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Tristan Paulson needs the words to return. He loves his career
penning novels of small-town love, but his muse has gone missing.
Since he can't write, he goes back to his roots to sort through the
items his recently deceased uncle left behind. Once in Sullavan,
Ohio, he realizes just how much he loved the place. Then he sees
the handsome librarian—Michael is just the kind of guy he’s always
wanted. How can he go back to the big city when Sullavan calls to
him?

Michael Kane wants nothing more than to be surrounded by his
books and the written word. He knows heartbreak and isn’t in the
mood to put himself out into the dating pool again...until he sees
Tristan. He wants to be with Tristan, but he’s too shy. A handsome
man like Tristan wouldn’t be interested in someone quiet like
Michael...would he?
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Chapter One

“I"'m so stuck it’s not even funny.” Tristan stared at his computer screen and groaned.
He hadn’t written a word in more than a week. Writer’s block wasn’t his enemy and
the occasiona day without writing wasn't the end of the world. But he hadn’t been
able to work out an idea or even sketch athin plot for anything.

He glanced over at the doorway. He hadn’t seen his butler in awhile and didn’t like
talking to himself. “Dennis?” He drummed his fingers on the desk top. “Are you
there?’

The dry spells in his writing were getting closer together. He hadn’t produced a
bestselling novel in the last two years. His last three books were well reviewed and
had sold a good number of copies, but none were the fourth breakout book he needed.
If he didn’t come up with a novel that sold well, he'd lose his contract with his
publisher.

Part of him wanted to be angry. How dare they dump him? He'd sold over a million
copies of hisfirst three books and made the expected lists with all four. His publisher
should have been grateful to have him on the roster.

Then there was the other part of him that never could quite come to terms with his
ability to write. Throughout hislife, all he’d wanted to do was make stories seem real.
He could spin a yarn with the best storytellers, but he tended to downplay his talents.
All the people who'd told him writing a book was easy would come to mind and he'd
givein to hisfearsthat he’d never produce another great work.



God, he needed a drink, a vacation and a good fuck. Unfortunately, he didn’t have
any booze in the apartment, hadn’t gone away in ayear and wasn't in arelationship.

He' d have to settle for his hand and porn later.Damn it.

Then there was his muse...the uncooperative asshole. The muse wasn't talking to
him, which meant the characters weren't either. Once he went down the rabbit hole of
thinking about his inspiration, or lack thereof... That was when he got himself into
trouble. If he didn’t write the next big thing, he'd have to dip into his trust fund to
finance his career. He snorted. Most people wouldn’t think twice. If they were in his
shoes, they’d use the money his parents had set aside for him and have a life. Not
him. He'd prefer not to touch the surplus he'd saved up until it was necessary. But if
he didn’t bring in cash soon, he' d have no choice.

Dennis strolled into the room and nodded. “Yes, sir.” He placed a stack of |etters onto
the desk, then clasped his hands together. “Did you need me?’ If nothing else, his
butler had great timing. Another minute longer and Tristan would ve given in to
another bout of depression.

“Thank you.” Tristan flipped through his correspondence. Dennis had been the
father-figure Tristan hadn’t had often as a teenager. He knew Tristan better than
anyone and tended to keep him on course. “Denny, | don't know what to do about
this writer’s block.” He scanned the return addresses on the letters. One from his
publisher, one from a former boyfriend and three bills. He sighed. Bills sucked. He
noticed the blank space on one of the envelopes. His address had been typed. “What’s
this?’ He turned the letter around. “1 don’t remember signing up for mailing lists or
anything that wouldn’t put a return address on it.”

“l saw that. Perhaps it's one of the letters from a neighbor for one of the loca
fundraising groups.” Dennis cleared the empty takeout boxes from the coffee table.
“I'll be right back.”



Tristan waited for his butler to leave the room, then opened the odd letter. His chest
tightened as he read the words. He should’ ve guessed the plain envelope would
contain aletter from his stalker-slash-fan.

Write about my town—L ewiston. I'm waiting.

He sank back in his seat and tossed the letter onto the desk. All of his stories were
based in small towns. He' d picked the states at random and made up the names of his
towns, but each was based on little burgs and crossroads he' d passed through during
his various travels. He stated in the acknowledgments of each novel that the towns
were fictitious representations of many places...never anywhere in particular.

He should turn the damn letter over to the police. But what would they do? He hadn’t
been threatened. He' d been asked rather bluntly, yes. Threats? No. And he had no
ideawho the letter-writer was. How could he inform the copsif he had no leads?

Tristan closed his laptop, then scrubbed the back of his hand across his mouth. He
couldn’t seem to put a foot right of late. Everything seemed to be disastrous—he'd
lost his last boyfriend to another man, he couldn’t write for shit, if he didn’t write
he' d be dropped, he had a bitching fan...what else could go wrong?

“Sir?” Dennis returned to the room. “This letter just arrived certified. | believe it's
from a lawyer. A Jamie Meyer. According to the accompanying letter, it concerns
your Uncle Al.” He offered up the thick envelope.

“Uncle Al? Jamie Meyer?’ He hadn’t heard from his mother’s brother in ages. “Hang
on, | don't know what this is about.” He opened the envelope, then withdrew the
stack of pages. He barely read the words beyond the first two sentences. His uncle,
his last link to his mother’s side of the family, had died and Tristan needed to collect
his inheritance.Died. Uncle Al?The man might have been in his early eighties, but he
was strong and healthy...wasn’t he?He turned back to his laptop and searched online



for the lawyer. After the directive from the reader to write about a specific town,
would that person be devious enough to cook up a false letter to get him to come
to...?Nah.Sullavan wasn't called L ewiston—that he knew. His thoughts were running
away with him. Still, he wanted to make sure the lawyer was real.

The website for Jamie Meyer came up in the search. He clicked on the page. The
photo stopped him short. Jamie Meyer was a darn good-looking man. Perfect hair,
perfect teeth...a perfect suit based on what he could see from the shoulders-up pose.
Tristan wondered what his voice was like.Christ.He needed to get laid so he'd stop
wasting time with pictures on the screen and considering the guys as possible dates.

“Sir?

He glanced up at Dennis.Shit.He needed direction. “My uncle has passed. I’ ve got an
inheritance coming and | need to sort it out with the lawyer.”

“Mr. Meyer?”’

“Yes.” He opened a new tab on his internet browser. He had to get his act together
and plan his last-minute trip.Well, fuck.“I’ll need changes of clothes for at least a
week. | doubt this will be a quick process.” Maybe he'd get a story out of the
situation and a better understanding of the uncle he hadn’t seen in forever. The last
thing he needed was to get mixed up with the lawyer handling his uncle’s estate.

“Do you want me to secure flights and accommodation?’ Dennis asked. “| can look
Into renting a private jet. | know how you hate crowds.”

“You're right, | hate going out into crowds.” But he had to do this himself. He
couldn’'t rely on servants forever. “Just give me an hour and I’'ll have you help me

”

pack.



“| see.” Dennis didn’t sound convinced.

Tristan logged in to his email, then paused. “If my agent calls, I'm writing. I’m going
to email her in a moment, but she can be persistent. If Jordan calls, just take a
message. We're not together, but he doesn’t seem to know that.” His ex had been the
oneto call off the relationship, yet he’ d show up when he wanted something—a place
to crash, money, sex... Tristan didn’t have the time for him any longer. “If any more
of those strange letters come without a return address, just put them aside. | don't
want to be bothered.”

“Why? Is that reader still writing to you?’ Dennis folded his arms. For a man of sixty,
he didn’'t look his age. He kept his salt-and-pepper hair trimmed and stayed in shape.

If the age gap hadn’t been so wide, Tristan might have made a play for him.

“Yeah. I’'m not scared, but | don’t trust him or her.”
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“There wasn't a signature on this letter?’

“No,” Tristan said. “Nothing. Not even an initial. The writer ssimply wants me to
create atown based on Lewiston. | have no idea where that placeis.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”
“Me either.”

“I'll be careful, sir, and | think you should, too. I’ ve got some laundry to finish. When
you need me, let me know.” Dennis turned on his heel and strode out of the room,
leaving Tristan with his thoughts.

Tristan cracked his knuckles, then placed his hands on the keyboard. He hadn’t been
to hisuncle’s homein years. Was Sullavan, Ohio, still on the map? He brought up the
street map, then located the town. Not any bigger than he’d remembered, but still in
existence. If he wasn't mistaken, the small town was about an hour’s drive from
Cleveland. Not great, but it'd give him time to plot a new story. Besides, Sullavan
would be good fodder for his trademark small-town setting. His spirits brightened. He
had no idea what he'd inherited, but if he could use the situation to plot his next book,
he' d be golden.

Half an hour later, Tristan had the plane tickets purchased and a rental car secured for
when he arrived in Cleveland. He'd emailed his editor and explained the
situation—he had an outline started and would be getting her up to speed within the
next week, but after he spoke to the lawyer about his uncle' s will. He shut down his
laptop and placed the three memory sticks in his messenger bag. He'd finish



gathering his writing things together once he’ d packed.

Tristan headed down the hallway to his bedroom. Dennis had left his open suitcase on
the bed. Instead of thinking too hard about what he had to do, Tristan set about
putting his bathroom essentials into his bag.

Dennis strode into the bedroom with a basket of clean clothes. “What should | do if
your Aunt Salina calls? Should | tell her where you'll be?’

Tristan zipped his bag. “No. I'm not on her social calendar unless she wants
something. She's obsessed with her step-daughter’s wedding and I, the son of her
only brother, don't matter. Babsy is much more important than | ever will be.” Not
that he cared. He hadn’t been particularly close to his father’'s side of the family and
they only liked him when they wanted to flaunt his status in the book world or to
bolster their place on the social registry.

“Don’t refer to your cousin Jean as Babsy.” Dennis tucked the bag into the suitcase.
“It's her mother’ s right to want to spoil her.”

“Whatever.” He didn’t fault his aunt for the spoiling part, just the lack of interest.
“Youcould have awedding,” Dennis said. “It’snot illegal.”

“Ah, but no one wants to marry me.” He pulled a stack of T-shirts out of the dresser.
He laughed, despite not finding the situation amusing. He'd like to be with a man
who craved him, not one who wanted his money. “I can’'t seem to keep a relationship
going. That doesn’'t sound like the right start for a marriage.” He paused. “| should

probably find a man before | get too deep into planning the wedding, too.”

Dennistook the shirts from him. “Alec wasn't too bad. He seemed sweet.”



“Anyone’ s sweet when they see dollar signs.”

“What about Cody? You liked him. | believe you were going to have him move in
with you.” Dennis packed the T-shirts, then opened the closet. “What about pants?
Are you wearing jeans or do you need something dressier?’

“Denim.” He counted out seven pairs of jeans, then offered them up to Dennis. “ Cody
was a good man, but | couldn’t compete with him. Every time | turned around, he'd
be checking himself out in the mirror. | know I’'m not perfect, but I'm not awful.
When | stood beside him, | felt so...ugly.” He turned his back on Dennis. Truth be
told, whenever he looked at his reflection, he saw the chunky kid he had been in
junior high. Growing twenty years older hadn’t changed his body image problems.
He' d worked out, lost the weight and ate much better than during his school years,
but hisinner chubby kid lingered. He closed his eyes. Now wasn’t the right timeto let
himself think about his inadequacies.

“ And Justin was bad, how?’

“He wasn't.” Justin hadn’t been the issue. “We clicked in bed, but there wasn't
anything otherwise.” Tristan had gotten himself so wrapped up in his own self-esteem
problems, he hadn’t given Justin enough of a chance. But that was in the past. He

needed to move forward.

“Uh-huh.” Dennis nodded once. “This trip is about the will and research, isn't it?
You'll get abook out of the situation if it kills you, won't you?’

“That’s the plan.” He tossed underwear and socks into the suitcase. “My career is off
track. Thiswill be the push to get it righted.” He hoped. “Where are my notebooks?’

“In your office,” Dennissaid. “I’ll get them and your fountain pen set.”



“Thanks.” Tristan walked into his closet and appraised his collection of
shoes.Christ.He had money. He didn’'t have to work. Using the trust fund cash wasn’t
horrible. Lots of others lived perfectly happy lives paid for by the money from
someone else’s hard work. Why couldn’t he do the same? His parents had given him
the cash without question. He grabbed his running shoes and a pair of casual ones,
then closed the door.

He'd built his career as a writer. Constant funding and huge paychecks weren't
guaranteed. He' d lived on less and done just fine. He could do so again—especialy if
the story panned out and he found his muse.Who knew a will could hold so many
possibilities for creativity?

* % % %

One day he'd have a decent office... Michagl Kane sat on the floor of the shed next
to the Sullavan library and flipped through the box of books. His ass ached. He'd
been in a folded-up position on the plywood floor for too long, but he didn’t have a
desk. He counted the remaining boxes of donated books. If each of the six boxes had
twenty or so books... He closed his eyes. A dull ache formed in his sinuses. He'd
never get out of the shed.

No, he had to finish sorting. The little library box in the center of town needed more
books and the ladies from the Friends of the Sullavan Library would want more
novels for the used book sale.

Maybe he should’ve brought a folding chair along for this task. At least then he'd be
off the floor. He would’ve rather been in the main library building, but then he'd
never finish sorting. He scanned the titles of the books in the box—all popular
paperbacks bought at the Sullavan general store. He wished the library were bigger. If
it was, then he'd be able to put a few more of the hardly used books on the shelves,
But Sullavan wasn’t big enough as a town to handle a full library. The former one-



room schoolhouse sufficed. Everything within the building had been repurposed or
donated and most of it had started out in the shed. The other workers at the library
were all volunteers. He brought in a paycheck, but it didn’t cover his monthly costs.

He kept telling himself he'd look for another job in alarger town so he could have a
proper office. The head librarian needed a space to deal with the inevitable
paperwork, to sort through donations and to eat his lunch in peace. Not in his case.
He shared his space with the circulation desk. Wouldn't his buddies from college
laugh? They’d all gone on to bigger, better libraries. Not him. He moved to Sullavan.
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So he liked being approachable... If a patron had a problem, he was easy to find.
Plus, the open floorplan of the library gave him a better vantage point to keep an eye
on the bank of three computers and to watch for possible thefts. He wasn’t sure what
the thrill of stealing a thesaurus was, but at least one managed to walk out of the
library per month.

He picked up his clipboard and resumed sorting through the donated books. If he
didn’t increase his pace, he' d never get done.

“Hey, you.” Dicey, one of his volunteers, knocked on the shed door. “Are you
hiding?’

“No. I'm sorting.” He plunked a worn copy of a recent crime thriller into the book
sale box. “I’'m hoping there are some classics in here. That department is rather thin
and the high-school students keep using them for reports. It'd be nice to have more
than three copies of Wuthering HeightsandJane Eyre. | know many of the students
can't afford to buy their own books. Having them here helps out everyone.”

“IsJane Eyrethe current book being used for projects?’ Dicey asked. She puffed a
lock of hair out of her eyes.

“Yes. Why?" What had he missed this time?
“Then that explains why we had to order a bunch in and the ones we should’ ve had

are missing. Not checked out. Missing.” She folded her arms. “I hate to admit it, but
we' ve got tons of heart in Sullavan, but no money.”



“l know. Having a lot of heart is a good thing, though.”Just bad for funding.He
sighed. “I wish | could get a grant to buy more books or some wealthy patron would
magically show up and donate whatever we wanted...but that won’t happen.”

“I’ve tried to conjure up money, but my spells don’t work.”

He stared at her. Dicey Smith embodied eccentricity. Her hair was never the same
color for more than a week. She wore long dresses and, depending on the day,
claimed to be a witch or a fortune teller. But she entertained him. She was loyal,
sweet and didn’t expect payment for the hours she spent at the library.

“I’ll bite,” Dicey said. “If you can get a grant, where does the money come from? The
state won't cough up more and the town can’t carry it. | know what you make and it’s
not much. The Joneses and the Martins have already donated their fair share.”

“1 know.” Herelied on the generosity of the Friends of the Sullavan Library and both
wealthy families to help make ends meet, but even with the help from the state, he
managed to fall short.

“We need fresh blood.” Dicey tapped on the door. “Y eah.”

“In Sullavan?’ He abandoned his clipboard and the box of books. “I can’t tell you the
last time someone new moved in.” He left the shed, then locked the door. “I’m the
last individual to buy a house in atwenty-mile radius.”

“Don’'t remind me.” She fell into step beside him. “Then Al died and the population
went down.” She swatted Michael’s arm. “Did you know | dated him in school? We
were sweethearts.”

“l remember you mentioning something about that.” He nodded, then held the door
for her to enter the building first. She'd been crushed when she'd first found out Al



had passed.

“Anyway, we need new blood in town. Something to jazz the place up.” She pointed
to Michaedl. “Right?’

“Y ou're old enough to be my mother and I’'m gay,” Michael said.

“Which is why we' re perfect for each other.” Dicey rounded the counter and plopped
onto the chair. “If all elsefails, we're amatch.”

Herolled his eyes. “1 doubt it.”

“We both like...” She dropped her voice to a whisper and glanced around the nearly
empty building. “Dicks.”

“Dicey, please.” He didn’t mind her feeling comfortable enough in his presence to be
blunt, but what if a patron heard her?

“Oh, okay.” Dicey leaned on the counter. “Lauren, did you hear what | said?’

Lauren poked her head out from between the shelves in the children’s section.
“There’' s no one here but the three of us and yes, | caught every word.”

“Drat.” Dicey glared at Michael. “Oh well.”

“Just be glad there aren’'t patrons here.” Michael took his post at the other end of the
circulation desk. “Count your blessings.”

“Speaking of blessings, I’'m lucking out on the man front. How about Lauren and |
find you one?’ Dicey grinned. “I could conjure one.”



“No.” Dating never worked for him—not that he'd tell her that. “No conjuring or
otherwise. I’'m good on my own.” He wasn't sure why he’'d been honest. Once she
got an idea, she didn’t let go until she saw it through. He' d be her next mission.

“I’ll wear you down one day at atime.” She sighed. “You know, | went out there to
ask you to come in here because we needed help, but that didn’t bring in patrons.”

“Why’d you think it would? School isn’'t out yet and story time was this morning.
Everyone in town is either at work or not coming here. We aren’'t exactly a hotspot.”
Michael tapped the keys on his laptop. He looked over his email, then paused. Most
of it was nothing but interoffice memos from the main branch of the library system or
from a patron requesting a hold. “Why am | getting notifications from the senior
center regarding donating used books?’
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Dicey blushed. “What do you mean?’

He knew that tone of voice. He bit back a grumble. “Why is someone named JK
asking if we have extra books? Y ou’re the secretary for the Friends. Why didn’t you
answer this?’

She averted her gaze. “Because XK is cute and he' s single. He' s also young.”
“Don’t try to fix me up.”

“He' sright out of college and, according to his aunt, he's gay.” She batted her lashes.
“Someone in this library needs to get some. Why can't it be you?’

“Dicey.” He blew out a ragged breath to steady his nerves. She knew how to hit the
right buttons to drive him crazy. He wasn't in the market for a relationship, and not
one with a guy ten years younger than him. He wasn't in the mood to train a lover.
Besides, how could he be sure this JK would stick around? He might have told
himself he'd put himself on the market for a new job, but the truth was, he liked
Sullavan and wasn't leaving any time soon. He typed out areply, then hit send.

Michael massaged his temples. He loved Dicey and Lauren. Most days they were
great. Today? Not so much. Lauren was fine, but Dicey... She'd drive him nuts
before she gave up volunteering for good.

He spent the next two hours behind the circulation desk and dealt with the after-
school rush. During the lull at six, he re-shelved the returned books and neatened up
the children’s section. When the bell dinged, he didn’t bother to look up. Dicey and



Lauren were behind the desk and could handle the patron if there was a problem.

“Hi, I’'m here on the hunt for books about Sullavan. Can you help me?’

Michael froze. He hadn’t heard that particular warm baritone voice in the library
before. The speaker was forthright, but polite. A shiver ran the length of his spine. He
glanced over the display of early reading books to appraise the man at the counter.
His jaw nearly dropped and his nerve endings sizzled. He'd never seen the man
before—not in the library or Sullavan, Ohio.

The gentleman, tall with black hair and five o' clock shadow darkening his cheeks,
stood with his thumbs hooked into the belt loops of hisjeans. The tailored shirt clung
to his slender body. When he followed Dicey to the local color section, Michagel
noticed the man’s toned legs and his feet. He wore socks with the casual shoes. Such
asmall detail shouldn’t have pleased Michael, but he preferred men who bothered to
wear socks instead of going barefoot. Maybe he' d found a kindred sock spirit.

He paused. What was he doing? A kindred sock spirit? He'd heard the guy speak and
given him the visua once-over, but he'd built up a connection to him in his
mind.Jesus.Dicey was right. He needed sex—at least a fuck to clear his head. He
needed to hide, but there weren't many places in the building to keep out of sight. If
he could return to the desk without incident, he’ d be able to duck behind the bookcase
of DV Ds. Maybe then the hunk wouldn’t see him.

“I'm not sure we have much,” Dicey said. “There are a few books about the
subdividing of Sullavan land and one about Edgar Sullavan. Is that what you want?’

Whatever the man said, Michagl couldn’t understand.

“Our head librarian, Michael, would know more.” Dicey met Michael’ s gaze. “There
you are. I’ve got a job for you.” She turned her attention back to the hottie in the



button-down. “Are you here doing a term paper? College paper?”

The man smiled and his blue eyes sparkled. “Research, yes. Paper, no. | wanted to
learn about Sullavan and was told to come here.”

“Oh.” Shefrowned. “Michael.”

He sighed, then headed over to the research desks. “Hi. I’'m Michael. All of our books
based on, involving or written about Sullavan and our founder, Edgar Sullavan, are
here.” He pointed to the lone shelf. “You' re welcome to peruse any of the titles, but
because they’'re reference, we can’'t loan them out. What kind of research are you
doing? | know afew of the older folks in town might be good references.”

“Thank you.” He smiled again. “1’m working on a book.”

“Areyou an author?’ Dicey asked. She pushed in beside Michael.

“l am,” the man said. “History is my passion.”

“You're not from around here.” Dicey laughed. “I like you.”

“1 like you, too.” The man took one of the books from the shelf. “I’'m researching my
family and | traced them to Sullavan. | thought I’d see what else | could find...for my
book.”

“Oh. You'reawriter?” Michael’s ears perked. Sullavan tended not to have the money
to draw in writers for talks. Even if this guy wasn't a big-name author, maybe he' d be

willing to have a coffee time chat or something. “What do you write?’

“Novels.”



“Nice.” The guy wasn't terribly forthcoming.Rats.

“I'm Tristan.” He stuck out his hand. “I’'m researching the McCartney side of my
family. Al was my uncle.”

Michael nodded and shook hands with Tristan. “1 knew Al well. He liked to browse
the westerns section. | think he read every one we have. He was a great man and I’ll
miss him.”

Tristan’s eyes widened. “It’s nice to know someone who knew him.”

“I’ve got a few stories about him, but not many.” Michael sighed. “Y ou’re welcome
to whatever information you can find in the books we have. If you find things you
want to take, you'll have to make copies, which are a nickel each.” He'd given that
speech so many times, he’ d memorized the words.

“Copies?’ Tristan tipped his head. “ Those till exist?’

“Yes”Who is this guy?*We're a tad backwater, here in Sullavan. We haven't
branched out into all forms of technology.”

“Copies,” Tristan said. “Huh.”

“Yes.” Michael fought the urgeto roll his eyes. “I’ll leave you alone to your research.
If you have any questions or need help, just ask. One of us will do our best to assist

you.

“Of course.”

Michael turned on his heel and left Tristan alone. Having new people coming to town
wasn't completely bizarre, but he wasn't sure if he could trust Tristan. Al McCartney



had been a fine, upstanding citizen. He'd never mentioned having a nephew and
Tristan didn’t look a bit like Al. The story about doing genealogy work could be true,
or ascam. He narrowed his eyes and kept his attention on Tristan. He didn’t trust the
strange but handsome man. Not a bit.
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Chapter Two

Tristan picked up two of the books, then settled at the large oak table. He tugged his
tablet from his messenger bag. Copies? Who made those any longer when photos
could be taken on the tablet or a phone? He chuckled. Sullavan was in a whole
different time. He rifled through to a section on the McCartneys and snapped photos
with his tablet.Why waste trees by making copies?

He couldn’t focus. Despite finding some of the information he wanted, he couldn’t
settle down. His story made partial sense, but if Michael had half a brain, he'd
guestion the tale. Looking up family history...he hadn’'t set foot in Sullavan in more
than twenty years. No one who'd been in town back then would be around now. It
wasn’'t possible.

He should apologize to Michael and the other workers. He sat back in his chair. Why
did the name Michael send a shiver along his spine? Why did he want to speak to the
librarian again? He stole a glance over at the desk workers. Michael stood with the
older lady. He tickled Tristan's fancy. He was cute in a geeky way. Tristan liked
Michael’s glasses and the air of intelligence swirling around him. Michael could ve
used a proper haircut or at least a decent one. The just-out-of-bed look did work for
him, though. If he were with Michael, he’ d neaten up the style a bit. Maybe he could
show Tristan what actual bedhead looked like. Tristan chuckled again. Mr. Geek Chic
Michael probably had a sweet little woman at home and two kids playing in the yard.

He crinkled his nose. He wasn't a kid person. No way, no how. A dog kind of guy,
yes, but kids...Not going to happen. Crying annoyed him and the sheer number of
germs involved unnerved him.



Tristan stared at the pages but didn’t read any of them. He wasn't learning a damn
thing. He wasn't paying attention to the words...just Michael. If he wanted to write
his next small-town novel and base it on Sullavan, he'd have to read the books. But
he' d also need experience in the area.

“Finding anything?’ Michael asked.

“Yes.” He closed the hardcover. “I did.”

“Are you sure?’ Michael tapped the cover. “You're flipping through the pages of the
thesaurus. You pulled it from the wrong section when you got the other tomes.”

He focused on the title. Of course, he'd picked up the wrong volume. He hadn’t been
paying attention to what he’d done. If Michael hadn’t questioned his story so far, this
maneuver would clue him in that Tristan didn’t belong in Sullavan.

“Areyou okay?’ Michael stood tall. “Do you need help?’

“1 needed aword.” He rubbed the cover of the thesaurus. “Yes.”

“Which one?’

“Lascivious.”

“Really? For your family history?’ Michael frowned. “Uncle Al wasn’'t a man about
town.”

“Right, but my other family members got around.” Oh boy, he needed to shut his
mouth. He'd dug himself in deep. “I'm stuck, so I'll gather up my notes and get
going. Thank you. I'm sure I’ [l be back.”



“Oh, okay,” Michael said. “Sure. We're open often and | seem to be here al of the
time.”

“Great.” Tristan shoved his tablet back into his bag, then hurried out of the library.
He hoped he hadn’t stuffed a library book in with the tablet. Coming back to return
what he'd stolen by accident wasn’'t high on his to-do list. He stopped by his rental
car and checked his bag.No castaways. Good.

He groaned. He'd made a mess of his initial research session. He'd barely looked at
the books and had flipped through the damn thesaurus.A thesaurus! Jesus. Then he'd
escaped like a thief. He had to get a hold of himsalf. Yes, Michael was pretty, but
with Tristan’s luck, he was straight. Besides, he lived in Sullavan. Tristan had no
desire to put down roots in the small town. But what was it about the place that had
him all turned around? Was Michael the reason? He settled behind the wheel of his
car, then whipped out his phone. If he was going to stay in Sullavan, he'd need a
room. He hadn’t thought of lodging before he'd left New Y ork. He scrolled through
the list of hotels, but the closest one was more than twenty miles away. How in the
hell would he be able to study Sullavan if he wasn’t in town?

He blew out a ragged breath. He needed to get a grip. He should go back into the
library and ask about closer hotels, but how would he do that without his tail between
his legs?

Tristan returned to his results list. What about a bed and breakfast? Were there any of
those in Sullavan? He scrolled down the webpage until he located the Sullavan B& B.
Four rooms, vacancies according to the website, and food included in the price. Good
enough for him. He dialed the phone number for the establishment. After four rings,
someone answered.

“Sullavan B&B. How can | help you?’ the woman asked.



“I"d like to rent aroom.” He willed his heart rate to slow a little and for his nerves to
stop buzzing.

“Wonderful. When will you bein?’

“In?’ She'd stumped him. Thinking on his feet wasn't his strong point.

“Yes, when will you be arriving?’

Oh! Arriving...“Today.”

“And how long will you be staying with us?’

“I’m not sure,” he confessed. “How long is the limit?”’

“We don’'t have a restriction. If you're already here in town, why don’t you come in

and we can get you set up? Won't take long and we can discuss the length of your
visit?’
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If chatting with her meant time to lick his wounds before he had to see Michael again,
then he was game. He could use a night to prep for the meeting with the lawyer in the
morning, too. He rolled his eyes.Licking my wounds...What had happened to him?
He was the one with savvy. He worked people over and got what he wanted. With a
few questions and a handful of his trademark smiles, he controlled the situation. Not
now. What was it about the small town and the adorable librarian that had gotten to
him?Adorable...Nah, Michagl was cute, but he wasn't Tristan’s style.

“Excuseme. Sir?”’

Oh God. He' d forgotten about the woman on the other end of the line. “Sorry. My...
I’ll be there once | find the place. | haven't been back to Sullavan in along time and
I’m al turned around.” Talk about the understatement of the century.

“Absolutely. We're on Main Street next to the Hallsman Used Car lot. Can’'t miss the
house. It's a powder-blue Victorian,” she said. “The sign israther large, too.”

“Thank you. I'll be right there.” Good God. The place was next to a car lot? What
was he doing? He put the phone on the passenger seat, then gripped the steering
wheel. He' d lost his damn mind. Getting away from his publisher, avoiding his agent
and the emailing fan weren’'t the best reasons to run to Sullavan. Sure, he was
supposed to meet up with the lawyer and discuss his uncle's estate, but still. He had
to start the next book and needed a plot. Would he find the start he wanted in
Sullavan? He hoped so.

“You can do this,” he muttered. “One foot in front of the other. Come on, Tris.
You'rethe man. Act likeit.” He pulled out of the library lot, then made his way to the



center of town. He located the B& B right where the woman had said—next to the car
lot. She hadn’'t been kidding about the blue house sticking out. The sign dominated
the front yard.

He parked behind the house and strode around to the front, then drank in the view. A
white fence obscured the front of the car lot. Wind rustled down the street and the
leaves on the towering maple trees seemed to wave at him. He stuffed his hands into
his pockets. A few large houses lined the street for a couple of blocks. From his
vantage point, he noticed the manicured lawns and overflowing flower beds. The
houses piqued hisinterest. He' d have to do some exploring.

When he headed up to the front door of the B& B, characters started talking to him in
his head. Whoever the characters were, at least one of them lived in a grand old

house. He' d have to write hisideas down in his notebook and hope he could keep up.

He strode past the wraparound porch and into the lobby of the B&B. A woman stood
behind the desk. When she looked up, her eyes sparkled. “Hello,” she called.

“Hi.” He folded his hands on the marred wooden counter. “This is the lone hotd in
town?”’

“Sureis. I’'m Molly. My mother owned this grand lady when | was a kid and | took
over after she retired. Are you the gentleman | spoke to on the phone?’

“Yes. I'm Tristan.” He sighed. “I’m out of sorts and could use a place to stay.”
“It's a pleasure to meet you, Tristan.” She scribbled something on her tablet, then
turned the screen around. “Sign in here and I'll get you a room. We're happy to have

you for aslong asyou'd like to stay. Lord knows we' ve got plenty of room.”

“No guests?’ He' d spotted the vacancy notification on the website, but wasn't sure if



the icon was a decoration. He signed his name, then nudged the tablet back to her.

“We're empty.” She tapped the screen. “I haven't had any guests since the hotel went
up over by the freeway. | guess no one wants to come to Sullavan. They’d rather stop
just off the main path without venturing south.” She shrugged. “It’s not like we have
alot to see. We're a plain town with nice people and we' re glad to have you.”

“I"'m glad to be here.” He patted his back pocket. “Do you need my credit card?’

“I trust you.” She did athick leather fob with two keys attached across the counter.
“These are yours. Room three. Get your bags and, if you're hungry, I’ve got split pea
soup on the stove. Y ou parked behind the house, correct? The red car?’

“Thank you and yes, | did. Isthat the wrong spot?’

“You're fine. We have camera security, but | wanted to be sure. Hurry up and come
back for supper.” She winked, then disappeared into aroom behind the counter.

“Thank you.” Tristan nodded. He hadn’t had that kind of soup in years. His stomach
growled. Yeah, he needed to slow down, eat and reorganize his life. “I’'ll be right
back.” He left the lobby long enough to retrieve his things from the car, then returned
to the building. He wandered up to the second floor and located his room with ease.
He should’ ve asked about the rates, but did that matter? He'd be staying at least a
week. Maybe she' d give him avolume discount.

“Good. You found it.” Molly stood in the doorway. “I’ve got extra towels. Just ask.
Also, | forgot to let you know what the rates are. It's a hundred a night, but I'm

willing to negotiate. If | think of anything else, I'll let you know. Any questions?’

“Nope. I'm good. I'll see you in abit for something to eat.”



“Perfect.” She left him to his thoughts.

Tristan sank onto the bed. Weariness set in bone-deep. A nap would’'ve been
nice...but so would food. He forced himself to get up and unpack. If he didn’t set his
things out now, he' d never get it done and would spend the week or so living out of
the bag. He plunked the tablet and his notebooks on the desk, then dragged his
toiletries into the bathroom. For a tiny B&B, the place was nice and clean. He
admired the artwork on the walls. Were the people in the photos Molly’s family? He
stared at a photo of awoman in a hoop skirt. She was frowning at the photographer or
something happening behind him. He settled on the edge of the desk and picked up
his notebook. What was the woman’ s name? Why was she upset?

He scrawled down notes. He could see the situation in his mind. She'd just lost her
husband and was expected to submit to a photograph to commemorate the date. The
reason she was scowling was because her son was racing around behind the camera.
She wanted to laugh at his exuberance, but was expected to look stern. Her son would
end up being the father of someone important for the book. Tristan grinned. He'd
think about her and the son later, but he had a start.Hell yes.

He abandoned his things and tucked his notebook into his back pocket. He'd work on
the story later—after dinner. Split-pea soup sounded divine. He headed back to the
first floor, then stood in the middle of the foyer.Well...shit. Where' s the kitchen?

“Hello.” A man strode through the foyer. “Can | help you?’ His eyes sparkled and
when he smiled, he showed off his teeth. “I'm Barry. | haven't seen you around
before.”

Tristan paused. Wasn't Barry quite the forward guy... “I'm staying here for a few
days, so yes, I'm new. I’'m looking for the kitchen or dining area. Molly told me to
meet her for supper.”



“Don’'t get too wound up with Molly. She's sweet, but she'll never settle down.”
Barry nodded, then pointed to the door to the right. “Dining room isin here. It's an
informal setting.”

“Great.” Did that mean he'd be stuck with Barry?Oh boy.He followed Barry into the
dining room. He' d expected three or four tables, but instead noticed one gigantic one.
Barry hadn’t been kidding about the informality. He selected a seat and pulled his
notebook from his pocket before he settled on the chair.
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“Are you a writer? Or a journaler?” Barry plopped down beside him. His knee
brushed Tristan’s. “What do you do for aliving? What brings you to Sullavan?’

Tristan kept his notebook shut. He tended to be the one asking a hundred questions,
but still. “First, I'm awriter, yes. Blogging and journaling was never my strong point.
I’d rather put the effort into the story rather than something silly for a webpage, but
that’s me. | make a decent living from my writing and I’'m here because of it.” He
wasn’'t ready to mention his uncle to Barry. The nosy bastard probably had a story
about them knowing each other or something.

“Nice. I've wanted to write a book for ages, but haven't. I've heard it's not hard to
write. | just don’'t have the time.” Barry unfolded his napkin and placed it on his lap.
“Molly!”

The door on the far side of the room opened and she stepped into the space. She held
alarge soup pot. “Dinner’s ready. | need to grab the rolls.” She placed the pot at the
middle of the table on a ceramic warmer. “Bowls, utensils and the silver are all on the
sideboard. Help yourself. Barry, you've done this before. Give me a hand.” She
disappeared behind the door again.

Barry shrugged. “I come here often for supper. She makes good food.” He picked up
the bowls and plates. “Can’t knock her soup.”

“Thanks.” Tristan held on to his notebook while he retrieved the silverware.
Something about Barry didn’t sit right with him. The guy was too pushy. Too nosy.
He placed the silverware in front of the two plates, then retrieved a place setting for
Molly. “You didn’t set one for her.”



“Oh.” Barry shrugged again, then took his chair. “She works here. She can get her

own.

If he’'d even been a little attracted to Barry, that sentiment blew his feelings up. He
might be a cad himsealf, but he liked men with manners.

Molly returned with a basket of rolls. “Barry...did you set a place for me?”’

Before Barry could say anything, Tristan spoke up. “I did. Thought you might like to
take aload off.”

“| appreciate it.” She grinned, then elbowed Barry. “See? You could take some
pointers from him.”

“I"d like to do something else,” Barry muttered.

Molly sat opposite Tristan. “You'll have to excuse my cousin. He's not used to
people with manners.” She scooted her chair to the table. “I hear you're awriter.” She
smiled. “I love to read.”

“What genre?’ Tristan asked. He waited for her then Barry to fill their bowls.
“Oh...I've got tons of books on my tablet. | like pretty much anything, but old
Hollywood biographies are my favorite. There's something exciting about learning
about people.” She waggled her head. “It's kind of like working here. | see different
people each day...well, most of thetime, and | get a snapshot of their lives.”

“Nice to find someone else who enjoys them.” He winked.

“Please.” Barry elbowed Tristan. “Who reads?’



“1 do.” Molly picked up one of therolls. “Tristan, did you stop by the library? We've
got a small one, but Michael keeps the biography section stocked. I’ m sure he’ d work
out something if you found a book while you' re here. If nothing else, tell him to put it
on my account.”

“I’ll have to do that.” Tristan sighed. He liked the odd family feel to the B&B. Molly
intrigued him almost as much as Michael.

“Speaking of the librarian, where is he? | thought he was coming by for dinner.”
Molly left her seat, then strode up to the window. “Barry, you didn’t scare him off
again, did you?’

Barry and Michael had a thing? Tristan dipped a piece of hisroll into the soup. She
wasn’'t kidding about making good split-pea soup. He hadn't had anything like it
ever.

“1 left him alone.” Barry dropped his voice to a whisper. “Ever since we broke up,
he's been bitter.” He shook his head. “I guess when you have a taste of Barry and
give me up, I’'m hard to forget.”

“I"'m sure.” Tristan focused on his soup. Michael didn’t seem like the type to pair up
with Barry. They were too opposite.

“There he is.” Moally rushed out of the room. When she returned, she had her arm
around one of Michael’s. “We've got a spot for you. Always.” She waved her hand.
“Michadl, I'd like to introduce you to Tristan. You already know Barry. Tristan, this
Isour fantastic librarian, Michael.”

Tristan met Michagl’s gaze. The tips of his ears burned. He hadn’'t expected to run
into Michael again or for the temperature to rise so fast. He focused on his soup, but
noticed Michael sat beside Molly. Was he with her? Just friends? Why did that matter



to him?

“Hi. Good to see you again,” Michael said. “I met Tristan over at the library.” He
filled abowl! with soup. “Barry.”

“Nice to see you. I've meant to call you. We should get together again.” Barry
reached across the table. “We had good times together.”

Tristan froze. He' d walked into a strange situation. He switched his gaze between the
three people. He could see them as friends, maybe. He should leave them all alone.
He didn’t belong in the middle of their drama.God.He had plenty of his own crap to
deal with. Besides, he'd be out of Sullavan once he talked with the attorney and had
his story started.

“Did you want any of the books donated to the library for the book sale?’ Michael
asked. “Maybe for the rooms? |’ ve got a lot of recent bestsellers and those copies on
the shelf aren’t in bad shape.”

Molly nodded. “That’d be nice.” She grinned. “ Tristan likes to read, too. He's going
to come by to check out the biography section.”
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“More like the Michael’s ass section,” Barry grumbled. He finished his soup, then
stood. “I’ve already had that ass and it’s not...whatever.” He stomped out of the
room.

Molly closed her eyes. “Well, that was awkward. I'll be right back.” She opened her
eyes, then abandoned her food. She darted through the door and left Tristan aone
with Michael.

“Wow. Who knew it would be so exciting here?” Michael chuckled. “1 just wanted
supper.”

“Do you eat here often?” Tristan stirred the remnants of his soup. “Molly makes good
food.”

“She does and | do.” Michael folded his hands and sighed. “I never learned to cook
al that well and since we both live alone, we hang out together.” He paused, then
waggled his fingers. “There’s nothing romantic involved. She was one of the first
people to speak to me when | moved here to Sullavan. She’'s been so nice and I'm
grateful to have her asafriend.”

“Good to know.” He finished his soup, then snatched a roll from the basket. “What
about...that?" He nodded to the seat where Barry had been. “He' sinteresting.”

“If you know what’s good for you, you won't get involved with him. It's a roller
coaster. One minute he's Dr. Jekyll and the next he's Mr. Hyde. He's full of himself
and thinks only about how he looks. | can’'t say he was entirely not worth the time
when we were together. | learned alot about myself. I'm good at being alone and not



at being with someone who doesn’t care about me.”

“I"ve known a few of those in my time.” He pushed the bowl away. He' d been the
narcissistic one far too often in his life. “Maybe he sees something in you that he
can't let go.”

“Who knows?” Michael sat back in his seat. A slow smile curled on his lips. “So,
what really brings you to Sullavan? Besides me rambling on about my ex-boyfriend.
There has to be something. Is Al really your uncle?’

“Heis.” He might as well be honest. He couldn’t deny the attraction between them.
“Al is my uncle. HE's my mother’s brother. | wasn't close to him in the last few
years. | have my career and he lived here. We didn’t intersect. But I’m here because
I’m supposed to meet with a lawyer about his estate. I’'m also working on a book. |
like to write about small-town situations and unique characters. | remembered
Sullavan and thought it would be nice to turn the somewhat morose vacation into
something memorable.”

Michael nodded once. “I commend you. When my father passed, | couldn’t bring
myself to go home. | didn't want it to be real. | waited until long after the funeral
before | returned. I'm sure my mother hated me, but she never said anything. My
cousin told me | was spoiled.”

“Death is hard to deal with. I’'m not looking forward to finding out what’s involved
with the estate.” He had no idea what to expect. The note from the attorney hadn’t
said much.

“I'm sorry for your loss. Like | said, | liked your uncle. He was a good man.”
Michael stood. “I should go. Good luck with the meeting about the estate and your
story. If you need any suggestions or info about Sullavan, come to the library. I'll do
my best to help.”



“1 will. Thanks.” He stood and shook hands with Michael. “Night.” He waited in the
dining room until Michael left. His fingers tingled from Michagl’s touch. He shook
his head. The electricity between him and Michael had to be a result of him wanting
anyone since he hadn’t had sex in what seemed like forever. Any guy touching him
would cause areaction.Right?

He carried the empty bowls and used silver to the kitchen. When he glanced out of
the window, he noticed Barry and Molly on the back porch. He couldn’'t hear what
they were saying to each other, but she didn’t look happy. Tristan abandoned the dirty
dishesin the sink. He refused to get involved.

Tristan went up to his room and locked the door. A hundred thoughts bombarded him
now that he was alone. He couldn’t get Michael out of his head. The way he spoke,
laughed and those eyes... He wanted to kiss the librarian. He flopped onto the bed
and rubbed the growing bulge in his pants. Wouldn't his ex be shocked? He hadn’t
lost his sex drive. It'd just gone into hibernation. He chuckled. He hadn’'t come to
Sullavan for a date, much less a one-night stand. He needed characters and a story.
Would Barry be one of the playersin Tristan's story? Absolutely. Every tale needed a
few foils. What about Michael ?

He groaned. His stories tended to feature at |east one sexy, brooding man. Michael fit
that bill. He wanted to feel the softness of Michael’s skin, to kiss him and find out if
Michael moaned during sex.

Jesus, he needed help. Tristan rolled over, then snagged his phone from the
nightstand. The LED light blinked.Shit.He had messages or missed calls. He scrolled
through the list. The emails could be handled later and the texts weren’'t important.
Still, he owed his publisher an update.

He typed out a message.l’ve got the outline started and am working on character
sheets. Should have a draft in six weeks at the earliest. I’ m neck-deep in research.



He hit send and swiped back to the main screen, but a blank message bubble
appeared.

Hi.

What the hell?He frowned. No name, no idea who wanted to talk to him. Should he
answer?Nah.He swiped the bubble away, switched his chat settings to invisible and
cleared the open apps, but the bubble came back.

| know you're there.

So?He closed the bubble again, but it popped up athird time.

Stop pushing me away.

He' d had enough.Who is this?

What in the hell was going onAWho are you?

Stop playing coy. Y ou know.

No, he didn’t and he wasn't in the mood for games.Good night.

Don't try to hide. | seeyou. | aways see you.

He turned his phone off. He' d had enough creepy for the night. Tristan left the phone
on the nightstand again, then switched off the light. At one point, he thought he’ d had

an email stalker in New Y ork, but the guy had been arrested. Could he be back? Or
was this a new one?Fuck.If he kept worrying about whoever was messaging him,



he'd never get anything done. Ignoring the person wouldn't help, either, but he had
little choice. He had to move on with hislife.

He buried his face in the pillow and breathed in the scent of the detergent used on the
sheets. He needed a plan for the next day. Something beyond the morning meeting
with the attorney. If he took his pens and a notebook along, he could work on the
character sketches while he waited. Maybe he could walk around town. There had to
be at least three or four old Victorian houses that might work for the story. He should
stop at the library, too, and figure out if the attraction to Michael was nothing more
than a fluke.
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Chapter Three

Tristan woke in the middle of the night in the pitch dark. He needed to see to orient
himself.Holy shit.He had his story plot. He scrambled over to the desk for his pens
and paper. He knew who would be in his story.The son of the woman in the photo
had a child of his own and that little boy has grown up to be a businessman. He hasto
return to the village in order to get his father’'s affairs—since he's dying—in order.
When he comes back, the entire place finds out the man is gay and that’s out of the
ordinary. Everyone talks, then tries to get him and other men in the area together. He
sees the shops and places of his youth, which makes him realize he likes the small
town. Things were so different, but also the same. He prefers the slower tempo of his
home.

Tristan stopped writing. Who was the other hero? He had the businessman, but who
would the guy pair up with? He'd have to think about that. A subplot came to
mind.The father of the hero had a tangled life that even the hero doesn’t know about.
A secret second wife and other children. Father had an affair with the hero’s high
school girlfriend, too. Hero's got brothers and sisters he never knew. While he's
sifting through the paperwork and unraveling his father’s life, he spends a little too
much time with the ridiculously handsome lawyer. He ends up sleeping with the
lawyer and that gets the town talking, too. Once the story is untangled, the money is
distributed equally around the remaining spouses and children. The hero takes his
share and donates it to the local LGBT shelter. Doesn’'t want anyone to feel aone
while trying to figure out who they are.

He sat back in his seat and cracked his knuckles. Now that he had a plan for the story,
he could work on the character sketches. He laughed at himself. Unlike some writers,



he wasn't big on outlines. Once he started writing, the dialogue would take over and
the story would twist in ways he wouldn’t expect. Part of him wanted to turn on his
laptop and tackle the story. The rest of him needed sleep. He yawned.Y ep, sleep
would be best.

Tristan tossed the pen onto the desk, then stretched. He had a great start and once he
went on a walk in the afternoon, he'd tackle writing. He shut the light off, then
crawled back into bed. He hadn't bothered to strip out of his clothes from the
previous day.Oh well.He closed his eyes and thought about Michael.

Christ, he had to get his head cleared. But why? Michael was a handsome man. He
had muscle in the right places and those eyes... He'd aways been a sucker for men
with glasses and the dark-rimmed specs looked hot on the librarian. He wanted to run
his fingers through the man’s hair and be the recipient of his smile.

He flopped onto his back. Getting caught up in a guy wasn't his style— not this fast.
He didn't know Michael other than what he'd learned during their short
conversations. But he couldn’t deny the physical attraction. There weren't many guys
who had him tongue-tied. Yeah, he needed to see Michagl and figure out if the
connection was one-sided and aresult of hisloneliness, or if it was something more.

Wouldn't his ex get a kick out of the great Tristan Paulson getting hung up on
someone? His last boyfriend swore there was no one who could wrangle Tristan for
any length of time. No one was that specia. Tristan was the one who steamrolled
over people and didn’t look back after the end of arelationship. He only got involved
when he wanted to and never pined over anyone. Then he'd met Michael. He had to
be losing his damn mind.

Tomorrow he'd wander around Sullavan and meet with the lawyer. He'd fill in the
blanks concerning the setting of his new novel, then maybe, when he'd finished, he'd
detour over to the library. Would Michael want to meet for coffee? He'd never know



until he asked. He grinned and settled. A shot of Michael just might do his body and
soul aworld of good.

* % % %

The next morning, Michael walked the three blocks from his townhome to the library
and unlocked the building. He waved to Dicey, who was sitting in her car reading one
of her various paperback books. He headed into the building and waited for her to
join him. He treasured the few minutes of silence. Dicey was like a mother to him,
but she didn’t stop talking all that much.

He turned on the computers, then made his way over to the patron ones. He wondered
about Tristan. The man intrigued him. Al hadn’t been much of a talker until he
ventured into the library. Was Tristan a chatterer, too? He seemed so.

Michael opened one of the books he'd referred Tristan to and flipped through the
pages. He lingered over images of Sullavan in the 1950s with the neon-lit storefronts
and the quirky little shops. Anything could be purchased if one walked up and down
the main drag. No need for superstores or leaving the area. He loved the architectural
wonders of the town, too. So much art deco still standing and all the beautiful
ironworks in the park... He didn’t know why anyone would want to live anywhere
else. Would Tristan enjoy living in Sullavan? Probably not. He struck Michael as a
city dlicker who had aton of hot guyslined up to be with him.

He turned his attention to the books again. He didn’t have guys crawling out of the
woodwork to find him. Thinking about men and Tristan, in particular, wouldn't do
him any good right now. He busied himself with paperwork and logging in the inter-
library transfer books. Dicey joined him at the counter, but once patrons came in, she
paid him little mind.

The door opened and the squeak garnered Michael’s attention. When he looked up,



Tristan stood in front of him. “Hi,” Tristan said. “l need assistance.”

Michael’ s breath caught. He' d noticed just how handsome Tristan was yesterday, but
today in a pressed button-down and his hair combed, he blew Michael’s mind. A hint
of Tristan’s cologne wrapped around him. He suppressed a shiver. Would he smell so
woodsy on a date?

“1’ve rendered you speechless?’ Tristan laughed. “Molly said | might.”

“l...sorry.” Michael cleared his throat and regained his poise. He was there to do a
job, not ogle a patron. “How are you?’

“I"'m great, but | do need assistance. My lawyer is busy until tomorrow. | guess he's
in court. So, | can’t meet with him. I’ve got the rest of the day free and | thought I'd
work on my research. Which books did you say | needed to use?’ Tristan's eyes
sparkled.

“Sure.” He rounded the counter and escorted Tristan to the rack of books once more.
“Whatever you need, this is what we have. There are some records on the computer,
but | see we don’'t have any open.” He nodded to the larger table of computers. “If
you can walit, you’' re welcome to one.”

“I'll do this first.” Tristan smiled. He stepped forward and lowered his voice to a
whisper. “It's Wednesday and | see the open hours end at one. Would you like to
come with me on awalk around Sullavan and dinner this afternoon?”’

Michael stared at him for a moment. He didn't know what to say. “Yeah,” he
managed. “| would.”

“Perfect.” Tristan settled onto the chair and opened his notebook.



Michael hesitated, then returned to his post behind the desk. A walk and dinner. It'd
been two years since he’d gone out on a proper date. When he'd been with Barry,
their time together had consisted of hook-ups and the occasional pizza and beer night.
He longed for a solid relationship with a decent guy, but this was Tristan. He'd sort
out the details with the lawyer and leave town. Why would he want to keep seeing
Michael? He probably had a guy wherever he was from.

Michael massaged his forehead and stifled his groan. He could just hear Barry telling
him to stop overthinking and that his need for organization would drive every man
away. He couldn’t help his quirks.

“1 am so hitting that.” Lauren sidled up to Michael. “He' s hot.”

“He is,” Michael said. Christ. He needed to get a grip. He had no ties to Tristan.
Shouldn’t. “Y ou’ d be good together.”

“1 know, right?’ she said and her voice rose an octave. “| bet he’d make gorgeous
babies.”

He wouldn’t know about that.

Dicey strode up to the counter. “What are you blabbing about?’
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“I’m asking that patron out.” Lauren wriggled her eyebrows and nodded to Tristan.
“He doesn’'t know it yet, but he' s about to meet his soul mate. | know |’ ve met mine.”

Dicey rolled her eyes. “He's gay.” She flattened her palms on the counter. “1 know
because | saw him this morning at the diner with Barry. Barry kissed him and he
didn’t appear to be pulling away.”

Michael’s heart sank.Kissing Barry. Damn.He should' ve known his ex-boyfriend
couldn’t keep his hands off the newcomer to town. Not that Michael could do much
about the situation or change it. If they were attracted to each other, then that was
that. Besides, Tristan wasn't obliged to him or anyone else and Michael would have
to keep that in mind when they went to dinner later. Better to keep his heart locked
away rather than consider pairing up with the handsome writer.

“Ohwell,” shesad. “It’sfive minutes to one. We're free.”

He shook his head. “No, we're not.” He hadn’t realized the hours had passed. He'd
been too engrossed in his work and he hadn't gone out to the shed to sort
books.Damn.He focused on Dicey. “Hon, we have to wait until it’s actually five after
one and all of the patrons are out.”

“We've only got one left and that’'s Tristan. He doesn’t really count.” She stuck out
her bottom lip. For being in her sixties, she could sure act like a belligerent teenager.
“Come on. You know you want to go on that walk with him.”

“That’s not the point.” He had a duty to the people of Sullavan and himself. If he
started cutting corners in one place, he'd do it in others and that wouldn’t work with



hisinner idiosyncrasies. “ Shut the computers down, but don’t you dare lock that door
until the stroke of one.”

“1 knew you'd see things my way.” She bounced over to the row of computers and
touched Tristan’s shoulder along the way. He glanced up, then over at Michael. His
mouth curled in a half-smile.

Oh boy.Michael logged out of his computer, then shut it down. Once the clock hit
one-oh-five, he locked the doors. No one could get in, but the three of them could
leave. He put the last of the checked-in books on the cart to be shelved, then gathered
his tablet and phone into his messenger bag. “Ready?’

Dicey nodded. “Just got to get my purse.” She grinned, then sashayed around him.
“Have a good afternoon, gentlemen. Don’t do anything | wouldn’t do.” She laughed.
“Nah, do whatever you want. It's your life.” She left the library and continued to
chuckle while the door shut.

Michael puffed out along breath. “ So.”

Tristan shut the book he' d had open, then turned to Michael. “ So.”

“I'm ready whenever you are.” Michagl slung his bag across his body. “Lights off
and we're out of here.”

“Great.” Tristan left the library first and waited on the sidewalk.
Michael checked the doors, then did his quick jaunt around the building to ensure
everything was okay from the outside. He joined Tristan by the book drop. Instead of

leaving, he stayed put. “1 need to level with you.”

“You're straight?’ Tristan's eyebrows rose. “Right? You and Molly have a thing



going?’

“Ah...no?’" He frowned. Molly was his friend. Besides, hadn’'t he made it pretty clear
he' d been with Barry?

“You'rebi. That's cool. | don’t mind. | dated this guy in Y onkers who was bi. He had
the craziest sex life.” Tristan whistled. “Like a new chick every night and had three
guyson theside. It didn’'t last that long, but still.”

“Ah. Okay. You know that’s a load of bullshit. Just because someone is bi doesn’t
mean they’ re any looser than anyone else. You're assuming heis.” Tristan would be a
handful. “But he’s not my business. What | was trying to say was we should discuss
the expectations of the walk.”

Tristan froze.

Didn’t he want to tour the town? Or had he overstepped his boundaries by correcting
Tristan? “What did you want from me?’ Michael gripped the strap of his bag. “I'm
not the guy who does everyone who passes through Sullavan. If you want that, then
find Barry. He'll knedl for anyone. I'm game for dinner and to be friends, but | have
this distinct feeling you're going to fly by next week, so I’d rather not get hyper-
involved. But while we're on the subject, yes, I’'m gay. Not bi, not confused. Gay and
I’m out. I’'m one of the few guysin thistown whois.”

“That’ s great to know.”

He expected Tristan to walk then and there. Instead, Tristan rocked on his heels. “I'm
gay, too. | don’'t want a fly-by-night affair.” He chuckled. “I just wanted a friend and
someone who knows Sullavan to guide me. | wouldn’t turn down a kiss or two, but |
don’'t expect you to run off to New York with me. Yeah, I’'m not sticking around.
Y ou got me there.”



At least he knew the truth. He sighed. “That’s settled. Where do you want to go and
what do you want to know?’

“Anything and everything. | set my books in small towns and this one has been an
inspiration, but I’ m thinking there’ s more to Sullavan than meets the eye.” Tristan fell
into step beside Michael. “I’'m not talking backdoor abortions or illegal gambling
houses. Just...the cool things about town that are fascinating.”

Cool and interesting were his specialties. Michael nodded toward the main road.
“When Sullavan was founded...rather, before it was founded, the three-hundred-fifty
acres belonged to Edgar Sullavan. He' d purchased it in 1800. He' d inherited money
from his mother’s side of the family and used it to buy the land.” He pointed to the
town sgquare. “When we get up to the sguare, you can see the outline in the grass as to
where his house stood. It burned down in 1810. In 1803, when Ohio became a state,
people were encouraged to settle here, but the Sullavan area had a lot of poverty.
Since he had the land and wasn’t really using it—he wasn’'t farming or anything—he
sold off two-acre parcels. But since he was selling his property off, he decided to turn
it into atown.” He stopped at the square with Tristan. “See, there’ s the foundation of
the house.”

Tristan snapped a few pictures, then crouched to touch the remaining stones. “This
was a big house.”

“For one guy, even, yeah. He had four servants and their families living with him.”
Michael leaned on the bench in front of where the house had stood. “He might have
seemed stingy, making those people pay for the land, but he wasn’t. He charged a
whole dollar for each parcel.” He pointed to the north, then south. “This road isn't
Church Street for nothing. Every church in the village is on this street. Three to the
north and four to the south. That was part of Sullavan’s plan. He wanted the shops on
Main Street and the churches on Church Street.”



“Handy.” Tristan stood, then stretched. “Makes sense then, why the B&B and car
dealership are next to each other.”

“There aren’t any businesses in town that aren’'t on Main Street.” He turned around.
“North end of this circle is the school quadrant. The school house that was on that
property was moved to where it is now so the larger elementary building could take
its place.”
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“Which iswhy the library isin the old school house,” Tristan said. “Nice.”

“Exactly. Why ruin a perfectly good old building just because it’s not big enough? So
it was moved and the new school was built. When students are ready for junior and
high school, they go over to Black River. Sullavan, Western Reserve, Shiloh and
Camden all feed into Black River. The actual school isin Camden.”

Tristan nodded. “ Smart.”

“S0, we've got the businesses right on the main drag and the churches on the other.
The southern quadrant of the town square is for the park and playground. We have
fireworks there every tenth of July.” Michael gestured to the sidewalk. “There are
more trees over there. We can take a break.”

Tristan followed him across the street, then sat beside him on the other bench. “Now
wait. Why on the tenth?’

“Financial reasons. It's cheaper to have the festivities on an off day versus the main
one.” Michael shrugged. “We still have afestival for the Fourth of July, but it's more
like aweeklong carnival that culminatesin the fireworks show on the tenth.”

“I’ve never heard of that.”

“All the villages around here do it. No one can afford the rates for the guys who set
off the fireworks to do it on the fourth.” He rested his arm on the back of the bench,
then turned to Tristan. “The park was originally Edgar’s back yard...kind of. He
made sure there was a place for the children in the area to play. Turned out he was a



big kid and liked kids, but never had any of his own.” He paused. Most of the
townsfolk assumed Edgar hadn't found the right woman to marry. Through his
research, Michael had figured out the real reason he hadn’t paired up—Edgar was gay
and preferred to play the stately gentleman role rather than out himself. The people
wouldn’t have liked him back then if they’d known the truth, which saddened
Michael.

“Edgar is an interesting fellow.” Tristan pulled his notebook out and scrawled on the
pages. “ Just a moment. I’ m taking notes and working out something.”

“Take your time.” He gazed around the park and drank in the beauty of the space.
He' d forgotten how nice the area was. Wonderful landscaping, lush flowers and
plenty of room for recreation. He could see a wedding being held there.

“I'm impressed.” Tristan bumped shoulders with him. “The guy loved his plans,
didn’'t he?’

“Order.” Michael nodded. “He wanted things a certain way. When he planned
Sullavan, he wasn't naming it after him and it was much smaller. He kept the

ownership of the outlying areas, but yeah, the town was dinky.”

“It's not that big now.” Tristan chuckled. He draped his arm across the back of the
bench. “But it's quaint.”

“| agree.”
“When did the name change? What was it originally?’
“Moreland. | don't know why. Maybe he liked it a lot. But it was Moreland for

twenty years, then in 1825 he passed away and the people in charge decided to
renameit for him.” He grinned. “It’saboring little place, but it's home.”



“What's there to do other than walk around and learn about the place?’ Tristan asked.

“Not much. We had a bowling alley, but it closed. Had a bistro, but that went under
when someone burned it to the ground. There' s the diner and two bars, but | don’'t go
to those often.”

“No? Where do you go?’

“There’'s a bookstore and it has a coffee shop. | go there. | spend alot of time with
Molly because she's alone at the B&B. Her last boyfriend was a real peach and when
he left, he screwed her over. Stole her money, wrecked her car...so she's kind of
touchy.” He stretched hislegs. “Otherwise | do my own thing. | spend alot of time at
the library and working with the ladies group who helps the library.”

“No boyfriend?’

Isn’'t he full of questions again?*No.”

“Me either.” Tristan blew out a long breath. “Why don’t we go down to the diner?
I’m starving and...why not?’

“Sure.” He eyeballed Tristan. The guy wasn’t asking him to come home with him.
Just a meal together. Why did this feel like more? Because he wanted more? Christ,
he hadn’'t gone out with anyone since Barry and even then, the connection wasn’'t
strong. He stood and stretched, then settled next to Tristan. He could be crazy, but
he'd like to find out more about Tristan.

Tristan remained beside Michael as they walked to the diner. He could get used to
being with Michael. He'd only been in town for twenty-four hours and he couldn’t
fathom not having Michael in his life. As friends? Absolutely. As lovers? If he had
his way, then yes. He admired the different buildings along the route.



Many of the storefronts bore art deco influence. He stopped in front of an abandoned
former appliance store. “What happened here?’

“1t went under. People wanted cheaper prices.” Michael shrugged. “I think it would
make a great store for something else.” He cupped his hands against the glass and
peered through the window. “It’s got a second floor and alot of the neon still works.”

“Yeah?' He shielded his eyes and peeked through the glass. Sure enough, he noticed

the second floor and the raised areas of the first floor. “Has anyone tried to resurrect
it?’

“No.” Michael strode away from the building.

Sadness settled deep in Tristan’s bones. Where he lived in New Y ork, shops sprang
up and collapsed yearly. A few went the distance, but most didn’t. He missed the fun
of record shopping for vinyl and second-hand books at another store. He saw so much
potential in Sullavan, but he also understood the reality of keeping a business alive.
He paused.
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The characters spoke to him. One of them wanted to keep a struggling business
going. One that was started by the father of the lawyer, but was now that he was
ready for retirement. Tristan nodded. He' d have to jot that notation down once they
got to the diner.

“Areyou okay?’ Michael stopped. “Tristan?’

Hearing his name on Michael’s lips shouldn’'t have turned him on, but it did. His
nerve endings sizzled and his heartbeat sped up. He longed to touch Michael again.
The stolen moments back at the park weren’t enough. He' d gotten an erection just
from sitting beside him.

“Well?" Michael frowned. “What's up?’

“l had a piece of the story fall into place and am trying to remember it.” He hurried
up to Michael and fell back into step with him. “I’ll write it down when we get a
table.”

“Well, you won't have to wait long. We're here.” Michael pointed to a building laden
with shiny metal and lots of glass.

Tristan stepped back and admired the diner. If he'd chosen anywhere to house a
diner, this wouldn’'t have been it. The fagade reminded him more of afactory than an
eatery. “Thisisit?’

“Yeah.” Michael held the door for him. “Carl and Jenny bought the office space from
the steelworks and turned it into adiner.”



He strode into the foyer, then stopped. The inside wasn't anything like he’ d expected,
either. A long counter stretched most of the length of one side of the room. Shiny
chrome stools lined the front of the counter. Booths comprised the rest of the room,
but those featured chrome tubing and reminded him more of bus seats than regular
booths.

“They upcycled and recycled pieces from the steelworks as well as the bus depot that
used to stand beside the building.” Michael led him to one of the booths. “Make
yourself at home. One of the servers will be by. Here's the menu.” He offered up a
single laminated sheet. “There isn't much variety, but the food Carl and Jenny make
Is awesome.”

“Nice.” He pulled his notebook from his bag and scrawled his notes into it. He'd
worry about the characters later, but the name Jenny sparked his imagination. He
added that to the list, then tucked the notebook away.

Michael said nothing and toyed with the menu. He tapped one side with hisfingers.

Tristan stilled Michael’s hands—to stop the nervous gesture and to hold Michael’s
hand. He understood what Michael wanted out of the pairing. He needed to know he
wouldn’'t be used and he had good reasons for it. Tristan wouldn’t be in town long
and getting involved wasn’t smart. But that didn’t stop him from wondering. Michael
was sweet, sexy in ageeky way and everything Tristan didn’t look for in a man.

He scanned the menu and decided on his lunch, then focused on Michael again.
“Why’ d you come to Sullavan? What was the draw?’

“A job.” Michael sat back in his seat, but didn’'t pull away from Tristan. “| was fresh
out of college and needed a source of income to pay back my student loans. | applied
at over two dozen libraries. Sullavan was the only one to call me back and that was
through the parent Black River Library system. They seemed to like me and | got the



job. Thirteen years later and I'm still here. | made learning about Sullavan my
personal goal because | thought it was important. If someone comes to town, then
they’ll start here. We have people come back often for geneal ogical searches.”

“Neat.” He rubbed the top of Michael’s hand. “I can’'t say I’ m that important. I'm not
vital to much.”

“I"m sure you are. Al thought alot of you. He spoke about you once or twice.”

“He did?” He hadn’t thought about his uncle much in the last year. “So, you know
me?”’

“1 know of you. He said he had a nephew who wrote books and was in New York. |
assumed the state and that you did what he claimed, but | never asked your name.”
Michael shrugged. “Al was quiet, but he'd speak to me. | think he felt lonely and
coming to the library was a comfort.”

The more Michael spoke, the more Tristan saw his uncle in a different light. He'd
barely thought about the man, but knowing Al had been proud of him enough to
mention him... That was big.

“Then what do you do? Write books?’” Michael’s eyes flashed. “Anything good? |
heard you say something to Dicey about being an author. We' re always looking for
anyone who's written a book and is willing to impart information to the writers
group. They can use the guidance. I’'m no help. | have no desire to pen anything but
the daily logs.”

He' d have to tell his story. He owed Michagl that much. But he wanted to keep his
secret alittle while longer.
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Chapter Four

Michael stared at Tristan. He'd asked something too personal. He hadn’t thought
chatting about Tristan’s writing was off limits, but now? He wished he could take the
guestion back. “Never mind. It’s not important.”

Tristan smiled. “Just a couple of novels.”

“Oh.” Novels?Holy shit.A couple of three-hundred-page books were nothing?Jesus.
He glanced down at Tristan’s hand. He should put space between them, but couldn’t.
He liked the way Tristan touched him. The simple gesture offered a bit of comfort,
but from what? He wasn't sure. “When do you meet with the lawyer?’ He didn’t
know what else to ask and fumbled for the question. “I know you said, but | forgot.”

“Tomorrow at ten. We're going to go over the will and his estate. Sounds like it’'s
pretty cut and dry. Just show up, listen and sign stuff. He'll give me the keys to my
uncle’s house and I’ [l be expected to go through it.” Tristan paused. “If there are any
books, would you be interested in adding them to the library’s collection?’

“I'll do my best to get them added, yes.” Michael nodded. Donations were always
welcome. Knowing they were from Al’s collection was more significant to Michael.
He' d both liked and respected the man. He' d be honored to have the volumes.

“I"'m assuming I'll have to sell off some of the stuff. Think you might want to help
me? | don’t know the zoning about having a garage sale or whatnot, donation centers
and anywhere else to dispose of the items.”



Michael’s stomach growled.Where's the server?He suppressed a groan. Tristan
would have to get rid of some of Al’s things, but the very thought saddened
him.Someone' s whole life reduced to a garage sale?

“But I'm not entirely sure what I'm up against, so any help iswelcome,” Tristan said.
“Oh, looks like the server is coming.”

Michael welcomed the interruption. Thinking about Al’s things and how to deal with
them shouldn’t be so depressing. He' d known the man, but not all that well. Now he
knew Tristan—kind of. He knew part of the story, but not much of it. He placed his
order, then pulled his hand away and twiddled with his phone.

“Fuck,” Tristan murmured.

“What?" He glanced up from his phone. “ Something wrong? Lawyer busy?’

“No.” Tristan swiped his fingers across his tablet screen and growled. “I don’t know
what | ever did to this person, but | swear this cregpiness can stop.” He turned the
device around. “ See this?’

Michael read through the words on the screen. Whoever had written the email wasn’t
happy. “Do you get these often?’

“Fan mail? Yes. This? No.” Tristan closed out of the email and shoved his tablet into
his bag. “I understand where reading is an escape. It's allowing someone else into a
world you’' ve created, but Jesus. This person seems to think they own me or at least
have asay in what | write.”

“Do you often ask for reader input?’ Michael asked. He' d never received fan mail or
sent it, so he had no idea what the author of the email was thinking.



“1 don't. | release nothing until 1 have afirm idea of the story and have the contract in
hand. No one knows anything until | do.” His face brightened as the server
approached. Tristan rattled off hisorder asif he' d eaten at the diner a hundred times.

Michael fumbled through his order, then once the server |eft, he folded his hands and
considered Tristan. He thought about questioning Tristan again. “So, have you always
wanted to write?’

“Since | was a kid.” Tristan grinned. “1 used to love to fill notebooks. My mother
would buy all these notebooks with pretty pictures on the front or comic book heroes
and give them to me to write whatever | wanted. The early stuff made no sense, I'm
sure. | never found the old notebooks, but | remember some of what | wrote. I'd jot
down all kinds of things. | think it made her happy to see me doing something that
wasn't destructive. What about you? Have you always wanted to be alibrarian?’

Michael chuckled. “Well...not really. | love books and learning. | want to know
things and make discoveries. | love the smell of the ink and paper, the sound of the
pages turning and to be surrounded by books.” The tips of his ears burned. He wasn't
embarrassed by his love of the written word. Hell, he owned his desire. But did
Tristan care?

“You speak so lyrically about it.” Tristan toyed with his napkin.

Michael considered saying more, but their order arrived along with their drinks.
Instead of conversation, he busied himself with eating. One thing that drove him nuts
was when people spoke while they ate. One or the other, he liked to say. Never both.
Plus, he rather liked the silence between them. He and Tristan seemed to have
developed a rapport. They understood each other.

Michael finished his sandwich and green beans, then polished off his glass of water.
He sat back in his seat. “ That was fantastic.”



“It was.” Tristan blotted his mouth. “Best grilled cheese I've had in forever.” When
the server brought the check, Tristan grabbed the piece of paper first. “My treat.”

“Oh. Thank you.” He hated to sound inconsiderate. “Y ou didn’t have to.”

“l asked you out. | should pay.” Tristan folded the receipt. “Next time you're
welcome to get the check.”

“Deal.” Michael placed a five-dollar bill on the table, then followed Tristan to the
register. He didn’t stay with Tristan and instead went out to the sidewalk. He needed
aminute to breathe. He' d learned a little, but not enough about Tristan.Christ, what is
happening to me?A couple of days, he felt comfortable with the man? He'd lost his
mind. Hadn't he learned from his time with Barry that trust was earned, not given?
Damn. He glanced over his shoulder. Besides, he couldn’t help feeling hurt. Tristan
had kissed Barry. Didn’t the kiss mean anything? And if he kissed Tristan, would that
be a hollow gesture, too?

Tristan emerged from the diner. “1 thought you left.”
“Nah. Just needed to be outside. It's a beautiful day.” He stuffed his hands into his
pockets. “ Thanks again for lunch—er, supper? Lupper?’ He laughed at his confusion.

“Whatever it was, | enjoyed it.”

“My pleasure.”
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Michael hesitated, then collided with Tristan. “Sorry.”
“Don’'t be.” Tristan's eyes sparkled and he mashed his mouth down on Michael’s.
Michael swore he saw stars and his brain misfired. He'd been kissed before, but not
like this. He bit back a groan. The kiss was good and hot. Perfect. He couldn’t close
his eyes. He needed to know this moment was real, despite trying to convince himself
not to get attached to Tristan.

Tristan broke the connection first and licked hislips. “I’'m not supposed to do that.”

“What?" He'd been knocked off-kilter. He needed to regain his bearings. “Lick your
lips? Or kiss me?’

“Both.” Tristan did his hand around to the back of Michael’s neck. He rested his
forehead against Michael’ s and traced circles with his thumb on Michagl’ s skin. “You
said to keep my distance.”

“1 did.” His voice sounded huskier than he’ d thought possible.

“But | don’t want to.”

“You're leaving soon,” Michael mumbled.

“1 know.” Tristan brushed his nose along Michagl’s. “Thisfeelslike adream.”

“Uh-huh.”



“Don’'t want it to end.” Tristan feathered his lips over Michagl’s and kissed him
again. “But | know the score. You'reright.”

“About?” He didn't know up from down, right from wrong. Tristan had him all
turned around.

“Us being together. It's doomed,” Tristan murmured. “But | don't care. | like
challenges and doing this with you seems like a worthy challenge.”

Michael couldn't speak. He should argue or at least stick up for himself, but he
couldn’t form sentences.

“Come back to the B&B with me,” Tristan said. “I want you.” He kissed Michael a
fourth time. * Please?’

For a long second, Michael considered going with Tristan. His body craved the
attention and his dick throbbed. He could use the release. He wanted so badly to lose
himself in Tristan and ignore the ramifications. But he couldn’t. “No.”

Tristan pulled away a bit. “No?’

He shook his head. Maybe Tristan wasn’t used to hearing the word no, but he had no
choice. “I'm sticking around Sullavan. | don’t want to be your man of the evening.
I’d rather go home with a hard-on than be with you and regret it.” Shit.He hadn’t
thought he could push Tristan away, but being honest might as well have sent him
packing back to wherever he was from.

“Understood.” Tristan let go. “1 wish you didn’t make such good sense.”

“It's a fault of mine.” He struggled to keep from going after Tristan, or at least
pleading for Tristan to stay. “I can’t be a sometime guy. I'm the boyfriend type.



Y ou’ re passing through. We won’t mesh.”

“But that doesn’'t mean I'll stop trying to get with you.” Tristan grinned. “I like you,
Michael, and | meant what | said when | asked for your help.” He paused. “I meant
what | said about being with you, too.”

Michael stared at him.Really?

“I'll come by the library after my meeting with the lawyer. Yes?’ Tristan touched
Michael’ s shoulder. “We'll do this.”

“You're free to visit the building whenever you want.” What a ridiculous answer.

“And | want you.”

“It'safool’s mission.” He wanted to say he wasn't interested, but he knew it was a
lie.

“Good thing | love missions.” Tristan let go of Michael and waved. “See you
tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.” He waved and watched Tristan jaunt down the sidewalk. Michael
sighed. He'd lost his touch. Liking a man who'd leave was silly. They could have a
sweltering affair, right? A few days of the perfect relationship because it wouldn’t
have strings...right? He groaned. He had a feeling he wouldn’t be the same once he
got involved with Tristan. He needed to get his head out of his ass and keep plugging
along with his life. The library needed him—not Tristan. He wished convincing his
heart what his head aready knew didn't seem so impossible. After Tristan, he'd
never be the same. But could he move on without him?

* * % *
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Tristan spent the night tossing and turning. He kept thinking about Michael and the
kisses. Instead of pushing Michael away with his boldness, he'd created a bizarre
connection between them. Michael hadn’t come home with him, but he'd certainly
considered it. He could ve had Michael in his bed. Michael.

But as much as he thought about the sexy librarian, the emails came to mind. The fan
wasn't quitting.

Tristan was the first to admit he lived his life on the edge. He chased crazy leads for
his books and didn't settle—except with men. So why did the latest email and
Michael both have him out of sorts? Because the fan hadn’t given up and Michael
was different from Tristan’s type. He forced Tristan to behave and use his manners.
Michael expected Tristan to be the real man, not the full-of-shit author persona. That
had to count for something, right?

Hewasn't sure.

Then there was the fan. Who had such a deep desire to have their book written? Who
would keep contacting him? Did other authors have this problem? Were they pestered
until they wrote for the fans, not for the characters? Or did they ignore the outside
influences?

Although he could’' ve sworn he stayed up all night, he finally fell aslegp. The alarm
clock buzzed at seven in the morning and roused him. He groaned and stretched. The
bed was fine, but the rest sucked. He could use a hearty breakfast and good
conversation. He showered, dressed then headed downstairs in search of Molly and
food.



Instead of Molly, he located a basket of muffins and two pitchers on the table. A note
accompanied the mini feast.

Had to run to the store and dentist. Will be back soon. Enjoy breakfast.

Molly

The dentist at seven in the morning?He glanced down at the time on his phone. Okay,
so it was closer to eight, but still. He snatched a muffin from the basket, then poured
himself a cup of coffee. If he'd written the note into one of his books, the readers
would laugh and claim no one wrote such a thing. Then again, he would’ ve followed
up with a snarky line from a secondary character.The dentist? Must be a thorough
kind of dentist.He snorted. Y eah, he' d have to add her note into his book somehow.

He carried the muffin and coffee back to his room. Once he'd put the food down, he
sat at the little writing desk and read through the paper on his tablet app. A new
galery exhibit had opened in the studio near his apartment. The chamber orchestra
had a concert scheduled for that weekend and a fellow author was lecturing at three
of the local library branches. The baseball teams were both on hot streaks and the
football teams were in talks to sign players before the draft.

He leaned back in his seat. For all the stuff going on, there wasn’t much happening.
Part of him missed the excitement of the city. He could be at the lecture, opening or
concert within an hour and there was always something to do. But he kind of liked
the laid-back quality of Sullavan. There were things to do in town, but not the rush.
He' d get bored if he stuck around.

Or would he?

Why was he even considering it?



Being in Sullavan would mean fewer interruptions for his writing, and the story of the
town captivated him. He'd be able to use many of the pieces in later tales. But was
the quiet enough to make him stay? Would Michael want him if he did?

He needed to stop thinking about the what-ifs and live. He had time to write and a
place to do it. He checked the clock. Almost nine in the morning. He should finish up
his muffin and head down to the lawyer’s office. He read and reread the name on the
paperwork. Jamie Meyer, esquire. Was he the only lawyer in Sullavan? If so, then it
was no wonder the guy was busy.

He sighed. Uncle Al would give him hell for not settling down or at least being
respectable. Was passing down the estate and whatever else was involved his uncle's
way of putting up speed bumps in order to make Tristan smell the roses, so to speak?

Probably.

Tristan abandoned his coffee cup and the paper from the muffin, then tucked his
things into his messenger bag and headed down to the front door. He should stop
obsessing about what others wanted for him and embrace his life. Obsessing about
Michael wasn’t smart, either.

He wandered down the street to the square, then checked the street signs. According
to the paperwork, the office was on North Main. He kept going until he found the
right building. He stepped into the foyer. A pretty blonde woman sat behind the desk.

“Hi, I’'m Tristan Paulson, and I’'m here to see Mr. Meyer.” Tristan grasped the handle
of hisbag. “I have an appointment for nine.”

“1 know who you are.” She slid abook across her desk. “1’ve been expecting you. I'm
a huge fan. I've read all of your books and this is my favorite one.” She paused.
“Would you autograph it?’



“Sure. Should | put your name or just my scrawl?’

“Oh. My name. I’'m Sallie.” She smiled and fluttered her lashes. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” He wrote a quick note thanking her for being a reader, then added one
of his quirky smiley faces below his autograph. “Enjoy.”

“1 will.” She caressed the cover. “Y ou know, you should write about Sullavan.”

“Oh?’ For half a moment, he wondered if Sallie was the emailer.Nah. He'd just met
her.

“We're quirky enough.” She tapped the top of her desk, then caught him watching
her. She grinned. “Invisible keyboard.”

“Nice.” High tech...“WEéll, I'm ready when heis.”

“Jamie will be ready in about ten minutes. He's dealing with another client. You're
welcome to wait here and have a cup of coffee. We' ve got cream, three kinds of sugar
and hot cocog, if that’'s your preference.” She resumed typing on the desk. “Just be a
few.”
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“Thanks.” Tristan considered the coffee, then decided against a cup. Too much more
and he'd float away. He strode over to the picture window and watched the scant
traffic on the street. At home, the line of cars up and down the block never seemed to
stop. Here, maybe two or three vehicles cruised the boulevard. Not fancy cars, either.
Plain, dependabl e vehicles meant to get the passenger from point A to point B.

“Mr. Paulson?”

When Tristan turned, a man in his mid-thirties, with blond hair and dark eyes, smiled.
His suit fit like a second skin and the scent of his cologne swirled around Tristan. He
offered his hand. “I'm Jamie Meyer. Your uncle entrusted me with his estate
planning.”

“Ah. It's a pleasure to meet you.” He shook hands with Jamie.Firm grip.When he met
Jamie's eyes, a shiver ran the length of his spine. Now Jamie was his type of
guy—polished, proper and damn sexy. The opposite of Michae. He
paused.Michael.Fuck. He'd been making eyes at Michael, but now that he'd seen
Jamie, he wasn't sure about his stance. What the hell was wrong with him? He'd
gone right back to his old ways, that was what. Tristan regained his composure and
followed Jamie into the second room.

“The documents are fairly smple.” Jamie sat behind his desk, then pushed papers
toward Tristan. He read through the will. “ Does that make sense? Y ou’ ve been given
the house, property and everything contained within.”

Tristan glanced over the documents. Although he'd listened to everything Jamie had
said, he still couldn’t believe it. His uncle had three hundred thousand dollars? He'd



never imagined Al had kept such a stash of money.

“Per his wishes, he's donated one-third to the school system, one-third to the library
and the remaining third is to be used to found an LGBT center for Sullavan.” Jamie
tapped the pages together. “Just sign and we' re set.”

“He wants me to found an LGBT center?” He didn't know the first thing about
founding a center. He knew how to balance his writing budget, but not well.

“Aldon thought it would be nice to have one here in town. He mentored some of the
youth. You don’t understand how lonely it can be when you' re coming out and
you're not sure if your family will accept you,” Jamie said. “I know. I’'m not from
here. | came out to my parents and was thrown out of the house. | put myself through
college and went to law school to help others.”

“Noble.” He sagged in his chair. Talking with Jamie brought up so many emotions.
He' d been pushed aside by his family until his mother realized having a gay son
made her more socially acceptable in her circles. Then he’d been included back into
the will. Wouldn’t she have blown a gasket if she knew Al was working with the
LGBT community in Sullavan? She' d have been here in a heartbeat to help—and get
the publicity.

“We don’'t have a huge LGBT community in Sullavan, but I’m sure there are plenty
of kids in the cracks. That’s who Al tried to help. People thought he was cranky and
reclusive. He wasn't. He worked at the community center quite often.” Jamie closed
the folder. “He worked closely with the library, too.”

“So I've heard.” Michaegl hadn’'t told him about that. He'd have to make a point to
discuss his uncle a second time.

“I’'m willing to help you get the center up and running. I’ ve got the addresses of afew



buildings that would fit the requirements.” Jamie smiled and folded his hands. His tan
looked even darker against his crisp white shirt cuffs.

“Thanks.” He could use al the help he could get. Michaegl would be a good resource,
too. He' d have great insight and could give Tristan some direction.

“1 see you're a writer.” Jamie turned a copy of Springdalearound. “My secretary got
me hooked on your work.”

Jamie didn’t strike him as a reader of his books. “Thank you.” He wasn’t sure what
else to say. If the lawyer had the novel in hand, then why would he ask? Tristan's
picture was on the back.

“Isit hard? Y ou know, writing a book? | draft legal documents all the time, but never
books. I've thought about penning a novel.” Jamie stuck his hands in his pockets.
“1’ve always wanted to pick the brain of an author.”

“Well, writing isn't easy. It takes time, devotion and commitment. If the characters
and plot are working and grooving, then you've got a good start. | have character
sheets for each book and detailed plot points. But if that’s not working, then | end up
spending alot of time on social media or goofing off.” Usually fucking his boyfriend
of the moment, too.

“Understood.”

He half expected Jamie to say he had an idea for a book and would Tristan give him
pointers or his thoughts.

“Well, we're done here. All you've got to do is sign the papers and you're done. I've
got the keys to the house and everything else. Here's the bank information. It wasn't
stipulated whether you can keep the proceeds from the sale of his property. It's yours



to handle the way you choose. I'll assume you'll want to do a sale.” Jamie rocked on
his heels. “Garage sales do well around here. Price stuff too high and people won’t
bite.”

“Ah. I’ll ook the items and property over before | decide, but I'll probably have to
get rid of some of it. | can't use the woodworking tools in New York.” He scrawled
his name on the pages, then pushed the document back to Jamie. “I don’'t have the
room, either.”

“1 don't suppose you do.” Jamie laughed, and the deep, throaty sound echoed in the
room. “If you need help, I’m available most weekends.”

“Oh.” He hadn’'t expected that. “Uh, I’'ll let you know.” Why was he tongue-tied
around Jamie? He thought this only happened with Michael. Maybe he wasn’'t as
attracted to Michael as he’' d assumed? Or was he al-around nervous? Who knew? He
wondered if he touched Jamie, would there be the same sizzle? He could test the
theory, but not now. Doing so would be unprofessional. Besides...he wasn’'t in
Sullavan to find aman. He was there for his Uncle Al and the book.

“Great.” Jamie tucked the papers into the folder and pushed the ring of keys across
the desk. “You're set.”

“Thanks.” He tucked the documents and keys into his bag. “I should get going. | want
to see the house. | haven’t been there in ages.”

Jamie rounded the desk and offered his hand to Tristan again. His eyes smoldered.
“My numbers are in the folder. Don’t hesitate to contact me.” He held onto Tristan’s
fingers for along moment. Electricity sparked between him and Tristan.

“I won't.” Tristan raked his gaze over Jamie. The man was handsome in a polished
way. Not a blond hair out of place. No scruff and his skin glowed. He reminded



Tristan of a model. His eyes sparkled and his smile came easy. He fit Tristan’s usual
preferences for a guy—tall and lean and well-spoken. But he came off a little too
polished. Then again, he could be hot in a T-shirt and jeans combo. If he cut loose on
the weekends, he could beright up Tristan’s alley.

“Jamie, you have your next appointment here,” Sallie said. “How much longer will
you be?’

Tristan froze. Where was she? Probably behind him.
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“Not long,” Tristan said. He let go of Jamie's hand. “| should go. | need to see the
house and Michael.”

“Michael?’” Jamie said. He frowned. “The librarian?’
“Yes.” What was wrong with Michael ?
“Oh. | didn’t think you knew him.” Jamie shrugged.

Was that a bit of his polish cracking? The careful fagade slipping? Tristan bit back a
snort. “I do.”

“Well, | look forward to your call.” Jamie rounded his desk and pressed a button on
the little panel. “ Give me five minutes, Sallie.”

Tristan gathered up his bag and nodded to Jamie. He waved, then left the office. His
brain ached. He had too much to think about and even more to do. He needed a plan.
Instead of running straight back to the B& B, he stopped at the first bench.

He needed at least a solid twenty-four hours to work on the outline for his book. He
had character sheets to finish and the setting to flesh out. If he had forty-eight hours,
he could knock the outline out. But would he?

Christ.If he worked at the house in the morning and sorted through his uncle’s stuff,
then used the afternoon and night to write, he might be able to meet his deadlines. He
still had to sort out the trust money and other parts of the estate. His better judgment
stated he’d need at least aweek for to settle things. Then there was the LGBT center.



He had no idea how to set such athing up.

He rested his head in his hands. His heart raced and his stomach lurched. Anxiety hit
hard. Could he accomplish everything his uncle wantedandget the book done? He
wasn't sure. He gasped for air and sat back in his seat. If he was going to even
consider all histasks, he needed silence and strong coffee.

Tristan left the bench and marched straight to the B& B to drop off the folder and pick
up his car. Once he'd made the switch, he headed to the bookstore for the coffee. He
could conquer his to-do list with the right amount of help and caffeine. He paid for
the tart brew and hustled back to the car.Next stop, Al’s house.But first...he wanted
to see Michael.
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Chapter Five

Michael rifled through the box of books one more time, then leaned back on the stool.
His muscles ached from sitting in the same position. He'd never finish sorting the
books in the shed if he didn’'t keep pushing forward. Half of the contents of the box
could go into the library’s permanent collection and the other half would be great for
the system-wide bookmobile. He'd have to weed out some of the older, worn titles
from the library’ s inventory, but maybe if he re-shelved, he could save as many books
as possible from being removed.

One of the books caught his attention. The romance bore a smple title.Tristan.He
snorted. No matter where he turned, he kept being reminded of the man who seemed
to take up his thoughts. Tristan, despite his pushiness, was a nice guy. He was
handsome and his kisses warmed Michael’ s blood. Hislips still tingled. But what was
he doing? Tristan would leave.

He sagged in his chair. Would a short affair do him that much damage? No. He'd
survive. He might even have a nice time. Something simple, hot and unforgettable. A
quickie relationship with Tristan could be just the thing he needed. A good time with
no regrets.

He picked up the last book in the box. The name caught his attention.Another Tristan
book?Heflipped the novel over and his breath lodged in his throat.Tristan
Paulson.Other people in the world could have the same name. Just because Tristan
said he was a writer didn’t mean he was published. He hadn’t crowed about having
books in circulation.



Michael spied the photo. His friend stared back at him from the professional
image.Holy shit. The moment he saw the picture, he knew. Tristan. How’d he miss
this? Yes, he'd been told Tristan was a writer, but he hadn’t been given a rundown of
Tristan’s work. Most writers he'd met wanted to give him their entire backlist and
biography. Tristan claimed he was in Sullavan doing research. Why hadn’'t Michael
done research on him? He should've put the facts together and realized he had an
actual published novelist in his midst.

WEell, fuck.Had he been too dazzled by Tristan? Stunned? No. He hadn’'t used his
damn head to learn more about the new guy in town.

Michael flipped through the novel. Although he' d once heard of Tristan’s work, he'd
never read any of it. He shuffled the pages, but saw nothing. He shook his head and
closed the book. He didn't need to read Tristan. What he wanted was answers. If
Tristan wasn't talking about his life, then what was holding him back? Didn’t he trust
Michael? And why did that possible lack of trust bother Michael to his core?

Dicey appeared at the door. “Hey. Have you gotten anywhere?’

“I did.” He tossed Tristan’'s book into the box meant for the collection. “I’m almost
done.”

“Good, but don't toss books.” She grinned. “You have a visitor.” She drummed her
fingers on the doorframe. “For a guy who isn't planning on being here long, Tristan
keeps showing up.”

Michael paused. Dicey liked everyone, but her tone wasn't upbeat. If she saw
something in Tristan she didn’t like, she needed to tell him. What had she noticed that

wasn't right?“You don't like him.”

“I never said that,” she said and blushed. “Now...”



“Now what?’ He leveled his gaze at her. “Tell me.”

She shrugged. “He shows up alot.”

“And?’ Lots of people visited the library on a daily basis. Most came to read the
papers or use the computers. Tristan being there wasn’'t out of the ordinary—except
he wasn't from Sullavan.

“I don’t know,” she said. She wouldn't look at him. “1’m concerned.”

“About? Tell me so, if I’'m needed inside, | can get going or steel myself for what |
might see.” He hadn’t wanted to vocalize that last bit.Damn.

Dicey toyed with the peeling paint on the wooden frame. “I’m concerned. He shows
up and he's nice, but he knows he's going. Since he's started coming around, you' ve
been happier than | thought was possible. | don’'t want to see you get hurt. | know
you're careful, but you're like a son to me. Family anyway. I’m protective of you. |
don’t mind him visiting, but his sweet act isamost just that...an act.”

He wasn't sure what to say. Y es, Tristan seemed too good to be true and Michael had
decided to err on the side of caution, but...he liked Tristan—not just as a boyfriend
but as a friend, too. Was his radar off? Normally he could spot fakers. Not with
Tristan. Or was he seeing only what he wanted because he was lonely?

“Just be careful.” She patted Michael’s arm. “If you think he's good people, then do
what you seefit. If you're even alittle concerned, then use your common sense.”

“Thanks, Dicey.” He abandoned the box. He could sort books later. He followed her
out of the shed, then locked up and headed into the main building. Tristan sat at the
middle study table. He had his head down and was scrawling something in a
notebook.



Michael hesitated. He didn’t want to look too eager, since he didn't know what to
think about Tristan at the moment.

Tristan glanced up and stopped writing. His face brightened. “Hi.”

“Hi.” He smiled. He couldn’t ignore the sizzle in the pit of his stomach or the rush of
heat below his belt. “How’d it go with the lawyer?’

“Good. I've got lots of new information, keys and checks. Jamie was thorough. |
swear, | learned too much. My brain will explode.” Tristan stood. “I didn’t know my
uncle well in the last few years, but I’'m glad you were tight with him.”

Michael tensed. He' d have to open up about how well he knew Al sooner rather than
later. But not now. “He came in for books. | got the westerns in that he liked and he
borrowed them.” Better than telling the whole truth.

“Yeah, | remember you saying so.” Tristan pulled a piece of paper from his bag. “My
uncle bequeathed all of his booksto the library. | bet you didn’t know that.”

“l didn't.” Michael’s knees buckled. If he’'d thought he had too many hardbacks to
deal with in the shed, he could only imagine how many Tristan would be donating. Al
had been a voracious reader and at Michael’s last count, Al had over three hundred
books. Where in the hell would he put all the new additions? He didn’t have much
room.

“WEell, he did. I’ll need you to help me box and move them here.” Tristan opened the
folded page. “Thisisfor you.”
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“Huh?’ He glanced down at the item. A check.Wait.“What’ s this?’

“The last time | looked, it was a check made out to you for the library.” Tristan
grinned. “Now you can add onto the building or whatever the library
needs—especially since now you're housing what | assume will be a whole lot more
books.”

Michael nudged Tristan’s hands away and didn’t take the check. He needed to talk to
Tristan in private. “Dicey? Hold down the fort.” He ushered Tristan into the men’s
room and locked the door. “I know thisisn’t the greatest place to talk, but it’'ll have to
do.”

“1f you wanted a quickie to thank me for the money, you don’'t have to. I'd rather we
have that quickie in my room at the B&B. It's more fun there and less...conspicuous.
I’m sure your co-workers all know what we' re about to do.” Tristan snagged Michael
in his embrace. “But I’m game.”

He nudged Tristan away. “Jesus. No.” His head ached. “I’m not coming on to
you.” Not here and not right now.

“Oh.” Tristan bristled. “Sorry.”

“1 need honesty.” He folded his arms and |eaned against the bathroom door. “What's
going on?’

“1 gave you a check for a hundred grand, courtesy of my uncle. He wanted the library
to have the money and his books to go here for others to enjoy.” Tristan matched



Michael’ s stance. “Why?’

“You're awriter. Why wouldn’t he give the books to you?’ Someone he loved, not
someone he dealt with after the temporary love went away.

“No room,” Tristan said.

“When were you going to tell me you're a bestselling published author? You're
famous. | blathered on about having you come talk to the writers’ group and you said
nothing. You acted like you weren't anyone exciting.” He tensed and his headache
increased.

Tristan sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“Metoo.” He shook hishead. “I can’t accept that money.”

“Why?’

“1 just can’t.” Not with the memories attached. Not when he knew how Tristan would
react once he found out Michael’ s truth.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not the one coughing up this cash. My uncle wanted you to
haveit. So far, I’'m not seeing an issue.”

Other than him finally having to admit he'd been Al’s lover for a summer and that
he'd thought for those three months that he was in love...yeah, no problems at
al.Then Al’s nephew came to town and dredged up Michael’ s history. No sweat. He
bit back a chuckle. No wonder he had trust issues. He couldn’t even trust himself.
“Why not tell me who you were from the beginning—not Al’s nephew but the
famous part?’



“What? I’ ve written books and made a career of it. | have a trust fund because my
mother married into a wealthy family. No one believes I'm the actual author of my
books. The critics think I've had them ghostwritten since they believe | can buy
anyone off. | haven’'t. Those are my words and my blood, sweat and tears in those
novels. Now you know. I’'m not ashamed for keeping quiet. What | wanted was to be
accepted for me, Tristan. Not some figment of me that you and everyone else have
created. Isthat wrong? Too fucking bad.”

“No,” Michael murmured. “It’ s not wrong.”

“I’ve got a goddamn stalker who keeps emailing me suggestions to write about a
town called Lewiston. | have no fucking ideawhere that isand | haven't tried to look.
On top of that, I'm supposed to be plotting my next book. Instead of writing, I'm
trying to keep my sanity. | want to be safe and live my life. Right now, | don’t know
if I can.”

Michael stared at Tristan. God. He'd gotten upset for mostly nothing. Yes, Tristan
hadn’t told him everything, but was his life story Michael’s businessAVho am |

protecting myself from? Me?'I’m sorry.”

Tristan shifted his weight from his left to his right foot and leaned against the wall of
the bathroom stall. “Y ou didn’t know.”

“Still...” He couldn't hide his shame.

“Michael.” Tristan reached for him, then pulled back. “Y ou gave me boundaries and |
tried to stay within them, but | lied by omission. | get it. Y ou need trust, but sodo |.”

“S0, what do we do?’ He hated being so angsty.

“First, you accept that check. It's for the library and made out to you or the system. |



don’'t know. | just know | was supposed to give it to you. Al loved this place and he
wanted to help it grow.” Tristan inched toward Michael.

Michael nodded.

“Second, allow me to donate his books. Again, it's in the will. |1 have to comply.
Besides, | don’'t even know what books he has to donate,” Tristan said. He crept
closer to Michad. “I'll cough up whatever you need to shelve, preserve and store
them until you have space. I'll gladly dip into my trust for this.” He smoothed the
wrinkles in Michael’s shirt. “1 spent four summers in Sullavan and | had no idea we
had alibrary. | never knew anything about this town.”

And he knew nothing about his uncle. “Y ou missed out.” Michael alowed himself to
relax. He liked when Tristan touched him. The ache in his lower belly grew and he
longed to press himself against Tristan.

“Third, | like spending time with you. You’'re one of the good ones. You held me
accountable when | wasn't ready to fess up. Not many people challenge me.” Tristan
wound his arms around Michael. “I’'m intrigued and turned on by you.” He paused
and his eyes widened. “Based on that rod in your pants, I'm guessing you’re pretty
turned on, too.”
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“l am.” He cleared his throat. This was so not the time or place to have a damn
erection. “How do you know I’m not being nice so you won't think I’m your stalker?
Or so | can get my hands on your money...that | didn't know you had?’ Jesus.He
needed to stop talking. He' d dug himself a deep hole.

“Do you know anything about Lewiston?’ Tristan asked. He swayed with Michael.

“Which one? There isn't a Lewiston around here, but I'm sure there are at least two
towns by that name in the surrounding five-state area.” Michael shrugged. “But those
towns are at least two hundred miles away.”

“Exactly.”

“I’'m confused.” He wanted to melt against Tristan. The warmth of Tristan’s breath
seeped to his core. He could get lost in Tristan's eyes and be happy never to find his
way back out.

“The stalker wants me to write about Lewiston. No state or particulars given. Just
write about this town.” Tristan brushed his nose along Michael’s. “If you have no
idea, then the writer can’t be you. Y ou're too honest.”

Don’t be so sure about that. “Oh.” He fumbled for words. With Tristan so close, his
brain misfired. “1 could be playing the fool.”

“Nah.” Tristan feathered a kiss over Michael’s lips. “You don't trust me, but | trusted
you from the start.”



He had no words. Nothing. Besides, he couldn’t shy away from Tristan. He' d have to
tell him the truth, but the magnetism between him and Tristan was too much to fight.

“Would you take my check?’ Tristan’s voice came out husky. “And my books?’

“Yeah.” Right now, he'd take anything Tristan would give him.

“How about going to my uncle's place tonight and we'll order pizza? We can sort and
talk.” Tristan cupped Michagl’s jaw in both hands. “Or do something else.”

Fucking balls, he was in over his head. He had to gather his bearings. “How about we
deposit that check first and figure out later...later? I'll tell Dicey and Cillawhere I'm
going. I'll count it as my lunch break and eat later.” Maybe by then he'd have his
head cleared.

“You're sure? Y ou should eat.”

“I'll be fine. I'd rather not have that check in the open.” He wriggled free of Tristan
and missed his warmth. He sighed, then unlocked the door. He almost collided with
Dicey. “Hi.”

“l wasn't listening,” she said, then looked away. “Promise.”

“Right.” He stood tall. “I’ll make an announcement later, but Al McCartney donated
money to the library. I'm going with Tristan to the bank. I’ll be back in half an hour,
tops. Hold down the fort, okay? I’'ll have my phone and will run if you need me.” He
nodded once. “Okay?’

“Sure.” Dicey stared at him. “Uh-huh.”

Michael shifted into business mode. He had to think straight if he was going to the



bank. Love-sickness and erections weren’'t welcome, no matter how sexy Tristan
might be. He retrieved his phone and keys.

Dicey darted behind the counter and gestured to Tristan. She said something to himin
low tones. When Michael approached, she scurried away.

“Everything okay?’ Michael asked.

“Couldn’t be better.” Tristan held the door for Michael. “I’ll bring him back in one
piece.”

Michael groaned. Dicey had probably given Tristan advice or asked about what
they’ d done in the bathroom. After that comment, she'd tell everyone he'd had sex in

the men’s room. He shoved the keys into his front pocket and his phone into his shirt
pocket.

“She tried to warn me.” Tristan fell into step beside Michael. “Told me if | hurt you,
she’d hurt me.”

“She would.”

“1 know,” Tristan said. “ She likes you.”

“She’' s mentioned that afew times.”

“What isit about you that’s so irresistible?’

“Don't ask me. | have no clue.” He focused on the sidewalk before him and kept

moving forward. He had to change the subject. “I like that you're writing about
Sullavan. Are you doing the research for that next book?”



“Sort of. I'd planned on writing another novel, but had no inspiration. | was going to
throw a dart at a map and go wherever the dart landed, but | got the call from Jamie
first.” Tristan shrugged. “Divine intervention, | guess.”
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Michael cringed and hoped Tristan didn't notice. He had nothing against Jamie
Meyers other than the guy was sexy and had money. He'd be more compatible with
Tristan. Plus, Tristan wouldn’t want to be with the man who’'d once been with his
uncle. It wasn’t right.

“1 lied to my publisher and said | had an idea.” Tristan shrugged. “When | got here, |
went right to the B&B. | saw this photo on the wall and my imagination went berserk.
The characters started talking to me and | got part of the outline jotted down that
night.”

“Good job.” Michael nodded. “We turn here. There are three banks in Sullavan. First
National, First County and Bank of Sullavan. Each one is owned by a different board
of trustees. They’re pretty much interchangeable except for the buildings. | love the
architecture. All columns and marble fagades. Here's our bank. First County.” He
opened the door for Tristan. “The ironwork around the teller windowsis original. The
marble is, too. County’s the oldest bank in town.” He approached the available teller
and, within fifteen minutes, the check was deposited and the deal sealed. The
manager said he would call the financial officer for the library. At least the check
wasn't in the open. Walking around with a hundred grand, even just written down,
seemed impossible to Michael.

Tristan remained beside Michael and left the bank. “That was ssimple.” He laughed. “I
thought donations were difficult. You smiled, | signed stuff and we're done.”

“I never helped handle a donation that big.” Other than second-hand clothes, old
textbooks and Christmas donations, he' d never done anything so expensive.



Tristan didn’'t say anything until he and Michael were in front of the library. “I should
ask you to lunch since | used your lunch hour.”

“It's fine.” He had stuff he could eat on the go. Besides, he spent more lunch hours
working than he spent them relaxing. “I won’'t have time anyway. Cilla leaves at two,
then Dicey at six. Lauren will be in at three, but still. | don't like leaving the place
understaffed.”

“Understandable. When areyoudone?’
“At eight. We close on Wednesdays and Saturdays at one. We're closed on Sunday
and the rest of the week we're open until eight. I’'m the only full-time librarian, so |

have to be here when most everyone elseisn’t.”

Tristan pulled a pen from his bag. He grabbed Michael’ s hand and wrote numbers on
Michael’s skin. “Call me. | want to get together and not just for the books.”

“You haven't seen them.” He pressed his hand against his thigh and hoped the ink
wouldn’t smear.

11 NO.H

“Give yourself time to go through the books and Al’ s things. Wander down memory
lane. He'd want you to.” Michael sighed. “ Then worry about me.”

“Why don’t you call me anyway?’ Tristan wriggled his eyebrows. “ Please?’

“1 will.” He should’ ve kept his distance, but Tristan was too tempting.

Tristan started away, then strode back to Michael. Instead of speaking, he kissed
Michael hard on the mouth. A rough, claiming kiss ...and it worked. Michael moaned



into the kiss. Anyone could see him and Tristan. Did he care? Part of him did, but the
rest didn’t.

Tristan rested his forehead on Michael’s. “Don’t forget.”

“I won't.” He couldn’t if he'd tried. He watched Tristan climb behind the wheel of
his car and drive off. Dicey’s words came back to him in aflood. She wanted him to
be careful. But Tristan was so enticing. He wanted to dip his toe into the dating pool
once more, even if it meant a fling with a guy he'd never see again. He touched his
lips. The tingle was dtill there. He shouldn’t have been attracted to Tristan, but
whatever.l could live alittle, right?

Christ. He needed aspirin. His headache wasn’'t going away and he had the feeling it
wouldn’t until Tristan Paulson left town.

Tristan drove away from the library, his heart hammering. Seeing Michael was a
good jolt to his system. Michael reenergized him. He liked the way Michael felt in his
arms, too. But then there was Jamie. Okay, so the lawyer hadn’t come on to him, but
the vibe was there. Was he callous enough to think he could juggle two men in one
small town? Then have the balls to leave them both high and dry?

Instead of stopping at the B&B for food, he drove straight to his uncle’s home. He
should’ve grabbed something to eat, but the desire to get the hell away from his
problems overruled his hunger pangs. He motored to the edge of town, then turned
onto the gravel drive leading to his uncle’'s farmhouse. Technically, the property was
in the village limits, but to the outside observer the place looked like a farm. He
parked by the house and turned the car off. The silence enveloped him and he
appreciated the cam.

He breathed in the fresh air. For a split second, he could see himself living here.
Would the silence be deafening to his writing career? Or just what he needed to stay



on task? He left the vehicle and wandered around the front yard. Despite some
overgrowth, the flower beds were still lush with vibrant color. He could only imagine
the number of hours his uncle had spent out here. He' d forgotten just how picturesque
the property was and how much he enjoyed being there.

Tristan fished in his pocket for his keys, then made his way to the front of the house.
He glanced down at the ring. Five keys and no labels.Drat.He tried each one in the
lock until the mechanism opened. He' d have to put a mark on that key to remind him
that it went in the front door. Once he stepped into the house, memories rushed back
to him. He'd spent four summers on this property. Each time he'd arrived, he'd
pretended not to be a child of wealth, but a regular kid. He'd learned how to fish,
camp, start fires, shoot and cook so he could take care of himself. He'd never used
any of the outdoors experience in his current life, but he still remembered what was
important.Crazy.Why had he buried al those memories? Because once he went
home, his parents had demanded he play a part in their spoiled situation. He'd acted
like a playboy brat, but no one had corrected him—except his uncle. At one time,
he'd hated his uncle for requiring more from him. Now he wished he’d had more
opportunities to get to know his mother’ s brother.

Now that Tristan was back in Sullavan, the real man—not the asshole—had come
out. The muted version, the one with sentimentality and heart, showed up. Which side
did he like better? The quieter one. He strode into the kitchen. Tears burned at the
corners of his eyes. He should’ ve spent more time with his uncle. He' d forgotten Al’s
love of art and books. He spotted the library. His heart lodged in his throat.

Tristan ventured into the dark room and flicked the switch. The walls were lined with
shelves and every available space featured books. He leaned against the Queen Anne
chair and sighed. So many books...What in the hell?Panic set in. His heart hammered
again and he wiped his clammy hands on his pant legs. The sheer volume of stuff in
the house overwhelmed him. He had so much to clean out and not enough time. Then
there was the book he should’ ve been working on. His legs trembled and he swayed.



He needed to sit down.

He collapsed on the chair and sucked in a ragged breath. No amount of panic would
help. He had to meet this challenge head-on. No matter how much he didn’t want to
face his problems, they wouldn’t be gone because he flipped out. He willed himself to
calm down. He had a few contacts for help and could get through this.

He pulled his phone from his pocket, then paused.I’ll call Michagl. Wait, no he
wouldn’t. He didn’'t have Michael’ s number.Shit.He sighed, then turned the ringer on
in case Michael happened to call him. He grinned. Yeah, he'd grown fond of the
librarian.

Tristan glanced around the room again and gripped the arms of the chair. He'd have
to treat his next few weeks as an adventure. Writing at night and working during the
day. The longer he stared at the books, the more the characters spoke to him. Calm
settled around him and he nodded. The library was his redemption. The characters
needed the books to spur his imagination and he had to hang on for the ride...maybe
bring Michael along.
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Chapter Six
Tristan smoothed out the piece of paper and looked over his notes. His hand ached
from writing so much, but he liked what he had written down. Not only did he have
the character names, but the outline was complete and he knew how the first scene
would play out. Writing longhand wasn't his usual, but of late he'd done a lot of

stepping outside of his norm. Not jumping on Michael from day one, not trying to
screw the next available guy...he' d even gotten some writing accomplished.

What timeisit?He fumbled on the desk for his phone.

Using the first available paper for his notes hadn’t been the best idea, but he had to go
with the flow. When the words came, he followed. Where in the hell was the phone?
Under more papers. He moved the sheets out of the way and turned the device over.
Asif on cue, the phone lit up.

Tristan swiped to retrieve the call and switched to the speaker setting. “Hello?”

“Hi, it' s Jamie.”

He paused.Jamie?Realization dawned on him.The lawyer.“ Oh, hey.”

“Thought I'd check on you,” Jamie said. “Everything okay?’

“Yeah, I'm pretty good. It's been a day, though. | dropped the check off with
Michael. | had planned on calling the school, but I got lost in my writing.”



“1 spoke to the superintendent and explained the situation. He's expecting to hear
from you in the next few days.”

“Oh, thanks.” Rather forward, but Jamie was a lawyer and knew how to get business
accomplished, he supposed. He flipped through the handwritten pages. As much as he
wanted to get back to his story, he needed a break...but not with Jamie.

“You're quiet,” Jamie said. “Need help? It's after six and I’ ve got everything in hand
for tomorrow. I’'m available.”

After six? Shit.He hadn’t even checked the time. His phone had rung too fast for him
to notice. Did he want to meet up with Jamie?

“Tristan? | can be there in ten minutes or can pick up food and be there in half an
hour.”

What does he want?*Nah, you’ ve got to work tomorrow and I’'m still up to my neck
in stuff here. | haven’'t even scoped out the rest of the house. We should plan on
something this weekend.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to bring you food? It’ s been three weeks since Al’s
passing. | have no idea if anyone bothered to clean out the kitchen. Either way, you'll
need food.”

“Thanks, but I’ll be okay. | had the utilities turned back on once | found out | owned
the house, so the fridge is running.” He hadn’t thought about the state of the kitchen
other than there was power. The idea of cleaning up rancid food churned his stomach.
But...if it had to be done, then he had no choice. “Y ou should get your rest so you
can be all important and legal-y tomorrow.”

“Nonsense.”



“I’ll be fine. Really.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. Jamie wasn’t getting his hint.

“All right, but I’'m coming over around eight to check on you. No arguments,” Jamie
said. Before Tristan could say anything, Jamie hung up.

Tristan stared at the phone. Normally, he was the pushy one, expecting to be dealt
with and loved. Being on the other end felt kind of odd. He sighed. He'd lost a lot of
control by coming back to Sullavan. Part of him didn’t mind, but the rest of him
wasn't sure that not having everything in order was a good thing.

He left the phone on the table and considered his options. He had the house and could
save a little cash by staying there versus at the B&B, but if Michael came over for
dinner with Molly... He wandered out to the garage. His uncle still had the’ 72 Chevy
in the garage. If the truck worked, then he could ditch the rental car, too. The truck
would be better for hauling. If he knew his uncle, the truck was still in great condition
and gassed up for the next drive. When he checked the gauges, his instincts were
proven correct. He tested the keys he hadn’t marked and when he dlid the last one
into the ignition, it fit. He left the keys in the truck and stuffed his hands into his
pockets. He might as well use what he’ d inherited.

He headed back into the study and phoned the rental car company. Within fifteen
minutes, he'd set up a time for the company to retrieve the vehicle. His stomach
growled. Time to head into town for food, then back to the house to write...but with a
pit stop at the B& B. He removed the keys from the truck ignition, then went back into
the house to lock up. Collecting his things from his room shouldn’t take long and if
he called one of the pizza joints on the main drag, he could have the pie waiting for
him when he finished.

Tristan dlid behind the wheel of the rental car, then called in his pizza order. Once
finished, he drove straight to the B& B. Molly stood at the counter.



“Hi, you.” She smiled. “I haven't seen you around. How are you?’

“I"m good. | got the keysto Al’'s place and have been not going through his things.”
He drummed his fingers on the counter. “I need to settle up my bill. Since | have the
house, | should probably stay there.”

“Won't there be too many memories?” She opened her laptop. “I’'m sorry. That's
none of my business.”

“No, it'sagood question. | hadn’t thought about it. The thing is, | haven’t been there
since | was fourteen. | have memories, but it’s not the earth-shattering grief kind. It's

like coming back to awarm spot and feeling safe—that sort of feeling.”

“S0, you're Al’s nephew?’ She pressed a button and a piece of paper slid out of the
printer. “Here' sthe bill.”

“Doubleit.” Hedidn’t even look at the figure. “Whatever it is, doubleit.”
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“Tristan.”

“Consider it a gratuity for your time and patience with me.” He pulled out his credit
card. “l insist.”

11 B ut_”

He read through the charges, then nodded. “Yes, thisisn't nearly enough. | realize
you'’ ve got to stay competitive for the area, but | insist on overpaying.” He winked.

“Uh...sure.” Sheturned her attention to the laptop. “Y ou' re a strange man.”

“It's awriter thing. Yes, I’'m an author and my uncle really is Al.” He dlid the paper
back to her and placed four twenty-dollar bills on the counter. “I inherited his house
and estate.”

“Bigjob.” Shedidn’t take the dlip or the money. “What are you going to do?’

“According to his wishes, there's a cash donation set up for the school system and
one for the library. Therest...I’m not sure. Does Sullavan have restrictions on garage
or yard sales?’

She tensed. “We have a garage sale week.” She spread her fingers on the counter.
“It's not for another month, but the people in town have one gigantic sale. Folks
come from all over to shop the deals. There's nothing that says you can't have a
garage sae at any other time, though.”



“Good. I’'m going to have to sell some of Al’s stuff.” He didn’t want to sell anything,
but if he still wanted to return to New Y ork, he’ d have to lighten his load.

“I’m sorry you have to do that, but | understand.” She handed him his copy of the
receipt. “I’m sorry to see you go, too. Feel free to come back whenever you're
hungry. The kitchen is always open.”

“1 will. Thank you.”

“You can leave the keys on the counter when you're done.” She paused. “Michael is
here on the weekends after the library closes so he can have supper.” She winked,
then left him alone.

He didn’t know what to say. He shook his head and made his way upstairs. Cleaning
up his things and packing only took a few minutes. He stuffed everything into his
bag, then double-checked he'd picked up after himself. Tristan checked under the
bed, in the sheets, then in the bathroom. Knowing him, he'd leave something behind.
Once satisfied, he zipped his bag and tucked his laptop away, then paused. He hadn’t
spent much time in the room, but the place felt more like a home than his apartment
in New York. Why? He wasn't sure. Because he'd let his guard down once he came
to Sullavan.

Still, leaving saddened him. His phone buzzed in his pocket. Tristan put his bags on
the unmade bed and answered the call. “Hello?’

“Hi, it'sMichadl.”

He brightened and sank onto the mattress. “Hey, you.”

“What' s happening?’



He could be wrong, but did Michael sound nervous? “I’m picking up my stuff from
Molly’s, then going to Pandy’ s for my pizza so I’ ve got supper when | go back to my
uncle' s place. | got absolutely nothing sorted out, but a lot of writing done.”

“Well, good on the writing and boo on the sorting.”

He laughed. “Do you want to share the pizza?’ No hesitation. He knew exactly who
he wanted to spend the evening with, but he had to convince Michael to stay.

“I"'m here until eight. It's only half past six. By the time | get there, the pizza will be
cold,” Michadl said.

“I'll reheat it.” Please? | want to see you.

“I"ll try to get over there.”

“Don’'t try. Do.” He hefted his bags onto his shoulder, then checked the room over
one last time. He' d never get what he wanted if he didn’t beg. “Please?’

Michael didn’t respond right away. “Yeah.”

Isthat agreement?* 1’|l take that as ayes. Y ou know where the house is, right?’

“1 do,” Michael replied, hisvoice quiet.

Excitement rippled through him. “I’ [l have dinner waiting. See you in alittle bit.”

“Yeah. See you.” Michael disconnected the call.
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Tristan dlid his phone into the front pocket of his bag, then locked up the room and
strode straight downstairs. He couldn’t wait to see Michael. Was it possible that he'd
fallen for the quirky librarian? Y eah, and he had. When he reached the counter, Molly
wasn't around. He grabbed a piece of paper and left her anote.

Y ou rock. Thanks for everything. Put in agood word for me with Michael.
XOXO,
Tristan

He left the key in the folded page, then headed back out to the car. He deposited his
bags into the trunk, then hurried down the street to Pandy’s and retrieved the pizza.
He bought two large bottles of soda and paid the bill, then carried everything to the
car.

He drove home with renewed vigor. Michagl would be over soon. Instead of eating,
he dragged his things inside and focused on cleaning up the kitchen. He located the
garbage and tossed the food out of the refrigerator. Wasting the food sucked, but most
of it was beyond the expiration dates. He cleaned off a spot on the counter, then
located plates and cups. He wanted to make the right impression.

Tristan paused.Fuck.What was he doing in the kitchen when he should be upstairs
settling in? He abandoned the food and took his bags to the second floor. For a
moment, he considered using Al’s room. Something in the back of his mind dictated
he use the guest space. He ducked into the smaller of the two rooms and paused. A
wave of nostalgia hit him hard. He'd spent four summers here and few of the



furnishings were different. In moments, he'd been transported back to when he was
fourteen and trying to come to terms with being gay. He left his bags on the floor and
sat on the bed.

“Well, Uncle. I'm here.” He folded his hands. Speaking to the spirit of his dead uncle
soothed him. “1 don’t know what you expect from me, but | hope | make you happy.
I’'m overwhelmed and I’ve never had to sort out someone's life. | feel lost.” He
bowed his head. “1 wish you were still here. | miss you and would love to have gotten
to know you better.” He wiped tears from his cheeks.Shit.He hadn’t planned on

crying.

The full weight of what he'd been asked to do hit him. Seeing his uncle’'s things
broke his heart. He'd let time and distance get between them. He'd looked up to Al.
Y es, the man could grumble and argue, but he’d had a big heart. Tristan picked at the
ring on his middle finger. He'd never be able to talk to his uncle, save for essentially
talking to himself, ever again.

Tristan blew out a long breath and forced himself to stand. Instead of focusing on
what he couldn’t change, he worked on settling in. He carried his toiletries to the
bathroom, then wished he'd brought a box. His uncle’s razor was still on the sink and
his toothbrush was in the holder. He wasn't ready to pitch anything yet. Being here
would take some getting used to. He put the razor and toothbrush in the cabinet over
the sink. If he didn’t keep moving forward, he’ d never leave the room.

He returned to the guest room and unpacked his clothes. He arranged his jeans and
shirts on the dresser. Putting the garments into the bureau wasn’t bad, but he wasn’t
ready to disturb hisuncle's stuff—not upstairs anyway. He' d get there | ater.

The doorbell rang and Tristan froze. The bell toned again, but this time he realized
what the sound was. He hurried to the first floor and skidded to a stop at the door.
Michael stood on the porch and waved.



“Comein.” He unlocked the main door and pushed open the screen door. “ Excuse the
stuffiness. | should crack afew windows.”

“Al would hate it smelling musty.” Michael inched into the house, but didn’t venture
far from Tristan.

“Probably.” He laughed, then tucked Michael into his embrace. “1I’m so happy to see
you.” He kissed Michael’ s cheeks. “You smell good...and you' re here early.”

“Cillaand Dicey conned me into leaving early. They said they’'d close. I'll check the
building before | go home, but I'm sure it's fine.” Michael stayed in Tristan’s arms
and rested his hands on Tristan’s hips. “Y ou sounded so insistent.”

“1 need you.” He liked the way Michael felt against him. If nothing else was right in
his world, Michael was, and he wanted to keep the good feelings going. “1 have pizza
and soda. Haven't even opened the box.” He kissed Michael on the lips.

“How can | say no?”’

“Uh...redlly easily.” He dlipped his hands into Michagl’ s back pockets. God, the man
had a nice ass. Squeezable and taut. “I’'m glad you came.”

“Not yet.” Michael wriggled his eyebrows.

Tristan paused for a beat as he caught on to the joke. “ Cute. Do you want to come?”

“Not until after our second date.” Michael smiled. “I’m not that easy.”

“I'll remember that.” How fast could they get to date number two? He dragged
Michael to the kitchen. “I even remembered to get the cups and plates out.”



“I’m impressed.”

He let go of Michael, then opened the pizza box. Despite the bit of tension, Tristan
relaxed. He handed Michael the first piece of the pie. “This is the start of something
awesome. | just know it.” Down to his soul, he knew. “You and | are going to be
epic.”

Michael hesitated before accepting the dlice of pizza. He'd forgotten how many
memories were in the kitchen and the house. He' d only been with Al for three months
and had never lived at the farmhouse, but if he didn't give Tristan an explanation,
he'd burst. He ate in silence and considered his options. He wasn’'t sure how to
broach the topic.Oh hey, | was lovers with your uncle.No, too pushy.Y our uncle and |
had something | thought was special, but wasn't just friendship.Too vague. | was in
love with your uncle for three months, but he never loved me.Ugh.

“You're a hundred miles away.” Tristan put his plate down, then stalked over to
Michael. “I’m that boring?’

“No.” Far from that. Tristan excited him and made him want to open his heart.

Tristan took the plate from Michael. “I’ve been thinking about you all day.” He
licked his lips and caged Michael between his body and the counter. He rubbed the
bulge in his jeans against the one in Michadl’s pants, sending shimmers of heat
through Michael’s body. Michael fought his better judgment and slid his fingers into
Tristan’s front pockets. Tristan dragged his nose along Michadl’s. “Y eah.” He shifted
hiships. “I can't lie. | want you.”

“Yeah.” He had no other words. His regret and confusion melted away. He was
drawn to Tristan. The man didn’t care who Michagl was or what he'd done. Tristan
wanted to be with him.
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Tristan turned with Michael in his arms and leaned against the counter. He tucked his
hands beneath the waistband of Michael’s jeansto cup Michael’ s ass,

Michael groaned. He liked take-charge men. When Tristan cupped the back of
Michael’s neck with his free hand, Michael didn't fight the delicious feeling. He
kissed Tristan and savored his tanginess.

Tristan pushed the kiss. He turned the connection feral in an instant. He consumed
Michael with the heat of the kiss. Michael couldn’'t drag air into his lungs fast
enough, but he didn’t mind. He liked the way Tristan held him.

Michael straddled Tristan’s thigh and rode his leg. He groaned. Tristan tasted
good—sinful. Michael smoothed his palms over Tristan’s chest. Christ, the man was
all hard muscle and strength. He wanted to unwrap him and learn every inch of
Tristan.

“Yeah, babe.” Tristan ground against Michael, then sucked on his tongue.

Michael broke away and panted. Desire flowed through him. He could’ ve sworn the
temperature rose a few hundred degrees.

Tristan licked along Michael’s throat and his teeth scraped Michael’ s skin. Another
groan ripped from Michael.

“You're atalker. | likeit,” Tristan said. The scruff on his cheeks abraded Michael’s.
He tugged Michael’ s shirt from his pants, then slid his hands over Michael’s belly. “I
want to strip you down,” Tristan said between nips. “Want to explore you.”



Fuck...he'd just been thinking that about Tristan. He gritted his teeth. “Yeah.” He
wanted to get the hell out of the kitchen in favor of somewhere softer and
horizontal—like the bed.

Tristan stopped kissing him, then rested his forehead on Michael’s. “I need you.”
“Youdo.” It wasn't aquestion. He wanted Tristan, too.

“Crave you.” Tristan dropped to his knees and opened Michael’s pants. When he
glanced up at Michael, he grinned. “Need you.” He rubbed his face against the crotch
of Michael’ s jeans and marked himself.

Michael threaded his fingers into Tristan's hair. Being this bold was out of his
comfort zone, but it felt right because he was with Tristan. He rocked against him and
closed his eyes. Heat centered in his dick and he moaned. “Yes.”

“Oh, wow. | didn’t think |I'd see this.”

Michael froze. He knew that voice. Jamie. He should’ ve known the lawyer would be
involved somehow. He opened his eyes and focused on Tristan.

Tristan sat back on his hedls. “Oh, hi.”

Jamie strode up to Tristan. “I didn’t think you two were a twosome. Guess you are.”
He turned on his heel and walked out of the room.

“S0?7" Tristan scrambled to his feet. “Jamie. Fuck.” He splayed his hand on Michael’s
chest. “Sorry. I'll beright back.” He chased Jamie.

Michael buttoned his jeans, then righted his shirt. He had no claim to Tristan. He
couldn't blame Tristan for wanting to sample the goods of Sullavan. But Tristan



trying others on for size didn't mean Michagl had to stick around to watch. He
finished his glass of soda, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His body
still hummed from Tristan's touch. It wasn't fair. He hadn’t been this affected by
anyone...ever. Tristan seemed to be different.

Michael squared his shoulders. He didn’t know what was going on, but he wanted to
get out of there. He made his way through the living room to the front porch. Tristan
and Jamie stood just outside the door.

“You don’t understand,” Tristan said.

“Right. Just stop.” Jamie glared at him. “1 thought... | don’t know what | thought.”
Michael rattled the door to let them know he was on his way out. He stopped for a
moment. “I’'m heading out. | have to work in the morning.” He hurried down the
steps and around the flower beds to his car. He shouldn’t have been retreating, but he
couldn't compete with Jamie. Christ. Jamie was everything he wasn’t—rich,
handsome and sophisticated. He wasn’'t damaged goods, either.

“Michael.” Tristan caught up with him beside hiscar. “Don’t go.”

“You've got company. I'll go.” Michael fiddled with his keys. “It’s cool.”

“Jamie isn’tcompany.” Tristan scrubbed both hands over his face. “He is, but it's
complicated.”

“l understand. He's your lawyer and you’ve got papers or whatnot to discuss.” He
had to sound as level as possible. Tristan deserved someone with a cam demeanor,

not angst and too much emotion.

“No.” He touched Michagl’ s arm. “Wait. When does the library open on Saturday?’



Michael frowned. “Ten. Why?’

“Come over tomorrow night. Please?’
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“Tristan.” Why did Tristan insist on wanting him there? Things were aready

awkward with Jamie waiting on the porch. He didn’t have to make it worse.

“I’m not with Jamie and, if it wasn't pretty clear before, | like you.” He hooked his
fingersin Michagl’ s belt loops. “I like youalot.”

“You don't know me.” And once he found out, he’ d run the other way.

“l1 know enough.” Tristan crowded Michael against the side of his car. “You're a
good guy. You're sweet and don’t expect anything from me. | want to be with you. |
want to talk about books and writing, then maybe finish what was started in the
kitchen. You have no idea how refreshing it is to find someone who doesn’t care

about my money.”

His money?‘ Tristan.” Part of him wanted to stay, but his common sense won out. He
had to get the hell out of there.

“Give me tomorrow night. Yes? I'll cook and we'll have a good night together,”
Tristan said. He kissed Michael. “1 can’t get enough of you.”

He paused. Someone liked him. A guy. A hot one. Why was he second-guessing the
attraction? Because he had secrets. “1’m not agood guy.”

“You'reagreat one.” Tristan grinned.

“Tristan.” He' d never get through to Tristan without telling the truth.,



“You can't say anything that’ll make me like you less.”

Want to bet? “I slept with Al.” He hadn’t meant to let that slip, but now that he had,
he couldn’t take the words back. He hated to admit he felt relieved, too.

Tristan let go of Michael. His eyes widened and his lips parted. “What?’

“l did. The first summer | came to Sullavan. | met him in May and by September it
was over, but we were together.” He met Tristan’s gaze. “You're right. | don’t want
anything from you. No money or whatever. | like you and | hope you can like me
again sometime, but | understand if you don’t. I’m pretty sure you deserve better than
me, too. That's why | didn’t want to get involved in the first place. | had a feeling
you' d be disgusted by mein the end.”

Tristan didn’t speak. He balled his hands and swept his gaze over Michadl.

“I’ll go,” Michael whispered. He'd done enough damage. He left Tristan and zipped
down the driveway. His heart broke. Yes, he didn't know Tristan well, but he liked
him so much. No guy would ever want to be with a man who'd also been with a
member of the guy’s family—especially with a forty-year age difference. He drove
away from the house and didn’t look back. He couldn’t. His stomach churned. His
truth kept coming back to bite him in the ass. First Barry hated that he’d been with
someone so old and now Tristan would be disgusted because of who Michael’s lover
had been.

He' d be better off if he stopped trying to find someone. He swung by the library long
enough to ensure the doors were locked, then headed home. Once he reached his
ranch house, he turned off his phone. He parked in the garage and went inside. He
flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling.Christ.He was acting like an angst-
ridden twenty-something. Why hadn't he seen the potential problems and done
something about them? Why hadn’t he stopped things with Tristan before everything



had gone out of control?Because | like Tristan.

Now he had no choice but to accept his fate and lose his chance with Tristan.Damn it.
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Chapter Eight
Michael had no fight left in him. Tristan’s words struck a chord deep in his soul. He
needed to come clean with Tristan. The only way healing would take place was if he
talked about the summer with Al. “Fine.”

“Yes? Tristan tipped his head again and met Michael’ s gaze. “Y ou're sure?’

“Yes.” A chuckle bubbled in Michagl’s throat. He wasn't happy, but he'd finally
accepted hisfate. He' d talk about his past.

“Good.” Tristan snagged Michael in his arms and kissed him. “Besides...that tingle
between you and meisn’t fake.”

“But—" It had to be. He couldn’t be so excited to see Tristan. Couldn’t lose his heart
to someone who'd leave. It wasn't possible.

“No buts...except mine.” Tristan's eyes sparkled. His breath warmed Michadl’s
cheeks. “I want you in my ass.”

“Even after—"Holy fuck.

“Yeah.” Tristan kissed him again. “I’m tired of over-thinking. | know who | want and
I’m willing to risk temporary heartbreak in order to get the prize at the end.”

Michael shook his head. He had no words. Nothing to combat Tristan's tangy
sweetness.



“I’ll be out in the truck. Want to follow me home or are you allowing me to come
over?’ Tristan did his hands down Michael’ s sides to his hips, then back to his ass. “I
don’t know where you live.”

“Let me close the library, lock up and then you can follow me.” Michael licked his
lips. He wasn’t sure what he was getting into, but he couldn’t see another way out.

“Deal.” Tristan squeezed Michael’ s ass. “| said we' d be epic. | wasn't kidding.”

“l know.” Michael lingered another minute in Tristan’s arms, then wriggled free. He
didn’t understand what had just happened, but he wasn't arguing. He went into the
library and stopped short.

Dicey folded her arms. “Well?’ She cornered him. “You're going out with him,
right?’

“We're taking things slow.” He ducked out from around her and did a quick walk-
through to ensure there weren’t any lingering patrons. The computers were already
turned off. He checked the bathrooms were empty then closed the doors. He keyed
the security code into the keypad, then switched off most of the lights. “If you're
ready... | am.”

Dicey didn't move. “Only if you're going to go with him.” She poked him in the
chest. “I know I'm being wishy-washy about him. I'm just... | worry about you, but
listening to you out there...” She sighed. “Y ou need to stop thinking about the past
and go forward. You deserve a break. A catch. Don't let him get away because you
think you’ re unworthy. Y ou' re very worthy. He might not be the one I’d pick for you,
but that doesn’t mean he isn’t good enough.”

“Message received.” Michael rounded the counter and retrieved his bag. “You're
right.”



“Good. Let’sgo. | heard him say he had dinner for you.” She winked. “1 hope there's
actual food involved.” Without another word, she left the library.

Michael sighed. He seemed to be doing that a lot of late, but he wasn't sure how else
to handle Dicey and Tristan, among others. He turned the rest of the lights off, then
locked the doors. He started toward his car, but paused. Tristan sat in the rain on the
hood of the truck.Jesus.Michagl’s heart hammered and his dick hardened. Tristan,
glick with rain, could be amodel. He knew how to work his assets.

“Thereyou are.” Tristan sat up. “ Sexy as ever.”

He should’ve told Tristan to keep his voice down, but kept quiet instead. Michael
strode over to hiscar. “I can't get too far. You'll catch acold.”

“I won't, but if | do you'll make sure | get better.” Tristan dlid off the hood and
waved. “Bye, ladies.”

Dicey laughed and the sound rang out in the silence. Cillawaved, then left.

Michael shook his head. He d never live any of this down. He wasn't a showy person,
but Tristan was and he kept forcing Michael out of his comfort zone. Michael dlid his
gaze over to Tristan. “Are you sure you're not going into politics? Running for
mayor? Maybe you’ re trying to encourage reading in Sullavan. Something.”

“I’m only trying to sway one voter. You. Isit working?’

“Could be,” Michael confessed. He leaned against the fender of his car. The rain had
stopped, but water splotched all over his hood. “I’'m just a couple of blocks from

here.”

Tristan crowded him, pushing his damp crotch against Michadl’s hip. “I really want



to kissyou again.”

“1 can tell.” Damn.Was that his dick shoving into Michael’ s thigh?

“You don't want me to.” Tristan splayed his hand on Michadl’s chest. “You're
fighting me.”
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“1’d rather have privacy.”
“Smart.”

“Your food is probably cold. We should get moving.” Michael didn’'t move from
Tristan’s embrace. “Right?’

“Molly packed it in these crocheted things. | doubt there's any heat loss.” Tristan
pressed akissto Michael’ s lips. “Unless you mean in me. I’m burning up.”

“You're corny.” Michael held his keys tight. “If you follow me to the house, I’'ll help
you carry the food in. Then you can kiss me all you want.” All Tristan wanted—fuck,
Michael wanted to be kissed senseless. To be consumed and adored.

“l like that deal.” Tristan wriggled his eyebrows, then kissed Michael once more.
“I’'m ahorrible thief.”

“I can tell.”

Tristan abandoned him beside his vehicle and climbed behind the wheel of the truck.
If Michael thought Tristan looked sexyonthe truck, he looked even betterinit. Michael
shivered. A thought crossed his mind. He' d love to stretch Tristan out across the front
of the truck. Christ, the fucking they could do against that vehicle.

Michael adjusted his pants to relieve the pressure on his erection, then forced himself
to settle behind the wheel of his car. He drove home and aong the way he kept
checking that Tristan was behind him.Fuck.Would Tristan stretch out naked on the



truck? If they had privacy he might. Michael tried to focus on the road, but the idea of
Tristan naked in any way possible corrupted his thoughts. Tristan seemed way too
cozy in the truck and Sullavan.

Would he stick around?

Michael pressed the button to open his garage, then turned onto his meager driveway.
He parked in the bay, then waited for Tristan. For a moment, he swore Tristan had
abandoned him. Michael left his car and hefted his bag onto his shoulder. He froze.
Did he want Tristan to see his house? Christ. He had a tiny house. Tristan was used to
big places and luxury.

Tristan left the truck. “Thisisyour place?” He smiled. “I likeit. It's quaint.”

“Tiny.” Michael strode up to him. “What do you need from the truck?’

“1f you grab my bag and the basket, I'll get the dish and the bottle of wine.” Tristan
offered up a messenger bag and a wicker basket. “I can heft the rest. Molly said we
needed everything she packed. | haven't looked so | don’t know what’ s there.”

“She’ s thorough.” He carried his bag plus the extra things into the house. Tristan kept
up behind Michael until everything was in the kitchen. Michael pointed to the main
door leading to the garage. “Lock your truck. The neighborhood isn't bad, but the
kids get...silly every so often. If there’s anything in there they want and it's
unlocked, they’ Il snatch.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Tristan walked out of the kitchen and disappeared into the
garage. Moments later, he returned. “ This button closes the main door?’

“Garage?’ Michael asked. “Yes.”



“Then I'm locked up and so is your garage. We're safe.” Tristan closed the main
door. “Now, about dinner.”

“What' d she make?’ Michael unfastened the ties on the cover. Whatever Molly had
packed, it smelled wonderful. “ Pasta?’

“Stuffed shells with a special sauce. | can’'t remember what she called it.” Tristan
settled beside Michael. “ She says you're a sucker for pasta. | am, too.”

“Nice to know.” He patted his belly. “I shouldn’'t have the carbs. | haven't had much
time to run.” Not since Tristan had come to town. He pulled two plates from the
cupboard.

“You're arunner?’ Tristan took the plates from Michael. “I am, too. | used to run
marathons. | used the time to work out plot points. People thought | loved running. |
do, but it's a great time to think.” He dished two of the large shells onto the first
plate. “Lately, my running has taken place on the treadmill. Is there anywhere around
here to run? Sidewalks?’

“We've got nice trails at the metro parks. There are two-, three- and four-mile paths.
A few hills, but someisflat and it’s all gravel. | prefer running there instead of on the

sidewalks.” Michael accepted the plate. “Did you want wine with dinner?”’

“One glass.” Tristan walked his dinner to the dinette set. “Unless you have beer. I'm
more of abeer guy.”

“You'rein luck. I've got four beers left.”

Tristan took Michael’s plate from him. “Perfect.” He kissed Michael’s cheek. “She
sent rolls and butter, too. | don’t know why she didn’t think you' d have butter.”



“1 do. Just bought the tub.” He opened the amber bottles then carried them to the
table. “But I’'m glad she cared. I’'m a horrible cook.”

Tristan stood by the table. “Where isthe silver? We need forks.”
“Shit. In the middle drawer.” He' d forgotten all about silverware. He watched Tristan
move around his kitchen. Granted, the space wasn't large, but he seemed at ease.

When he returned to the table, he sat opposite Michael.

“She thinks the world of you.” Tristan shook out a napkin. “I bet she goes out of her
way for her guests, but thisis pretty over the top.”
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“Molly?’
“Uh-huh. | hear you two dated.” Tristan sliced one of the shells. “Not long.”

Embarrassment washed over Michael. Everyone in town knew everyone else's
business, but still. He' d never be able to downplay his past. “Y eah, for afew weeks.”

“Found out you're better as friends, en?’ Tristan winked. “I’ve been there. What
happened—if you don’t mind me asking?’

He minded, but he'd have to talk eventually. “ She wanted sex and | couldn’t. | love
her and | wanted to be with her, but | couldn’t...you know.” He wanted to hide. He
knew hislimits and being around Tristan pushed all of them.

“Been there, too.” Tristan nodded. “More than once.”

Michael ate in silence. He preferred the quiet. Conversation wasn't his strong point
and Tristan kept asking things he wanted to ignore. He'd dug himself a huge hole at
Al’s place and couldn’t see away out.

Tristan finished eating first and sat back in his seat. “Damn. She is agood cook.”

“Uh-huh.”

Tristan dragged his bag over to the table, then withdrew an envelope. “You eat. I'll
talk. | can seeyou'reall tense.”



Gee whiz. Thanks.

“My uncle wrote you at least two letters. | found these on his desk. | thought they
were scratch paper and scribbled notes for my story on the back. According to Al’'s
words, you weren't supposed to read them.” He opened the envelope. “I think you
should.”

“Tristan.” He nearly choked on the pasta. “If he said no, then no.”

“You'll understand him better.”

“Just tell me what they say. | can’t read them.” He didn’'t want to. He' d break down
and he refused to do so in front of Tristan.

“It’ s not as bad as you think.”

“1 doubt that.” He rested his fork on the remainder of his dinner. “Al didn't want me
and pushed me away when | was dumb enough to tell him | loved him.” There. Now
he knows. Fuck.Michael blinked back tears. He'd thought he could handle the split,
but even fifteen years on, the break-up still bothered him.

“Just read it.” Tristan shoved the envelope over to Michagl. “I understand how he
felt. Part of me wants to be upset with you. | can’'t imagine you were with him. But
the rest of meisn’'t mad. | see in you what he did. He loved you, but his version of
love wasto let you go. He seemed to think you were meant for something more.”

Michael downed half the bottle of beer to fortify his nerves. He didn’t want to know,
but he needed closure. He pushed his half-eaten plate of pasta away and opened the

envelope. “Here goes nothing.”

Tristan swirled his beer around in the bottle. He wasn't sure how Michael would react



to the letters. If he were in Michagl’ s shoes, he had no idea how he'd fedl. If he had a
clue that the man he loved wasn't pushing him away for purely selfish reasons, he
might have felt different. But he wasn’t Michael. For all he knew, Michael would be
destroyed.

Michael pushed the letters away and rested his elbows on the table. He pinched the
bridge of his nose.

“What are you thinking?’ Tristan whispered. “Michagl ?’

“I'm numb.”

Now there was an emotion Tristan could understand.

“He loved me, but hated me. | don't get it.” Michael stared at Tristan. “He hated me.”

“He didn’thateyou. What bothered him was your youth and freedom. It's not the
same.” Tristan downed more of the beer. “Y ou’ re not the object of hisfury.”

“Feels like it.” Michael toyed with his silverware. “Why couldn’t he tell me? That's
the other part I'm struggling with. | kind of understand his dislike for youth and
freedom. He's from a different era than we are and it wasn't easy for him to come
out. That makes sense, but | didn’t set the rules. | mean, okay, hate me for what |
can't control, but why let me think he just plain hated me? We were friends. |
supported him when he met Emerson. Hell, | encouraged them to get married. He
didn’t listen, but | tried.”

Tristan sighed. Michael was so much more than Al had given him credit for in the
letters. Michael was a special man. Tristan leaned forward in his seat and folded his
hands on hislap. “I don’'t have all the answers. | don’'t even have half of them. What |
do know is that he was a complex man.”



“How do you remember him?’ Michael asked. He reached for Tristan. “I mean, when
you think of your uncle, what comes to mind?’

He laced his fingers with Michael’s and marveled for a moment at the tiny gesture.
Michael—a man who could be so closed and cautious—trusted him. He' d reached for
Tristan. Had Tristan worn him down that much? Or was this how things were meant
to be? He and Michael were meant to go through this experience together. He swiped
his thumb across Michael’s knuckles. “Al was my uncle. He didn’t care about the
money my parents had and he didn’t want it. He could be grouchy and coarse, but he
insisted on taking care of himself. He planted things, kept himself in shape and
expected me to be self-sufficient. | used to think he was a jerk for pushing me to
experience life without money. Then | grew up. | understood. | had to stumble a lot
and sow my share of wild oats, but | saw how he wanted me to be more. The same
goes for how he treated you.”
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“You think?” Michael crinkled his nose, but didn’t pull away.

“l do. We've both grown some, but then he came into our lives. He was there for
most of mine, but a summer of yours. He saw potential. I’m sure some of how he felt
about you was clouded by his own experiences. He must’ ve felt strange about coming
out. Then you showed up. Being gay was acceptable. Y ou could be liberated and he
didn’t see how.”

Michael sighed again, but said nothing.

“Then there’s me. I'm the child of weath. My mother married into it. If my mother
had her way, I'd be in a posh penthouse in New Y ork, alowing everyone to wait on
me and living it up. I'd be seen and decadent. I’d be an asshole and | certainly
wouldn’t be happy.” Tristan rounded the table and knelt beside Michael. He grasped
Michael’s hand again. “I don't understand how he knew, but throwing us together
like this seems fated. | keep telling you we'd be epic.”

“You re missing screws.” Michael half-laughed. “But | can’'t argue.”

“So, what do we do?’ Tristan crawled between Michael’s knees. “I’ve got a whole
slew of ideas.”

“Stay tonight.” Michael cupped Tristan’s jaw in both hands. “ Stay with me.”
“Yes.” He nodded. He couldn’t think of anywhere else he wanted to be. Tristan

settled in the vee of Michael’s legs and kissed him. The more he touched and |earned
about Michael, the more he wanted him. He nibbled on Michael’s bottom lip, then



licked the seam of his mouth. He bumped noses with Michagl and embraced the
immediacy of being with him.

“Tristan.” Michael smoothed his palms over Tristan’s shoulders. “You're sure?’

“l am.” He dlid his hands under Michagl’ s shirt. Damn. The man wasn’t lacking in the
strength department. He couldn’t wait to unwrap his new toy. A moan erupted from
his throat. He ground his belly against the bulge in Michael’s pants. He resumed
kissng Michael. Their teeth clashed a couple of times, but he didn’'t care. He
swallowed Michael’ s groan.

“Damn.” Michael pushed him away for a moment. “I need to catch my breath. Y ou
stoleit.”

“l wanted it more.” He rubbed his nose along Michael’s. “I want you.” He opened
Michael’ s pants. “Like now.”

“Fuck.” Michael shifted his hips. He planted his back against the chair long enough
for Tristan to shove the jeans and boxer shorts down his thighs.

Tristan licked his lips. Michael wasn't hurting in the dick department, either. He
couldn’'t wait to taste him. Instead of plunging in, he paused. “Have you been tested
lately?’ He' d picked a silly time to ask that, but the words tumbled out faster than he
could think about what was going on. “Sorry.” He curled his fingers around
Michael’ s shaft and stroked. “Bad timing, but... Areyou?’

“You've...yeah.” Michael blew out a long breath. “Neither of us will be clean in a
moment when | blow.” He gripped the arms of the chair. “Yeah, |I've been tested.
Being single for the last year tends to help. Anything else you want to know while
you're jerking me of f?’



“Nah. I'm good. Clean, too. Just wanted to be safe.” He wanted to devour Michael,
too. Seeing him there, so loose and happy, pleased Tristan.

“1 have rubbers.” Michael dlid down in the seat and moaned. “Keep stroking. It's
good.”

“1 can be better than good.” He dragged his tongue down the underside of Michael’s
shaft. The man had a beautiful dick. Thick enough to make an impression and with
just enough curve to touch him in the right spots. He flicked his tongue across the
knobby head.

“Jesus.” Michael threaded his fingers into Tristan’s hair. He didn’t push or force. He
rocked his hips. “Yes. Feels good.”

Perfect.He bobbed his head, taking Michael to the back of his throat before pulling
most of the way back. He buried his nose in Michagl’ s pubic hair. The tangy scent of
Michael wrapped around him. He' d never get enough of the librarian.

“That's hot.” Michael spread his legs, despite the pants and underwear tangled up
around his ankles.

Tristan caressed Michael’s sac. Michael jerked forward and rammed his dick down
Tristan’ s throat. He froze, then pulled free from Tristan. “ Sorry,” Michael whispered.
“Got carried away.”

He let go of the tip of Michaegl’s erection with a pop. “You're fine.” He rose on his
knees and kissed Michael. “1 like an eager lover. Then | know I’m pleasing him.”

“You are.” Michagl’s voice came out ragged. His breathing turned shallow and pre-
cum shimmered on the tip of hisdick. “More?’



The pleading in Michael’s words rang straight through to Tristan’s soul. He had to
put him out of his misery. Tristan resumed bobbing his head and increased his speed.
He curled his tongue along Michael’s shaft. Each moan from Michael and tug on
Tristan’s hair spurred Tristan on. He swallowed Michael deep.

“Tristan.” Michael tensed and rocked his hips. His movements turned feral. He
hissed. “Can’t. Hold. Back.”

“Then don’'t.” Tristan nuzzled Michael’s dick. He met Michael’s gaze. “Now,” he
said around Michael’ s cock.

Michael moaned and shoved his shaft down Tristan's throat once more. Hot cum
filled Tristan’s mouth. Instead of pulling back, he held fast. He wanted everything
Michael could give him.

“Tristan.” Michael panted and sagged in the chair. “Damn.”

Tristan chuckled to himself, then licked Michadl clean. He sat back on his hedls.
“Good?’
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“l can’t move.” Michael scrubbed both hands over his face. “I don’'t think my knees
will work.”

“1 bet they do.” Tristan wiped his mouth, then sat fully on his butt. “Y ou're dying to
be inside me.”

“What if | am?’ Michael’s eyes flashed. “ Since the day we met. Hell, | want you in
me, t00.”

“Kinky.” He winked. “I'm game.”
“What about your writing?’

“If the sex is hot and I’ m relaxed, the story will flow.” He helped Michael get free of
the wadded-up clothing. “I’'m better when I’'m happy. Being with you makes me

happy.”

Michael kicked hisjeans and underwear out from under his feet. He grasped Tristan’s
hand. “Come with me.” He led Tristan to the bedroom. His heart hammered and his
palms were clammy. The last time he’d brought someone home seemed like forever
ago. He flipped the light on.

“I love it.” Tristan collided with Michagl. He wound his arms around Michadl.
“You're so sexy.”

“Me?’ He still didn’'t see himself as sexy.



“Yeah, you.” He turned Michael around and feathered kisses over his face. He
caressed Michael’s chest. “I’'m so glad | found you.”

Fire licked Michael from within. He moaned and grabbed Tristan’s ass. He needed to
lose himself. To stop thinking and take what he wanted for a change.

“1 want you.” Tristan’s eyes flashed. He walked Michael backward until he collided
with the bed. He tumbled onto the mattress. Tristan grinned. “Damn.” He yanked his
shirt off, then shoved his pants down around his ankles. Once naked, he pinned
Michael beneath him.

Michael ignored his insecurities.Fuck them.He feasted on Tristan’s mouth and basked
in Tristan’'s taste. Getting Tristan out of his system would be tough. Just about

impossible. He didn’t care. He ground his crotch against Tristan’s.

“Get the rest of the way naked,” Tristan said between kisses. He raked his nails down
Michael’ s sides. “Want you to fuck me.”

He wanted to be inside Tristan, too. Blood coursed through his veins and he gasped
for air.

“Where are the condoms? Lube?’ Tristan sat up and flexed his upper body. “Or
aren’t you interested?”’

“I want you.” Michael moaned. He wrapped his fingers around Tristan's cock.
“Tristan.”

“Yeah?' Tristan rocked into Michadl’s hand. “That’s so hot.”

“Let’s get hotter. Condoms and lube are in the nightstand.” He wasn’'t sure how he
sounded so coherent.



Tristan whistled and nodded once. “Good.” He crawled off Michael and stood beside
the bed. He rifled through the drawer until he held up the needed supplies. “I won't
need much prep. I’'m so ready.”

Michael sat up long enough to remove his shirt, then stretched out on the bed. He'd
never thought of himself as handsome and compared to Tristan, he was a pale second
place.

“You're over-thinking again.” Tristan tore the condom wrapper open. “I’'m not
working hard enough.” He settled between Michael’s knees and sheathed him. He
stroked Michael’s dick four times. “You're hard as hell, though.” He leaned over
Michael and sucked on his nipple.

Michael threaded his fingers into Tristan’s hair. His nerve endings sizzled. He puffed
for air and rubbed his hard dick on Tristan’s thigh.

Tristan let go of Michagl’s chest. “Better.” He sat back on his heels and dumped lube
over Michael’s cock. “1 can’'t wait for thisto be inside me.”

“Yeah.” Michael held out his hands for Tristan, not that Tristan needed his help. He
met Tristan's gaze. He loved the fire and passion burning in the blue depths. The
breath wrenched from him. Tristan was too pretty for words.

Tristan straddled Michael’s thighs. He reached around and toyed with his own
asshole. “Won't take long.” He lined Michael’s dick up with his hole. “Oh fuck.” As
he lowered himself onto Michael’s shaft, his eyes rolled back. He whimpered.
“Damn.”

Once he had Michagl fully within his body, he flexed his asshole. The sensation
knocked Michael for aloop. Michael couldn’t think straight. The only thing he could
do was experience Tristan.



“You fit sowell inme.” A lazy smile curled on Tristan’slips. “You're stretching me,
but I’m digging the burn.”

“You'retight.” He palmed Tristan’'s ass. “Ride me. Get yourself off on my dick.” He
planted his feet to give himself better leverage. The change shoved his cock deeper
into Tristan.

“Yes.” Tristan writhed and rocked on Michael’s erection. Sweat glistened on his
chest. His nipples peaked. He tipped his head back and groaned. “I’m not gonnalast.”
He shuddered.
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Michael stilled Tristan. He needed just alittle more from him.
“What?’ Tristan’s eyes widened. His chest heaved and his lips parted.
“Trade me positions.” He patted Tristan’s leg. “Let me set the pace.”

Tristan slid off him and spread out on the bed. He tucked his knees to his chest. “Do
it

Michael propped himself up on his knees. He stuffed his dick back into Tristan's ass.
Being inside Tristan was like coming home. It felt perfect. He held on to Tristan's
thighs. The change in position gave him better leverage. He pushed balls deep, then
pulled most of the way out again.

Michael increased his speed. He dug his fingers into Tristan’s legs. When Tristan
shuddered again, Michael groaned. Christ, he was close.

“Let me come,” Tristan pleaded. His legs twitched. “1 need to.”

“Do it.” Michael pushed harder. He focused on the connection. He'd never be the
same.

“Comewith me,” Tristan said. He fisted his cock. “Oh Jesus.”

“Tristan.” Michael gazed down at Tristan. The orgasm built low in his stomach. His
resistance shattered. “Fuck.”



“Michael.” Tristan tensed. Cum spurted across Michael’s chest, then landed on
Tristan’s belly. His eyebrows pinched together, but the look in his face turned serene.

Seeing Tristan come and feeling the warmth of Tristan’s climax on his body pushed

Michael over the edge. He jerked forward and his cock throbbed within Tristan’s ass
as he came.

“Holy hell.” The lazy smile returned to Tristan's face. “Love that.”

Michael slumped forward and rested his weight on his hands and knees. He added a
few extrathrusts as the orgasm washed over him. “Y ou saylovealot.”

“l do.” Tristan’s voice came out low. “I’'m an all-in kind of guy.”

“l see” Michael withdrew his dick from Tristan’s hole and crawled out of bed.
Tristan didn’t move other than to stretch out. He watched Michael, but said nothing.
Being on the spot unnerved Michael. He ditched the condom and his skin heated.
“What?' Michael asked.

“Y ou don’'t know what to do right now, do you?’

“What?’

“You'd be tossing the guy out at this point.” Tristan tucked his hands beneath his
cheek. “Correct?’

“1’m usually the one who is expected to leave.”
“I’m not going anywhere unless you tell me to, because | don’t want to go. | don’t

want you to go, either.” Tristan snuggled up in the sheets. “I came here because | like
you. Because | want you.”



“Okay.” Michael turned on his hedl and retrieved a towel from the bathroom. He
needed the moment of separation to clear his mind. Tristan liked him. Not just for the
sake of the fuck, but really cared about him.Wow.He headed back into the bedroom.
“Want to clean up?’

“You're such a gentleman.” Tristan wiped the cum from his belly and cock. “You're
agem, too.”

Michael cleaned the lube from his dick and the jizz from his abs. “I’m just a guy who
doesn’t like to sleep in the wet spot.” He returned to the bathroom long enough to
toss the towel over the railing. He strode back to the bed and Tristan patted the bed.
Michael climbed in beside him. He turned off the light.

“Do you know why | use the word love so much?’ Tristan asked. “Because | was told
never to use that word. I'd never know what loveis. Not the real kind anyway.”

“Who said that?’ He faced Tristan. “They were wrong.” He couldn’t imagine telling
someone love didn't exist. Sure, he wasn't close pals with the emotion, but till.
Others could have love and one that would last, too.

“Would you believe it was my mother?’ Tristan kissed Michael. “I look for the
beauty in things. | believe it’s possible to love things, people...whatever. | lost that
for awhile. | got caught up in the fakeness of life, but now | seethings clearly.”

“You do?’ He splayed his hand on Tristan’s chest. “Don’t say things you don’t mean.
Y ou don’t have to spare my ego. | understand.”

“Why would | lie?’

“You'll decide soon enough that you love everything but me.” He hated to be so
down, but he knew the score and besides, the odds weren't in his favor.



“You might be surprised.” Tristan snuggled up tight to Michael. “Good night, hon.
Here' sto athousand more nights beside you.”

Michael froze. He' d ended the night on a sour note and Tristan still seemed to believe
the relationship would work out.How?They were total opposites. Tristan would go
back to his life in New York. Michael wouldn't follow him. He squeezed his eyes
shut. He had to stop being so negative and looking for the awful sides of
situations.Ride this wave. Enjoy Tristan.He might not have another chance with him.

Michael listened to Tristan's even breaths. If Tristan believed they had a shot, then
who was he to argue? The relationship could be a build-up to a disaster or something
epic. He wouldn't know until he and Tristan ran their course. His heart lightened.
They had right now. That was good enough for him.
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Chapter Nine

Michael rolled over and collided with a solid wall of person.Tristan.He opened his
eyes. Tristan was beside him and still asleep. Michael had known the previous night
wasn’'t adream, but seeing Tristan there reassured him.

Tristan personified prettiness while he dept. His thick lashes lay against his cheek
and pale freckles showed. The beginnings of lines formed at the corners of his eyes,
but they gave him a sexy weathered look. Day-old scruff showed on his chin and
along his jaw. Michael smoothed his hand over his cock. He could jerk off to the
vision of Tristan. Hell, he just might.

“You're staring at me,” Tristan murmured.

If hislips hadn’t moved, Michael would’ ve sworn he heard Tristan speak in his mind.
“Sorry.” He paused. “You' re awake?’

“1’ve got a hot guy beside me. It's been hard to sleep.” Tristan blinked. “I don’t mind
you watching me...but | hope you like what you see.”

“1 do.” Embarrassment washed over him. He shouldn’t have been staring.

“Good. | hate when | don’t measure up.” Tristan patted Michael’s hip. “Y ou’ve got to
work today, don’t you?”’

“1 have to be there by ten and it only takes me fifteen minutes by foot or ten by bike.”
He' d have to check the weather radar, but biking would be good for his soul this



morning. He needed the extra exercise to wear him out. Maybe if he were tired, he
wouldn’t think about Tristan al day.

“The idea of you on a bike is so sexy.” Tristan moved the sheet, tangled their legs
together and brushed his chest against Michael’s. “I should write or sort stuff...but
first... Shower with me?’

“Sure.” Like he would say no?

Tristan laughed. “Listen to us. We're being so polite.” He grasped Michael’ s hand.

“What else should we be?’ Tristan’s question confused him. He frowned. “I don’t
understand.”

“We should be horny bastards. Should be scrambling to fuck again and leaving atrail
of sheets everywhere. Not asking and using niceties. Just raw passion.” Tristan

dragged Michael flush to him. “Or am | missing something?’

Michael paused. He wasn’t sure what to say, but he had to be honest. “I’'m not good
at this.”

“At what? Sex?’ Tristan laughed again. “Y ou were fantastic last night.”

“1 meant relationships. Thisis new and it’'s not guaranteed, but I’'m bad.” No, he was
out of practice, scared and nervous.

“You'renot bad.” Tristan frowned. “Y ou blew my mind.”

“I’'m jumping the gun.” Trying to define what they were to each other before they
were anything was crazy. Y et, he wanted alabel.



“1’ve been trying to hook up with you since | got to town. I’ ve practically begged you
for arelationship.” Tristan grinned. “ Stop worrying so much. We' ve got now and it’s
better than | ever imagined. Y ou’'re who | want.”

He stared at Tristan. He wasn' tthatgreat. Average, maybe, but not fantastic.

“Stop worrying.” Tristan kissed him. “You're so churned up that you're going to
explode.”

He didn’t answer and wasn’'t sure what to say again.

“Come shower with me. I'll scrub your back and front.” Tristan snuggled up to
Michael. “Y ou can tell me all about you...like, where you grew up.”

“What?’

“I’m trying to lighten the mood.” Tristan let go, then sat up. “ Come shower with me.”
He tugged Michael to hisfeet.

Michael followed him into the bathroom. His head swam. Tristan changed topics so
fast and had him right on the edge. No one had cared about his past. Even lan, the
man he'd lived with for six years, hadn’t asked.

Tristan turned the water on. “Towels?’

“Here.” He fumbled in the cabinet, then placed two thick towels on the toilet seat.

“S0?" Tristan shoved the curtain out of the way. “Did you grow up in Sullavan?’
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“No.” He stepped into the steam and stood behind Tristan. He leaned against the back
of the stall. “I'm from Niles. It's outside of Warren, Ohio. It's a nice place, but |
wanted to stretch my wings. | went to college at Kenton, then landed here. | could’ ve
worked at the library in my home town, but | wanted new adventures. My mother
called it my wanderlust.”

As Michadl talked, Tristan wetted the washcloth and filled it with suds. He scrubbed
Michael’ s chest and arms, then turned Michagl around.

“Whoa.” Michael swayed into Tristan. He couldn't remember the last time a
lover—or a one-night stand—had taken such care of him. His body tingled and blood
rushed to his dick.

Tristan caressed the cloth between Michael’ s ass cheeks. “Have you found what you
were looking for?’

“Huh?’ He had to pay attention.Shit.“What?”’

“Around here. Have you found what you were looking for in Sullavan?’ Tristan
asked.

“Kind of.” He faced Tristan and took the washcloth from him. “I wasn’t sure what |
wanted. Mom said I'd turn into a girl. | haven't. | don't know. | guess she knew |
wasn't happy, but | wish she wouldn’'t have said that. But | found a home in
Sullavan.” He wished he could change a few parts of his past, but what was the use?
He had a future at the library. He'd been okay in Sullavan and hadn’t thought about
leaving, even though he was lonely. Christ, he needed to get out of his thoughts.



“Home in Sullavan, eh?’ Tristan nodded. “I like it. Could be a book title.”
“l suppose.” He dlid the cloth over Tristan’s chest. God, the man was strong. His
nipples beaded and the muscles in Tristan's arms flexed. Michael wondered how

many arm curls Tristan did. He caught Tristan’s gaze and dropped the cloth. “Drat.”

“Want me to get it?” Tristan wriggled his eyebrows. “Or was that you trying to be
sy?

“You'll have to wait and see.” He knelt in front of Tristan and breathed in his
scent—soap and Tristan. He wrapped his fingers around Tristan’ s shaft.

“Oh, honey.” Tristan groaned. He palmed the back of Michael’ s head. “Michael.”

He dragged the top of Tristan’s dick over his lips. Salt and soap dlid across his
tongue. He glanced up at Tristan.

“Yes.” Tristan leaned against the wall of the shower and widened his stance.

Michael flicked his tongue across the blunt head of Tristan's erection, then stroked.
Power radiated through him. He cupped Tristan’ s balls.

“Yes. Suck me. Do it.” Tristan guided Michael’s head. “Take mein.”
He hadn’t needed any encouragement. He wanted to please Tristan in every way. A
groan rumbled in Michadl’s throat. He swallowed Tristan deep and paused. He

hummed.

Michael buried his nose in Tristan's pubic hairs. He curled his tongue around
Tristan’ s shaft, then swallowed.What' d Tristan think of that?



“Holy shit.” Tristan bucked, jamming his dick deep into Michael’ s mouth. “Please?’

Michael bobbed his head and, at the same time, stroked Tristan’s cock and fondled
his balls. Power flowed through him. He enjoyed giving pleasure and loved the taste
of Tristan—salty, musky, but with atwist of sin. He hummed again.

Tristan rocked his hips. “Yes. Fuck.” He tipped his head back and groaned again. His
movements turned jerky. “Michael.”

He kept going. Having Tristan on the edge...yeah, no way he'd back out now. He
watched Tristan while he continued to suck him off.

“Fuck,” Tristan said, drawing out the word. He took over the tempo and fucked
Michael’s mouth with abandon. A strangled cry erupted from him. Sticky cum
spurted down Michael’ s throat.

Instead of pulling away, Michael rode out Tristan’s orgasm. He bobbed his head a
few more times and when Tristan finished trembling, Michael licked him clean.
Michael sat back on his heels. The shower water stung his shoulders and the back of
his neck. For the last few minutes, he' d forgotten he and Tristan were in the shower.

Tristan sagged to the floor of the tub and a lazy smile curled on his lips. “If all your
blow jobs are like that, I'min love.”

“Guess you'll have to find out.” Michael stood and ignored the word Tristan had
used—Ilove. What the hell?He must say that to all the boys.Michael rinsed. Better to
stay busy with something he could control rather than thinking too hard about things
he couldn’t. He detached the shower head and offered it to Tristan. “Need a hand?’

“Nah. Just a minute or two to recover.” Tristan laughed. “Y ou wrung me out.” He
managed to stand and clutched his ribs. “1 haven't had this good a time in forever.



Haven't laughed this much in so long.”

“I"'m happy to provide the service.” At least he thought so. He stepped out of the
shower and dried off. Tristan had gotten to him. The word ‘love’ rolled around in his
brain, annoying him...but when Tristan said it, Michael believed him. He kind of
wanted to hear all sorts of sweet things from Tristan—but he wasn't sure love
existed.

Tristan rinsed and turned the water off. Michael offered him the other towel. Tristan
paused with the towel in front of his junk. “I could get used to this twosome we've
got going. You're too good to be true and | don’'t know if | want to go back to my
other life.”

“I'm aregular guy. This is a vacation.” Michael laughed, but the amusement didn’t
show in hisvoice.
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“Well, | got the best blow job on this vacation from you, Mr. Regular Guy.” Tristan
dropped the towel on the floor. “1 need a nap. My knees are shaking.” He strolled out
of the bathroom, leaving Michael alone.

Michael sighed. If he and Tristan were going to be something more than a quickie,
he' d have to train Tristan to pick up after himself. He hated the smell of damp towels
after a shower. He fixed the shower curtain, then hung the towels. Running a brush
through his hair would be good. He grabbed the brush and headed into the bedroom.

Tristan had stretched out naked on the bed. He held his phone and the light
shimmered on his face.

“Already connected to civilization? Michagl asked. “My Shangri-La wasn't
enough?’

“The light blinked and | couldn’t ignore it. Sorry.” Tristan frowned and tapped the
screen. “Are you kidding? Fuck me.”

“1 did that last night and you loved it.” Michael eased up beside him and wound his
arms around Tristan. “Why? Want round two? I’ ve got an hour before | have to be at
work.”

“No.” Tristan patted Michael’ s thigh. “Trust me. | want to fuck you. | want you in me
again, too. But | meant this.” He handed over the phone. “My stalker hasn’t taken a

holiday like | thought.”

Michael frowned, then read the message.



You're not writing. You forgot about Lewiston. No notes. No updates. What's the
deal?

“What is Lewiston?’ Michael asked. “Another story? Is it one you started and
abandoned? Or what?’

“l never start and abandon anything, especially not work.” Tristan tossed the phone
onto the bed. “All of my notes are in longhand until | begin the actual writing
process. It's my thing. | never leak anything unless it's already fully formed and
written.”

“l guess you can't hack a piece of paper.” Michael left the bed and picked up his
brush. He stared at his reflection and arranged his hair. He glanced back at Tristan.
He wished he looked good right out of the shower like Tristan.

“1 normally have a notebook with me everywhere. | left it at the farmhouse last night
because | hoped we' d end up the way we did.” Tristan stood. He shook out his shirt,
then stuck his arms through the sleeves. “1 don’'t know how the stalker knows where
I’m at with the story because I’'m not writing about Lewiston. | have an outline for
the Sullavan one, but nothing in the computer. | haven't had time.” He tugged his
boxer shorts back on, then stood behind Michael. “Where do we go from here?’

“l don’'t know.” Michael faced Tristan. He smoothed the wrinkles in Tristan's shirt.
“Depends on you. | have ahouse and alife in Sullavan. Y ou’ re the mobile one.”

“Not really,” Tristan murmured. “Well, kind of. | should ve put down roots a long
time ago so | can be more disciplined about my writing. I’ ve got the apartment, but
it's just a glorified locker to put my crap in.” He flattened his pams on Michael’s
chest. “I’m better when I’'m happy—although | do tend to channel the emotions of
my characters. | want to be here with you.”



“So, look out for sappy days?’ Michael asked. He wished he had something on
instead of just asmile.

“When | write gut-wrenching, | tend to absorb it and get melancholy. It's part of me
really getting into the character’s head.” Tristan shrugged.

“1t happens.”

“Will you come over tonight?”’

Michael blinked. He needed time to process Tristan's questions. “You change the
subject on adime.” He shrugged out of Tristan’s embrace, darted over to the dresser
and pulled out a pair of boxers. “Yeah, I'll come over. What about your stalker? What
are you going to do with him or her?’

“WEell...” Tristan stepped into hisjeans. “Thisindividual has been writing me for two
years. The cops don’'t know who it is and since he or she isn’t threatening me, they
can't do much. It’s just correspondence. | usually ignore the letters—which is why |
changed the subject.” He stood in the middle of the bedroom. “I’ve never written for
anyone but me. This person keeps giving me suggestions, but | don’t use them.”

“1 see.” Michael tugged a pair of khakis from the closet. “1’d be scared if | were you.”
“That’ s probably what the writer wants—and for me to write a book about Lewiston.
I’m not caving.” Tristan took the pants from Michael. “Writing about Sullavan and

being here with you is more interesting.”

“Until you get bored.” Michael took the pants back. He knew guys like Tristan. When
the need to move hit, he’' d be left in the dust.

“You can't believe that,” Tristan said. “Y ou think I'll get bored?’



“Uh-huh.” New Y ork would call. The lure of the night life, a party or an ex-boyfriend
would call Tristan and buh-bye Sullavan.

“What if I’'m busy learning about a certain librarian and don’'t want to go?’ Tristan
asked.

“You'll change your mind.” He put the khakis on, then selected a maroon button-
down shirt. “I’ve been there, done that and have nothing to show for it but the T-
shirt.” Being with Al came to mind.

“I’m not my uncle.”

“True. You’ ve got more hair.”
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“Smart ass.” Tristan kissed him hard on the lips. “You need to trust me. | know it's
not your forte. We've both kept secrets, but | can’t do this alone. | can’t manage my
uncle’s stuff, write this book and fall for you all by myself. My last boyfriend would
disagree with me, but I’'m the boyfriend type. | like being in a relationship. | need the
stability and the warm body beside me.”

Michael stared at him. Did Tristan realize what he'd said? Stability and a warm
body... He made being together sound so...bland. “Then why aren’t you in a
relationship? Not one with me.”

“My last boyfriend was a self-possessed ass?’ Tristan laughed, then sobered. “No,
that’s not fair. My ex believed monogamy was a foul word. He dept with anyone
who'd drop their pants for him. He calls me every so often for money.”

“Ah.” He'd known a few guys like that and had dodged the bullet. He threaded his
belt through the loops. “| take it you don’'t givein to him?’ At least he hoped not.

“Nah, | don’'t. My aunt scared him off. She’s more of a socia climber than he is and
she’'s got money, too. She married into it.” Tristan folded his arms. “Money seems to
be the root of the problems in my family. They have it and they want more. They’ll
lie and cheat to get it, too.”

“Then you must live a complicated life.” Michael ducked away from Tristan and put
his socks on. “My life is so much less complicated. My entanglements involved your
uncle, then a man named Kevin, and Barry—whom you met. But not all at the same
time and never for money.” He scooped his watch up and clicked it around hiswrist.



Tristan stilled Michael’s hands. “Money won't help everything and speaking of my
uncle... He endowed a hundred grand to the school and another hundred grand for the
creation of acenter for the LGBT community in Sullavan.”

Michael froze. “A what?’ He'd had no idea. Al hadn’t been out and hadn’t wanted
anyone to even think he might be gay. “How’d he know we needed a center or that
there would be enough individuals to support it existing?’

“All | gleaned from the paperwork was that he wanted a place where people could go
to feel included. A place to hang out, crash...get help, fed.” Tristan shrugged. “I think
it'snoble.”

“Itis.” Michael swayed into Tristan. “| wonder what possessed him to do it, though.”

“No clue.” Tristan stuffed his hands into Michagl’ s front pockets. “I don’t know how
to start something like a center. | know counselorsin New York and | can convince at
least one to come here for support. But where do | get the stuff or the building? I'm
clueless.”

“You're not.” Michael massaged his temple, but remained close to Tristan. He had to
think. “There are a few larger houses on the south end of town that are empty. Old
Victorian digs. Y ou could probably rent one or buy it cheap and turn it into a home.
Hell, if you get the people staying there to work on rehabbing the house, it'd make it
more important to them. I’ ve got a friend who is a contractor and can offer advice.”

“Would you help?’
“I"'m at the library most of the time.” But he’d do what he could. He wanted to spend

time with Tristan. “But how are you going to do this? You're going back to New
York.”



“I’m begging.” Tristan tipped his head to the side and grinned. “Pleading.”

“I"'m only one guy, Tris. | have afull-timejob. | want to help you, but | don’t know if
| can juggle it.” Or if he could risk getting his heart broken.Christ.Getting involved
with Tristan in the first place was bad. Tristan would leave. Men didn’t stick around
in his life. What would he do when Tristan went back to New Y ork? He'd carry on,
sure, but he wouldn’t be the same. He'd have to look at yet another reminder of a
failed love when he looked at the house...even if the relationship hadn’'t failed
yet.Fucking balls.

“Try. For me.” Tristan brushed his nose along Michadl’s. “I wouldn’t ask if | didn’t
think you and | could be dynamic with this.”

“But—"Dynamic? Epic...Michagl’s resolve melted a little. He wanted to be loved.
Cherished. What Tristan offered was too damn intoxicating.

“You called me Tris. No one calls me that—no one except my uncle.” Tristan caged
Michael in hisarms. “I don’'t understand the connection but | feel it. I’'m supposed to
be here in Sullavan and with you. We're supposed to do this.” He rested his forehead
on Michael’s. “If we recruit a couple of my New Y ork contacts and get people in to
help us on a volunteer basis, you won’'t be quite so needed at the house...just a my
house.”

“You've got huge ideas...and a book to write. How areyougoing to manage it al?’
Michael asked. “Plus, you have that stalker.”

“And a house to sort out, a relationship I'm trying to start...” Tristan sighed. “We'll
do it. We're a great team. You sort, shelve and lend the books and I'll write them.
WEe'll make this house thing my uncle wanted a reality and fuck my stalker. | write
for me, not him or her.”



“Tristan.”

His eyesflashed. “Call me Tris. | love it when you say my name.”

“Tris.” Michael bowed his head. “I can’t believe I'm saying this, but okay.”

“Yes?' Tristan tipped Michagl’ s gaze. “ Really?’

“But if we do al of what you want, | have a condition.” He swallowed against the
lump in his throat. He had no idea how Tristan would take his request. “I want
this—whatever we've started between us—to be just us.” He couldn’t handle
knowing Tristan was seeing Jamie on the side. “Tell me if you don’t want to be
monogamous. I’ m not sleeping with you if you' re even thinking of sleeping around.”

“Are you getting territorial?’ The fire in Tristan’s eyes flared and his smile widened.
“Twinging with jealousy?’

“Maybe.” Fuck.“l am a one-man kind of guy.”

“Good. | am, too.” Tristan dragged Michael to the bed and tumbled backward with
Michael on top of him. “I finally wore you down enough to be with me. I'm not
planning on screwing that up by splitting my time with someone else.”

“And you're not wigged out by my past?’ Michael straddled Tristan’s legs. “Not a
bit?’
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“My stalker doesn’'t scare you?’ Tristan threaded his fingers together with Michael’s.

“It does. I’'m aready worried about you and what this person may do,” Michael said.
“1’m scared of how | feel about you, too.”

“Why?’

“You're famous. Well, compared to me and my experiences, you are. It stands to
reason someone or someones—plural—would seek you out. It also makes sense
you'’ d decide I’ m boring after awhile.”

“Maybe.”

“I’ve been left alot. Al, Kevin, Barry...none of them wanted to stick around. | didn’t
understand Al’s reasons, but Kevin and Barry wanted someone flashier. Hotter. Not
me.” He stared at their interlocked hands. “Just be patient with me. | tend to look for
the reasons someone won't be a good fit and try to jump ship before | can get hurt.
I’m horrible at it because | have faith in people far beyond when they deserve to be
set adrift.”

“You're human,” Tristan said. “We're both a little damaged, but we'll find a way.
Something tells meit’ s going to be together.”

“Okay.” He hoped Tristan was right. But the doubt didn’t go away.

Tristan winked. “ So...who can | talk to about looking at a house?’



Michael sighed then kissed Tristan. Things weren't perfect or even sorted out, but
they had a start. He had to stop thinking the worst and aim for the best.

* % % %

Tristan drove back to his uncle's house with his heart light and his outlook positive.
He had a good thing going with Michael, even if it was still new and fragile. One way
or another, he' d get Michagl to see they were best together.

Still, Michael’s doubts weren’t lost on him. Michael was right—Tristan had a life
before Sullavan. He had friends and things he liked to do in New York. But slowing
down and enjoying the moment was nice, too. More than nice...the change in pace
suited him. Sure, he wasn't writing, but he wasn’'t fogged by partying and drinking.
He had a clear head and an open heart. Not bad for a guy who had been voted most
likely to burn out by age thirty-five. He'd made it to thirty-seven, thank you very
much. Life was better, now that he had Michael.

He pulled into the driveway and parked in front of the garage. The rental car was
gone and an envel ope had been stuffed into the space between the screen door and the
main one. He scanned the front of the envelope before opening it. Just as he'd
expected, the people from the car rental place had left the receipt behind. He tucked
the envelope into his bag, then unlocked the house and headed inside.

The musty smell wasn't as pervasive. Another scent, like warm bread, settled around
him. He groaned.Fuck.He hadn’t cleaned out the kitchen yet. He'd never get any
writing done at this rate. He put his bag on the chair next to the door, then nodded
once. The answer was so plain...he had the voice tech on his laptop. If he hooked it
up and turned on the mic, he could relay the story into the program and edit once he'd
tackled the kitchen.

Tristan changed his clothes, then checked his phone. No new messages or



emails.Perfect.He gazed around the guest room. The house was his and paid for. It
had once been a mecca for his uncle and could be a fabulous home again. He refused
to create a shrine to his uncle. No, this was a place to start over. Hope spread through
him as he changed into a sloppy shirt and rumpled board shorts. He could make the
house shine. Living in Sullavan wasn't beyond his capacity. He'd aways said he
wanted a real home and roots. Sullavan was the right place and this was the right
time.

With a little help from Michael, he might even be able to create the center like his
uncle had wanted, as well as an escape for him and Michael. Anything was possible.

Tristan carried his laptop down to the kitchen, then turned on the machine. He opened
the file for his notes. Cleaning wasn’t his forte, but he had no choice. If he didn’t toss
the junk and old food, no one else would. One chunk at a time, one page at a time,
he' d tackle the kitchen and his story.

* % % %

Four hours later, Tristan finished scouring the countertops. He' d filled three garbage
bags full of recyclable materials, trash and spoiled food. He wished he had a
composter. At least then he could’ve put the food to some use. Once the bags were
hauled to the respective garbage and recycling cans, he headed back inside. His back
ached, but not only was the room now spotless, he had his first three chapters
composed. He hit save on the file, then closed the lid of the laptop. If Michael had
been there, they could’ ve celebrated the minor victories by making out in the kitchen.

No Michael. No making out.
Tristan picked his phone up. Not checking it religiously felt odd. Back in New Y ork,

he'd used the device to while away too many hours. As he swiped through the
screens, acall came through. The photo of his ex-boyfriend smiled back at him.



Tristan cracked his neck, then answered the call. “Hi, Cody.”

“Hey, you. Don’'t you return calls?’ Cody asked.

Shit.What'd he do this time and what did he have to sort out? “I do, but | haven't
heard from you in six months.” He sank onto the closest chair. “What’'s wrong?’

“Nothing redlly. | just wanted to talk to you.”

“Ah.” Tristan shifted in his seat and stared at the living room setup. When Michael
arrived, he'd have him help move the sofa against the far wall. There they’d be able
to watch thunderstorms through the picture window. He missed watching storms.
Would Michael enjoy listening to the thunder and lightning with him? The cuddling
under a blanket while snuggling closer each time aloud boom sounded?

“Arevyou listening?’ Cody asked. “Tristan.”

“l heard you.” Not really. He'd been thinking about anything but the conversation.
“Sorry. | don’'t have much to say.”

“Asshole.”
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“Fuck you very much.” The jerk.

“What is with you?’ Cody asked. “I called the apartment. Like five times | called.
Dennis took the messages. He claimed he was letting you know | wanted to talk to
you.” Hisvoice cracked. “ Are you avoiding me?’

“Not exactly.” He hadn’t heard from Dennis other than two emails, which wasn’t out
of the ordinary for him, but nothing in the wording had mentioned anything about
Cody. “I’ve been busy.” He jotted down a note to call Dennis. He' d been an asshole
and hadn’'t even checked in. For al he knew, Dennis didn't care. But there was a
chance he did and he deserved an update. Tristan would call him later.

“Who are you doing?’
“Cody.” Jesus, the man drove him crazy.

“You found someone named Cody? | bet that's a lot easier in bed,” Cody snapped.
“Does he like hearing his name shouted out, too?’

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “No, and his name isn't Cody. Look, my uncle
passed away and left his house to me. I'm in charge of going through his stuff and it’s
taking time.”

“Oh? Stuff?’

He should’ ve known Cody’ s latent weasel ness would come out. If the man thought he
smelled a chance to make money, he'd pounce. “It's a farmhouse in rural Ohio and



there aren’t any antiques here. There's really nothing of great monetary value other
than the house and I’m not selling it, so don’t get any ideas.” Truth be told, he had no
idea what his uncle had had, but he wasn’'t giving any of it to a former flame looking
to make an easy buck.

“Oh.”

Was that Cody’s spirit crashing?Good.Tristan crossed his ankles. “Cody, I’'m up to
my eyeballs sorting through stuff, tossing other things and trying to write.”

“Dennis never said anything about an uncle. He's not there? He's still at the
apartment?”’

“Yes, he's at the apartment, so don't try to break in.” He bit back a groan. “Look,
when | get back to New York, we'll hang out.” The key word should’ ve been if. He
hadn’t planned on staying in the Big Apple. Now that he had an actual house to live
in, rather than an apartment, he kind of wanted to put down roots. Why stay
somewhere he couldn’t keep when he could do whatever his heart desired at the
house?

“Yeah? We haven't clubbed in along time.” Cody laughed. “I’m holding you to that.
The moment you' re back, we' re going out. | missyou.”

“Sure.” Cody missed him? Since when?
“1 mean it. I’ ve been lonely without you. No one understands me like you and no one
else will give me shit for doing shit,” Cody said. “l like when you hold me

accountable.”

Ah, so Cody wanted a parent-figure. Yeah, fuck no.“I’m sure you'll find someone
who can do all of that better than | ever did.”



“Maybe.” Cody paused. “ So where in assfuck Ohio are you?’

Assfuck...wonderful .“ Sullavan.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It's not a very big place. It's interesting, though.” He closed his eyes and grinned.
Thinking about the town pleased him. The cast of characters would feature in the next
two books at |east.

“Just stop. | don't want one of your small-town history stories. You get boring and
teacher-y. | hate it,” Cody said. “Stick to writing that shit down instead of telling

me.

“Sorry.” He sighed, then opened his eyes. “Look, | need to go. I've got a schedule
going and | should be writing. I'm already behind.”

“Come home.”

“What?’

“You heard me,” Cody said. “Come home. You don’'t belong in a hick town. You're
the kind of guy who thrives on action. What really happens in Solomon? A car
accident? Critters being run over in the street? Flowers growing?’

“Wow. You've never been outside of New York, have you?” He shook his head.
“Never mind. The town is Sullavan and yes, it's a slower pace. People can walk from
one end of Sullavan to the other. | don't remember seeing any splattered animals or

car accidents. It’sjust anice, peaceful placeto be.”

“You'll get bored,” Cody said. “I know you.”



Funny. He' d just heard that from Michael, too. “Y ou never know.”

“How about | come there?’

“Nah.You' dbe the bored one.” Besides, he didn’'t want his ex anywhere close to
Michael. He liked hisinsulated existence with his new beau.

“Probably. | have the attention span of agnat.” Cody paused again. “Just come home.
Please?’

A shadow darkened the kitchen door. Tristan tensed, then sat up straight. “I have to
go. Someone's here.” He didn’'t bother to say goodbye. Instead, he hung up and
clutched the phone in his hand. Only a few people knew he was there. Who'd be
visiting him? He jumped up from his seat. “Hello?’

The door opened and Jamie held onto the handle. “Hi.”

Tristan blew out aragged breath. “Damn it.”
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Chapter Ten

“What?’ Jamie strode across the room. “You’re pale. Are you okay? It’s hot in here.
Turn on afan or two.” He flipped the wall switch. “Sit down.”

“I'm fine. | wasn’t pale until you showed up.” He massaged his forehead, then tossed
the phone onto the now empty table. “At least this time you didn't walk right in
unannounced. Thisis my house and I’d like to know who is visiting rather than being
surprised.”

“Your house?’ Jami€'s browsrose. “Really? Are you planning on staying?’

“For now, yes.” He willed his heart rate to slow to a normal level. “You need
something from me? Or are you here for asocia reason?’

“Oh, | need something. You.” Jamie flattened his hand on Tristan's chest. “I'm
thrilled you' re sticking around.”

“I’'m glad to hear that. I’ll need your help, I'm sure. My other lawyer isin New Y ork
and | have a hard time getting in touch with him.”

“Whenever you want me, just call.” Jamie pinned Tristan to the doorframe leading to
the dining room. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

“We need to talk.” He nudged Jamie away and put space between them. “Right now.”

“After this.” Jamie caged him in again, but this time he kissed Tristan.



The rush wasn't there. No tingle or spark. Nothing. Tristan stared at Jamie, then put
his hands up. “ Stop. I’ m seeing someone.”

“Someone?’ Jamie rolled his eyes. “If you've got a guy back home, he doesn’t need
to know what we're doing. Thisisjust fun while you're away.”

“I’m seeing Michael.” Saying the words out loud comforted him. He wanted to shout
from the roof that he and Michael were a pair.

“Areyou kidding?’ Jamie snapped. “Michael ?’

“I’m quite serious. Why? What’ s wrong with Michagl ?’

“There' s nothing wrong with him—if you like boredom,” Jamie said.

“Jamie.” Some people could be crudl.

“Come on. He' s dlibrarian. How exciting can that possibly be?’

“Because law is so exiting?’ Tristan asked. “So what?”’

“You don't see movies about librarians—not on mainstream television or in
theaters—and you sure as hell don’'t see them in anything that makes them look
sexy.” Jamie folded his arms. “They’re the ones who die in the horror films or suck

everyone off in the porn movies.”

“I’m not arguing this with you.” Jesus.Whatever Michagl had done to Jamie couldn’t
be so horrible as to warrant this kind of venom.

“Well, | am. I’'m better-looking, make more money by far and have a higher standing
in the community. | have the connections to get your center created. |’ ve looked at



the suitable buildings in town and the best you're going to get is the abandoned
community center. It’'ll need work, but it’s got the facilities you need.”

Okay, so Jamie had a point about the building. Still, he didn't have to be such a
dick—a hot one, but still a dick—about Michael.

“What do you say? You'll forget Michael and let me help you?’ Jamie tipped her
head and smiled.

Tristan sighed. He hated being pushed into a corner and Jamie knew where to put his
hands to shove the hardest. “I'll helm the project because | know what my uncle
wanted.” Liar.“I’ll need your help down the road, but for this to work, we need to
work together as a community. Everyone. It won't happen if we're fighting each
other over God knows what.”

“Sure.” Jamie hugged Tristan and lingered too long for Tristan’s comfort. “You
won't regret it,” Jamie said. “Promise.”

“Uh-huh.” He had too fucking much on his plate and didn’t need a diva lawyer added
into the mix.

“What do we do?’ Jamie clapped his hands. “I’'m ready.”

“I'm putting you on the community center detail. Prices, permits—whatever
information | need...you get it. Don’'t draw up any paperwork. Just give me the
details. Y ou’'re the man with the contacts, right? Then do that. In the meantime, I’ll
keep sorting out the house. Maybe there are a few things here we can sell to help fund
the project.”

“The house, for one.”
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Where would he live while he got the center up and running? “Not yet.” What if he
didn’t want to sell? What if the possibility of sticking around kept getting more
enticing?

“Think about it. The house would bring a quick influx of cash.” Jamie flicked his hair
off hisforehead. “It’ s the best move.”

“Isanyonein Sullavan buying?’ He'd seen plenty offor salesigns, but nosoldones.

“No, but we can get it listed as a summer hideaway,” Jamie said. “People want those.
Affluent people trying to flee the city will snap it up.”

Christ.He didn’'t want to hear that information. He massaged his temples. “ Just work
on the community center. I’ll figure out the house.”

“Fine.” Jamie kissed Tristan. “Then we fuck. Meet me at my condo.”

“Uh—I have to take care of here. Let’'s postpone the victory sex until the end of the
journey.” Or at least until he had no other options. Sad, but true...he wasn’t interested
in Jamie.

“No Michael.” Jamie shook his head. “It’s not going to work.”

“I’m currently seeing him, so yeah, he' s going to be involved.” Tristan's patience was
wearing thin.

“We'll see. Y ou may not be together forever.”



“Right.” He walked Jamie to the door. “Good night. Keep me posted on the
community center.”

“Will do.” Jamie flashed him another smile.

Tristan ducked before Jamie could kiss him again. Once Jamie stepped off the porch,
Tristan locked the front door and checked the back one, too. He needed separation.
Jamie had given him the keys, but for all Tristan knew, he’'d kept a set for himsealf.
Tristan rolled his shoulders. He didn’t have time for this crap.

Still, he couldn’t stop thinking about what Jamie had said.Michael isn’t good enough?
What bullshit.Jamie wasn't exactly a catch. The man was too full of himself. He'd be
ahandful in arelationship as well as bed and not in agood way.

Tristan checked the time. Five minutesto five. If he tried to write, he'd lose focus the
moment Michael arrived. If he went the speech mode and had the computer transcribe
his words, he might get something done. Then again, he might not. He dragged his
computer into the study.

Despite opening the program and setting everything up, the story refused to
flow.Damn it.Tristan stared at the bookshelves. The sheer volume of stuff in the room
overwhelmed him.

His phone beeped. He frowned. Hadn't he set the device to silent? He checked the
icons. One text. He pulled up the message.

You're not writing. I’'m angry.

What the hell?Tristan growled and reread the message. Whoever had sent it hadn’t
bothered to list their name or their number.Why...how...fuck.



“Tristan?”’

He jumped and tossed the phone onto the armchair. “Leave me the hell alone.” Shit.
He should at |east answer the door before shouting at the person on the other side. He
strode out of the study.

“Fine. I'll go.” A shadow moved in front of the front door. “Sorry.”

Michael. “No, wait.” He needed someone familia—someone named Michadl.
“Sorry.” He unlocked and opened the door. “Hey, you.”

Michael shook his head and laughed. “For a guy who likes me, you have a strange
way of showing it. | could develop a complex.” He stepped into the house and held
up apaper bag. “I also brought the fixings for mac and cheese.”

“I'm thrilled. I’ve had a day.” He kissed Michael. The tingle was there and if he
wasn’'t mistaken, it had grown stronger. “But the day got a whole lot better now that
you're here.”

“I'm glad.” Michael toyed with the bag. “I wasn't sure if you liked mac and cheese,
but it's one of the few things | can cook. Heck, | wasn’'t even sure you'd want to eat
it. You'readll into healthy stuff...aren’t you?”’

“Just because | lived in the city and had a chef doesn’t mean I’'m a health nut. | can
cheat. Besides, | love mac and cheese,” Tristan said. “| haven't had it in years.”

“Well, then it’'ll be a cheat day.”
“Nah.” He took the bag from Michael and clasped Michael’s hand. “It’ Il be perfect.”

He led Michael into the kitchen. “I haven’'t got much. Most of the refrigerated stuff
had to be tossed and the pantry items won't help make anything with cheese, but | do



have alot of wine. Alotof wine.”

Michagl chuckled. “He did like his different flavors.”
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“Y ou mean vintages. Wine vintages.” He plunked the bag on the counter.

“No.” Michael removed the contents from the bag. “Flavors. He loved wine and the
different kinds—blueberry, blackberry, rose petals, dandelion... He had to have it.
None of it was terribly expensive. Some s, but most isn't. It's homemade stuff.”

“Huh.” He needed to spend more time with Michael so he could learn more about his
uncle. Al had been such an interesting person and he hardly knew him.

“Want me to make this now or wait? I’'m here as long as you want.” Michael toyed
with the bottle of milk. “The library isn’t open on Sundays.”

“Sweet.” He snagged Michael in his arms and kissed him. He'd never get enough of
Michael. He caged him between his body and the counter. He wanted to be with
Michael again and in every room. How many surfaces could they christen?

“Tristan.” Michael groaned. “You blow my mind and you're jamming the drawer
knob into my ass cheek.”

“Oh?’'Nice.He dropped to his knees. “Now I'll blow other parts of you.” Tristan
opened Michadl’s pants. Instead of going straight for the gusto, he kept himself in
check and rubbed his face on Michael’s crotch. He loved the way Michael
smelled—Iike old books, paper and sex.

Michael threaded his fingers into Tristan's hair. “You don’t have to do this so fast.
We've got the rest of the weekend.”



And he didn’t want to waste a second. He tugged Michael’s pants and underwear
down. “Briefs?” He hadn't meant to blurt that out. “Sexy.” Michael’s erection
pointed toward him. Thick enough to make an impression, but just right for his
mouth. God, he loved his man’s dick.

“Got to switch it up every so often.” Michael massaged Tristan's head. “ Surprise?’

“l loveit.” Tristan stroked Michael’s shaft. He could’ ve stayed on his knees between
Michael’s legs forever and been happy. Tristan traced the seam of his lips with the
head of his cock. When Michael moaned, he spurred Tristan on. Tristan swallowed
Michael to the back of histhroat and hummed.

“Oh Jesus.” Michael tugged on Tristan’s hair. “This.”

Instead of answering with words, Tristan bobbed his head. He wanted to please
Michael. To make him come apart. Nothing else mattered except Michael. He rolled
his tongue around Michael’ s shaft and buried his nose in Michael’ s pubic hairs. When
Michael moaned, he cupped his balls.

Michael rocked his hips and whimpered. “Feels so good, Tris.”

He bobbed his head faster. Only Michael could call him Tris. The name felt right on
Michael’s lips. He caressed his lover’s sac. God, the man had soft skin. He nibbled
his way to the hairless patch behind his sac.

Michagl tensed. “Damn.”

Good. He wanted Michael on the edge. He flicked his tongue across Michael’s
smooth skin, then toyed with Michael’s hole.

Michael rubbed his dick on Tristan's forehead, smearing pre-cum in Tristan's



hair.Yes. Mark me.Tristan closed his eyes.So good.He abandoned Michael’s balls,
then resumed sucking on Michael’s cock. He opened his eyes and met Michael’'s
heavy-lidded gaze. When Michael gritted his teeth, Tristan increased his speed.

Another whimper resonated in Michael. “Tris.” He met Tristan thrust for thrust and
undulated his body. He stuffed his dick balls-deep into Tristan’s mouth. He tensed
again and shivered. A low growl erupted from him and cum shot down Tristan’s
throat. He panted.

Tristan bobbed his head a few more times, making sure to clean up every drop of
Michael’s offering. He licked Michael’ s shaft, then stopped and sat back on his heels.
“Delicious.”

“More like delirious.” Michael wobbled to the floor and sat opposite Tristan. “Y ou
make thinking impossible.”

“That’s the plan.” He crawled between Michael’ s legs and kissed him. “1 want you to
be just as addicted as | am.”

“l am.” Michael stared at him. “I didn’t think it was possible.”

“What isn’'t possible?” He folded his legs beneath him. “Tell me.” What had he
missed?

Michael sighed. He didn’t try to cover his nudity. “I didn’t think | could fal for
anyone. Not again. I’ ve been hosed over so many times and | thought love—even the
tiny seed to start it—was gone. Then you showed up. It happened so fast. | swore |
wouldn’'t get close to you. Wouldn’t even think about you. | was warned so many
times.”

“By Dicey?’" Tristan yanked his shirt off. If Michael was going to sit there half-



naked, then he'd join the party.

“Why...did she talk to you?’ Michael frowned. “I should ve guessed.”

“She told meif | knew what was good for the both of us, I'd stick to myself and leave
you be. You'd been through enough. She never said what and | didn’t push.” He
placed his shirt over Michagl’s crotch. “Sorry. Didn’'t think you'd want to have a
discussion in the near nude.”

“l don’t mind. I’'m not the greatest-looking guy, but I'm not an ogre.” Michael
shrugged. “But thanks.” He met Tristan's gaze. “I’'m shocked she didn’'t tell you
everything. She likesto talk.” He handed the shirt back to Tristan. “Want this? | need
to stand back up or I'll be in this position all night.”

“Then stand.” He took the garment from Michael. “ Smells like your cock.”
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“That happens. Might be gooey, too.” Michael hefted his jeans up over his hips, then
zipped and ditched his shirt. “We'll go topless together.”

“Sweet.” He snagged Michael in his arms again. “1 do like your cock and | love the
way you smell.”

“You're silly.” Michael didn’t pull away. He laughed. “So, what did Dicey tell you?
What exactly? She's protective of me. | love her devotion, but she can be a little
too...Dicey.”

“She means well.” Tristan shrugged. “ She said she’d hurt me if | messed with you. It
didn’t matter who | was or how much money | had, she'd tear me a new one.” He
laughed. If nothing else, he appreciated Dicey’s friendship with Michael. He missed
having close compatriots and wished he had more. “1 believe her.”

“You're better off if you don’t discount her, yeah.”

“Or you.” He curled his fingers under Michael’s chin. “I know you're tense. Being
here has to have you on edge. I’'m guessing there are more memories than you want
to deal with.”

“It's odd...but it's not. There are reminders here. Lots of them, but it’s not the same.
His touches are everywhere, but so are yours. | see things and it makes me think. This
was his place, but it doesn’t have to be justhis. You rearranged the living room. He
refused to do that, even though | mentioned moving the couch would make watching
thunderstorms easier.”



“You thought of that, too?’ If he hadn’t started falling for Michael, that comment
would’ ve been the kicker to push him over the edge. “If the couch is against the wall,
you can sit there, cuddle and watch therain.”

“And the lightning coming from the west.” Michael paused. “But like the
rearranging, you made the house yours. Not gutting. Just moving things around and
changing it up.” He smiled. “Y ou’ re getting used to Sullavan.”

“Mostly, but you're the biggest part of it.” He kissed Michael. “I’m not the settling
down type. | might be the boyfriend one, but | hate being stationary. Home has never
been athing for me.”

“Ah. | can't make much, but I'm good with mac and cheese.” Michael splayed his
hands on Tristan’s chest. “Where' s the saucepan? If we don’t make this, the milk will
curdle.”

“Huh?’Milk curdling? Saucepan? Fuck.He didn't cook. That was Dennis job. He
could, but he hated burned food. Besides, he wasn't sure where the pans were.

“Saucepan? You put water in it. About so big.” Michael held out his hands. “Have
you seen one?’

“No. | didn't look below the counter. All | cleaned out was the pantry, spice cabinet
and fridge.”

“Then I’'m guessing it’s still where Al left it.” Michael disengaged from Tristan and
pulled the pan from the lower cabinet. He filled the pot with water. “Won't take
long.”

“I didn’t think it would. Mind if | watch?’ He sat on the counter. “1 like to watch
cooks.”



“By al means.” Michael opened the package of noodles. “I never redly learned to
cook. Not from my family. Mom didn’t think it was something | needed to know. She
was wrong, but she had her issues with me. Once | graduated from high schooal, | got

7

out.

“That sucks.”

“It made me self-reliant.” Michael shrugged, then sprinkled salt into the water. “Hand
methe olive oil. | can’t cook very well, but | can take care of myself.”

“Sure.” He offered up the bottle. “What’ s that for?’

“To keep the pasta from sticking.” Michael grinned, then poured a dollop of ail into
the water. “1 learned that from one of the cooking demos | saw on television.”

“Huh.” He watched Michael with awe. He wished he could be like Michadl. “1 was
never self-reliant—not until 1 got older.” He fixed his gaze on Michagl. The man
moved around the kitchen like a dancer, all grace and fluid gestures. He looked like
he should’ ve been there all along. Like he’'d fallen into the same routine as before. So
comfortable. Tristan grinned. A new feeling washed over him—exciting, bold and a
little scary. He and Michael were on the cusp of something fantastic. Not just tall
words from him in the hopes he'd get what he wanted, but honest-to-God almost
relationship status.

“Why weren't you?’ Michael asked.

“Huh?’ Shit. He' d forgotten the topic of conversation. “I’'m sorry. What?’

“Why weren’'t you self-reliant?’

Tristan chuckled. He should’ ve shared this before, but he'd worried Michagl would



run the other way. “I’m arich bitch.”

“What?" Michael stepped back from the steaming water. “My turn to be lost. | missed
something.”

Time to bare his soul. “I was a poor kid and my mother, when she was younger, came
from poverty. My grandmother was widowed at the age of thirty and expected the
kids to support her. My uncle did woodworking and odd jobs to bring in alittle cash.
My mother found rich boyfriends and eventually started escorting. Guys were a
challenge. Find one, milk him for all the money she could, then get the hell out before
someone got ideas. Then she met my dad. Why they fell in love is a mystery. | guess
he was the one john she liked. Anyway, they had nothing in common and usually
fought. Most nights, she threatened to leave. He is rumored to have had at least a
dozen affairs. | came along shortly after they decided to get married. My mother liked
to remind me | was the reason the love affair broke down.”

Michael stirred the pasta into the water. “That’s rough and nothing a kid should
hear.”

“Like your mother was better?’
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“Never said shewas.” Michael half-smiled. “But now | understand you better. You're
a product of your environment.”

“1 guess. If that explains me, then this will probably ruin me in your eyes.” He bowed
his head.Christ. Why is being honest was so hard?'My father’s side of the family is
rich. Like seventy years of old money rich. Dad spoiled Mom and, in turn, me. If |
even considered doing something, | did it. Even if it wasn't legal, | tried it. I’ ve got a
record, had a drug and alcohol problem and partied my way through two colleges. |
tried to kill myself twice.” He hated admitting that part, but Michael needed to know
who he was getting involved with so he could jump ship if that was what he wanted
to do.

“Oh my God.” Michael grasped Tristan’s hand. “Tristan.”

“1 needed the experience. | thought the world revolved around me. | still think that to
adegree. | have a penthouse in New Y ork, a butler named Dennis and used to have a
crazy social calendar. Writing started as therapy when | quit drinking and doing
cocaine. But | replaced one addiction for another. Writing became my passion.” He
finaly looked up at Michael. He had no idea how he would react.

“Wow.” Michael stirred the pasta. “How’d you get published?’
“Redly? That's what you want to know? Not why | wanted to screw up my life or
that you want to ditch me because I’ ve got a past? Y ou’'re not afraid of me?’ He had

no ideawhat to think.

“We've al got things we've done that we look back and think...gee, that wasn't



smart.” Michael shrugged. “I had a one-night stand in college with a girl just to see if
| could. I didn’t think awoman would want me.”

13 Sly dog.”

“The only reason she wanted me was to make her boyfriend jealous.”

“That's harsh.” Tristan relaxed. Things weren’t going to fall apart like with other
boyfriends. Michagl wasn’t turned off. He could do this. “Speaking of harsh, you
asked how | got published. | had a friend help me, but that was only after I’d sent out
forty-eight queries and was rejected forty-eight times.”

“Really?”

“Have you read my books?’” Tristan asked. “You're alibrarian.”

“That doesn’t mean I’ ve read everything that comes through the library. I'd never get
anything done.” Michael turned the heat down, then stood beside the stove. “But no, |
haven't read you.”

“You're not missing much. It’s not great literature that will be recorded in the annals
of time,” Tristan said. “What | write are homey stories of real people. At least that’s
what I'm told. The closest I've ever come to real people was when | was here as a
teenager.”

“l see”

“l pushed a lot of those experiences down, but when | started writing, they came to
the surface.” Tristan left the counter and eased up beside Michael. “I tried writing
under a pen name. Tate Pullman. He couldn’t write, but, as Tate, | learned. | wrote
practice novellas. | took the remarks from the rgections and internalized them, then



set out to improve. | learned my craft by writing amost twenty-five currently
unpublished works. | doubt they’ Il ever see the light of day and I’ m fine with it.”

“1 never knew that.” Michael returned his attention to the pasta. “Y ou’'re more than
you give yourself credit for.”

He wound his arms around Michagl and rested his chin on his shoulder.

“1 love learning the stories of how authors create their works. It's fascinating. My
creativity only goes so far and | respect anyone who is willing to put themselves out
there in the form of a book, song or artwork. | can aphabetize a book shelf. That's
about it.” Michael laughed. “Sad, huh?’

“It's not sad. | bet you're the best librarian around. You're dedicated.” He kissed
Michael’s bare shoulder. “Writing isn't easy and it's not for everyone, despite the
prevailing notion it should be. It's hard and takes dedication. You have to have a
thick skin.”

“True.”

“I’'m not for everyone, either. | know that sounds blustery, but I’'m not. Until | was
twenty-eight, | thought the only way anyone would love me was if | threw my money
around,” Tristan said. “I didn’'t come out until | was done with college. Don’t get me
wrong. | explored more than | should’ve.”

“l didn’'t.” Michael turned the burner off. “Do you have a colander?’

“Yes.” He'd just seen it. He let go of Michael long enough to retrieve the item, then
leaned on the counter beside Michagl. Talking to him was so easy. No judgment and
they got along so well. He could confess everything to him. A thought occurred to
him. Yes, this was happening at warp speed, but could Michael be the one? The



possibility was there.

“I’ve got margarine in the bag. Open that container of milk.” Michael drained the
pasta. “Hand me the cheese when you're done. | premeasured everything but the
milk.”

“Smart.” Yeah, he was falling for Michael. He didn’'t even care if Michael wasn’t
falling in return.

“Put the cheese and margarine in the pot. I'll dole out everything else,” Michael said.
He poured the pasta then milk into the saucepan.

“You're a taskmaster.” He laughed. “It's a foreign concept for me, but | like it. It's
exciting.” Christ. He felt like amarried old man. Where had Michael been all hislife?
If he’d known he could ve had this kind of happiness with Michael, he would've
skipped out of New Y ork years ago and come back to Sullavan. The addictions of his
past had nothing on writing and Michael.

“Almost done. Once you stir it all together and everything melts, we can eat.”
Michael nudged Tristan. “Keep the cheese moving.”

Tristan did as told. Slowly, the mix came together. “Did Molly teach you how to
make this?’
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“She did. She said | needed to know how to cook something.” Michael tossed the
empty packets and carton into the plastic bag. “Have you heard from Jamie?’

“Lately? Yes”Why lie?'He stopped by with information about the community
center. He seemed to think it would be best for the LGBT center. Why?”’

“l passed him on the road.” Michael shied away from Tristan. “He likes you. That's
why he’s going out of hisway to help.”

“He doesn't seem to like you.” Tristan stopped Michael and turned off the burner.
“Why?’

“Let’seat.” Michael turned his back on Tristan. “Where are the plates?’

“In the cupboard,” Tristan said. “Nice diversion, by the way, but it won’'t work. What
Isit about Jamie that makes you tense?’

“Nothing.”

“Right.” He ducked around Michael, forcing Michael to look at him. “I spilled my
guts. Now it’ s your turn.”

“There’ s nothing to tell. He hates me.” Michael folded hisarms. “Plain and smple.”
“Why?" He refused to let Michael off the hook just yet.

“You redly want to know?" Michael shook his head. Before Tristan could answer,



Michagl did. “I turned him down.”

“Are you serious?’ He hadn’t meant to blurt that. “He’s got an attitude because he
was turned down?’

“Don’'t act shocked. It wasn’'t my brightest move, but | don't regret it.” Michael
tugged plates from the cupboard. “How much do you want?’

“I’ll get it. Thanks.” Tristan took the plates from Michael. “I’m shocked because he's
pushy. Whether you' re not smart for what you did is debatable. | think it was a good
move. You're not a viable pair because he'd steamroll you. You deserve to be
cherished and he seems like he just wants a score.”

“He does.” Michael balled his hands. “Y ou like him. Don’'t you?’

“I'm attracted to him, but his attitude sucks. It drives me crazy.” Tristan embraced
Michael. “I like simple people and my drama in my books—not my life. | like you.
Y ou're too cute for words and have the sexiest dick.”

Michael shook his head, but didn’t say anything.

“What?’

“You'll get sick of me. You'll move on,” Michael whispered.

“Don’'t be so sure.” Now that he had Michael in his arms, he wasn’t about to let go
without a fight. Giving his heart away wasn't his style, but he'd practically offered it

right up to Michael. Yeah, he'd found his soul mate. Now to convince Michael they
belonged together for more than afew weeks.
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Chapter Eleven

Michael tried tamping down his doubts. Tristan would be like Jamie and lose interest.
He' d claim Michael was truly too boring. His boyfriends always got tired of his love
of books and preference for staying in rather than clubbing. Tristan sounded like he'd
turned over a new leaf, but come on. Tristan had flourished—according to him—in
the trendy club scene. He'd want the party life back and to be the center of attention.
Sure, Sullavan was a great escape, but it was a matter of time before he went full
circle.

He sat beside Tristan on the couch and ate in silence. He couldn’t wrap his mind
around what Tristan had said.Oh well.

Tristan finished his mac and cheese first, then put his bowl on the table. “ That was so
good.” He leaned over and kissed Michael on the cheek. “You should cook more
often.”

“Nah. All we' d eat would be pasta.” He scraped the last few bits from his bowl.

“So we' d have to run alittle more to exercise off the carbs...it's not an awful way to
be together.” He patted Michael’ s leg. “Y ou' re staying tonight, correct?’

“1 am unless you tell me to beat it.” He sounded confident, but damn, his hands were
shaking.

“Perfect.” Tristan stood. He stretched and rolled his shoulders. “L et me make a phone
call and then we'll tackle the library.”



“Sure.” He amost asked who, but didn’t. Whoever Tristan had to call was none of his
business.

“Beright back.” Tristan left the room and strode out to the front porch.

Michael didn't bother to listen in. Whatever Tristan had to say wasn't for him to
know. He carried the empty bowls to the kitchen, then filled the sink with soapy
water. He dunked the bowls into the suds. What else did he need to wash? The pans
and utensils needed to be cleaned. He gathered up the items and put them into the
water, too.

While he washed the bowls and pans, his thoughts turned to Tristan. As much as he
wasn’t sure about where things were going, he still couldn’t believe his good fortune.
Tristan was a catch—not for his social standing or financia status, but as a man.
Tristan wasn't freaked out by Michael’s connection with Al and seemed to like him.
They weren't just sex partners, but friends too. He could see them starting the
‘something epic’ Tristan kept mentioning.

“Hey.” Tristan strolled into the room. “Y ou’re cleaning.”

“Of course. | made the mess. I'll take care of it.” He laughed. “I take it you don’t?’

“l usually have my butler, Dennis, follow behind cleaning up after me.” Tristan
shrugged. “It was part and parcel of my life.”

“l know.” He washed the second bowl and placed it in the rack, then turned his
attention to the pan. “Everything okay?’

“Yeah. | needed to touch base with home, er, New York again.” Tristan dried the
bowls. “And | had to call my agent and publisher. They want my book, like, now and
| have some done, but not enough. Then | had to check in with my butler. He's kind



of my friend, but more like my keeper. It’s strange, but it works for us.”

Michael nodded. HE d never had a butler and had no idea how the butler and Tristan
were so close, but whatever.

Tristan dried the pan. “You're quiet. What's up?’

“Nothing. I'm happy.” Contented and soothed by washing the dishes. He liked the
mundane aspects of life and being with someone.

“Yeah?

“It's been along time.” Not only since he could say he was happy, but since he was
able to admit it out loud.

“1t’ s been too long and I’m going to do my best to make it up to you.”

“Why? You didn’t cause my issues.” He shook his head. Sometimes Tristan made no
sense.

“No, | didn’t, but if I had come back to see my uncle, we might have met sooner and
could be an old couple by now.” He kissed Michael on the cheek. “I’d have been

happier.”

“1 think this is when we were supposed to find each other.” He pulled his soapy hands
from the water and caressed Tristan’s bare chest. “Any earlier and we wouldn’t have
been ready for each other or what we' ve got.”

“Yeah?' He wrapped his arms around Michael. “ Think so?’

“I do.”



“I like the way you think, then.”

He kissed Tristan. Being with Tristan emboldened him. If he didn't say what he
wanted, he' d never get it. “1 like the way you suck and you liked the way | did, too.”
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“Saucy. Am | bringing out your inner kinky side?’

“Yeah.” He wasn't ashamed. For the first time in forever, he didn't care and
embraced his needs. “Not kinky, but I’m comfortable enough to say what | want.”

“I’m honored.” Tristan licked the seam of Michael’s mouth. “ So, what do you want?’
His eyes flashed.

“Sex.”
Tristan threaded his fingers into Michael’ s belt loops and held him close. “I love the
way you think.” Tristan feasted on his mouth and, when he opened to him, he sucked

on Michael’ stongue.

The word ‘love’ had come up again, aong with Tristan's dick. He ignored his
concerns about romance and followed Tristan’s lead.

Tristan tugged him to the library. “1 had a feeling you'd want to be in here” He
nodded to the box of condoms and bottle of lube on the writing desk. “1 preplanned.”

“You hoped.” Michael snorted. “Right?’
“Yes.” He pulled Michael into his arms again and kissed him. “I can’t get enough of
you.” He peppered Michael’s cheeks and chin with kisses, then nipped Michagl’'s

neck.

Michael groaned. Fire licked his body from within. He couldn’t wait to get the rest of



the way naked. He fumbled with Tristan’s pants until the bothersome clothing slid
down to his ankles.

“What are you doing to me?’ Tristan's breath warmed Michael’s neck. “Huh?
Scrambling my brain.”

“You like it.” He withdrew his own cock and held it against Tristan’s. Tristan raked
his nails over Michael’ s shoulders. Power radiated through Michael. He met Tristan’s
gaze. He liked the passion he saw reflected in the blue depths.

Tristan ground his erection against Michael’s and gritted his teeth. “Fuck me.” He
tipped his head back. “Love cock on cock.”

The feeling of smooth skin on skin was pretty fucking hot to Michael, too. He stroked
harder, mashing both dicks together. “Need some lube.”

“Table.” Tristan snagged the bottle. “Here. Fuck...”

Michael drenched both erections in lube. The slippery gel added a new dimension to
the act of jerking him and Tristan off. Michael rocked faster, sliding the underside of
his cock against Tristan’s. Christ, doing this—being so bold with Tristan—Dblew his
mind. Despite not being inside Tristan, he felt closer to him than ever. The bond was
stronger.

Tristan placed his hand over Michael’s. “Got me on the edge.” He stroked in the
same tempo as Michael. Another groan ripped from him.

“Yeah?” Good to know he wasn’t the only one about to combust.

“Uh-huh.” Tristan closed his eyes and rested his head on Michael’s shoulder. A
shiver wracked his body. He scraped his teeth on Michael’ s skin.



“What do you want?’ Michael asked. He gave in to the desire in his veins. “My dick
in your ass? Or my tongue on your hole? Bet you want me all over your cock.”

“Fucking hell yes. All of it. Now.” Tristan bit Michael. “Want you.”

So, Tristan likes dirty talk? Nice.Michael kept stroking. His nerve endings were on
fire. “Nah. You want to be on your knees and sucking me until I come. No, you want
my dick buried in your ass. That’sit. To be stretched and used.”

“Jesus.” Tristan tensed and pushed wildly into Michael’ s hand. “Let me come.”

Michael squeezed his fingers around both dicks. He pressed his thumb on top of his
erection. The change in pressure knocked him over the edge. He panted.

“Let me come.” Tristan raked his nails over Michael’ s chest. “ Fuck.”

“Do it. I want your sticky cum on me. Mark me.” Brand me. | belong to you.Michael
couldn’t ignore his feelings. He aready believed what he knew in his heart—even if
he couldn’t say the words out |oud.

Tristan growled. Cum shot up between him and Michael. Most of it landed on their
hands. Michael met Tristan’s heavy-lidded gaze. Seeing Tristan climax kick-started
Michael’ s orgasm. He jerked forward and his seed stretched across Tristan’s belly.

“God, that's hot.” Tristan released his grasp on Michadl’s fingers. “Love.” He
dropped to his knees. “Let me.” He licked the jizz from Michael’ s hand. “ So good.”

Michael leaned against the couch. Two orgasms in one night were just about his
limit.If this is going to be the norm with Tristan, then sign me up.He ruffled his dry
fingers through Tristan’s hair.



Tristan rubbed his cheek against Michagl’ s thigh. “ Stay tonight.”
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“Already planned on it.” If he wasn't careful, he'd fall asleep standing up.

Tristan cuddled against Michael’s leg. “I’ ve been looking for you all of my life.” He
kissed Michael’ s thigh. “Someone who likes my nervousness, my love of books and
over-usage of the word love...who makes me laugh and is good in bed.”

Michael petted Tristan's hair. “All you had to do was come home to Sullavan, |
guess.”

“Yeah.” He gazed up at Michael. “I wanted to sort things tonight, but I’ d rather tangle
up with you on the couch awhile.”

“Let’s do that.” He helped Tristan to his feet, then stripped the rest of the way out of
his clothes. He could have sex bent over the sofa later. There wasn’'t a rush. Once
Tristan stretched out on the cushions, Michael joined him.

“Wait. | want to be on top.” Tristan scooted out from under Michael, then rested on
him. He snuggled against Michael’ s shoulder.

Michael caressed Tristan's arm. The moment was so quaint and perfect. The single
lamp illuminating the room bathed the space in warm yellow light. Michael could get
used to this—the couple-ness of the moment. He closed his eyes. Weariness
overwhelmed him.

“Let me power-nap. Afterwards, we can have al the sex we want,” Tristan
murmured. He kissed Michael’ s pecs. “You're al mine.”



Michael wanted to answer, but didn’t. His? He should have been up in arms, but the
moment of panic faded. Y eah, he was Tristan’s. They were good together and the fear
didn’'t have to be palpable. He had Tristan right now...and sex to come. Not abad gig
for alibrarian who hadn’t expected to fall for awriter. Not bad at all.

* * % %

Tristan rolled his shoulders and crinkled his nose. Sleeping on Michael wasn't the
best for his back, but it was perfect for his soul. He liked being so close to his lover.
To hear Michael’ s breathing and feel his soft skin. He splayed his hand on Michael’s
ribcage. The first fingers of sunlight stretched across the carpet. He could wake up
like this every day and be happy. He noticed something blinking.

Fuck me.Tristan crawled off Michael and stood. He stretched, then rubbed his face.
Why did the phone have to blink and dick with his perfect morning? He swiped his
fingers across the screen. According to the icons, he had a least one emall, a
voicemail and atext. He tapped the email first. From his Aunt Salina...of course.

Don't forget the party is in two weeks. You haven't RSVPed. | expect you to be
there. With your standing, you’ re important. Jean misses you.

No signature. No love. Just bluntness from his aunt. His cousin didn’'t care about
him.Good God.He couldn’t remember the last time he'd talked to Jean. Probably the
last time he’ d called her Babsy in her presence and she' d told him to fuck himself.

Tristan deleted the email. If he happened to be in New Y ork around the time of the
party, he might pop in, but then again, he might not.

He switched his attention to the texts. No subject.What the hell?He didn’t open the
messages, but rather only read the previews.



Y ou'’re not writing.

Who was this person? The stalker?

Why aren’t you writing?

He couldn’t hide hisirritation. The fan must’ ve found his phone number. He archived
the messages and debated his next move. Calling the cops would be smart, but what
would he tell them? He'd been pestered? Bothered? They wouldn’'t investigate
irritating emails and texts. They’d tell him, like they’d said in New Y ork, to get a new
phone number.

He shook his head and dialed the numbers to retrieve the voicemail. He knew the
number. Dennis.

“Hi, Tristan,” Dennis said in the message. “I’m passing along information. | doubt
you'll care, but your aunt can't say | didn't try. Number one, your cousin’s
engagement party isin two weeks and you should let them know if you' re attending.
Number two, your agent called the apartment. The outline is good and she'd like you
to move forward. I'm not sure if she contacted you, but now you know. Number
three, Cody stopped by. He claims he's moving in. | prevented him from doing so.
Might | suggest you come home so you can sort out your affairs? Your vacation to
deal with your uncle’'s things should be about over. Your friends think you've
abandoned them. | hope you’ re getting everything accomplished and life can get back
to normal soon.”

Tristan stared at the phone. The message was the most Dennis had ever said. He
sighed. Cody could ook elsewhere for afree place to crash. Unless something drastic
happened, he had little intention of attending the engagement party. Auntie Salinaand
Babsy weren’'t going to con a fancy gift out of him. The rest of the family would
surely shower them with presents.



He erased the voicemail. He had to focus on his current situation. The agent wanted
him to keep going with his manuscript. Good. He and Michael could create a
schedule. He'd work and write while Michael was at the library. Afterwards, they’d
fuck until they dropped. If he had a more constant situation, he'd have the book done
in no time. Then he' d focus on advancing the relationship with Michadl.

“Hey.” Michael sat up. His hair stood on end and red infused his cheeks. He blinked.
“I fell asleep.”

“We both did.” He abandoned his phone. “Good food and orgasms tend to make one
tired.”

“Yeah. | guess so.” Michael’s dick stood tall. He chuckled. “I’ ve got a boner.”

“That tends to happen.” He wanted to wrap his lips around that cock and suck him
until Michael cried out his name. “Why’s a boner funny?’

“I haven't woken up this way since the last time we dlept together.” Michael
stretched. 1 was beginning to think my dick didn’t work.”

This time, Tristan chuckled. “Then | showed up and overused it.” He strode over to
the back of the couch and waggled his ass. “Speaking of using...l’ve got a place you
can stick that morning wood.”
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“You do?’ Michael left the sofa and picked up the lube and a condom as he rounded
the piece of furniture. He tore open the foil wrapper, then sheathed himself in the
rubber.

The condom snapped and Tristan groaned. He grabbed the back of the couch and
widened his stance. “Yes. Do it. | want you in me.” His balls ached. He mashed his
cock into the back of the sofa and flexed his asshole. He tensed when he heard the
snick of the lube cap. The chill on his ass and down over his hole soothed him.

Michael dug his fingers into Tristan's hip. “Ready?’ The blunt head of his dick
rubbed against Tristan’s asshole.

“Never more ready.” He backed up, trying to impale himself on Michael’s erection.
Tristan bowed his head and gripped the couch. Being together seemed destined and
he didn’t want the pairing to end.

“You are. Breathe for me.” Michael breached the tight ring of muscle and pushed into
Tristan.

He exhaled. The pain and stretching excited him. He laughed, to hide his momentary
discomfort. How could he breathe or relax with a hot guy behind him? Easy. He
couldn’t.

Michael gripped Tristan's hips tight. Tristan didn’'t mind. He liked how Michael
seemed to blossom when given the chance to take control. Michael came alive and
excelled.



Tristan moaned. He wanted a partner—an equal. He wanted Michael for more than a
few weekends or a couple of months. He clunked into Michael. “Please? Come. |
need to...” His voice broke. “Uh...” He couldn’t think or speak. Michael consumed
him in every sexy, fantastic way.

“Yes.” Michadl kissed Tristan’s shoulder. His warm breath and wet mouth excited
Tristan. “Do it.”

Tristan braced himself on hisleft hand and used his right to stroke his dick. He pulled
and tugged, getting close to orgasm. He wouldn't last long.

“Fuck,” Michael said. His thruststurned feral and rough. “ Tristan.”

Tristan met each push until he and Michael were in perfect rhythm. The sound of skin
on skin echoed in the air. Perspiration tingled on Tristan's upper lip and adroplet dlid
down into the corner of his mouth. The salt exploded on his tongue. He writhed.
Christ, he swore he felt Michael in his soul.

“Shit.” Between the pressure from the back of the couch on his cock, his hand on
himself and Michael in his ass, Tristan's resistance shattered. Cum shot down the
back of the sofa.

“Fuck me.” Michael rammed hard into him. His dick throbbed and he added a few
more thrusts before he stilled. He wrapped both arms around Tristan, holding him
close. “Y ou scrambled my brain.”

“Mine too.” Tristan collapsed on the couch and laughed. They’d made a mess.
Somehow, he didn’t care. He wanted memories made in each room of the house. He

twisted enough to look at Michael. “I’ll never get enough.”

“I doubt | will, either.” Michael laughed with him, then kissed Tristan’s neck. “We're



so sloppy. I'll help you clean it up.”

“ After we shower.” He clasped Michael’s hand. “1 don’t want thisto end.”

“Me either.” Michael pulled out of Tristan and ditched the condom. He swatted
Tristan’s ass. “We' d better get going, though, or you'll have astain.”

Tristan shrugged. He managed to stand and wandered upstairs to the bathroom. He
turned on the water and nudged Michael into the shower first. Instead of pushing his
way forward and taking charge, Tristan lingered in the back of the stall and watched
Michael. The man didn’t understand just how sexy he was, or how pretty. All sinewy
muscle and taut pale skin, Michael could’ ve been a model. He had a boy-next-door
look that would have everyone drooling to be with him.

“Are you going to stand there or what?’ Michael blushed from his hairline to his
chest. “What?’

“I'm watching you.” Tristan took the soapy washcloth from Michael. “You're
captivating.”

Michael didn’t say anything. His blush deepened.
Tristan kissed Michael under the hot spray, then resumed cleaning himself off. He
and Michael reminded him of an old married couple. Comfortable with each other,

but still learning.

“What are you going to do today?’ Michael stepped out of the shower. “Writing?
Sorting?’

Tristan rinsed, then turned the water off and opened the curtain. “I thought I'd deal
with the clothes in my uncl€’'s closet and dresser first, then figure out what to do with



what | don’'t want.” He dried off. “Got any ideas where | can donate used clothes?’

“There' s a second-hand store in town and the consignment one. You'd be better off
going to the second-hand one because | don’'t see you wanting to price a bunch of
clothes.” Michael shrugged. “My stomach rumbled while we were in the shower,
which reminded me...we should eat, too.”

“We don't have anything else food-wise.” Tristan wrapped the thick bath towel
around his hips. “We should run to the store.”

“Could order in.” Michadl dried himself. His hair stood on end again. “The diner
delivers. Or | can run into town.”

“Need a break from me already?’ Tristan dropped his towel, then snagged Michael in
hisarms.

“No.” Michael frowned. “I thought it might be faster since | know my way around
town.”
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“I"d rather order in. Then we can get stuff done and spend time together.” Tristan
tweaked Michadl’ s nipple. “ Or have sex on the couch again...”

Michael shrugged. “Okay by me on all accounts. I’ve got the menus on my phone.
Let meget it.” He stepped into his boxer briefs, then strode past Tristan.

He grasped Michael’ s hand, stopping him. “If you weren't so irresistible, 1'd be able
to let you go.”

“Youjust like sex.” Michael’s eyes sparkled.
“With you.”
“Horny toad.”

“Duh,” Tristan said. “But you made me this way.” He kissed Michael, then let him
go.

Michael glanced back at him and laughed, then left the room.

Tristan shook his head. Michael was such a good distraction. So sexy and handsome.
But he needed to get some writing done. He turned his phone over and the screen lit
up with an incoming call. Jamie. He tapped the connect button. “Hello? Jamie.”

“Hey, you. What’ s your Sunday look like?’ Jamie asked.

“I"'mwriting.” Not atotal lie. He'd be writing eventually.



“Oh. Want company?’

“l aready have it. Michadl’s here.” He didn’t want to be on the phone with Jamie.
Y es, the man was his lawyer, but he still grated on Tristan’s nerves.

“Oh. When is he leaving?’

“1 don’t know.” The more Jamie spoke, the more he irritated Tristan.

“How are you writing if he'sthere?’ Jamie asked.

“Because I’m on a break.”

“Ah. Well, | need to see you.”

“Why?" He hoped Michael wasn’'t on his way back upstairs yet. He didn't want
Michael to think he' d replaced him or was in the process of doing so. He' d seen the
fragility in Michael’s eyes and remembered what his uncle had written about
Michael. No wonder the man was wounded and didn’t trust. Sure, Michael had a few
issues, but so what? Who didn’t have a few quirks? Besides, Tristan still liked him.
Still wanted him.

“1 need to see you about the foundation,” Jamie said.

“The shelter situation, right. Y ou looked into the community center?’

“I did.”

“And?’ Tristan massaged his temples. “What did you find out?” Did he sound as
irked as he was? He hoped so.



“It'1l be tight, but with your writing income and your notoriety, we should be fine.
I’ve talked to the corporation who owns the building and they’d like to work with
you—as long as you' re willing to work with them. We should be great.”

We?He suppressed a groan. “How about you see what can be done with the hundred
grand first? Yes? I’d rather work with guaranteed money, not projected. | can't be
sure the next book will hit.” And he wasn't ready to dip into his trust fund cash.
Actually, he would for the shelter, but he didn’t want Jamie to know that yet.
“Uh-huh.”

He tipped his head.ls that footsteps? Fuck it.“| have to go.”

“To see Michagl ?”’

“Yeah.” He disconnected the call and tossed the phone onto the dresser. He wasn't in
the mood to argue with Jamie or defend his blossoming relationship with Michael.

Michael strode into the room and stopped. “We can get— What’s wrong?”’
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“Nothing. | had to deal with a telemarketer.” He shouldn’t lie, but he didn’t want to
worry Michael. The poor guy was already touchy about Jamie. Knowing they were
talking on the phone would cause problems he didn’t want to deal with.

“Oh, okay.” Michael shrugged. “Want farmhouse, pasta or Chinese?’
All three options sounded good. “Farmhouse.” He' d have to run more to work off the

calories, but it’d be worth it if he could be with Michadl. Besides, he could use the
running time to work through his story.

Michael offered up his phone. “Here's the menu for the diner. They do a special
farmhouse feature on Sundays. Let me know what you want and I'll put in the order.”

He perused the listing and stole glances at Michael. He' d lost his mind, but he wanted
this moment and more like them to continue. “Move in with me.” His comment was
bold and off-the-cuff, but felt right.

Michael froze. “What?’

“Movein here with me.”

“Tristan.” Michael tugged his shorts on. “You’'ve only been in Sullavan for a little
while and what you and | are doing is new. Y ou’ re jumping the gun.”

“No.” Michael didn’'t understand. Tristan had moved too fast, but he went with his
gut feeling and being together felt right. How could Michael not see that? He needed
Michadl there.



“1 have my doubts. Not about us, but about living together already. I'm not moving
in.” Michael folded hisarms. “Here's my suggestion. Y ou spend the time I’m at work
writing. When I'm done, I'll come over. If you're not writing, we'll hang out. If
you're busy, then fine. | can’'t go so fast. We need to see where this goes at a slower

pace.

Tristan groaned. He hated not getting his way.

Michael splayed his hand on Tristan’s chest. “If | move in with you, it’'ll prove to me
that thisisjust awhim for you. | don’t want to be someone to occupy your time.”

“You're not.” Michael wounded him. Occupy his time? How didn't Michael see this
was fated? Tristan groaned. “1 don’t say what | don’t mean.”

“But I’'m not ready.”

Tristan sighed. Michael had a point—quite afew, if he had to be honest. Hisideawas
too quick and moving in wouldn’t work—not yet. Part of him wanted Michael there
for the stability he craved, but another part didn’t want to be lonely. He wanted to
force the relationship, but that wasn’t healthy.

“What do you want?’ Michael asked.

“You.” At least he was being honest.

“Besides me.” Michael tweaked Tristan’s nipple.

“There's plenty of nutritional valuein you,” Tristan said. “And emotional value.”

Michael chuckled. “What did you want to eat for lunch?’



“Oh.” He met Michagl’s grin with one of his own. “Wedge salad, ham steak and
potatoes. But you' re going with me to run off the calories.”

“l can work with both and will do.” Michael dialed the phone and wriggled his
eyebrows. “You can eat me later.” He left the room again.

Tristan pinched the bridge of his nose. His impulsiveness would be the death of him
and drive Michael away. He could rein it in. If chilling out meant proving to Michael
they could work, then he’'d do it. He didn’t have roots in Sullavan, but wanted to put
them down with Michael. He needed stability and love—with Michael. Damn it, he
deserved both and he' d get them. He wasn't about to quit on what his heart desired.
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Chapter Twelve

Tristan rolled his shoulders. He glanced over at Michael and grinned. Having Michael
at the house for the last week, leaning on him and just being together had done
wonders—not only for sorting through the contents of the house, but also for his
writing. He spent most mornings writing while Michael worked. Once Michael came
over, they sorted through items for two hours, then existed together for the remainder
of the night.

“Have you heard anything about the house?” Michael fiddled with his glasses and
rubbed the bridge of his nose. “ Did Rose get back to you?”’

Tristan paused.Shit.He should know who Rosewas... “Um...”

“Did you call her?” Michael abandoned his laptop and crossed the living room. “The
real estate agent?’ He settled on Tristan’s lap. “The person who will help us get the
house so you can start the foundation?”

Now he remembered.Duh.”l did call her. She told me how much the Gladden estate
was and what the asking price was for the house on Second Street. The Second Street
building will be more in the price range. We're supposed to go through both on
Sunday. As for the former community center, there’s no way. | can’t swing the rent
for it for aweek just to useit...let alone taking over the building.”

Michael rubbed his crotch on Tristan's and draped his arms around Tristan's
shoulders. “Who said we needed the community center? Start small and build it up.
Get the thing solid, then worry about adding on.”



“Jamie.” As soon as he said the name, he wished he' d kept his mouth shut. “ Sorry.”

Michael froze. He sagged on Tristan’s lap. “I see.”

“Don’t get upset about him. He suggested it when we read through the will. He had a
lot of ideas and | wrote them down. | liked yours better and agree with you.” He
palmed Michael’s ass. “Hey. | didn’'t ask Jamie to move in with me. | asked you
because | likeyou.l want you here. Not him.”

“I know.”

“1 don’'t think you do.” He dlid his hands into Michael’ s back pockets. “You’ve got it
in your head I’'m going to dump you. I’m going to decide | don’t want to be here and
I’ pull up roots to go back to New York. I’ ve thought about it, but | can’t see being
there when you're not. | want to be where you are.” He pulled Michael forward,
forcing Michael to look him in the eye. “I get it. Y ou' ve been shafted in the past and
you're worried. | would be if | were you. Hell, | am and I’'m not you. | have a
reputation for screwing people over, but when | look in your eyes | want to be better
than that.”

“I know,” Michagl murmured.

“1 need you to trust me.” He cupped Michael’sjaw. “It's hard and scary. Y ou have no
reason to believe I’'m aman of my word.”

“But you are?”’

“ am.”

Michael closed hiseyes. “I don't trust. It’'s hard.”



Tristan nodded. “I know, baby. | wouldn’t trust me, either.”

“You don’'t understand. After your uncle, | tried to date again. Some of the guys were
okay. A few were horrible for me. Then | met lan. | thought he was the one. | loved
him. We were together for six years. For me, that was an eternity. | settled into a
good life with him.” Michael pulled away from Tristan. “Then things changed.”

“What?' He led Michagl to the sofa. “ Sit with me.”

Michael collapsed on the couch. “Christ, | hate angst, but that's al | seem to be
lately.” He sighed. “lan walked out. One day he was there and the next he was gone. |
didn’t understand why. | called him, went to his work...nothing. Then he showed up
at the library. He hadn’t wanted our life together. He wanted to be with someone else.
He' d been doing that guy during the last year of our relationship, but he couldn’t tell
me because he wanted to be sure the thing with his new love was good before he
moved out.”

Michael’ s words were jumbled together, but Tristan caught everything. “He used you
for aplaceto stay.”

“Yeah.” Michael scrubbed both hands over his face. “I don’t trust myself to find the
right guy. | know how | feel about you, but I'm worried I'll ignore my gut and stay
where I’'m not wanted.”

“1 want you.”

“1’m not sure you won’'t change your mind,” Michael said.

“1 want you, though.” He wasn’t sure what to say to fix this. “I’m following my heart

and using my head. It's usually one or the other. I've never felt so comfortable with
my decision, either. I'm writing more. We' ve got the house fifty percent in order and



we're looking good to finish the rest of it in the next week.”

Michael disengaged from him. “But you'’ ve forgotten the center.”

“No. I'd like a base camp here at the house and for it to be set up before | work on the
center.”

Michael bowed his head. “I’m not sure.”
“l know. | wouldn't trust meif | were you, but I'm begging. | love you.” He'd taken a

huge step and prided himself on being honest. His stomach hadn’t lurched when he'd
said the words and he wasn'’t instantly regretting it.
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“Right. You're saying love like you love blow jobs or peanut butter. It’s not special.”
“You're wounding me, but you might be right—kind of. This instance is different.”
He wasn't getting through to Michael. Why not? Sweet and pouting had aways

worked for him before.

“Let’s keep riding the wave. I'll help you with the center, but then we reassess.”
Michael left the couch. I should go.”

“You have no faith in me.” Tristan wanted to chase Michael, but his legs refused to
cooperate.

“1"m being cautious.”

He wished Michael wasn't playing it so safe. He wished Michael would open up and
let him in. But he couldn’t force Michael. Not now or ever. “Okay.”

“Okay?’

Michael shrugged. “Y eah, okay.”

Maybe he had made an inroad... “Babe?’
“We'll figure something out,” Michael said.

“Together.”



Michagl nodded.

Tristan left the couch and breathed a sigh of relief. He could keep the relationship
working. He' d get the story done, the house in order and the foundation for the center
created. Once he had al that in the works or finished, he'd work on Michael. He had
apositive feeling about him and Michael and refused to let that goodness go to waste.

* % % %

The next afternoon, Michael stood behind the desk at the library. He'd shelved
everything that had been turned in and sent the inter-library loans out. For the first
time that day, the library was quiet.

The bell over the door dinged and a man strolled into the building. He smiled at
Michael.

“May | help you?’ Michael folded his hands. “Welcome. | hope you’ re having a good
day. It'ssunny out, isn't it?" He'd cocked up his delivery, but oh well. The last time a
hot man had come into the library, Michael had ended up in bed with him.

The man nodded. “It’ s quite nice out, thank you. | do need some help. Where are your
Tristan Paulson books?’

“Are you afan or afirst-time reader?” He wasn't sure why he’'d asked that since he
had no idea what order the books went in. He hadn’t read any of Tristan’s work.

“I'm afan. I’'m new to Sullavan and wanted to curl up with something familiar. My
stuff hasn't arrived yet, but | have.” He gave Michael a dly smile. “Tristan and | are

tight.”

“Oh.” He wasn’t sure what that meant—they were tight? “The books are right over



here.” He directed the man over to the shelf featuring Tristan’s work. “Are you
looking for a specific title?’

The guy grinned and nodded to the corner. “There is a specific title. It's calledKeep
Y our Hands the Hell off My Boyfriend. Heard of it?’

Michael almost blurted that the title wasn't one of Tristan’s books, but kept his
thoughts to himself. “| see.”

“l hope you do.” He glared at Michael. “I’ ve been patient while he goofed off here in
Sullavan. | have no desire to move here. It's adump, but he's here, so | am. Now stay
the fuck away from him. I’ ve given him space, but | didn’t know he’ d hooked up with
you. So much for trust.”

Michael stood his ground, but said nothing. He didn't understand what was
happening, although he wasn't surprised. He knew Tristan had other lovers and
guessed there were a few broken hearts left in hiswake, but did Tristan have aguy in
New York? Still?

“Are we clear?’ the man snarled.

“We are.”

“Good.” He soft-punched Michagl in the arm. “I trust he won't see you again.”

“Right.”

The man winked and brushed past Michael. Within minutes, he'd left the library.
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Michael stayed in the midst of the books and waited for the door to shut before he
peeked around the corner. He patted his pocket, then retrieved his phone. Maybe he
wasn’t supposed to interact with Tristan, but a text wouldn’t hurt.

Got avisitor @the lib. Someone you know

He got an instant reply.Oh? Who?

Didn’t say, but claimed to be your BF from NY

Truth betold, he hadn’t asked the man’s name.

The next reply popped right up.Don’t have one.

Michael gritted his teeth. If Tristan was playing coy, it wasn't helping.Well, he was
here

U sure?
Positive. Tall, blond, handsome. Could be a celebrity.
Doesn’t sound familiar, Tristan wrote back.

Think it could be the stalker? He said you were tight.Michael held his breath. Talking
about the fan was playing with fire.

That guy never showed up before in person. Let me do some checking.



Michael pinched the bridge of his nose. Something about the new guy didn’'t feel
right.Fuck it.He' d wear his big boy britches and talk to Tristan in person. He needed
to know the score. He typed one more text.

Okay. Guess it was a misunderstanding.

He tucked the phone into his pocket. He was an adult and had to act like one. He'd
worry about Tristan later. The guy could be a sham or could be the real thing. Who
knew? Right now, he didn’t know which way was up.

“Areyou okay?' Dicey wrapped her arm around Michael. “1 saw the new man.”
“I'mfine.”

“Don’t lie.” She rubbed his back. “What happened?’

“Honestly, I'm not sure. Could be something. Could be nothing.” He shrugged.
“Could be...anything.”

“With Tristan?’ she asked.

“1 don’'t know.” He seemed to be saying that too often.

“1 hope not. | had my misgivings about him, but you've been the happiest I've ever
seen in the last two weeks. The smile is back and genuine. The spring isin your step.
| haven’t worried about you.” Dicey walked him over to the counter. “That’'s big for
me.”

“1 know and | appreciate the concern, but I'll be okay.” He hugged her. “Things will
work out.” Once he spoke to Tristan, he'd be happier, but he understood part of what
was going on. He'd jumped into a relationship with Tristan too fast. He'd gone



against his better judgment and followed his heart. Big mistake. He didn’t have the
looks or swagger to compete with the new guy.

At ten minutes to eight, his phone buzzed. He'd almost forgotten he'd left the device
in his back pocket. Michael checked the text from Tristan.

Meet me at the old Victorian on 3rd Street. Got the realtor there for atour.

He debated ignoring the text, but gave in.Will do.

Another text popped up—also from Tristan.Love you.

He paused. Did Tristan love him? He tucked the phone away. Giving in to his
feelings right now wouldn’t do him any good. Besides, if he didn’'t answer that text,
he couldn’t get into trouble later.

He clicked the lock on the main library door, then went through the closing-down-
time checklist. All doors locked, computers off, lights off...patrons out.Good.He met

Dicey at the main entry. “Ready?’

“Let’'s go.” She strolled out in front of him and waited for him to set the alarm then
lock up. “Nice night.”
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“Itis.” He breathed in the chilly air. “ See you tomorrow?’

“No.” She clasped his forearm. “It’s your required weekend off. I'll see you on
Monday. Don’t come in unless there’ s an emergency and even then, we can handle it.
Y ou need abreak.”

He' d forgotten about the forced vacation days. He'd worked too many regular shifts
in arow...Drat.Well, he'd have a long weekend doing his own thing alone. No way
Tristan would want to be with him after the new guy made a move.

Dicey waved, then drove off.

Michael unlocked his bike. He put his helmet on and switched on the headlight. The
little safety features didn’t make him feel all that secure, but whatever. He pedaled
over to the specified house. Three cars waited in the driveway and Rose, the realtor,
stood on the porch.

“Hello, Michael.” She waved to him. “I'm glad you're here. Maybe you can talk
sense into these two.”

He doubted it. If Jamie was one of the men there, then he’' d have little say. He steeled
himself and parked the bike. “I’ll do my best.” He strolled into the house. The rich
wood and old paint smell wrapped around him. He' d always wanted a home like this,
but the place hadn’t been in his price range. When he stepped into the parlor, the guy
from the library stood with Tristan. Michael should’ ve guessed...

“Oh, hey.” The guy nudged Tristan, who had his back to Michael. “Why'd you call



him over?’

Tristan stared at the guy for a moment, then turned. His face lit up, then dimmed.
“Michael.” His eyes widened. “I forgot you were coming over. That my boyfriend
was coming over.”

“What do you think of the house?’ Michael asked. He forced himself to stay focused.
“There are plenty of bedrooms and lots of space for common areas. It's in your
budget—for you and the boyfriend.”

“Right. Wait—no.” Tristan held hands with the guy—or rather the guy held onto
Tristan. “ Shit.”

“But that’ s just my take.” Michael shied away from the pair. He' d had enough.

“Have you met Cody?’ Tristan let go of Cody. “He decided to visit me.” He hurried
over to Michael. “This looks bad. Just...trust me. | can explain.” The pleading in his
voice resonated in Michael’ s brain.

“I met yourfriend.” Cody? Of course, the handsome man would have a trendy name.
Michael wasn't sure what to think—be mad? Uh, yeah, he was pissed. Tristan was
holding on to someone else. Be jealous? A little. Cody was better-looking than he'd
be on his best day.

“Oh, honey, we didn't meet. You've got me confused with someone else. I’ve got
that kind of face,” Cody said. “I’d remember a sweet thing like you.” He winked.
“But it's a pleasure to meet you now. Michael, is it? Hon, you're wearing a bike
helmet.”

“Right.” He' d forgotten all about his helmet.Fuck.Every cell in his body screamed to
have Tristan explain himself, but Michael kept quiet. He'd ignore the Cody in the



room. “Did Jamie come by?’

“No.” Tristan snapped to attention. “He had other business.”

“Y ou probably should get his opinion.” Michael sighed. He' d had enough. “Weéll, I'm
heading out. | still have to bike home and it’s getting dark.”

Tristan fidgeted in Cody’ s grasp.

“It was good to meet you,” Cody said. “When Tristan and | decide on the house,
we' |l have you over for the shower. We'll need lots of stuff to fill this huge place.”

Michael’s mind swam. Fill the place? They were a couple and he’d been a fool. He
turned on his heel and left without looking back.Just pedal home.He rode until his

legs ached and his chest damn near exploded. Tristan owed him an explanation, but
not right now. He wasn'’t in the mood for more drama.

“What the hell?” Tristan swatted Cody’ s had away. “What was that about?’

Cody shrugged. “He’ s not needed.”

“Heis myboyfriend.” Anger welled within Tristan. How had he managed to stay quiet
when Cody practically shoved Michagl out of the door and why hadn’'t he chased
after Michael?

1 Wm.ﬂ

“Jesus. Yeah. It's probably past tense now.” He glared at Cody. “What'd you say to
him?’



“Me? | just met him a moment ago.” Cody held up both hands. “You heard
everything. | don’'t see the big deal.”

“You're lying,” Tristan snarled, angry at Cody, but aso at himself. “I know you.
There's always an angle. You saw him. | know. He texted, so either you tell me the
truth now, or | do something I'll regret.”

“Oh Christ, you drama king. You're with me.” Cody shook his head. “You never
want to admit the obvious.”
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“I’'m not with you.” His throat hurt from growling and arguing. He held on to his
composure, but not by much. Rose had to think he'd lost his damn mind. He
narrowed his eyes. “Cody, you were at the library. What did you do?’

“l don’'t even know whereit is.”

Rose ventured into the house. “Gentlemen, I'd like to lock up.”

“Wait.” Tristan needed a moment. “Are we zoned for a non-profit in this area?’

“As long as the center stays non-profit, yes.” Rose nodded. “You turn it into a for-
profit and you'll have problems.”

“What' s the asking price?’ Tristan massaged his temples. “What...eighty thou?’
“Yes, but they’ll come down. There's work needed on the back porch and general
upkeep that hasn’'t been done. We can get them down to sixty, | think.” She fiddled
with her cell phone. “I can ask.”

“Fine.” Tristan nodded. “Put in an offer for sixty-one and see what they say.”

“Our dream home,” Cody shouted. He clapped his hands. “I’m so excited.”

Heignored Cody. “I’ll sign whatever. | want this moving forward.”

“I’ll make the calls.” Rose pointed to the front porch. “But why don’t we lock up and
you can sleep on it. I’'m sure they will.”



“Sure.” Tristan turned to Cody. “I’'m not buying this house as a place for us. Why?
There is no us. Why else? Because the money isn’t for me or my needs. It's from my
uncle and it’'s earmarked for a shelter for the LGBT youth of Sullavan.”

“He's dead and this doesn’t look like a Mecca for LGBT youth.” Cody rolled his
eyes. “Whatever. Y ou always want to be the savior.”

“Someone has to be.” He hated Cody. How in the world had he ever carried on a
relationship with such a narcissistic asshole?

“You sound like Dennis,” Cody snapped. “Is the book done?’

Where did that question come from?*Not yet, but I'm close.”

“He'll be happy then.”

Tristan left the house and stood by his car. The moonlight stretched across the lawn
and illuminated the vehicles. “What are you talking about? Y ou switched on a dime
again. Who is going to be happy?’

“Dennis.” Cody toyed with his keys. “Don’t you know?’

“Obvioudly | don't.” Tristan leaned against the fender. “Is this so I’ll come back to
New Y ork? Fake interest or something?’

“Uh, yeah.” Cody laughed without humor. “Y ou don’t know, do you?’

“Know what?’ Now he was confused. “Make sense please?’

“Dennis hasn’'t told you?’



“What?' One more question and he’d lose his temper.

“You'll have to ask him, then. Holy shit.” Cody threaded his fingers together on top
of his head. “Wow.”

“What? Say it before | blow my cork and I'm really close.” He balled his hands.
“Cody.”

“He's in love with you. You're supposed to go back to New Y ork so he can tell you
how he feels,” Cody said. “How did you miss that?’

“He'smy butler.”He' s in love with me? How?

“Right. Because no one ever does the help. Redly? You're not this naive.” Cody
shook his head.

“He's like a father to me.” And not at al on his dating radar. He wasn't even in the
ballpark for possible hook-ups.
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“Well, he wants to be your daddy in other ways. | don’t know how you couldn’t tell.
He's stuck around a lot longer than you deserve and put up with a lot of shit from
you.” Cody sagged against his car. “I’m shocked.”

“Cody.” He wasn't sure what else to say. He glanced over at Rose, who paced the
length of the porch and remained on the phone.

“Okay. Let me spell it out,” Cody said. “Why do you think he told you | was moving
in? So you'd come home. Why’d he leave you a long-ass voicemail? So you'd come
home. Y ou don’t belong here. You and he had agreat thing in New Y ork.”

“Cody.” He sounded like a broken record.

“1 got rid of your boyfriend because Dennis asked me to. Pissed me off, too. I've
been Dennis' freaking piece of ass for the last two years.” Cody’s voice cracked.
“Does he love me? No. Why? Because he loves your goddamn ass. | love Dennis, but
he doesn’t love me.” Tears streamed down Cody’ s face. “Now you know.”

“I'm sorry.” He hadn’'t suspected Cody and Dennis of anything, but he could see
them together. Hell, they made sense together. Dennis was soft-spoken but firm, and
Cody liked someone who could take control.

“Yeah, don't be sorry. If you don’'t love him, then you don’t.” Cody wiped his face
and shrugged. “I brought this on myself. | knew how he was. It’s been you for along

time, but | thought | could change his mind.”

“l had no idea.” Maybe he'd seen them as a twosome at the apartment. There were



the odd conversations at night. The creaking in Dennis bedroom and hours where
Denniswasn’t available, but he' d chalked it al up to Dennis wanting alone time.

“You're prettier than me.”

“Cody.” There was the petulance he knew so well. “Who cares who looks better?”’
Besides, he' d always thought Cody was the better-looking one. Cody wore his clothes
effortlessly and grabbed attention at whatever club they attended.

“You're stronger. You work out and run. | just diet. It sucks.” Cody stuck out his
bottom lip. “I can’t compete.”

“You're very handsome.” He shouldn’t have to compete with Cody. They deserved to
be taken on their own merit. Cody was smart and savvy with money. Tristan didn’t
know how to balance a checkbook.

Cody sobered and hooked his fingers in his belt loops. “Look, you need to get your
shit in order.”

“1 know.” He had to figure out how to get things with Michael back on track, if only
so they could be friends. He wanted to stay lovers, but that was asking alot.

Cody tipped his head to the side and stared at Tristan. “Where are you happy? Really,
truly happy?’

“Here.” Tristan stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I’'m centered.” He hadn’t thought
about where he belonged, but the moment he said the word, he knew. When he drove
into Sullavan, he remembered all the good times and the slower pace. He had the
chance to do what he wanted with his life and make good on his promises to his
uncle. He'd been able to turn his life around. He hadn’t touched booze or pills since
he'd arrived. Hadn't thought about either addiction. Was he cured? Not by a long



shot, but he had new fixations to divert his attention and he liked the reinvented
Tristan.

“Becauseit’snew?’ Cody asked.

He had to be honest and spill his guts. The words tumbled out fast, but they were the
onesin his heart. “Because it feels like home. For the first timein my life, | feel like |
belong. | never fit in a the house. Certainly not at the apartment. Mother wanted a
token gay child, but | write, not act or whatever, so she doesn’t care. My aunt only
wants me around so | can be the token gay person at her parties. She doesn’'t even like
me. I’m too sarcastic and mean. Y eah, maybe | am sarcastic and mean, but I’ve had
to be in order to survive. Here, | don’t have to do those things. | can be me. | can
write and breathe and exist. | want to be here. | want to keep what | started going. |
want Michael.” He hadn’t realized he'd held all of that in, but letting go freed him.
Things weren't perfect, but he' d been real with someone—mostly with himself.

“Heiscute.”

“He's fantastic.” A smile curled on his lips as he thought about Michael. Michael’s
scent, the softness of his skin, the way his eyes widened when they made love...how
Michael listened to him when he complained, but didn’'t let him wallow in self-pity.
Michael was special.

“1 hated splitting you up.” Cody kicked at arock on the driveway. “Like, really hated
it.”

“Well, since he's seen us together...I’m guessing his trust in me is shot. It should be.
| told him | wouldn’'t fuck him over, but with your help, | did.” He'd promised his
love was true and his heart belonged to Michael. The charade with Cody had been
just that, a sham, but the damage was done. Only a miracle would get him and
Michael back together.



“It can be fixed.”

“No.” He knew better. Besides, Cody sounded like a greeting card.

“You're giving up? Like that?’ Cody frowned. “I know you. When you really want
something, you don’t quit and youreallywant Michael.”

“No. He's got trust issues and | played into it. | screwed up.” There weren’'t enough
sorries to make up for what he'd done and been caught in the middle of. There'd
never be enough.

“1f you really like each other, then you'll find away.”

Again with the greeting card lines...” Since when did you get so philosophical and
wise? Have you swallowed the encouragement cards from the store? Or is this
another act?’ He hated to doubt Cody, but he knew the man’s act. He' d been the buitt
of Cody’sjokes and worse. “Huh?’

“1’ve always been this way, but, like you, I’ve had to hide my true self. If | keep up
the dick persona, no one can hurt me. | hurt them first, but the real Cody suffers.”
Cody sighed. “I’'m fucked up.”

So many more things made sense. He' d seen flashes of the real Cody plenty of times.
When Cody worked at the animal shelter, when he’d donated time to the food pantry
and helped with the soup kitchen. But then the asshole side of him came to the
surface. Cody could rip into people without a second glance. He'd work a crowd at
the clubs and get men to buy him just about everything. Still, Tristan liked the toned-
down side of Cody. “No, you're not fucked up. | like thereal you.”
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“YoulikeMichael.”
“Correct, but | also like you. The real Cody is better than the fake one.”

Cody wriggled his eyebrows. “We wouldn't have a chance at a second go-round,
would we?’

And the dick side had come back. Tristan groaned. “No, but we can be friends.”
“Okay. | can handle friends.” Cody laughed. “Friendsis good.”

“What about Dennis?’

“That’s your problem to work out. He quit on me. | can’'t go back.” Cody bowed his
head. “ Speaking of going back, when you see Michael again—and you will—tell him

I’m sorry. | would do it myself, but | think he’d deck me.”

“He might.” And he might take a swing at Tristan, too. “I’ll see what | can make
happen, but | still think you should say the words in person.”

“You work it out with him and | will.” Cody offered his hand. “ Friends?’

“Yeah, friends.” He shook hands with Cody, then hugged him. “As for New York, |
should go back. I owe my aunt a visit and my cousin has a party, like, tomorrow. |
want things settled and | want my life back in my control. Where are you staying
tonight?’



“The B&B. | saw it was highly rated and | wanted a place to go if things went to hell.
I’m glad they did.” Cody waved. “I’ll see you.”

“Yeah. See you.” Tristan unlocked his car, then glanced over at Rose. “Everything
okay?’

She nodded and strode over to him. “We'll see what they say in the morning, but |
did get the offer in. We won't fill any paperwork out until Monday because their
realtor is out of town until then, but they sounded receptive, so keep positive
thoughts.” She waved the sheath of papers at his car. “You're leaving? Y ou’' ve got
me parked in.”

“I am. Thank you. I'll look forward to your call.” He winked at her, then climbed
behind the wheel of his car. Cody drove off first, then Tristan backed down the drive.
He had too many thoughtsin his head. The house, the argument, Cody...Michael.

His brain ached as he motored down the street. How had he missed the signs from
Dennis? The man was his butler, his friend and nearly old enough to be his father.
Sure, he liked Dennis and trusted him more than almost everyone, but he wasn't in
love with him.

Tristan gripped the steering wheel. The more he thought about Dennis, the more he
realized he hadn’t missed anything—he'd chosen to ignore. He'd brushed off the
shoulder massages as butler stuff. When Dennis shooed away Tristan’s former lovers,
Tristan had considered it the act of helping a friend. The special dinners, offersto go
along to signings and family events... Dennis wanted to be involved and more.

Tristan pulled the car into one of the parking spots lining the main thoroughfare
through town and stopped the vehicle. He had to deal with the fires in New York.
Cody was right—damn him.Tristan needed grounding, but he also needed to sort out
his life. He'd walked away from alot. Did he want to stay away from the action and



glamor of New York? Could he handle being with one person in the middle of Ohio
and without the noise? What about being noble and running the shelter? His uncle
had expected alot out of him. He wasn’'t sure he could shoulder the pressure.

Then there was the stalker.

He didn’t know what to do. For all his bombast about being done with New Y ork, he
missed it. The lights, the food, the friends, the anonymity...

He stared at the blinking light over the intersection. The choice wasn't clear. Stay or
go? Follow through or hide?Fucking hell...He raked his fingers through his hair. One
thing was certain—he needed to see Michael. If nothing else, Michael deserved an
explanation and an apology.
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Chapter Thirteen

Michael closed the garage door and flicked on the additional security lights. His head
swam. He'd been afool to get involved with Tristan. All the warning bells had gone
off in his head. Tristan still had someone in New Y ork. Someone who wasn’t him.

He wandered through the house and stopped in the living room. He tossed his bag
onto the sofa. His legs ached from the ride and his sinuses were raw from the night
air. He collapsed on the couch and sighed.

Self-loathing took over. He should’ve fought more for Tristan. At the very least, he
should’ve stood up for himself. No, he’d been weak and left. He'd kept his thoughts
to himself.Get away before shit happens.Now, he was neck-deep in shit. Retreating
hadn’t helped. He felt worse...like a piece of him was missing. It sucked. He liked
Tristan—maybe even loved him. How was that possible? The one guy he'd fallen for,
the one he could see a future with, had played him.

Of course.

He massaged his forehead and clunked his knuckles on his bike helmet.Jesus. | still
have the thing on”His hair was probably glued to his head. Oh well. He wasn’t out to
impress anyone tonight. He removed the helmet and kicked off his shoes. When he
wriggled his toes, the bones creaked. He sighed again. At thirty-five, he was falling

apart.

He closed his eyes. Life was strange. One minute he' d planned his life around dinners
by himself and working until he forgot his loneliness. Then next, Tristan had



swooped in and gotten him thinking about being part of a twosome. Then reality had
ripped everything to shreds, leaving him to pick up the pieces. Not that he had much
choice—he had to move on with hislife.

He opened his eyes and unbuttoned the collar of his shirt. The desire to leave the sofa
crossed his mind, but he didn’t move. Why bother? Moping seemed like such a better
aternative.

White light flooded the living room, then disappeared. Michael sat up. He hadn’t
ordered pizza or takeout. Knowing his luck, a hot delivery guy had the wrong
address. Herrifled his fingers through his hair and stood. A shadow moved across the
picture window. Instead of giving the wayward delivery man a chance to speak,
Michael intercepted him from behind the door.

“Y ou want the next house. Two-thirteen. Thisis two-eighteen,” Michael called. “Two
doors down and across the street.”

“Michadl.”

He froze. TristanAWhat? He had to be cool in case his mind was playing tricks on
him. “I didn't order anything.” The voice sure sounded like Tristan, but he didn’t
trust himself. Besides, Tristan was with Cody.

“1 know. | want to talk to you,” Tristan said. “ Please?’

No denying that was Tristan. He grasped the door handle, but didn’t open up. “Why?
Y ou said enough at the house.” Come to think of it, Tristan’s body language had been
all wrong, but it was too late to take the statement back. Tristan hadn’t said much and
had seemed confused back at the Victorian. Still, he hadn’t argued when Cody had
said they were together.



“Please?’

Michael opened the door, but stared at Tristan through the mesh of the screen door.
“We can talk, but no sex.” He twisted the lock on the storm door. “I’'m not in the
mood.” Wrong again. He'd spread out for Tristan. He craved the man’'s body and
soul, but neither was up for grabs.

Tristan didn’t smile or push his way in. His shoulders slumped and his hair was a
mess. The circles under his eyes were deeper.

Michael stepped out of the way as Tristan inched into the house. “I just |eft you at the
Victorian. I’'m the one who should be winded. Have you been drinking?’ He offered
his arm. “Come on. I’ll make coffee and sober you up.” He'd inferred a lot from
Tristan by just being at his home. There wasn't an invitation for sex and Tristan

hadn’t said aword about drinking.

“Michagl.” Tristan touched Michadl’s forearm. “I’m not drunk. | haven't had a drink
in days. Asfor sex, I’d love to be with you, but | can’'t.”

“Because you' re with Cody.” He closed the door. “I understand.”

Tristan shook his head. “Because it wouldn’t be fair to you.”

“1 don’'t understand, but then alot of what’s happened in the last couple hours makes
no sense.” He gestured to the sofa. “How about we sit and chat?’

“Your hair is standing on end.” Tristan brushed his fingers across Michagl’s cheek.
“It's cute.”

“Yoursisn’'t much better.” He sat opposite Tristan. “Want coffee or some water?”’



“I'm fine.” Tristan scrubbed both hands over his face. “When | left New York, I'd
effectively run away from my problems. | had a kind-of boyfriend who wanted fame,
but not really me. Then there's my aunt, the social climber. She wants more of
everything and will stop at nothing to get it. Add in my lack of writing, my desire to
drink too much and my tendency to pop pills to function... | used the uppers to get
through the day and downers to sleep. It's only by sheer willpower and a doctor’s
help that | got off them before | came here.” He sighed. “I kicked some of my
addictions, but | ran away from the rest of my problems. | didn’t force myself to write
or do anything. | just got the hell out of Dodge.”

“Sounds like.” Michaegl wasn't sure what else to say. His heart broke for Tristan, but
then again, he was a little envious and disgusted, too. How could someone with so
much going for them not realize what they had? Or better yet, how could Tristan want
to throw it all away?

“I got anew start when | came to Sullavan. My mother seemed to know when | was a
kid that my being here was a sort of reset button. Maybe my uncle knew that, too. |
haven't taken any pills, drunk except the beer | had with you and I'm writing. The
story is nearly done. I’'ll have the first draft to my publisher this weekend.”

“Good job.” Michael clapped Tristan’s knee. “Proud of you.” He met Tristan's gaze
and eased his hand away. “But?’

“I'm scared,” Tristan said. His voice cracked. “Part of me wonders if this trip to
Sullavan wasn’t what it seems. You know, like I’'m only seeing the bright side so |
can hide from the negatives back home.”

“Could be.” He'd done hisfair share of hiding at the library to avoid hisissues. “They
won’'t go away, though.”
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“1 know.” Tristan leaned back on the sofa. “The bigger part of me thinks | needed the
change. All I've ever known was the dysfunction of my family. If you can't fix it,
you either toss it or buy a new one. Still won't work? Sweep the problem under the
rug. Still not enough? Ignore it and shove more money at it. Want something? Use
the family name and cash to get it. That's a crazy life.” He stood, then paced the
length of the living room. “I don’t know.”

Michael picked at the band of his watch. He didn’t have a grand answer. Hell, hislife
was its own ball of crazy. But he had to help Tristan. “1’ ve always been told to follow
my heart. Good or bad. My heart is my compass. It’s steered me in odd directions, but
none |’ ve regretted.” He looked up at Tristan. “What does your heart say? L ook deep
and think about it.”

“Michael.” Tristan's shoulders slumped again.

He stared at the man he'd fallen for. He' d kept so many things bottled up and needed
arelease. “My heart wants you. I’ve got a good chance at being dicked over again,
but I'm not shying away. I'm happiest with you. | don’t want you to go. If | could, I'd
tether you to me.” He paused to consider what he’'d said. Shit. “Okay, that’s extreme,
but | like the way you make me fedl. | like your overuse of the word love and your
tendency to leave stuff everywhere. Y our smile disarms me and so does your laugh. |
want you to stay here, but | can’t force you.”

Tristan sank onto the overstuffed chair. “Do you love me?’

Yes“I'm... | don't know.” Why was he holding that last part back? Fear?



“Youdon't.”

“Tristan.” He knew, but terror swept over him. What if Tristan didn’'t love him, too,
despite his declarations? What if every time he'd said love, he didn’t mean it?

“Come to New York with me.” Tristan hopped over to the sofa and grabbed
Michael’ s hand.

“Now?’

“Yes.” Tristan's eyes shimmered.

“No.” He couldn’t just drive off to another state. Not right now.

“Why?’

“How? It's a long-ass drive.” Besides, he didn’t want to be cooped up in his car for
that long.

“We'll fly. | called my friend Reg. He's sending his jet to the county airport. It'll be
herein an hour.” Tristan squeezed Michael’ sfingers. “Please? | can’t do thisalone.”

“We have an airport in this county?” Michael blurted. He pieced through what Tristan
had said. “What can’'t you do alone?’

Tristan scooted to the edge of the cushion. “Come to my world. | need you with me.”
“To do what?' He shook his head. “I don't understand. This is irrational. All of a

sudden you want to go to New York.Wearen't even awe. Besides, you're not
answering my questions.”



“I’'m horrible at relationships. Until you, | imploded every one of them. | couldn’t
handle the stress. Here, in Sullavan, I’'m myself. I’m not stressed. I’m level and doing
things. But | have a life in New York. Just come with me and help me prove to
myself that | don’t need whatever itis| can’'t shakein New York.”

“Tristan.” He knew damn well what Tristan couldn’t shake. “Y ou’ ve got Cody.”

“Hon, | don’'t have him. He's the one who | thought was using me to climb the social
ladder. Turns out, he had eyes for someone else.” Tristan shrugged. “The man Cody
wants doesn’'t want him. We're just friends, but I'd love to get him paired up. The
one | want to be with isyou.”

“What?’ He had to think this one through. So Tristan had been with Cody, but Cody
wanted another guy who wasn’t interested?Jesus.He had a soap opera going on in his
life and he was only a bystander.

“You'll get to ride in a jet. Where else are you going to get to do that?’ Tristan
grinned. “It’Il be fun.”

“You're spoiled.” Half of Michae wanted to give in, but the rest still wasn't
convinced.

“You think I’'m bad now, you should’ ve met me two years ago. This is nothing.” He
tugged Michael in close. “1 need this. | need you. No one grounds me like you.”

“And Cody isn’t in the picture?’ He wanted to be sure.
“He's not. The whole reason he came here was to split us up. Just...” Tristan shook

his head. “It's complicated and part of the reason I’m begging you to come to New
York.”



“But...”

“The only person | want isyou.”

“1 heard him say you were going to live in that house together.”
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“Yeah, he did so you wouldn’t trust me. Him coming here was all part of a plan to get
us split up, but it wasn't for his gain.” Tristan cupped Michael’s jaw. “I can see the
guestion in your eyes. Y ou want to know who would do that? Long story short...my
butler.”

“Tristan.” His butler? Now Michael had heard everything.

“Grab your stuff and I'll explain along the way.” Tristan tugged Michael to his feet.
“Before you ask, I’'m sure.” He waggled his eyebrows, then kissed Michael. “I’m also
scared. I’'m worried you'll see New York and realize you can do better than me. Or
maybe you'll meet my family and refuse to see me because of them. Or what if we
decide we aren’t atwosome? I'm petrified, but I'm willing to put everything out there
for love.”

“Right, because a trip always helps.” Michael allowed Tristan to pull him forward
into his arms. Going to another state wouldn’'t bring them closer together. Hell, it
might tear the relationship apart.

“It can't hurt.”
“Tristan.” Every cell in his being screamed to stay home. A change of scenery wasn'’t
going to fix anything. But he wanted to be with Tristan. His heart yearned for Tristan.

Christ.

“If you say my name one more time, I’'m going to climb on you. Y ou're wicked sexy
in that bike helmet.”



Michael paused. Then tucked his hands into Tristan’s back pockets. “Will there be
privacy on this plane? At least enough to...I don't know...alow you to climb on
me?’

“You want to join the mile-high club?’ Tristan laughed and held Michael closer.
“Would you believe I’ ve never joined?’ He nodded. “Y eah, | think we should stamp
our memberships together.”

“Then I'll go.”

“So we can have sex?”

His resistance melted. Tristan had won him over and there wasn’t any turning back.
“So we can figure out whatever we' ve got going on here and maybe move forward.”

“I won't let you down.”

Michael hoped not. His heart wasin Tristan’s hands.

* % % %

Four hours later, Michael sat in the back of the limousine and stared at the lights
ringing the ceiling. He still hadn’t wrapped his head around what he’d done. Against
his better judgment, he’d gone with Tristan to the jet, flown to New York City and
was now riding across town—one he didn't know—to Tristan’s penthouse. He
snorted. Tristan hadn’t been kidding about the jet or the luxury. There were leather
and wooden details everywhere in both vehicles. Every bell and whistle was included.
He' d never seen anything so over-the-top. He hadn’t expected the limo at the small
airstrip or for Tristan to be so at ease in this lifestyle. Christ, there was so much he
knew but didn’t know about Tristan.



Tristan patted Michael’s thigh. “I’ll make the mile-high club up to you.” He handed
Michael a little bottle of water. “Reg said he'd sent the jet, but | didn’t realize he'd
upgraded to the open floorplan one. The only privacy was in the bathroom. Y eah,
I’ ve done sex in the teeny bathroom. Not again.”

Michael wasn't sure if he should be reassured or mildly horrified. He tried to laugh,
but the sound wasn't right.

Tristan bowed his head. “Sorry. | forget how overwhelming this can be. I’'m used to
it.” He met Michael’ s gaze. “Y ou’ve flown before, right?’

“l have.” He nodded. “But I’'m more used to cracked upholstery and long car trips.
The only time | got on a plane was to visit Florida when | was twenty.” He wished he
was in the quiet and safety of hislibrary. At least there he knew what would happen.
Being with Tristan had become an adventure he wasn't sure he wanted to take.

“1 understand.” Tristan draped his arm around Michagl’s shoulders. “With any luck,
I’ll have ninety percent of this straightened out and we can go back to our livesin
Sullavan. Have you ever thought about cats? Dogs?’

“1 like both, but I’'m lost. What are you talking about?’ Why does he keep changing
subjects?

“How about we adopt two of each—two cats and two dogs. They’ll have the run of
the farmhouse.” Tristan sighed. “Our own little oasis. Y ou, me, the critters and peace.
Yeah?

Oh boy. “Don’t you think you're biting off an awful lot?’Like, way too much?Y eah,
he' d admitted he wanted Tristan, but whatever the craziness was in New Y ork, would
they be able to withstand it and come out stronger on the other side?



“Nah. | know what | want.” Tristan kissed Michagl’s temple. “You.” He sat up
straight and clapped his hands. “Here we are. My other...the other place | slegp.” He
grabbed Michael’ swrist.

Michael fumbled with the bottle of water. He hadn’t even opened it. He shook his
head. Things had moved too fast. “What about this? | can’t stuff it in my bag for later
because | didn’t bring a bag.”

“Stuff it in your pocket, for Christ’s sake.” Tristan shrugged, then left the vehicle.
When Michael climbed out of the back seat, Tristan stopped him beside the car.
“Sorry. I’ ve shifted into asshole mode.”

Michael gripped the plastic. He wasn't fond of wasting and sure wasn't thrilled about
Tristan’s change in attitude. He shook hands with the driver. “Thank you for the ride.
Thiswas my first timein alimo. It was fun.” He sounded like an awkward kid.Damn
it.“ Thank you.”

“You' rewelcome,” the driver said. He smiled and stood beside the car.

Michael rushed up to Tristan. “What'd | say?’ he murmured. “Did | just insult him?”’
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“No, but you stunned him. My family never thanks him—which is sad. We should.”
Tristan hurried into the building, then the open elevator car. “I forgot how many
manners | don’'t have.”

“If | said something wrong, then tell me.” Manners or not, he didn't want to
embarrass anyone. “I’m not good in these situations.”

“Better than me.” Tristan pinned Michael between his body and the wall of the car. “I
should learn a few things from you.” He brushed his nose along Michael’s. “Now for
the hard part. Just...don’t run away.”

“Oh?’ His heart sank and his stomach soured. “Why would | run away?’

“Well...convincing my butler I'm not in love with him won’t be easy and, if there's
more to the story like I think, it'll get complicated fast.” Tristan let go of Michael.
The belldingedand the doors opened. He marched into the penthouse.

Michael wasn’t sure what he'd expected from Tristan's New York home, but the
high-end items weren’t a shock. Maybe it was the sparseness of the space or the lack
of character. No framed photos or trinkets from vacations. Nothing was out of place.
Just cold, boring functionality in the form of futuristic furnishings.

“You don't like it.” Tristan grinned. “Back when the stuff was delivered, | liked it,
but I’ve come to realize I’'m more of a country chic kind of guy than | thought.” He

tossed his keys onto the plastic table. “Dennis?’

“Tristan.” A man with at least fifteen years on Tristan breezed into the room. He



didn’t wear a suit or even a dress shirt, just a polo shirt and jeans. The look certainly
didn’t scream butler to Michael. More like father-figure or friend.

Michael lingered back afew paces to stay out of the way.

Tristan embraced Dennis. “It’s good to see you, old man.”

“I’m thrilled you're here. Shall we get down to business?’ Dennis clapped his hands.
“Isthis my replacement? He' s a bit young and too pretty. We should look elsewhere.”

Tristan met Michael’s gaze, then scrubbed the back of his neck with his palm.
“Dennis, I’'m not replacing you.”

Good for him,Michael thought. Tristan had backbone, but sometimes refused to use
it. Besides, something about Dennis annoyed Michael, but he couldn't figure out

what.

“You don't honestly think I’'m going to be the bottom? I’ ve cleaned up after you for
long enough. It's someone else’ sturn.” Dennisfolded his arms. “Correct?’

“You'reright,” Tristan said. “| agree.”

“But not him,” Dennis said, clipping hiswords.

“I"m too pretty.” Michael hadn’t planned on saying those words, but they slipped out
before he could take them back. “Story of my life” Not really. Hearing himself
described as pretty was laughable. Passable maybe, but not handsome.

Dennis faced Michael. “ Then whatareyou doing here?’

Michael held out his hand to Tristan. “I'll alow Tristan to explain.” After his last



outburst, it was best if he let Tristan handle the situation. “ Tristan?’

Tristan sat on the arm of the couch. The slender strip of wood bit into his backside.
Why in the hell had he purchased such ugly furniture? Because he'd had his aunt
telling him it was the best. He' d guess she got a cut from whoever sold it, or at least a
discount on her own stuff.

“What's going on?” Dennis met Tristan’s gaze. “What’ s he talking about?’

“1 should ask you that.” Tristan folded his arms and glanced back at Michael for a
moment before focusing on Dennis. “I’'m here. The book will be submitted for first
edits next week and I'm still not done going through my uncle's house. | have
commitmentsin Sullavan.”

“But you belong here. Hire someone to deal with the house,” Dennis said. “I need

you.
“Why? I'll get you another job with someone else. I'll bet my aunt can use you.”
He' d be better off there anyway. Tristan didn’t want a butler in Sullavan. He wanted
time with Michael and anew, quiet life.

“Your aunt isn't you.” Dennis reached for Tristan, then recoiled. “Come on.”

“I"'m glad I’'m not her.” He shuddered. His aunt drove him crazy.

“We're supposed to be in this together.” Dennis grabbed Tristan’s hand. “You and
me.”

“Why?’ He pulled away from Dennis. “Y ou're expecting more from me than | can
give”



“You don’'t understand. | love you,” Dennis said. “Have since | hired on.”

Tristan crooked his eyebrows.Shit.He' d seen this coming, but hearing the words out
loud still rocked him and not in a good way. “Denny, you don’t love me. Cody loves
you. Why not stick with him?’
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“Cody?’ Dennis snarled. “He' sachild.”

“He's a year older than me.” Tristan left his spot on the couch and stood between
Dennis and Michael. “He' sin love with you.”

“You're mature.” Dennis' voice cracked. “Y ou need me. He doesn't.”

“I"'m not all that mature.” Tristan hadn’t been when he'd still lived in New York. But
leaving and resetting his brain had helped him to gain insight. He did better in the
slower pace.

“We've got a good thing.” Dennis blushed. “I can’t imagine life without you. You
write and I'll hold you up.”

“I’ve got Michael for that.” Tristan stood firm. “I need to get out. I'm in a box here.
I’m trapped. My creativity went to shit. When | changed venues, it came back.”

“No.” Dennis grabbed Tristan’s shoulders. “Y ou owe methis.”

“Owe you?’What the hell?Tristan splayed his hands on Dennis' chest. The rush
wasn't there—not like with Michael. The desire and need...he felt nothing. Michael
was the one he wanted and he owed Dennis nothing.

“Yes. I've been here. I’ve put up with your shit. I’ ve watched you be a self-indulged
asshole. I've cleaned up your messes and pushed you to write.” Dennis shoved
Tristan. “Yeah, | fucking pushed you.”



“Y ou encouraged me, sure.” He didn’t understand.

“No, you fucknut.l’mthe one who sent all those messages. The emails. Don’t you get
it? | told you not to go to the police because I’'m the one who sent them. The fear
made you great,” Dennis said. The veins in his forehead stuck out. He gritted his
teeth. “Understand?’

“Dennis?’ He froze. Everything made sense and scared him to his core. The man he'd
trusted with his banking, his career, his life...wanted to help, but in return for
something. “What are you thinking?’

“1’ve seen what you've got. | know you. That tidy trust fund money would be great.
Share it with me and I’'m gone.” Dennis grabbed Tristan’s shirt. “A quarter million

should do it. I'll keep my mouth shut and you'll never have to worry about me
again.

“Dennis.” Shit, shit, shit.He' d thought Dennis was the one person who wouldn’t fuck
him over. He' d been wrong.

Michael eased between Tristan and Dennis. “Slow down.” He shoved his phone into
Tristan’s hand. “If you truly love this man, then you don’t want to extort him. Come
on.”

“You don't understand. I’ve spent years cleaning up after him.” Dennis lunged at
Michael, but somehow Michael kept them both upright. “He owes me. He's got the
money. His family isfilthy rich. They can afford this.”

“That happens.” Michael nudged Dennis away from Tristan.

“l want my due,” Dennis screamed.



Tristan didn’t know what to do. He' d had Dennis or various other wait staff cleaning
up after him all hislife What the hell ?He glanced down at the phone. Michael had | eft
the notation function open.

| texted the police and your chauffeur. Someone should be up in a moment. If the
police cal, ANSWER IT.

He glanced up at Michael.Holy shit.He nodded when Michael looked at him. Tristan
sent another text from Michael’ s phone, but this time to the building security.

“What’s it going to be?’ Dennis asked. “Money or we're together?” He notched his
chin in the air. “Or do | kill him? He's the one in the way.” He pulled a small
revolver from behind his back. “I’ll do it, then blame you.”

Tristan typed out atext for Michael.

Need help in penthouse 2. Being held at gunpoint. Help.

He hit send, then met Dennis' gaze. Tristan turned on the camera function and aimed
it at Dennis. “Don’'t hurt Michael. You're mad at me. Not him.” He put the phone on
the table, then inched over to Dennis. He needed to buy more time for the police and
security to arrive. “Just stop. Kill me. Hurt me, but not him.” He put his hands up.
“Please?’

“Stay with me. This ends if you stay.” Dennis threw his arms around Tristan and
pointed the gun at Tristan’s head. “Y ou'rereally doing it?’

The blunt barrel of the revolver pushed into Tristan’s scalp, reminding him the danger
wasn't over. He fought to stay calm. “Yeah. I’'m staying.” He rested his hands on
Dennis' hips. “Let him go.”



“Whatever.” Dennis moved the gun and waved it. “Go.”

Tristan noticed Michael out of the corner of his eye. Michael shook his head. “Put the
gun down. You don’t want to do this. You don’t want to hurt Tristan...not if you love
him. If you truly care about him, you wouldn’t extort him. Y ou’'d show him how you
feel and bring him closer.”

“What are you? A therapist?’ Dennis waved the gun again. “ Shut up.”
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“Am | wrong?’ Michael asked.

Michael might not have been wrong, but Tristan wished he'd stop talking. He wasn't
buying time, but rather pissing Dennis off.

“No.” Dennisaimed at Tristan. “But I’m not losing you.”

“I"'m not going anywhere.” Tristan opened his arms and enfolded Dennis in his
embrace. “I’'m here. Michael, go.”

Dennis wrapped himself around Tristan. He held the gun, but wasn’'t aiming at
Tristan. “Y ou ignored me and my messages.”

“1 was writing.” Tristan bit back bile.God damn it.He worked the gun free from
Dennis' grip and put the firearm on the floor. He kicked it out of the way. “We don’t
need that gun. I’'m not going anywhere.”

Tears stained Dennis’ face and his cheeks reddened. “I’ ve wanted to call you mine
for so long.”

“We're good.” He nudged the gun once more, pushing it farther away from Dennis.
“Yeah.” He angled Dennis with his back to Michael. He wasn’t sure what to do, but
he didn't want Dennis getting an eyeful of the cops until the last minute. Besides,
where in the hell were the police?

Michael scooted the revolver the rest of the way from Dennis, but before he could do
anything else, the door to the penthouse flew open. Building security and police



strode into the living room.

“What the hell”?” Dennis squeezed Tristan hard. “What did you do?”’

One of the officers rushed across the room to Michael. Another intercepted Dennis,
Tristan collided with the sofa, but managed to stay on his feet. “I’m sorry, Dennis,”
Tristan said. “1 can’t be with someone who’d kill me or take my money.” He picked
up Michael’s phone and handed it to the closest officer. “We've got the whole thing
on video.”

“Tristan. No.” Dennis struggled against the policeman’s grasp. “I wouldn’t. It was the
other guy. He did it. | wouldn’t hurt my Tristan.”

“Take him downstairs.” The officer led Dennis through the room. “We'll need
statements.”

Tristan wobbled against the couch. He saw the investigators in his home and
photographing everything, but he barely paid attention. His life had been in the
balance. His butler, one of the few people he'd trusted, had fucked him over. He
scrubbed both hands over his face. When the police officer approached him, he
answered every question, but his thoughts continued to race. He willed his stomach to
settle and rubbed his clammy hands on his pant legs. When he'd decided to come
home, he hadn’t planned on being held at gunpoint by his butler or bringing Michael
into such a disaster. He'd begged Michael to come along, but then everything had
blown up. He couldn’t shake the feeling of disgust. He stole a glance at Michael.
Would he and Michael be able to continue their relationship after this or would the
danger be the last straw for him?

“My heart belongs to you, Michael,” Tristan murmured. “Please let yours still want
me, t00.”
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Chapter Fourteen

Michael stood on the balcony and stared out at the New York skyline. The lights
twinkled and the breeze wrapped around him. He noticed the roar of planes overhead
and the hum of traffic below. He wondered how many people were in the surrounding
buildings. Probably hundreds or thousands. More than he could count.

Could he live amid such commotion? He'd meet a lot of people if he nabbed a job at
one of the branch libraries. But could he live here? His chest constricted and he
couldn’t breathe. He clenched his hands and fear overwhelmed him. The thought of
so many people and so much action sent panic to his core. He panted, trying to catch
his breath. If he and Tristan were going to make a go of their relationship, he'd have
to compromise on a few things. But living arrangements? He wasn't so sure. New
Y ork from the vantage of Tristan’s penthouse was too much for him.

The door creaked behind him. He didn’t bother to look back. The only people left in
the penthouse were him and Tristan.

Tristan stopped beside him at the railing. He crinkled his nose. “Would you believe |
rarely came out here? | never saw the point. | hate heights and the smell of exhaust
churns my stomach.”

“Really?” Michael blurted. “The view is phenomenal. | bet the sunrises and sunsets
are beautiful.” He gripped the railing, then blew out a ragged breath. He needed to

move away from the edge. “I’m not wild about heights, either.”

Tristan said nothing. The breeze caught his hair, moving some of the strands off his



face. He rested his elbows on the concrete wall.

Michael inched backwards to the doors and willed himself to calm down. The danger
was gone. No one would rush in and threaten them. Besides, he had to say something.
“Arethey al gone?’

“Yeah.” Tristan didn't move.

“Cool.” Michael flattened himself against the inner wall of the balcony. “I was told
I’d get my phone back tomorrow. Good thing we didn’t take any nude selfies.” But
bad if the library had to contact him.Fuck.If anyone from Sullavan wanted him, he
was unreachable. He' d better have Tristan contact Dicey at least so someone knew he
was still aive.

“Probably just as well we didn't make any sex tapes, either.” Tristan’s half-hearted
chuckle faded. He stared at Michael for along moment. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?’ Michael shrugged to hide hisresidual fear. “Life didn’t end. | got to ride
on aplane and see your place.” He'd left out the scarier parts, but oh the fuck well.

“I'm sorry for everything. | thought 1'd talk to him and get this settled...not what
happened.” Tristan left his post at the balcony wall and crossed over to Michael. “I
wanted to show you my life here and treat you to something special. We' re supposed
to go to my cousin’s engagement party tomorrow. | thought maybe you'd wear
something from my closet and we'd be handsome bastards together. 1I'd blow my
auntie’s mind and convince her to leave me alone. Then this happened.”

“Hey.” He stuffed his fingers into Tristan’s front pockets. He tugged his lover close.
“First, you couldn’t know your butler was writing those stalker notes.” He nodded.
“Yeah, | heard his confession and put the pieces together.”



“Faster than | did.” Tristan blushed. “Y et another thing I’m sorry for.”

“Don’'t be. Your heart was in the right place. I’ ve never been to a penthouse before or
on ajet.” He brushed his nose along Tristan’s. He wasn't sure what to say, but he had
to reassure Tristan. “I don’t want your money or your status. | like you.”

“You do? Tristan'svoice cracked. “Michagl ?’

“Yeah, | do. It's more like love.” He laughed and the sound vibrated in his throat.
“Jesus. | never thought I'd say that ever again, but it’'s true and what scared me the
most was the possibility I'd lose you before | could tell you the truth.” He'd have
stepped in front of the bullet in order to save Tristan. He loved Tristan too much to et
him go.

“l love you so much,” Tristan said. “That’s not me being flip. It's the God's honest
truth. | can’'t see my life without you.”

Michael sighed. He'd longed to hear those words from Tristan. “Then we'll figure
this out and do the long-distance thing for awhile.”

“Long distance?’ Tristan laughed this time and threw his arms around Michael. “I’'m
nowhere near done going through my uncle’'s house and the shelter isn’t even started.
| have so much left to do in Sullavan. I’'m not leaving. My time in the Big Appleis
done, yeah, but not with you.”

“Tristan.” He had no other words. Excitement and desire wound through him. He
wanted to show his lover just how much he cared.

“The police released the penthouse, so we can stay here tonight. We'll order takeout
tomorrow and be lazy until the party. Yes?’' Tristan cupped Michael’s jaw in both
hands.



“l can’t think of anywhere else I'd rather be.” Michael kissed Tristan. His life had
gone from boring to colorful to dangerous, then had settled down. He'd probably
never be bored with Tristan, but that was fine. He loved the writer and every plot
twist Tristan could toss at him.

Tristan kissed Michael, then wound his arms around him. He tucked his hands into
Michael’ s back pockets. “1 wanted to show you New Y ork and a piece of my world.”

“I'm seeing al | want.” He returned the kiss. Heat shimmered in his veins. He
feathered his mouth over Tristan’s. “I’'m not sure I'm cut out for the city or this
world. It'stoo...much.” He paused. His big admission could push Tristan away.

“I"'m not sure | blame you.” He withdrew from Michael, then tugged him into the
penthouse. “This place isn't my preference anymore. | like the view and | love
everything being within walking distance, but you' re not. | want to be where you are.
To be where | feel free and with you.” He walked backward through the living room
to the hallway, then the bedroom. He held onto Michael. “But that doesn’t mean |
won't let you fuck me senselessright here.”

“Oh?’” Blood rushed below Michael’s belt as Tristan nudged him onto the bed. “So
you'd stay...evenif | go?’

“Nope. I’'m following you.” Tristan straddled Michael’ s thighs. He removed his shirt.
His hair stood on end and the shadows deepened around his eyes. Still, he grinned.
He did his hands over Michael’s chest and the move sent shivers down Michael’s

spine.

“Tristan.” He loved the delicious pressure on his dick. He memorized the taste of
Tristan’skiss.
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“Uh-huh?’ Tristan feasted on Michagl’s neck and nibbled his way down to his
collarbone. He pinched Michael’ s nipple.

“You're making me crazy.” Making it hard to think, but easy to lose himself in
Tristan’s arms. All he wanted to do was fed!.

“Good.” Tristan ground on Michael’slap. “I want to be irresistible.”

“You are.” He grabbed Michael’s ass. “I’m not done with you. Up. | want to be inside

you.

“Even better.” Tristan scrambled off Michagl’s thighs long enough to shuck his pants
and boxers. He stood nude before Michael. “I’ ve never told anyone | belong to them.
You're different.” He tugged Michael’ s shirt up over his head, then knelt and worked
on opening Michael’ sjeans. “I want to belong to you.”

Michael propped himself up on his elbows. His cock stood tall. He'd never been so
turned on. He shimmied out of his jeans and briefs, then reached for Tristan. “Come
here.”

“Not yet.” Tristan retrieved a bottle of lube and dribbled the clear fluid over
Michael’ s cock. Fireslit in Tristan’s eyes as he massaged Michael’ s dick. “I want this
inme.”

Michael grunted. He pushed into Tristan’s fingers. “Y ou’ re dangerous.”

“I'm trying to show my man | love him.” Tristan whimpered. His touch seared



Michael to the core. When he crawled onto Michael’s legs, he leaned forward and
kissed him. “1 want you more than my next breath.”

Michael swatted Tristan's ass. “Then | want you on al fours so I can make us one.”
He raked his nails down Tristan’s hip. “Do you want me balls deep in you?’

“Fuck yes.” Tristan shivered as he climbed off Michael. He perched on his hands and
knees. When he looked back at Michael, he waggled his ass. “Take me.”

“You bet | will.” He dribbled lube over Tristan's ass and slid his middle finger into
him. Forget finesse. Raw need took over. He groaned as Tristan clamped down tight
around him.

Tristan tensed. “God, yes.” He rocked onto Michael’ s finger. “Thiswon’t take long.”

“I know.” He wished it would, but the desire to be one with Tristan was too much.
Tristan had him on a hair-trigger.

“Please?’ Tristan backed into Michael. “Need you.”

“Yeah.” Michael withdrew his finger, then added more lube. He lined his dick up
with Tristan’s hole. One push would do the trick. Just one and he'd find completion.
Inch by inch, he did into Tristan.Holy fuck.Joining Tristan was like coming home.
Freeing, yet so tight. He filled Tristan to the hilt and paused. “Is this what you
wanted? Me right here?’

“Yes,” Tristan said, drawing the words out. He shuddered. “Need you.”
Michael grasped Tristan's hips. Power and desire rushed through him. He wanted

Tristan more than anything. He moved in time with Tristan—when he pulled out,
Tristan backed into him. When he pushed to the hilt, Tristan writhed on his dick.



Michael swore he saw stars. He didn’t think. Instead, he just moved. He lost himself
in the rhythm of being with Tristan. Skin on skin and soul to soul. His balls ached and
his cock throbbed. He tensed.Holy shit.” Tristan.”

“Doit,” Tristan bit out.

So calm. Michael could barely think straight and Tristan sounded so...normal.
Another shudder wracked Tristan. “Please?’

He tried to answer, but his words disappeared. He slammed into Tristan and dug his
nailsinto Tristan’s hips. His control snapped and he squeezed his eyes shut. He filled
Tristan’s ass. From head to toe, he sighed. He added a couple more thrusts, then
slumped over Tristan and opened his eyes. He panted.

“Christ. That felt good, but | need to come.” Tristan flexed his asshole. “Please?’

“Yeah.” He eased out of Tristan and plopped onto the bed. He stretched out to enjoy
the view. “I want to watch.”

“Oh?’ Tristan stood tall and his eyebrows rose. He palmed his dick with one hand
and caressed his balls with the other. He stroked himself. His nipples were hard and
sweat slicked his pecs. He blushed from hairline to chest. He clenched his teeth and
his strokes increased.

Michael had never seen anything so pretty. “Come. Fall apart.”

Tristan inched toward the bed and his pace quickened. He met Michael’ s gaze. “Can’'t
hold back.” He settled between Michael’ s open thighs.

“So don't.” Michael sat up and added his hands to Tristan’s. He watched Tristan.



“Now.”

Tristan curled forward. Cum shot across Michadl’s chest in a hot mess. Michad
tipped his head back and basked in the warmth.

Tristan collapsed onto Michael’ s thighs. He draped his arms around Michael’s neck.
“I loved that.” He curled into Michael. “ So much.”
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“Metoo.” Michael cradled Tristan against his body. “I loved it alot.” He meant every
word.

Tristan didn’'t say anything for along moment. Michael swore he could hear Tristan's
heartbeat. He held his lover and petted his hair. No more kidding himself or trying to
deny the truth. He loved Tristan down to his soul.

“You said theword love,” Tristan murmured. “ About me.”

“l did.” He kissed the top of Tristan's head. “You're pretty special.” He' d started to
offer his heart. Time to finish the job. “When | saw the gun pointed at you...my
stomach ached and my heart dropped. | got so scared I’ d lose you.”

“I’'m here.”

“l don’t know if | can live here in New York, but | know | want to be wherever you
are. | love you, Tristan. | don’t care about the fame or your family’s money. | only
want you.” He brushed his cheek over Tristan's hair. “I never thought I’'d say that

again. Not to anyone.” He chuckled. “I’m in love with you.”

Tristan sat up. His cum smeared between them and shimmered on his chest. He
curled hisfingers under Michael’ s chin. “I love you, too.”

Michael smiled. For the first time since he' d met Tristan, he didn’t doubt the truth in
hiswords.

“I"m serious about what | said. The lease here runs out in a couple of months and |



never liked it here all that much. I’'m betting my cousin and her soon-to-be-husband
would like this place better.” Tristan nodded. “I’m guessing my aunt would love it,
too, because they’ d be closer.”

“Okay.” His heart raced. He had a good idea what Tristan was about to say, but he
wanted to hear the words to be sure. “And that means?’

“I’m moving to Sullavan for good. | want you to live with me at the farmhouse. We'll
get the shelter going and be better than we ever thought. Promise me you want to,”
Tristan said.

“1 do.” No hesitation. No thought. He believed in his gut and his heart.

“Michael?’ Tristan’s eyeswidened. “You're sure?’

“| agree with al of it.” He hadn’'t expected his life would come full circle this way,
but he wouldn’t change much of it. Tristan was the future he’d never believed
possible.

“l bet Reg would bring my shit home if | asked.” Tristan threw his arms around
Michael’s shoulders. “We should shower and sleep. We've got a party tonight and
cops who want to talk to us again.”

Michael sighed.So much for forgetting our troubles.” What party?’ He didn’'t have to
ask about the police.

“My cousin’s engagement party. | wasn’'t going to attend, but that was the other
reason | dragged you here to New York. | want everyone to meet my boyfriend.”
Tristan beamed. “I’ ve never brought anyone home before. My aunt will lose her shit,
but | don’t care. | want to be comfortable in my own skin and you make me feel that

way.



“I'm honored.” And petrified. He hadn't planned on a party. “But what am |
supposed to wear? All | brought was a T-shirt and jeans.”

“1 know. It was rather spur of the moment.” Tristan sagged on Michael’s lap. “I’ve
got stuff here you can borrow. You're a tad thinner than me, but I’ ve got the feeling
you' |l look better in my clothes than | do.”

“l doubt that, but I'm doubly honored.” Michagl pamed Tristan's sticky chest.
“WEe'll make adate of it and have the time of our lives.”

“See if you fed that way after you' ve met my aunt. If she thinks you're not cultured
or wealthy enough, she'll turn her nose up at you,” Tristan said. “Sad, but that’s the
truth for her. For me, you' re perfect.”

“It" Il work out. Promise.”

“1’ve got you. Everything's already worked out.”

Michael held Tristan and laughed. One minute he was lonely and looking for love at
the library, then the next a sexy writer walked into his life. Would he have changed
any of it? Probably the being held at gunpoint part, but that instant had proven to him
just how much he loved Tristan.

“Shower with me. | promise we'll get clean and crash.” Tristan left Michael’s lap.
“Once we' ve had a power-nap...then all bets are off.”

“I’m counting on that.” He followed Tristan to the shower. He' d never get enough of
the view of Tristan’s ass as he walked. Someone must’ ve shown Tristan favor to have
a butt like that, but then they must’ve liked Michael, too, if they’d ensured he and
Tristan would meet. He'd won the guy lottery.



* * % %

Tristan strode up the front steps of the art gallery and his heart lodged in his throat.
Coming to the party wasn't such a big deal, but introducing Michael was and he
worried what his aunt would say. He squeezed Michael’s fingers. “You look
fantastic.”

“Your clothes are too big,” Michael muttered. “I’m afraid the belt won't hold and my
pants will fall down. I’ve never worn atuxedo in my life.”

“You're fine.” He stopped just before the main doors and tugged Michael aside.
“Plus, it’'ll make it easier to take them off when we get back in the [imo.”
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“True.” Michael grinned.

Tristan palmed Michael’s ass and nudged him into the gallery. He' d forgotten just
how opulent the place was and how much money had been spent to rent the space.
Marble floors, rich wood around each painting and along the staircase and everyone
in evening gowns and tuxedoes...plus a string quartet... Good heavens, his aunt
must’ ve spent the family riches just to throw the party.

Before Tristan could warn Michael about his family, his aunt strode over to them.
Salinawaved. “ Shit,” Tristan groaned. “Wait for it.”

“Tristan Milo...what asurprise.” Salinathrew her arms around Tristan. “Let me get a
look at you.” She swept her gaze over him. “You need to eat more. Too thin and
people will talk.”

“Thanks.” He should’ ve known her compliment would be backhanded. “It's been
tough since Uncle Al passed.”

“Oh, I'm sorry. | didn't know he was sick.” Her smile returned. “You're here now
with your family. We'll take care of you.”

“Well, it's funny you say that. |’ ve been doing a good job of caring for myself.” He
draped his arm around Michael’ s waist. “And speaking of family, I’ve got mine right

here. | want you to meet my partner, Michagel.”

“Him?’ Salina's eyeswidened. “Areyou...?’



“Yes, this is Michael Kane—like the actor, but not. He's my partner and we're very
happy together.” Telling anyone who would listen that he and Michael were a couple
never ceased to please him.

“Hello, ma’am.” Michael extended his hand, but Salina didn't move. “Okay. It's a
pleasure to meet you.”

She glared at Michael. The lines deepened around her eyes and her makeup crinkled.

“Salina,” Tristan growled. “Remember you'rein public.”

Her glare increased. “Are you kidding?’ She yanked Tristan away from Michael and
out of earshot. “What are you doing?’

He frowned. He'd expected her to be resistant, but not this mean. He hadn’t done
anything wrong by introducing Michael. “I’m sorry?’

“You should be. Thisisn't your party. You' re taking the spotlight from your cousin,”
Salina snapped.

“We walked in, said hi to you and were on our way to speak to Jean. No one else
approached us.” Tristan baled his hand to hide his anger. “What’s wrong with
Michael?” He wanted the real reason for her negativity.

Her mouth opened but no sound came ouit.

“Salina.” He refused to back down. “What’ s the deal 7’

“Don’t refer to me by my name.” She stared at him. “I’m Mrs. Delaney.”

Herolled his eyes. “ Answer me. What' s wrong with Michael ?’



She smoothed her skirt and shifted her gaze around the room. “Where did you meet
him?’

“Sullavan.”

“Isthat aclub?”’

“It's where my uncle lived. Michagl’s alibrarian.” He gritted his teeth. She had to be
making this deliberately difficult. “He s an intelligent and mannered guy.”

“Are you kidding?’ she asked a second time. Her jaw slackened and her brows
crinkled. “He' s not even from a good family.”

“How do you know?’ Why would she think he’d pull her leg?

“First, his haircut is horrible. Second, he’'s wearing a tuxedo off the rack and it fits
horribly,” she said, clicking her tongue. “He' s classless.”

“That’s my other tuxedo and it's worth more than some cars.” He folded his arms.
“Just stop. Y ou want to hate him. You do. Fine. Don't take it out on him just because
you' re being snooty.”

“He couldn’t afford a proper tuxedo. That's awful.” Salina notched her chinin the air.
“Just go.”

“You want me to leave without saying hello to Babsy?’ He tamped down his anger.
He should’'ve expected this level of displeasure from his aunt. “That would be
terrible.” He left Salina where she stood and returned to Michael. “ Sorry. She wanted
to read me my rights.” He held Michagl’ s hand. “Let’ svisit my cousin.” He navigated
his way through the crowd.
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“What happened?’ Michagl asked. “What’d | do?”

“Nothing. It's my aunt. | told you she'd find fault with you.” He stopped in the
middle of the throng of people. “You didn’'t measure up and she wanted to make a
scene. | didn’t take the bait and neither should you.”

“She'sthat petty?’
“Oh yeah.” He started away, but Michael stopped Tristan.

“Tristan.” He held on to Tristan’s lapels. “I’'m sorry. Next time I'll buy a tux that
fits.”

“No.” He cupped Michael’s jaw in both hands. “ This is one of the reasons I’m ready
to leave New York. | can’'t do the fakeness. | can't allow someone | love to be treated
like shit because he' s not from the right family. That’s crap.”

“1 knew | shouldn’t have worn your tux.” Michael chuckled. “Oh well. Next time I’ll
show up naked.”

“Yes.” Tristan nodded and laughed until hisribs hurt. “But only if the party is a party
of two.” Christ, he loved Michael. He'd wanted a man who knew how to break the
tension and buoy him while being his equal. Michael fit the bill. “Let’ s visit with my
cousin a moment, then we can go. | have the feeling my aunt would like us out of
here as soon as possible.”

“l say we stick around a little longer and annoy her.” Michael half-shrugged. “I enjoy



irritating her.”

“You're so bad.” He kissed Michael hard. “But I'd rather go home so we can do
naughty things to each other.”

“Oh?" Michael’s eyes flashed.

In the middle of so many people, with the noise and music playing, Michael managed
to make it seem like he and Tristan were the only onesin the room. Tristan shifted his
hips to hide his burgeoning erection. WWhen could they leave? Now?

“Where is this cousin and her beau?’ Michael asked. “Since you're offering up your
penthouse, the least you can do is let her know in person.” He tucked in close to
Tristan. “Then we can go home for lots of sex.”

He shivered and desire hit hard. “Yes.”

“Then let’s go.” Michael kissed Tristan. “Now.”

“Uh-huh.” He needed a second for his brain to defog. He wandered with Michael
through the crowd until he spotted his cousin.

Jean and her fiancé, Antonin, stood beside a swan ice carving. A fountain with pink
water flowed behind them. Tristan strode up to her. “Jean,” he said. “Antonin. So
good to see you. Congratulations. When is the happy event going to be?’

Jean blushed. “Uh...how’d you know?’

Antonin kissed her knuckles. “He meant the wedding, but you might as well tell him
therest...he' sfamily.”



Her blush deegpened. “Uh...who isthis?’

Tristan tipped his head. What was she hiding? He flattened his hand on the small of
Michael’ s back. “Thisis my partner, Michael. Michadl, thisis Jean and Antonin.”

“It's a pleasure to meet you.” Michael shook hands with Antonin and kissed Jean on
the cheek. “Congratulations. Y our secret is safe with us.”

Antonin laughed. “1 knew | liked this guy for areason. Thank you.”

Jean clasped Antonin’s wrist with both hands and nodded to Tristan. She glanced
around before speaking. “The baby will arrive in April so we're getting married next
month. | don’'t want the situation to be so obvious. My mother will die. As soon as
she finds out, she'll try to take control.”

“It'sasmall beachside gathering, but | want you both to be there,” Antonin said.
“We won't say aword.” Tristan kissed her temple. “But speaking of secrets, I’ ve got
one for you. Since Michael and | are permanent, | don’t need my penthouse here in

town. If you'd like to take it over, then the place isyours.”

Antonin’s eyes lit up. “Are you kidding? We'll get out of her house. Y eah, we'll take
it. Thank you.”

“Jean?’ Heleveled his gaze at his cousin. “What do you think?’

She hugged Tristan, then Michael, before settling against Antonin. “That’s the best
gift we could receive. I'm tired of living under my mother’ s thumb.”

“I'll bet.” Tristan nodded. If his aunt could be hellish to him, he couldn’t imagine
what she'd be like to her daughter on adaily basis.
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“She’s pushy, mean and hates anyone who can't help her advance.” Jean blew out a
ragged breath. “Wow. I’ ve held that in for too long.”

Tristan clapped his hands. “If you feel better, then that’s what matters.” His pride in
his cousin swelled. She deserved the best. “I worked out the lease situation with the
building supervisor. Since it’s technically my penthouse and | bought it, all we have
to do is transfer it to your names. | just rent the mailbox or something like that.” He
shrugged, then handed her an envelope. “1 put the information in the card plus alittle
something to help out.” He draped his arm around Michael. “Count us in for the
wedding.”

“Both of you.” Jean beamed. “Thank you.”

Tristan glanced over his shoulder, then groaned. “Y our mother isincoming and she's
not fond of Michael, so we'll go. Enjoy the evening.”

Antonin shook hands with Michael, then Tristan. “Thank you and I'm sorry, Michadl.
At least you're not marrying into that side of the family.”

Jean blushed again. “ She’'s a handful.”

“True.” Michael waggled his head and started away.

Tristan winked, then followed Michael through the crowd. He waited until he and
Michael were in the limo before he spoke. “You survived.” He massaged Michael’s

thigh. “I apologize for my aunt. My father would’ve laughed at her and my mother
would’ ve encouraged her behavior.”



“Is that a good thing? Me not meeting her approval?’ Michael rubbed his forehead.
“ She seemed a little more than annoyed.”

“She, like my mother, had her moments, but neither is bad.” He settled in his seat and
tucked Michael to his side. “Jean has become more of her own person, which is
good.”

“Yeah,” Michagl murmured.

“Are you okay? Isthe collar too tight?’ He faced Michael. “Hey.”

“Marriage,” Michael said.

“Okay...what about it?” He wasn't following.

“Did you catch what Antonin said? Marrying into that side of the family?’ The
creases at the corners of Michael’ s eyes deepened. “If I’m not good enough...”

Tristan laughed, cutting Michael off. “Don’'t let Auntie Salina rattle you, but it's just
aswell she's not going to be your mother-in-law.”

Michael’s eyes widened. “Are we even in a position to look that far ahead? Are we
thinking of marriage? Y ou kept calling me your partner, but are you sure?’

So that was what had Michael freaked out... “Eventually 1'd like to get married.
When | take that step, you' re the one | want to marry. No questions or having to think
about it. Why? Don’t you want me that way?’

Michael shifted in his seat and faced Tristan. “ldowant to marry you and it scares me.
I’ve never been this far in over my head. | thought | loved one other guy and he
decided to leave. I'm worried. | trust you, but | know me. I'm worried you'll realize



I’m not enough.”

“No.” He kissed Michael and palmed the back of Michael’ s neck. “ Things happen for
a reason and we came together when we were supposed to. I’ve never felt this much
for anyone outside of my family and I’ve never craved anyone the way | do you.
We'll be ready and we'll figure it out together. I’m not going anywhere.”

Michael rested his head on Tristan’s shoulder and his hand on his thigh. “One of
these days my self-esteem won't reside in the basement. | just needed the
reassurance.”

“I'll give it whenever you want.” He kissed the top of Michael’s head. “Although
running off and making you an honest man does sound like fun.”

“It does,” Michael said. “But we've done so many things at breakneck speed. We
need to live with what we' ve done and make sure before we jump into something so
permanent.”

“You might beright, but | like our pace.”

“| do, too.”

“Do you love me?’ Tristan asked. He didn’t doubt Michael’s affection for him, but
hearing the words pleased him.

“Yes.”
“l love you, too.” He tipped Michael’s chin and met his gaze. “I’'m not changing my

mind. You're the one for me—whether we're living together in the farmhouse or
married and locked in...I"m happy because I’ m with you.”



The corner of Michadl’ s mouth kinked.

“1 know you believe me. You wouldn’'t have flown off to New York if you hadn’t.”
He kissed Michael. “I love my librarian. The best part of Sullavanisin my arms.”

“1 love you, too.” Michael brushed his nose along Tristan's. “But being an honest
man does sound good.”

13 Yeah.”

Michael laughed. “An author and alibrarian meet in the center of town... Soundslike
the start of abad joke.”

“Or our forever story. I've got an idea for the ending. How’ s this? They lived happy
ever after in the farmhouse, having sex each night and most days while spending time
with their animals and books. Good?’ Tristan asked.

“ Sounds perfect.”

Tristan nodded. Sullavan was supposed to be a side trip, not forever, but he couldn’t
think of anywhere else he belonged. Michael was the one man he could live without,
but didn’t want to. He' d found his missing piece in Michael. Thank God Al had had a
plan when Tristan hadn’t a clue.
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Epilogue

Michael toyed with the picture frame and sighed. The last six months of his life had
consisted of working at the library, more sex than he'd thought imaginable with
Tristan and too many hours refurbishing the Victorian house. The shelter Al had
imagined was about to open and already had three guests.

Tristan eased up to Michael. “The sign is ready out front. What're you waiting for in
here?’

Michael leaned into Tristan’s chest. “1 never thought this day would come.”

“Opening the shelter? Or finally seeing all of my uncle' s wishes come to fruition?’
Tristan laughed and embraced Michael from behind. He rested his chin on Michael’s
shoulder. “I’'m thrilled John was able to bring his expertise to the shelter. He's a
dynamic counselor. Between him and Dicey, | have the feeling anyone who sets foot
in the shelter will be well cared for.”

“I'm sure.” Michagl hooked the photo on the nail, then admired his work. “Your
uncle would be thrilled.”

“He'd be happier knowing | helped finance the rest of the project.” Tristan kissed
Michael’s neck. “I kept holding on to the trust fund cash. | didn’t know why, other
than | wasn’t going to useit. Now I'm glad | waited.”

“Me too.” Michael admired the photo of his one-time lover. He wouldn’t change his
past because it made him more appreciative of his future, but still. If he’'d met Tristan



a little sooner and could have had this level of happiness, he would’ ve done anything
to have him.

“When do we find out if the board approved of my donation to the library?’ Tristan
asked. “We have to move some of those books out of the house. | need room for
more.”

“They accepted it. The letter came through the mail at the library yesterday, but I've
been neck-deep in painting so | didn’'t get a chance to bring it home.” Michael turned
in Tristan’s arms. “They loved your idea to create an annex for the special volumes
out of the origina schoolhouse and a brand-new library for everything else.”

“1 do have strokes of genius from time to time.” Tristan grinned. “Like not giving up
when | saw the farmhouse.”

“Well, the idea to use the old community center was just as smart.” Michael cuddied
against his partner. “You’'re going to be broke, though.” Tristan had spent so much
money to bring the shelter into being and for the library. The farmhouse was paid for
and they had atidy sum from the sale of Michael’ s house, but adopting the twin black
Labrador retrievers and four cats... He wondered how they’d be able to afford
everything.

“Cadll it investing in my town.” Tristan shrugged. “It's only money.” He placed his
finger over Michael’s mouth. “I’m happy and writing. As long as we're doing what
we love with each other, we'll be fine.”

Michael nodded. He loved Tristan’s positive outlook. The man could put a happy
spin on anything. One thing bothered him. “What about Jamie? He's been pretty
heavily invested from the start. He'll want his name on this shelter and the library
project.”

“1 don't think he'll be a problem. He's shifted his attention to other places. Cody’s



been hanging around Sullavan more than | thought,” Tristan said. “He doesn’t bother
me, so | don’t care.”

“Ah.” Cody and Jamie would be a good pairing—if they’d get past their egos and
give each other a chance. Michael kind of liked the idea of Cody and Jamie being a
couple.

“1"d rather Cody find someone decent, especially after the...incident.” Tristan pulled
away from Michael.

Since the night of the encounter with Dennis, Tristan refused to refer to it as anything
but ‘theincident’. Michael didn’t blame him. He' d been traumatized, too.

“If Cody and Jamie hook up, then cool. Cody just wants someone who doesn’t see
him as a male model or stepping stone,” Tristan said. “But I'm not interested in
Jamie. | believe | askedyouto marry me, not him.”

Michael’s cheeks burned. He hadn’t forgotten Tristan's proposal. He' d waited until
everyone left the night before and dropped to one knee on the back porch of the
shelter house. He'd accepted Tristan’s ring and knew Tristan loved him. Maybe one
day his damn low self-esteem would go away for good.

“I've got you, a library full of books, my writing mojo, the dogs, the cats and a
purpose. I'm better than great.” Tristan held out his hands. “Didn’'t | say we'd be

epic?’

“1 never should ve doubted you.” Michael grasped Tristan’s fingers. “ Should we go
outside and cut the ribbon to make the shelter official ?’

Tristan nodded once. “Of course. Then we'll go home and celebrate. The last one
naked has to fuck the other.” His eyes flashed and he let go of Michael. “See you
outside. Better hide the boner.”



Michael glanced down at the front of his pants.Well, fuck.The erection was plenty
visible. He shook his head. Life with Tristan would be an adventure and he embraced
everything Tristan had to offer. Tristan held his heart and soul in his hands. For a guy
Michael had tried to avoid, Tristan had been irresistible and just who he needed.



