  For me?  Please?”
 
   Justin was being so sweet and genuine.  Emotion bubble up in Kenny’s throat.  “I’d do anything for you, honey.  All you had to do was ask.  Of course.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Kenny wrapped his arms around Justin’s waist and rested his head on Justin’s chest.  “Don’t run out on me like that,” he said, softly.  “It makes me feel like you’re abandoning me.”
 
   Justin caressed Kenny’s cheek.  “I’m sorry.  I’d never abandon you.  I wanted to cool off, that’s all.  I promise I won’t do it again.  I’ll stay and talk things out from now on.  Rationally.  Not like a crazy jealous person.”
 
   Kenny closed his eyes and hugged Justin tighter.  “I’m sorry, too.”
 
   “Don’t be.  You didn’t do anything wrong.  It was all my fault.  I can be such a jerk sometimes.  I’m sorry.  You were being honest with me, and I wasn’t being very nice.  I see that now.”  Justin gently stroked the back of Kenny’s hair.  “I love you, baby.”
 
   “I love you, too.”  Kenny slowly looked up into Justin’s dark eyes.  Their lips met in a long, tender kiss and a single tear spilled from the corner of Kenny’s eye and down his cheek.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Five:
 
   Heather reached for another bottle of water from the fridge.  She didn’t know why she was so thirsty lately.  She didn’t feel well either.  She was tired and lethargic and had a hard time staying awake for the last few days.  She assumed she was coming down with a cold or the flu, but she still hadn’t experienced a sore throat or any other symptoms.  She looked at the few remaining bottles of water on the shelf in the refrigerator.  “I almost drank this whole case of water already,” she said.  “I just bought it last week.”
 
   “That’s why you get up ten times a night to use the bathroom,” Nick replied.
 
   “I guess that’s why I’m so tired all the time.  Between running to the bathroom all night and my back, I haven’t been able to get a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “Your back?”
 
   “Yeah.”  She rubbed her lower back and cringed.  “It’s been bothering me.”
 
   Without explanation, Kenny rushed toward her, pulled the back of her shirt up and pressed the palm of his hand against the left side of her lower back.
 
   At first, she started to laugh, but then flinched sharply as soon as she felt the pressure of his hand.  “OW!  Kenny, what the . . .”  She stopped mid sentence.  Her kidney.  Something was wrong with her one and only kidney.  Her eyes grew large, round, fearful.  Her mouth bowed into a worried frown, and she turned around to look at Kenny.
 
   “Don’t get alarmed, honey.”  Kenny patted her arm.  “It could be something as simple as an infection, but you need to see your nephrologist first thing tomorrow morning.  It can’t wait.”
 
   #
 
   Heather, along with the three most important men in her life, sat across from Dr. Lewellen.  Nick and Justin sat on either side of her and each held one of her hands.  She stared off into the distance and her chin quivered.  She burst into tears, threw her arms around Nick and sobbed on his shoulder.  Dr. Lewellen explained that her kidney had stopped functioning properly, and she would need to be on dialysis until a suitable donor was found.  She needed a transplant and the wait time was approximately two years.
 
   Justin was remarkably calm as he placed a tender hand on her back.  “It’s going to be OK, sweetie.”
 
   She traded Nick’s shoulder for Justin’s as soon as she felt his touch.  Her sobs were heavy, and she pulled on his neck with both of her hands.
 
   “I’m going to help you,” Justin said, in a calm, steady voice.  “I’m going to give you one of my kidneys.”
 
   She stopped crying and looked at him.  “What?”
 
   “We have the same blood type.  I checked when you had the accident.  Just in case.  We’re a match.”
 
   “Justin, no!”  Kenny cried out.  “I don’t want you to do it!  There’s too much of a risk!”
 
   “I can’t stand by and watch her suffer, Kenny, not when I know I can help her.”
 
   “Please listen to me,” Kenny said, “she’ll get a kidney.  I see transplants everyday at the hospital.”  His voice cracked, and he grabbed Justin’s arm with both of his hands.  “I’m afraid.  Something could happen to you.”
 
   “I know you’re scared, baby.”  Justin put his hand over Kenny’s.  “We’re all scared, but I can’t live without Heather.  I made this decision a long time ago.”
 
   Kenny covered his eyes and rubbed his forehead.  His hands trembled, and he slowly looked up at Heather.  His bright green eyes seemed larger and darker.  He squatted at Heather’s feet and held her hands.  “I’m so sorry, honey.  I didn’t mean to sound like I don’t want Justin to help you.  Of course, I do.  I’m just scared of losing him.  I’m afraid of losing the both of you.”  He rested his forehead against her knees.  “I can’t believe this is happening.  I thought this was over.  I thought you were OK.”
 
   “Everything’s going to be alright, baby,” Justin told Kenny.  “Please try to understand that I have to do this.”
 
   Nick had been quiet, but now he spoke up.  “No.  I’ll do it.  Can you test my blood right now,” he asked the doctor, “to see if I’m a match?”
 
   Heather was in a trance.  She listened to them speak as if she observed their conversation, unseen, from behind a hidden glass.  She swallowed hard and finally found her voice.  “No.  I don’t want either of you to do it.  I’ll wait on the list.”
 
   “Heather, you’re going to be my wife,” Nick said.  “We’re getting married in a few months.  We’re going to spend the rest of our lives together.  You need a kidney.  I’m giving you mine.”
 
   “But Kenny said there’s a risk.  I don’t . . .”
 
   “All procedures carry risks,” the doctor interrupted them, “but I assure you, it’s minimal.  We’ll go over everything step by step.”  He tapped her chart on the desk.  “Let’s start by confirming that one of these gentlemen is a viable donor, and we’ll take it from there.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Six:
 
   The unspoken fear and apprehension was visibly apparent in the room.  They waited on edge and in silence in Dr. Lewellen’s office for the results of the blood tests.  Heather kept checking the time on the small digital clock on the credenza.  Minutes seemed to take hours to tick by.  She was dizzy with questions about the surgery, but she was too afraid to voice any of them.
 
   Finally, Dr. Lewellen returned.  He held two manila folders in his hands.  He sat behind his desk, opened the first folder and read it silently.  He spoke to Justin over his half-rimmed glasses.  “You were right, Mr. Perrotta, you’re a match.”
 
   He opened the second folder and studied it.  “Mr. Hoffman, your blood type is AB-.  Miss Drakos’ is B+.  Unfortunately, we won’t be able to use your kidney.”
 
   The doctor’s eyes shifted to Justin.  “Would you like to proceed with the transplant, Mr. Perrotta?”
 
   “Yes,” Justin quickly answered.  “What do I need to do?”
 
   “We’ll need to run some additional tests to make sure you’re in good health.  If everything checks out, we can schedule surgery for next week.”  The doctor took his manila folders with him, and paused in the doorway.  “I’ll have my assistant bring in the necessary paperwork.”
 
   Heather’s emotions were volatile since she heard the news about her kidney.  She thought she was going to die, then she was overcome with joy and relief at the gift of a second chance at life.  She was grateful and indebted for the wonderful and generous people in her life who loved her so much.  Now the impending surgery sent her into a panic, and she was unable to control her sobs.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” Nick said.  “I’m right here.  I won’t let anything happen to you.”
 
   “I didn’t expect it to be so soon.  I’m not ready!”  She could barely speak through her tears.
 
   “It’ll be over soon enough and then we can finish planning our wedding.”  Nick cupped her wet, tear-soaked face in his hands.  “I can’t wait to marry you, Heather.  I love you so much.  I’m sorry I wasn’t the right match.  I wanted to give you my kidney.  But I’m so happy Justin can help you.”
 
   Heather looked at Justin and they stared at each other without saying a word.  Justin had been strong and composed up until now, but he finally broke down.  She ran into his arms, and they both sobbed.
 
   As Heather and Justin consoled one another, Nick and Kenny reached out to one another with a hug.
 
   #
 
   Once home, Kenny paced around the apartment.  He was too nervous to sit.  He barely had time to fully absorb the news about Heather’s organ failure, and Justin’s decision to donate his kidney, and now they were preparing for surgery.
 
   “Stop worrying,” Justin said.  “I’ll be fine.”
 
   Kenny’s eyes welled up with tears and blurred his vision.  “I can’t.  This is too much, too soon.”
 
   “I need you, Kenny.  You’re making me more nervous than I already am.  I need to be strong for Heather, and I need you to be strong for me.  I can’t do this alone.  I’m scared too.”  Justin paused.  “You’ll be there with me the whole time, right?”
 
   Justin’s vulnerability was blatantly obvious.  Kenny stopped pacing and stood perfectly still.  He couldn’t fall apart.  Justin needed him.  He swallowed his fear, and his nurturing instinct kicked in.  “You know I will, honey,” he said, with confidence.  “I won’t let you out of my sight.  I’ll be there to take care of you every minute.  Heather, too.  You don’t have to worry about anything.  I’ll personally make sure you’re both OK.”
 
   He put his arms around Justin’s neck and held him in a protective embrace.  He pushed the unpleasant thought of Justin undergoing surgery, and the array of possible complications, out of his mind.  He knew he needed to be a professional and put on a façade, for Justin, even though fear remained steadfast and strong in his heart.
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Seven:
 
   Day of Surgery
 
   Heather received a tranquilizer to calm her nerves, but Justin declined.  She didn’t know why he didn’t take it.  She looked over at him lying in the bed next to her in the small pre-op room, and wondered how he remained calm.  Her eyes moved to Kenny.  He adjusted Justin’s bedding for the umpteenth time.  Kenny was the head nurse in the I.C.U. now, and he would be taking care of both of them after surgery.  Thank God he was here.
 
   Normally, surgery would be done simultaneously on both of them, but Heather refused to go into surgery until she knew Justin was alright.  Everyone tried to make her understand that it was more viable for the organ to go directly from donor to recipient, but she wouldn’t listen to anyone, not even Justin.  If they didn’t do it her way, she would refuse the transplant and wait on the recipient list.  She couldn’t go under anesthesia without knowing Justin was out of surgery and OK.  With Kenny’s help and persuasion, the transplant team reluctantly agreed to her request.
 
   She picked at the string on her hospital gown and felt slightly less anxious with the help of the medication.  Right now she was unconcerned about her imminent procedure; she was only worried about her best friend.  “Justin, are you OK?”
 
   “Yeah.  Try to relax, sweetie.”
 
   Nick held her hand and tried to distract her thoughts by asking her a series of unrelated and off-top questions.  He was wonderful.  He was trying to be strong, but she knew he was scared.  Every once in a while, when they talked about her surgery or their wedding, his voice would crack, and he tried to hide it by coughing or clearing his throat.  And sometimes, he would wake up in the middle of the night and stroke her hair and kiss her forehead, while she pretended to be asleep.  She wished she didn’t have to put him through this.
 
   Kenny darted past her again.  He couldn’t sit still for more than thirty seconds.  Even though his shift didn’t start until 7:00 p.m. tonight, and this wasn’t his department, he kept checking in with the nurses to make sure everything was on schedule.
 
   “How are you doing, honey?” he asked her, again.
 
   “I’m nervous.  I just wish surgery would be over with already.”
 
   “You don’t have anything to worry about.”  Kenny patted her leg.  “You got the best team of surgeons and nurses, and they all know my two honeys are here.”  He gave her and Justin a reassuring nod.  “You two are gonna get extra special attention.”
 
   “Will you be here when we get back?” Heather asked.
 
   He leaned closer to her.  “Of course, honey.  Do you think I’m gonna leave you or Justin?  Me and Nick are gonna be here all night.  I’m working tonight.  I’m gonna be taking care of you, remember?”
 
   “Oh.  Yeah.  I forgot.”  The sedative clouded her mind, and she felt stupid for asking such a silly question.  She leaned back and silently stared at the ceiling for a long time.  She wondered why she was given another cross to bear.  She thought tragedy and bad luck were behind her.  She thought she was past all the obstacles that always stood in her way.  She had overcome and endured and finally found happiness.  She continued to stare at the ceiling.  She had overcome and endured and finally found happiness, she repeated to herself.  Maybe that was God’s plan after all.  She had completed her mission.  She found happiness and true love.  Wasn’t that what she searched for her entire life?  Maybe this was the end of the road – the end of her life’s journey.  Then why would God drag Justin into it?  Why wouldn’t He just let her die of kidney failure?  But . . . what if that was part of Justin’s life plan?  What if they were destined to be together, in life and in death?  But what about Kenny and Nick?  They would take it hard, especially Kenny.  It was unfair.  Two large tears fell from the corners of her eyes, and she pressed her trembling lips together.
 
   Justin squeezed in bed with her.  She welcomed his presence and rested her head on his chest.  He pulled her closer, and she knew that he needed her just as much as she needed him.
 
   “Thank you, Justin.  For everything.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head.  “Stop thanking me.”
 
   “I can’t.  You’ve been so good to me my whole life.  I don’t know what I’d do without you, or how I would have made it this far.”  The tranquilizer made her lids heavy, but she fended off sleep.  She wanted to enjoy the safe feeling of being nestled in Justin’s arms and blinked away her exhaustion.  She caught a glimpse of Kenny’s forlorn face and knew he wanted to spend this time with Justin as well.  “Go stay with Kenny,” she said in a sleepy voice.
 
   “Are you sure?” Justin asked.  “Are you OK now?”
 
   She patted his chest gently.  “Go.  I have Nick here with me.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Eight:
 
   Justin had prepared for this day since Heather was in the accident and lost her right kidney.  It was always in the back of his mind.  Even though he always knew he’d donate his kidney, and although he never faltered for one moment, he was terrified.  He had no idea what the outcome was going to be for either of them.  His main concern was for Heather, but he worried about his own future as well.  Could his body sustain with only one kidney and, if so, for how long?  He questioned if Heather could go on if something were to happen to him.  Could she live with the guilt?  He thought about asking for the sedative that he refused earlier, but his nerves were calmed by Kenny stroking his cheek.
 
   “Have I told you lately how beautiful you are and how proud I am of you?” Kenny asked, with a soft smile.
 
   Justin’s eyes glazed over, and he kissed the palm of Kenny’s hand.
 
   “You make me so happy,” Kenny whispered.  “I can’t even remember what my life was like without you.  It’s like I only started living the day I met you.  I love you so much.”  A single tear trickled down Kenny’s cheek.
 
   Justin’s eyes moistened, and he blinked back his own tears.  “Don’t you start on me now.  I’m trying really hard to keep it together here.”
 
   Kenny rocked him in his arms.  “I’m here for you, honey.  I’m gonna be the strong one today.  You cry all you want.”
 
   Justin felt his emotions get the better of him, but he didn’t want Heather to see him cry, so he fought his tears.  He clutched onto the back of Kenny’s shirt and held him as tight as he could.
 
   #
 
   Two nurses approached with a gurney, ready to bring Justin to the O.R.  It sent Heather into a frenzied panic.  She reached out to him and cried his name.
 
   Justin went to her.  “It’s OK, sweetie.  Everything’s gonna be fine.”
 
   She sobbed and rested her head in the shallow nook in the center of his chest.  She didn’t want to go through with the surgery anymore.  She wanted to call it off.  She opened her mouth to tell them she changed her mind, but nothing came out.  She let out another sob and held onto Justin’s hospital gown.  “I love you, Justin.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetie.  But I have to go now.”
 
   She didn’t want to let go of him.  She didn’t want him to leave.  She was afraid she would never see him again.
 
   Justin placed his hand under her chin and tilted her face up to his.  “No more tears.  OK?  I want to see a smile.”
 
   She looked into Justin’s warm, reassuring eyes, and found enough courage to manage a weak smile.
 
   “That’s my girl.”  He kissed her on the lips.  “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventy-Nine:
 
   Justin lay on the cold, hard operating table with his arms outstretched.  He looked like he was being crucified.  A large round light blared down on him, like a giant sun.  A nurse methodically attached an IV to his right arm and another strapped a blood pressure cuff to his left.  A third nurse hooked him up to an EKG machine, and yet another nurse counted out surgical instruments and placed them on a tray.  The light reflected off of the highly polished implements like a mirror, and temporarily blinded him.  One of the other nurses turned on a monitor behind his head, and its constant beeping rang in his ears.  His heart pounded in his chest and beads of sweat formed on his forehead.  Again, he wished he took the sedative.
 
   Justin looked from face to unrecognizable face.  They all looked the same behind pale blue masks and surgical caps.  At last he found a pair of bright green eyes smiling at him.  He forgot that Kenny was next to him, holding his hand.
 
   Kenny stroked it with reassurance.  “Everything’s fine, honey.  I’m right here.  Just take a couple of deep breaths.”
 
   The anesthesiologist asked Justin several questions.  He watched the movements of the anesthesiologist’s hands as they prepared the narcotic that would render him unconscious.  The doctor inserted the needle into a tiny jar of fluid and pulled the plunger back.  Clear liquid filled the barrel of the syringe, and the doctor held it up to the light to examine its contents.  He depressed the plunger slightly, and a small squirt of the drug shot out the top of the needle and into the air.  It took the doctor eight seconds, at most, to fill the syringe, but to Justin, it felt like an hour.
 
   The anesthesiologist held up the syringe with a gloved hand.  “Are you ready, Mr. Perrotta?”
 
   Justin turned to Kenny.  “Make sure you take care of Heather, in case . . .”
 
   “Don’t you worry about anything, honey.”
 
   “I love you, baby.”
 
   Kenny pulled down his surgical mask and kissed Justin.  “I love you too, honey.  I’ll be right here when you wake up.”
 
   The anesthesia traveled through Justin’s veins.  He tried to blink, but his lids were too heavy.  As he drifted off into unconsciousness, his last thoughts were of Heather.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty:
 
   “That’s it, Kenny,” Dr. Lewellen said.  “If you’re not on my transplant team, you’re in the way.”
 
   Kenny watched the surgery through the glass viewing window of the O.R. for several minutes.  The sight of his beloved Justin on the operating table with his body open and exposed made him grimace.  He placed his hand against the cold glass and wished surgery was done.  He knew Justin had an excellent team of doctors, but still he worried.  Today was going to be a hard day for him.  He felt guilty thinking about himself when clearly Justin and Heather were the ones to suffer.  He leaned his back to the glass and closed his eyes.  Fear and emotion traveled up from his stomach and settle in his throat.  Tears welled up in his eyes, and his face contorted with grief, but he fought it.  Not yet, he told himself.  He still had Heather to tend to.  He wiped the emotion from his face with a swipe of his hand and headed back to pre-op.  When he got there, Heather was a wreck.  She sobbed heavily on Nick’s shoulder and probably hadn’t stopped crying since Justin went to the O.R.
 
   “Oh, honey, calm down,” Kenny said.  “Justin’s doing fine.”
 
   Heather was startled by his voice.  She lifted her head from Nick’s shoulder, but she still clung to him with both hands.  “Is Justin OK?”
 
   “Of course, he’s OK.  I stayed with him until he was under anesthesia.  They’re doing the surgery right now.”
 
   “Really?  Are you sure he’s OK?”
 
   Kenny put his hands on his hips and cocked his head to the side.  “Would I be here with you right now if something was wrong with Justin?”
 
   Heather paused.  “No. I guess not.”  She looked at Kenny with big, brown innocent eyes.  “Was he scared?”
 
   “He was only worried about you.”
 
   Heather began to cry again, and she returned her head to Nick’s shoulder.  Her body trembled and Kenny rubbed her back.  “Oh, honey, you need to take it easy.  Let me get you something.”
 
   Kenny was furious that none of the nurses had noticed Heather’s condition, and he marched over to the head nurse and lashed out at her.  “She needs another sedative!”  He flung his arm in Heather’s direction and leaned forward at the waist.  “Why hasn’t anyone been paying more attention to her?  She’s hysterical!”
 
   The nurse strained her neck to see Heather from across the room and frowned.  “I’m sorry, Kenny.  I’ll get right on it.”
 
   His cheeks burned red hot, and he pointed his finger at the nurse.  “If that was your family, you’d have three nurses on her!  This is unacceptable!”  He stomped his foot, turned abruptly and stormed away from the nurse’s station.  He sat at the bottom of Heather’s bed and barely finished telling her that he ordered her another sedative, when a nurse appeared with her medication.  It was Aiden.
 
   Aiden had been one of Kenny’s nurses in the I.C.U. for two years, but recently switched to the day shift.
 
   “Thank you so much, Aiden,” Kenny said.  He was calmer now that someone he knew and trusted was there.
 
   “Awww,” Aiden said, as soon as he saw Heather.  “Why so sad?”
 
   Too upset to put a sentence together, she gasped and convulsed.  Nick held her head against his chest and stroked her hair, but it had little effect.  She was inconsolable.
 
   Aiden quickly injected her with the sedative.  The medication took effect right away and she quieted down.  Her hands still trembled, though, as she wiped her face with a tissue and pawed at her throat.
 
   “I’m sorry, dear,” Aiden said.  “You can’t have anything to drink.”
 
   “I know.”  Her voice was squeaky and barely audible.
 
   “So, you must be Heather.  Kenny has been preparing us all week for your arrival.”
 
   “This is Aiden,” Kenny said.  “He was one of my nurses until he bailed on me for the day shift.”
 
   “Do you need another pillow or blanket?” Aiden asked Heather.
 
   “No, thank you,” she replied.
 
   This time Heather’s voice was more stable.  Kenny was still mad that the nurses didn’t give her the tranquilizer earlier, but he blamed himself.  He needed to micro-manage every detail of Heather’s care.  He couldn’t let something like this happen again.
 
   “OK, honey,” Kenny said.  “I want you to lie down and get some rest.”  He lowered the head of her bed and adjusted the sheet over her.  “How’s that?”
 
   “I feel a little better now.”  She offered him the tiniest smile and quickly fell into a light slumber.
 
   Heather looked peaceful for the first time today.  Her breath was slow and even, and she hugged the sheet to her chest.
 
   Kenny glanced at Nick.  He had his hands clasped together and rested his elbows on his knees, while he watched Heather sleep.
 
   “How you holding up?” Kenny whispered.
 
   “Not good, but I need to be strong for her.  I wish there was something I could do.  It’s so hard to watch her go through this.  I don’t know how you do it, Kenny.  You’re amazing.”
 
   “Me?  Justin’s the rock.  Me and Heather are the emotional ones.  I’m ready to collapse, but I can’t let them see that.”  Kenny’s eyes dropped to the floor, and he let out a long sigh.  “And we got a long way to go before this day’s over.”
 
   “I never expected this.”  Nick slowly shook his head.  I was just thinking back to when she first told me the details about the accident.  It never occurred to me that there could still be repercussions.  Who would’ve thought we’d be here a week and a half ago?”
 
   “To tell you the truth,” Kenny said, “I always had the thought in the back of my mind, especially right after the accident.  I used to watch her like crazy, but as the years went by, I thought everything was fine.”  He frowned.  “And now look at her.”
 
   “She’s lucky you were there to recognize the symptoms.  Thank you.  You’re a good friend to her.  And Justin – I think he’d give her the beating heart right out of his chest if she needed it.”
 
   Kenny emitted a soft laugh.  “You’re right about that . . . and she’d do the same for him.”
 
   Kenny’s thoughts returned to Justin on the operating table.  They were probably halfway through surgery by now.  He needed to get back to the O.R. and check on him again.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-One:
 
   Heather was suddenly aware that she was asleep.  She wanted to wake up, but her eyes were glued shut.  Her lids were heavy.  Weighted.  Voices from the conscious world invaded her slumber.  They were unfamiliar.  Incoherent.  They spoke in random sentences.  She forced her eyes to open again, and they finally cooperated.
 
   Nurses walked by her room in clusters, but only Nick sat in the chair by her bed.  “Where’s Kenny?” she asked.
 
   “He went to check on Justin.  Go back to sleep.”
 
   She bolted upright.  “What happened?”
 
   “Nothing happened.  Everything’s fine.  He’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   Heather shifted to one side of the bed and invited Nick to lie down with her.  She didn’t want to be alone.
 
   Nick put his arms around her, and she nestled in the crook of his shoulder.  She wished they could stay like that forever.  She wished that some miracle would happen and she wouldn’t need the transplant anymore.
 
   “Let’s get married,” Nick said.
 
   “What?”  His statement surprised her.  “We’re getting married in September.”
 
   Nick turned onto his side and faced her.  “No, I mean now, after your surgery.  We can fly to Vegas as soon as you’re well enough.”
 
   “What about our big wedding?”
 
   “I don’t care about that.  I want you to be my wife.  I don’t want to wait.  I love you, beautiful.”
 
   Heather ran her fingertips through his short stubby beard, and the corners of her lips curled into a small smile.  “I love you, too, but I want to wait.  I want our beautiful fall wedding.”
 
   The sound of Kenny’s footsteps caused them both to sit up in the bed.
 
   “How’s Justin?” Heather asked.
 
   “He’s fine,” Kenny said.  “No complications.  They’re almost done.  They’re gonna page me as soon as he’s out of surgery.”
 
   Heather closed her eyes and silently said a short prayer of thanks.  She found it ironic how she could forego religion most of her life, but when faced with a life threatening crisis she remembered every prayer she learned in Sunday school.
 
   Kenny’s good news about Justin reassured her, but only slightly, because once Justin’s surgery was over, it meant that hers would begin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Two:
 
   The high-pitched ring of Kenny’s beeper permeated the stillness of the quiet pre-op room.  It meant Justin was out of surgery.  Kenny ran as fast as he could across the floor and caught up to Justin as they settled him into Recovery.  Kenny leaned over the railing of the gurney and took Justin’s limp hand.  “I’m here, honey.  You’re OK.  Surgery’s over.  You’re fine, honey.”
 
   Justin was still too sedated to respond, but Kenny talked to him anyway.
 
   He did a quick check of Justin’s vitals.  They were strong, but Justin looked pale, and it worried him.  His eyes rested on Justin’s torso, and he tried to envision the scars left by the surgery.  Kenny wrinkled his brow and squeezed his eyes shut.  He wasn’t ready to look at the incisions yet, even if it was only in his head.
 
   He kissed the palm of Justin’s hand and cradled it to his chest.  Kenny leaned over and let his lips rest on Justin’s soft cheek.  It had that just-shaved, baby-soft skin that Kenny loved.  He lightly ran his fingertips down the perimeter of Justin’s naked unblemished face.  Justin looked boyish, almost angelic.  He ran his fingers through Justin’s hair.  It was thick and dense, and the color of mink.  Kenny loved to touch its soft texture.
 
   He gazed into Justin’s closed eyes and reminisced about the day they first met in this same hospital under similar circumstances.  He remembered going over Heather’s chart with the day-nurse and catching a glimpse of Justin with Heather.  He was struck by Justin’s good looks and had trouble concentrating on his instructions.  The one and only time they broke up popped into his head.  If Justin never came back that day and apologized his life would be very different.  Nothing would have filled the void that this wonderful man would have left in his life and in his heart.  Tears stung Kenny’s eyes, but didn’t fall.  The loud beeping of his pager interrupted his thoughts, and he turned it off without looking at it.
 
   A few minutes later, Aiden appeared at his side.  “Kenny, they want to bring Heather to the O.R., but she won’t go until she sees you.  You have to talk to her.  She won’t believe us that Justin’s OK.  She’s really starting to freak out.”
 
   He didn’t respond, nor did he look at Aiden.  Kenny’s eyes remained fixated on Justin.  Kenny knew Heather needed him, but he wasn’t ready to leave Justin’s side yet.
 
   Aiden called his name again.
 
   Kenny sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.  His eyes were still glued on Justin, and he still cradled Justin’s hand to his chest, as he answered.  “Tell her I want to stay with Justin for five more minutes.  Tell her I’ll be right there.  I don’t want to leave him yet.  Tell her that I told you to tell her that Justin’s fine.  She’ll believe you.”
 
   Aiden exhaled loudly and hurried back to relay the message to Heather.
 
   Kenny kissed Justin’s forehead and ran his fingers through Justin’s hair again.  Kenny smiled a little.  Justin didn’t like anyone to touch his hair, but he had no idea that Kenny played with it while he was asleep.
 
   “I love you, honey,” Kenny whispered.  “Be well.  I’ll be back before you wake up.”
 
   One last kiss and Kenny made his way back across the floor to Heather.  He started to worry about her.  He was gone a long time and she must think something was wrong.  He walked faster, and then he ran full speed down the hall.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Three:
 
   When Kenny didn’t come right back or answer his page, Heather thought it was the beginning of the end.  She thought Justin didn’t make it.  Next, it would be her turn.  They would bring her into surgery, where she would ultimately die on the operating table.  It would be the end of their existence in this life, but she didn’t care, as long as they were together.  But what if she made it and Justin didn’t?  All the color drained from her face and her inner voice screamed.  That wasn’t the plan.  They couldn’t be separated.  She could never go on without Justin.  Never.  She wouldn’t go through with the transplant.  That’s why they didn’t want to tell her something happened to Justin.
 
   Even though Aiden relayed the message from Kenny that Justin was fine, she didn’t believe him.  She thought Kenny couldn’t face her, and that’s why he sent Aiden.
 
   Dead or alive, she needed to see Justin.  Nick tried to stop her from getting out of bed, but she fought him.  She struggled against his strong arms and Aiden tried to reassure her, but she wouldn’t listen to either one of them.  She would wrestle them both to the ground if she had to.  She needed to find out what happened to Justin.
 
   The double doors to pre-op flew open and Kenny collided with one of the nurses, knocking a tray out of her hands.  The commotion caught Heather’s attention, and she stopped struggling.
 
   “Kenny!” she yelled.  “Where’s Justin?”
 
   “Calm down, honey.  He’s fine.  He’s in Recovery.”
 
   “Why were you gone so long?  What happened?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I needed to stay with him for a little while.  I couldn’t leave him.  I just wanted to spend a little time with him.  I know it was selfish of me, but really, honey, he’s fine.”
 
   She felt a small sense of relief.  “Is he really alright?  Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, honey.  He’s stable.  I checked all of his vitals myself.  You know I would never lie to you.”
 
   She studied Kenny’s face carefully.  He was telling the truth.  Relief washed over her, and her body convulsed several times as she let out a series of small whimpers and soft sobs.  Suddenly, she was filled with a sense of hope.  A reckoning.  Maybe everything was going to turn out alright, after all.  Maybe that was the plan.
 
   Nick hugged her and caressed her back.  “See?  I told you that he was OK and you were getting upset over nothing.”
 
   She gave him a small smile and nodded.
 
   “Are you ready now, Miss Drakos?” one of orderlies asked.  “We really can’t wait any longer.”
 
   Reality hit her like a slap in the face.  It was her turn now.  Her heart ran rampant.  She looked at Kenny and tried not to panic.  “Will you stay with me like you did Justin?”
 
   Kenny leaned toward her with a half open smile.  “Absolutely!  You don’t think I’m gonna let me best girl go through this alone, do you?  And Nick is gonna walk with us to the O.R.  He can’t come inside, but he’s gonna walk you right up to the door.”  Kenny extended his hand to her.  “Come.  Everyone’s waiting for us.”
 
   She took a deep breath, bit her lower lip, and took Kenny’s outstretched hand.  As she laid down on the gurney, she looked back for Nick.  He was right there, at her side, smiling at her with reassurance.
 
   The distance from pre-op to the O.R. was less than a two-minute walk, but to Heather it was an eternity.  Nick and Kenny tried to engage her in conversation on the way, but she ignored them.  Fear crowded her mind and drowned out their voices.  She feared the surgery and the ensuing pain and recovery.  She feared rejection of Justin’s kidney.  She feared not waking up from the anesthesia, but most of all her fears lied with Justin’s well being.
 
   The gurney came to a stop and two large double doors stood before her.  It was the operating room.  All thoughts immediately cleared her mind – except one.
 
   “Can I see Justin before I go in?” she asked.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey,” Kenny said.  “You’re not allowed in the recovery room.”
 
   Nick kissed her.  It was a long closed-mouth kiss.  “Don’t forget, we’re going to Vegas when you’re better.”
 
   She smiled through quivering lips, and her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes.  “No, we’re not,” she said softly.
 
   Nick cupped her face in his hands.  “I love you, beautiful.”
 
   “I love you too, Nick.”
 
   She held Kenny’s hand as tight as she could as they wheeled her into the O.R.  She crushed his fingers, but she wouldn’t let go, not even when the nurse placed the blood pressure cuff on her arm.  Her heart palpitated furiously in her chest, and her eyes darted from nurse to nurse as they prepared for surgery.  She thought about Justin, laying on the same operating table several hours before, and wondered if he was as scared as she was.
 
   “What’s all this talk about Vegas?” Kenny asked.
 
   She knew he was trying to distract her, but she was too absorbed in her surroundings to answer him.
 
   Kenny nudged her shoulder.  “What’s all this about Vegas?” he repeated.
 
   “What?”  She relaxed a little.  “Oh, Nick wants to go to Vegas and get married.  He said he didn’t wanna wait another six months.”
 
   “That’s sweet.  He loves you a lot, honey.”
 
   “I know.  He’s wonderful.  So are you.  Thank you for everything today.  I love you, Kenny.”
 
   “I love you too, honey.”
 
   One of the nurses smiled from behind her surgical mask.  “There’s a lot of love in here today,” she proclaimed, in a sing-song voice.
 
   The anesthesiologist held a syringe in the air.  “Are you ready, Miss Drakos?” he asked.
 
   This was it.  Surgery would begin in a matter of moments.  She was in a full panic and her entire body convulsed with a heavy gasp.  She grabbed onto Kenny’s arm with both of her hands.  “No! I’m scared!”
 
   The anesthesiologist tried to calm her.  “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he said.  “Take a minute or two to relax.  We won’t proceed until you’re ready.”
 
   “Listen to me,” Kenny said.  “You’re gonna go to sleep, and when you wake up this is all gonna be over, and then you can see Justin.  You’re gonna get better and finish making your wedding plans and marry Nick.”  He let out a deep breath.  “Let’s get this over with, honey.”
 
   Kenny was right.  The sooner her surgery was over, the sooner she could see Justin.  She pressed her lips together and nodded.  Kenny left a gentle kiss on her forehead, and she told the anesthesiologist that she was ready.  As she drifted off to sleep, her last thoughts were of Justin.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Four:
 
   Kenny took one last look at Heather on the operating table before he left the O.R.  The day was beginning to take its toll on him.  Thank God it was almost over.
 
   Nick waited for him on a narrow bench in the hallway.  Physically and mentally extinguished, he plopped down next to Nick and let his arms hang lifelessly by his side.  Kenny wanted to be with Justin, but he was too tired to move, and he needed a minute to rest.
 
   “Thanks, man.”  Nick slung his arm around Kenny’s shoulder.  “I don’t know how any of us would have made it through the day without you.  You’re aces, buddy.  Rock solid.”
 
   Kenny’s only response was a massive sigh.  He leaned forward, placed his elbows on his knees and covered his face with his hands.  He knew everyone looked to him for support and reassurance today.  He was the glue that held them all together, but now he fell apart.  He suppressed his emotions for as long as he could.  They suddenly washed over him like a tidal wave.  It drowned him, and he burst into tears.
 
   #
 
   Consciousness slowly invaded Justin’s body.  His lids were heavy.  They opened ever so slightly, and bright light peeked in.  His mind was fuzzy, and his vision was blurred.  He began to fall back to sleep, but Kenny’s voice, far off in the distance, called him back.  This time his eyes opened wider.  He tried to focus and find Kenny’s voice.
 
   “Justin, honey, I’m here.  Wake up, honey.  Wake up.  Look at me.  Open your eyes.”
 
   Justin’s first clear vision was of Kenny’s intense green eyes.  “Is it over?”  Justin tried to clear his sore, scratchy throat.  “Are they done with the surgery?”
 
   “Yes.”  Kenny gave him a bright smile.  “I’ve never been so happy to see those big brown eyes in my life!  I love you, honey.”
 
   “I love you, too.”  He cleared his throat again.  “Where’s Heather?”
 
   “She’s in surgery.  She’ll be there for a couple more hours, but don’t worry, she’s fine.  How do you feel?  Do you have any pain?”
 
   “My throat.”
 
   “That’s from the tube.  You can have some water in a little while.”
 
   “I feel nauseous.”
 
   Kenny bellowed out an order for medication.  A nurse quickly administered it and the queasiness disappeared almost instantly.  Justin was surprised at how good he felt.  He thought he would be in a lot of pain, but he only felt minimal discomfort.  “Why doesn’t it hurt?” he asked.
 
   “Why doesn’t what hurt, honey?”
 
   “The surgery.”  His hands went to his waist and searched for an incision, over his gown.
 
   “Don’t touch it,” Kenny said.  “They were able to do the laparoscopy.  You have several very tiny incisions.  They’re gonna move you to the I.C.U. in little while.”  Kenny patted his arm.  “Get some rest, honey.”
 
   #
 
   Kenny stayed with Justin until he drifted back to sleep.  He wanted to check on Heather, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave Justin’s bedside.
 
   Kenny felt bad that he lied to Heather before, when he told her that she wasn’t allowed in the recovery room.  Technically, she wasn’t allowed in Recovery, but he could have finagled her way in to see Justin for a brief minute.  He didn’t, because he knew that the sight of Justin, still unconscious and attached to machines, would have been too much for her to handle.  It was almost too much for Kenny to handle.
 
   He gently stroked Justin’s arm, and Justin opened his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry, honey.  I didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   Justin looked around the room.  “Where’s Heather?”
 
   “She’s still in surgery.  You’ve only been asleep for about fifteen minutes, silly.”
 
   “That’s it?”  Justin rubbed one eye.  “It feels like a lot longer.”
 
   “I’m gonna go, so you can get some sleep.”
 
   “No.  Stay and talk to me.  I wannna stay awake.”
 
   Kenny knew it was best for him to leave, but he wanted to stay with Justin.  “Are you feeling OK, honey?  Any more nausea?”
 
   “No.  Not really.”
 
   Justin started to pull up his hospital gown to look at the incisions, but Kenny stopped him.
 
   “I just wanna see what it looks like,” Justin said.  “I’m not gonna touch it.”
 
   Kenny was still apprehensive about the scars, however tiny, on Justin’s perfect body, but his concern over the cleanliness of the incisions outweighed his fears, and he released Justin’s hand.
 
   Justin carefully lifted his hospital gown and exposed the four small incisions on his abdomen.  “I can’t believe they took out my kidney through these tiny holes.”
 
   Kenny meticulously inspected each one.  They weren’t red or swollen.  They looked good.  He sat back and stared at them.  Good?  They were slices made by a scalpel where surgical instrument penetrated the firm skin of Justin’s beautiful tanned body.  Kenny bore a poignant frown and he averted his gaze away from Justin’s marred flesh.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Justin asked.  “Don’t they look OK?”
 
   “Yeah,” Kenny answered, in a quiet voice.  “They’re small and clean and will be barely noticeable once they’re healed.”
 
   “So, what is it, then?”
 
   Kenny’s throat tightened with emotion.  He pressed his lips together and his nostrils flared.  It didn’t matter that there would be minimal scarring, if at all.  Right now, all he saw was his precious Justin with holes punctuating his pristine torso.  Tears brimmed heavy on Kenny’s lower lids and his voice waivered.  “You look like a piece of fucking Swiss cheese.”
 
   Justin tilted his head with a soft smile, and invited Kenny into his open arms.
 
   Kenny carefully snuggled in Justin’s embrace and gently buried his face in the crook of Justin’s neck.  It was the best place in the world, and he never wanted to leave.  “Am I hurting you?” he asked, softly.
 
   “No.  You’re not hurting me,” Justin whispered.
 
   “I’m sorry I said you looked like Swiss cheese.”  He sniffled.  “You’re still beautiful.”
 
   Justin smiled.  “You are soooo cute.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Five:
 
   With Justin out of Recovery and settled in the I.C.U., Kenny thought he would finally get a chance to relax a little, but Justin refused to rest until Heather was out of surgery.  Nick, who had been calm and steady all day, was nervous and jittery while he waited for Heather’s surgery to be over, and it added to Justin’s anxiety.  The I.C.U. was on a different floor from the O.R., so now Kenny had twice the distance to cover in order to check on Heather and return to Justin’s side.
 
   Today was a brutal whirlwind.  They were already at the hospital for ten hours and Kenny was exhausted, but he still planned to work his twelve hour shift tonight, in order to take care of Justin and Heather.  When he finally got the page that Heather was out of surgery, he jumped to attention.  He got impatient while he waited for the elevator and raced up the stairs to Recovery.
 
   He checked Heather’s vitals.  They were good, but she looked like hell.  Her eyes were swollen from crying all day, and the dark circles underneath them indicated that she probably didn’t sleep at all last night.  A traech tube still breathed oxygen into her lungs, and a central line attached to a vein in her neck jumped out at him.
 
   Heather, usually so polished and beautiful, was almost unrecognizable.  He kissed her forehead and returned to Justin and Nick.  The sight of Heather upset Kenny.  He tried to sound positive and shed the somber look from his face, but it wasn’t easy, especially after the day he had.  “The surgery went well,” he said.  “Everything’s fine, but she’s gonna be in Recovery for a few hours.”
 
   “Can I see her?” Nick asked.
 
   Kenny wished Nick didn’t ask, but he couldn’t say no.  He brought Nick to Recovery and paused outside the door.  “I just wanna warn you that she doesn’t look good.  She’s on a ventilator, and she’s hooked up to an IV and an EKG.  I don’t want you to be overwhelmed.  She’s very stable.”
 
   Nick almost walked right past her bed.  It was understandable.  The surgical cap hid her beautiful long dark hair and the sheet was up to her neck.
 
   Kenny took off the surgical cap, smoothed her hair back and folded the sheet down to her waist.  He explained the readings displayed on the monitors to Nick, who studied them closely.
 
   “They’re all within the normal range,” Kenny said.  He took Nick’s arm and escorted him to the other side of the bed.  “I want you to look at this.”  Kenny pointed to the collection of bright yellow urine in her colostomy bag.  “The kidney is already working.”
 
   “It is?”  For the first time since Heather went into surgery, Nick’s face brightened.
 
   “Uh-huh.  It’s doing exactly what it’s supposed to be doing.”
 
   Nick looked worried again.  He was pensive, and he rubbed his hand across his chin.
 
   “I know she seems so fragile all the time,” Kenny said, “but she’s a fighter.  She’s a lot tougher than anyone gives her credit for.  She’s gonna be OK.”
 
   #
 
   Kenny managed to get thirty minutes of sleep in a chair next to Justin’s bed before his shift started, and it renewed him.  He ran around the I.C.U. with his usual energy.  When he was satisfied that all his nurses were set for the evening, he concentrated on Justin.  His original plan was to have Heather and Justin in adjacent rooms so they could see each other through the glass walls of their I.C.U. suites, but he quickly realized he would have a hard time keeping them apart.  His new plan was to have them share a suite.  He didn’t care that it was against hospital policy.  He would deal with administration later.  He was in charge tonight.
 
   “You run this place?” Nick asked.
 
   “Yep.  This is my I.C.U. three nights a week.”
 
   “How can you work tonight after running around the way you did today?  You barely had any sleep in the last 24 hours.”
 
   “You didn’t think I was gonna let anyone else take care of my Justin, did you?”
 
   Justin smiled at him.  “Thank you, baby.  When’s Heather gonna get out of Recovery?”
 
   Kenny waited until the last possible second to tell him.  “She’s on her way down now.  She’s off the ventilator, but she’s still sedated.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Six:
 
   Two nurses wheeled Heather’s bed into Justin’s suite.  He strained at the edge of his bed to get a better look at her.  He flinched and grimaced at the pain in his gut, but he pushed through it until he could see her face.  It was pale and swollen.
 
   “Why does she look like that?”  His voice cracked.  “What’s wrong with her?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with her, honey.”  Kenny fussed over Heather.  “Trust me.  She’s fine.”
 
   Justin wished Heather was awake so he could hear her voice.  That’s the only way he would know that she was OK.  He remembered the emotion and turmoil he went through when he waited for her to wake up the last time she was in the hospital, after the accident.  He felt like he was reliving it all over again.  He continued to lean over the edge of his bed so he could watch Heather, even though a nagging pain in his gut caused him to moan and grunt out loud.
 
   “Oh, Justin, honey, she’s fine.”  Kenny continued to carefully check Heather’s vitals.  “I’ll be right there.  Lie back down.”
 
   Nick went to him.  “Take it easy, buddy.  You just had major surgery.”
 
   Justin ignored them both.  He needed to watch Kenny check on Heather’s condition.  He didn’t want to miss any reaction in Kenny’s face that might indicate something wasn’t quite right.
 
   After Kenny finished recording Heather’s vitals in her chart, he came and sat on the edge of Justin’s bed and took him into his arms.  It immediately calmed Justin, but he was still riddled with anxiety about Heather.
 
   “You need to calm down and get some rest, honey.  Do you want me to get you something to help you sleep?”
 
   “No.  I wanna be awake when she wakes up.”
 
   “OK, but listen to me.”  Kenny held Justin’s face in his hands and looked him in the eye.  “You need to relax, or else I’m gonna give you a sedative, whether you want one or not.  Do you understand me?”
 
   Justin nodded.  He was sure Kenny had other responsibilities to tend to, but Kenny stayed anchored to his bedside.  Kenny held his hand, stroked his cheek and comforted him until Heather finally woke up.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Seven:
 
   Heather slowly began to regain consciousness.  She heard voices.  It was Kenny.  And Justin.  They sounded a million miles away, but she focused on them and forced her eyes to open.  She was disoriented and confused.  She tried to move, but the pain in her abdomen stopped her, and she remembered her surgery.  When she finally opened her eyes, Nick and Kenny hovered over her.
 
   “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   “Nick.”  She smiled at him.
 
   Kenny patted her leg.  “You’re OK, honey.  It’s all over.”
 
   Justin called her name frantically from his bed several feet away.  She tried to turn toward him, but it was too painful and she winced.  She tried again, and this time she was able to turn just enough to see him.  He was OK!  They both made it through surgery.  She was overwhelmed with relief and started to whimper.
 
   “I’m here, sweetie.  I’m coming.”  Justin threw his legs over the side of his bed.  Kenny and another nurse tried to stop him, but they had a hard time holding him back.
 
   “OK, OK, wait!” Kenny yelled.  “You’re gonna hurt yourself!”
 
   “I have to go to her, Kenny.  I have to.”
 
   Kenny held Justin’s face in his hands and leaned close to him, so their noses were almost touching.  “Listen to me.  You have a lot of internal sutures, and you’re hooked up to an IV and a catheter.  We need to help you.  And I want you to walk very slowly.”  Kenny huffed.  “I can get in so much fuckin’ trouble for this.”
 
   Justin hobbled toward Heather, supported by Kenny and another nurse.  He threw his arms around Heather, and they both burst into tears.  They held onto one another, oblivious to the people around them, and cried in each other’s arms.
 
   “You two need to calm down,” Kenny said, as he rubbed his hand on Justin’s back.  “C’mon, honey.  That’s enough.”
 
   Heather didn’t want to let go of Justin, but she needed to look into his eyes.  “Are you OK?  I could never forgive myself if anything happened to you.”
 
   “I’m fine.”  Justin wiped the tears from her cheek.  “I’ve just been worried to death about you.”
 
   “Thank you for saving my life.”
 
   “Don’t thank me.  I was meant to do this . . . it was my destiny.”
 
   She placed the palm of her hand tenderly on his cheek and gazed deep into his eyes.  “You’re part of me now.”
 
   “I was always part of you,” he whispered.
 
   He graced her lips with a gentle kiss and held her in his arms again.  She didn’t think the connection they shared could possibly get any stronger, but it did.  Their love was so pure, so raw.  It was a moment that touched everyone’s heart.  Even the nurse who helped Justin get out of bed had a tear in her eye.
 
   “You have to go back to bed now, Justin, honey,” Kenny said in a soft voice.  “She needs to rest.”
 
   Heather made Kenny move her bed closer to Justin.  She wanted to be able to reach out and hold his hand if she needed to, and it comforted her.
 
   Nick kissed her softly.  “I love you, beautiful.  I’ve been sitting by your bed all night.  I promised myself I wouldn’t sleep a wink until you woke up.”
 
   She smiled at him.  “I love you, too.”  Her speech was slurred, and she fought slumber once again.
 
   Kenny patted her ankle.  “I want you to get some sleep now, honey.  Nick, there’s an empty room down the hall when you’re ready to crash.”
 
   Her eyes bolted wide open.  “What?  No!  Nick, you have to stay with me!”
 
   “Heather, relax,” Kenny said.  “It’s just down the hall, and I’m right here if you need anything.”
 
   “But I need him here . . .”
 
   “I’m not leaving,” Nick said.  “I’m staying with you.  Right here.  Justin on one side, me on the other.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She didn’t know why she was so needy.  She hated it, and she wished could stand on her own two feet and be independent.  Maybe they spoiled her too much, but she didn’t care.  She needed Justin, Nick and Kenny.  She needed all three of them.
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Eight:
 
   It was 4:00 a.m. and Kenny started to doze off.  His lids seemed incapable of staying open any longer.  With the exception of the thirty minute nap he had the previous afternoon, he had been up for 24 hours.  He poured himself a cup of black coffee in the nurse’s lounge and the couch beckoned to him.  He wanted to rest his eyes for fifteen minutes, but he knew that if he did, he would never wake up.  Instead, he downed the hot black coffee in his hand and took another cup back to his station in the I.C.U. and finished his shift.
 
   #
 
   Vitals checked, bloods drawn, patients sound asleep.  Kenny’s shift was over an hour and a half ago, but he took the extra time to communicate every detail of Justin’s and Heather’s care to the day nurses, and emphasized how important they were to him.
 
   Weary and exhausted, Kenny retreated to the empty room down the hall that would serve as his temporary sleeping quarters.  As long as Justin was in the hospital, he wasn’t leaving.  He was dead on his feet.  It was the most grueling day of his life.  His head barely hit the pillow when sleep carried him far away.
 
   #
 
   He was barely asleep for two hours before he was awakened by Fiona, one of the day nurses.
 
   “Kenny, I’ve been trying to wake you up for ten minutes!” she exclaimed.
 
   He jumped up to a sitting position.  “What’s wrong?  Is it Justin?”
 
   “No.  It’s Heather.  She won’t let us touch her.  She doesn’t want anyone but you to take care of her.  She won’t even let us take her temperature.  She was getting hysterical.  Luckily, Justin was able to calm her down a little.  I’m sure she’s a nice girl,” Fiona smirked and waved her hand with annoyance, “but you got your hands full with that one.”
 
   Her tone irritated him, and he glared up at her through narrowed eyes.  “I know, Fiona, but she’s family.  And I love her.”  He threw his legs over the side of the bed and his feet hit the floor like two lead weights.  His body creaked when he stood up, but he pushed through the stiffness and walked as fast as he could down the hall to the I.C.U.
 
   Heather was sitting up in bed and frowning, while Nick rubbed her shoulders.  “Kenny, where did you go?” she cried.  “You said you were gonna be here to take care of me!  I need you!”
 
   “Honey, calm down.”  He sat on the edge of her bed and patted her hand.  “I need to get some sleep.  I can’t work 24 hours a day.”
 
   Heather stared down at the sheet.  “I know.  I’m sorry, but I need you.  I don’t trust anyone else.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” he sighed and slouched his shoulders, “I’m so tired.”
 
   She looked back at him with big round eyes.  She looked vulnerable, with a doe-eyed innocence, and he wished she had more self-confidence.  He sighed again.  She was on the verge of tears, and he stroked her arm.  “None of that, honey.  We’ll figure something out.  Don’t get upset.”
 
   Kenny found Aiden, the nurse who assisted Heather in pre-op yesterday morning, and brought him to her room.  She seemed to trust him, and Kenny knew her affection for gay men.  If anyone had a chance with Heather, it would be Aiden.  Besides, he wanted Fiona the hell out of there anyway, after the remark she made about Heather being a handful.
 
   “Oh, I remember you from yesterday,” Heather said, as soon as she saw Aiden.  “You’re sweet.”
 
   Aiden smiled warmly.  “How are you feeling today?  Can I get you anything?  Some juice?”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   Aiden folded his arms across his chest.  “You don’t look very comfy.”  He got a fresh pillow from the closet and fluffed it up.  He helped her lean forward while he gently placed the pillow behind her back.  “Is that better?”
 
   Kenny knew it was Aiden’s little test to see if she trusted him.
 
   She nodded.  “Yes.  Thank you.”
 
   He passed the test.  “So it’s settled, then?” Kenny asked.  “It’s OK if Aiden takes care of you for a few hours while I get my beauty sleep?”
 
   She nodded and smiled.
 
   “Good.”
 
   Justin had watched Heather’s interaction with Aiden without saying anything, but now he interrupted them.  “Wait a minute.”  Justin tilted his head and gave a sly smile.  “How come I don’t get the cute boy nurse?”
 
   Kenny widened his eyes, pressed his lips together and feigned jealousy.  “I’m the cute boy nurse!”
 
   Justin giggled and held his abdomen.  “Stop!  Don’t make me laugh!  It hurts!”
 
   Kenny took Justin’s face in his hands and planted a loud, firm kiss on his lips.  “I’m glad you’re in a good mood this morning, honey.”  He threw his head back and his hands in the air, “Now, please, just let me get some sleep!”
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighty-Nine:
 
   Kenny woke around 3:00 in the afternoon, showered and returned to Justin and Heather, coffee cup in hand.  He read Heather’s chart.  “How are you feeling, honey?”
 
   “It doesn’t hurt as much as last time.”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile at her naivete.  “That’s because you were hit by a car last time.”
 
   He checked her vitals, and her eyes followed him.
 
   “Is everything OK?” she asked.  She sounded like a scared little girl.
 
   “So far, so good.”  He pointed to the monitors and explained the information they displayed, just as he did with Nick when she was in Recovery.  Lastly, he held up her colostomy bag for her to see for herself.  It collected a generous amount of urine.  He flashed her a broad smile.  “Liquid gold!”
 
   He sat down on the edge of her bed, and his demeanor grew serious.  “I want to talk to you about something.  It’s been bothering me, and I need to get it off my chest.”  He paused.  “I want you to know that I would have offered you my kidney.  The only reason I didn’t was because I knew that if Nick wasn’t a match, Justin was going to do it, but I would have stepped up.  I don’t want you to think I wouldn’t have helped you.”  He took her hand.  “I would do anything for you, honey . . . and the way I reacted when Justin first offered,” he shook his head, “I feel terrible about that.  I was so afraid of losing him, that I couldn’t think about anything else.”
 
   “Thank you, Kenny.”  Her throat moved, as she swallowed hard.  “I couldn’t get through this without you.”
 
   Kenny patted her hand again and kissed her cheek.  He knew she needed attention.  Her surgery was the more complicated of the two, and that’s why he checked on her first, but his heart wanted him to go straight to Justin’s bedside.  Kenny checked Justin’s vitals and studied the results of his blood work meticulously.  They were perfect.  Justin’s body handled the extraction without any signs of trouble – so far.  Kenny pushed the thought out of his head.  He couldn’t comprehend any sort of negative outcome, or he would have a meltdown.  Justin was going to be fine.  And so was Heather.  Kenny sat on the side of Justin’s bed and gazed at him with a loving smile.
 
   Justin smiled back.  “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “I keep thinking about the first night we met, right here in this I.C.U.”  He squinted one eye as he searched his memory.  “Only . . . I think Heather’s bed was in the suite two doors away.  Do you remember that?”
 
   “Of course I remember.”
 
   “I remember that night, too,” Heather said.
 
   Kenny giggled.  “I’m sorry, honey.  I don’t mean to laugh.  It wasn’t funny.”
 
   “What happened?” Nick asked.
 
   “The first real conversation Justin and I had was that night trying to flip Heather over so she could get to sleep.  Poor Heather.  She was in so much pain, and she couldn’t move.  She couldn’t get comfortable no matter which way we positioned her.”
 
   Heather smiled.  “I think that’s the night I fell in love with Kenny.”
 
   Kenny smiled back.  “I think that’s the night I fell in love with Justin.  He was so kind and gentle and so worried about you.”  He looked at Justin and his eyes glazed over.  “I knew he was a very special person.  I couldn’t let him get away.”  He kissed Justin and let his lips linger.  “I love you, honey.”
 
   After almost five years together, he loved Justin just as much as he did when they first met.  Naturally, they had their little spats, but there was never a harsh word between them.  They were still loving and affectionate toward one another, and Kenny couldn’t imagine it any other way.  He adjusted Justin’s pillows so he was more comfortable and smoothed the sheet down.  The entire time Justin gazed back at Kenny with a small smile.
 
   “You guys have such a great relationship,” Nick said.
 
   For the first time today, Kenny really looked at Nick.  His clothes were wrinkled and disheveled, and his hair was a mess.
 
   “What happened to you?” Kenny asked, with a soft laugh.
 
   Nick shrugged.  “I slept in a chair all night in my clothes.”
 
   “You mean you didn’t shower or change?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Nick, honey.  I’ve been so busy taking care of these two that I forgot all about you.  C’mon.”  He waved Nick out of the chair.  “We’ll get you a shower and some clean clothes.”
 
   As he led Nick down the hallway, Nick suddenly stopped.
 
   “Thanks, man,” Nick said.  “I never thought she wouldn’t let me go home to shower or change.”
 
   “Have you just met Heather?  She wouldn’t even let you sleep down the hall last night.  Of course, she wasn’t gonna let you leave.  She wants us all there.  The three of us.”
 
   “I feel so bad for her.  She’s so scared.  So am I.”  Nick paused.  “What if she rejects the kidney?  Then what?”
 
   That’s the one question that Kenny wouldn’t let inside his head.  He fought like a warrior and built an iron gate to keep it out.  For the last 36 hours, Kenny triumphed, but one sentence from Nick sent Kenny’s defenses into unanimous surrender.  A dull pain throbbed in the center of his chest as he was forced to be realistic about the possible outcome of the surgery.  “There’s always a risk,” he said, “but Justin was an excellent match for her.”
 
   That didn’t surprise Kenny, and he wondered, could it have been coincidence that brought Justin and Heather into each other’s lives?  Could it be mere chance that they were inseparable and shared a bond like no other, or was it fate or some other Divine purpose?
 
   Nick repeated his question.  “But what if she rejects the kidney?”
 
   Kenny hesitated, and then sighed.  “Then we have to start all over again.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Ninety:
 
   Six Months Later
 
   Heather couldn’t stop admiring herself in the mirror.  The sharp contrast of her stark black hair against the snow white wedding veil was stunning.  Her eyes shifted to the reflection of Justin and Kenny now standing behind her. They looked handsome in their tuxedos.  She looked closer at Kenny.  Was he wearing makeup?  She gasped and spun around.
 
   “Oh my God!  Kenny!  I don’t believe you finally wore makeup for me!”  She inspected his face with an open-mouthed smile.  He had a smidgeon of charcoal shadow on his upper lids with a small amount of eyeliner and mascara.  It made his eyes glow like two huge emeralds under his blond-sprinkled bangs.  He looked stunning.  “You’re not supposed to look more beautiful than me!”
 
   “No one is more beautiful than you, honey.  Now, isn’t it time for you to get dressed?”
 
   Heather was in love with her wedding gown as soon as she saw it.  It was a strapless sheath with beaded embroidery over the bodice and around the natural waist.  The detachable modest length train was completely covered with the same beaded embroidery and attached three quarters of the way down the back of the gown.
 
   She stepped into the gown and Justin zipped up the back.  She turned to face him.  “How do I look?”
 
   He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.
 
   “How do I look?” she repeated.
 
   “You look ravishing.”  Justin kissed her cheek lightly and took her hand.  “Are you ready to get married, sweetie?”
 
   #
 
   Justin didn’t prepare anything to say – that wasn’t his style.  He preferred to speak from the heart.  He felt a little intimidated standing in front of Heather’s and Nick’s guests.  He took a deep breath and let out a soft nervous giggle.
 
   “Most of you know how much I love Heather.”  He scanned the room full of unfamiliar faces.  There were only a few small tables filled with Heather’s friends and extended family.  The bulk of their guests were primarily made up of Nick’s large family and friends, most of which Justin never saw before.  “Actually, now that I look around, most of you probably don’t know how much I love Heather, or who I am,” he said.
 
   “Me and Heather have been best friends our entire lives.  We’ve been through everything together.  I don’t know what I would do without her.  When she was in an accident about five or six year ago and almost died, I almost died along with her.  I couldn’t imagine living my life without her by my side, but she recovered, and I thank God everyday for giving her a second chance.  But one good thing came out of it,” he smiled and winked at Kenny, “I met a cute boy nurse.”
 
   A soft rumble of laughter filled the air.
 
   “So,” he continued, “when she got sick a few months ago and needed a kidney, I had no reservations whatsoever about giving her mine.  I would have given her both kidneys if she needed them.  I would do anything for her.  I would give my life for her.  That’s how much I love her.”  He gazed at Heather with love and devotion, which she silently returned with the nod of her head.
 
   “I always said that nothing was ever good enough for Heather, that no one was ever good enough, not just because she’s my best friend, but because she’s the kindest, most unselfish person that anyone will probably ever meet.  Like I said, I always thought that no one was ever good enough for Heather . . . until I met Nick.  I liked Nick instantly, but when he came to me before he asked Heather to marry him, and asked for my approval,” he turned to speak directly to Nick, “I knew you were the right guy for her.  You’re a good person, Nick.  You have a good heart, and you’re good to Heather.  You make her happy.  That’s all that matters to me – Heather’s happiness.  You’re a lucky man to share your life with her.  Don’t ever forget that.  And she’s lucky to have you for a husband.  She’s given me a lifetime of friendship and unconditional love, and I know she’ll give you the same.”
 
   He raised his glass.  “I love you both, and I wish you a life filled with nothing but love and happiness.”
 
   #
 
   The room thundered with applause and Heather ran to Justin and threw her arms around his neck.  She kissed his cheek and gave him a long teary-eyed hug.  Justin was right.  She was lucky to have Nick for a husband.  He was the right guy for her.  Nick completed their little family.
 
   Nick and Kenny joined their embrace and the four of them shared a joyous hug.
 
   The applause died down and was replaced by the musical sound of spoons being tapped against water glasses.  Justin and Kenny returned to their seats, leaving her and Nick standing alone at the center of the dais table.  The rhythmic clang of metal against glass grew louder as the guests impatiently demanded a kiss between the newly married couple.
 
   She smiled at Nick as he cupped her face in his hands and looked deep into her eyes.  “I love you, beautiful,” he whispered, before imparting a passion-filled kiss on her lips.
 
    
 
   Chapter Ninety-One:
 
   Heather gazed into the backyard from the kitchen window.  She reflected on how much her life had changed in the last six years since she married Nick and counted her blessings – she was happily married, Justin and Kenny now lived in their own home directly across the street, the success of her transplant surgery, but most of all, she was blessed with the birth of her two beautiful twins four years ago.
 
   Courtney was the adventurous one, always seeking new experiences with wide-eyed curiosity, while Joshua constantly chased after his sister, mimicking her every move.  Courtney had her father’s sandy blonde hair and blue eyes, while Joshua inherited Heather’s olive skin and dark features.
 
   Heather watched the twins pull Kenny around the yard on their endless hunt for ladybugs and caterpillars, while Nick manned his station at the grill.  Justin joined her at the window, and she put her arm around his waist.  “I never get tired of watching them,” she said.
 
   “Remember when they were babies and we used the hold them and watch them sleep?” Justin asked.
 
   She laughed.  “We used to have to practically pry Joshua out of Kenny’s arms.”
 
   “It feels like they were just born yesterday,” Justin said, with a faraway look in his eye.  “They grow up so fast.”
 
   They resumed watching the twins through the kitchen window.  Kenny found two dandelions in the lawn and handed each of them a bright yellow flower.
 
   Courtney ran into the house to show off her prize, her long hair flying in the air behind her.  “Uncle Justin!  Uncle Justin!  Look what Uncle Kenny gave me!”
 
   Justin smiled with warmth and affection and squatted down to Courtney’s level.  “It’s beautiful, sweetie, just like you.”
 
   Joshua followed his sister, showing off his own flower.  “Look, Mommy, Uncle Kenny gave me one, too!”
 
   He stretched his little arm up to Heather.  She took the dandelion and brought it to her nose.  “It smells wonderful, baby.”
 
   As quickly as Courtney ran into the house, she ran back out, with her brother trailing after her.  She slid on the tile kitchen floor, lost her balance and tumbled.  Heather and Justin rushed to help her, but Joshua had already picked up his sister.
 
   “Be careful, baby.  Did you get hurt?” Heather asked.
 
   Courtney’s little eyes opened wide, and her mouth bowed into a frown.  She stared off into the distance and held one knee in the palm of her small hand.  Crocodile tears welled up on her lower lids.
 
   Joshua lifted Courtney’s hand from her knee to examine it.  “You’re OK,” he pronounced.  “No blood.  Just a little boo-boo.”
 
   Her lower lip quivered.  “My flower!”  The dandelion she was so proud of hung broken in half in her tiny little fist.
 
   “Don’t cry, Court,” Joshua said.  “Here.  Take mine.  Uncle Kenny’ll find me another one.”
 
   Her face perked up, and she immediately forgot about her minor accident.  She snatched the dandelion from Joshua’s hand, and they ran outside together.
 
   Heather smiled.  “They remind me so much of us when we were kids.”
 
   “They do.”  Justin put his arm around her and they resumed their post at the window.
 
   “I need a new flower,” Joshua told Kenny.  “Her’s broke.”
 
   “Already?  Courtney, honey, what happened?”
 
   “I fell.”
 
   Nick put down his barbeque tongs and bent down next to his daughter.  “Where did you fall, princess?”
 
   “My knee.  But Joshua said I’m OK.”  She extended her leg for Nick to examine.
 
   Nick enveloped her tiny calf in his strong hand and placed a gentle kiss on her knee.
 
   Heather smiled from the kitchen window.  “He’s so good with them.  I never thought I’d find someone like Nick.  I’m really lucky.”
 
   All she ever wanted was to find someone she loved, and someone who loved her back.  Someone who would take care of her and be there for her.  Someone who would never hurt her and never judge her.  Someone she could trust with her heart.
 
   After the multitude of men she and Justin went through in their lives, they both deserved to find someone who loved them as much as they loved each other, and that’s exactly what they each found in Nick and in Kenny.
 
   “I’m glad you finally found your one true love, sweetie,” Justin said.
 
   She slowly turned toward him and gazed into his eyes with a small smile.  She placed the palm of her hand lightly on his cheek, with the tips of her fingers barely touching his skin.  A tear formed in her eye, and she placed a tender kiss on his lips.  “I already found my one true love, 42 years ago.”
 
   ~Jenna Galicki~
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