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  Chapter 6


  That evening, Ryan glanced around the living room of the old house and bumped John with his shoulder. Keeping his voice low, he murmured, “You think if we hid the rest of the champagne, they’d all leave?”


  “These are our friends and family,” John whispered back.


  “Yeah, but there’s a bed upstairs I haven’t been in for seven months.”


  “Ah. Maybe they can take the champagne with them.”


  Ryan chuckled and leaned back against John. Truthfully, he was enjoying the low simmer of frustrated desire from having John’s touch and scent and that deep voice playing on his senses, while being cock-blocked by their guests. There was no rush. They would only get one wedding day, and although he was determined to end it with great sex, he could enjoy anticipation a while longer.


  Mark came over to them, his backpack over his shoulder and guitar case in hand. “I’m heading over to Gordon’s place. So you’ll have the house to yourselves tonight.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” Ryan protested, despite the fizz of excitement at the idea of not having to have quiet sex. “I’ve missed seeing you too.”


  Mark grinned. “I’m just as happy not to be down the hall, imagining. Anyway, we have a lot of rehearsing to do for Sunday.”


  “You’ll be great.” Not that Mark needed his reassurance. The local music festival had invited Crosscut to do a reunion for their summer festival, with the bribe of third spot on the bill. The organizer had been a big fan. Four of the assorted six guys who’d played with the band had agreed. The concert was the reason Ryan had taken this time for his vacation in the first place. It was serendipitous for the family, who’d get both a wedding and Mark’s performance out of the trip.


  Mark set his bag down and rummaged through it, then held out a paper to John. “Here, Dad. Dads. Your wedding present.”


  John took the page and read aloud, “Dear Marcus Barrett, It is our pleasure to inform you that you have been awarded the Millbright Music Scholarship—” He looked up. “Congratulations, Mark! Wonderful! Um, this is our wedding present?”


  “Yeah.” Mark took back the paper. “Three more years, full ride. Including room and board. So you won’t have to shell out the big bucks for my school anymore. So you’ll have enough money if you want to, you know, change jobs and move to be with Ryan. Or whatever.”


  Torey looked up from where she was playing with Drew’s kids, and stood. “You’re moving? Dad?”


  “Not any time soon,” Ryan said quickly. “No panic.”


  “Of course not.” She swung a strand of her magenta-tipped hair into her mouth, biting it, then brushed it back. “Just, it’d be different. But I guess I’ll be moving out in a year, too.”


  “We’re just talking about possibilities.” John’s deep tone was always soothing. “And Mark, thanks for putting extra funds on the table. That’s very welcome, no matter what we decide.”


  “Congrats on the scholarship,” Ryan chimed in. “It sounds like a big one.”


  “Yeah, had to audition and submit recordings and a sound mixing project.” Mark’s smile was satisfied. “I screamed when I opened the envelope.” He flicked a glance at his sister. “Sounded like an emo teen girl.”


  Torey muttered, “Jerkface.”


  “So nice to see you kids making up for lost time.” Ryan didn’t bother to act stern. They were doing it out of pure habit. John’s kids got along better than most. He’d almost missed the squabbling, and he’d bet they’d missed each other too, even if neither would ever say so.


  “Well, I’m off.” Mark hefted his bag. “Songs to play, drugs to take.”


  “Mark!” John said.


  “Just kidding, Dad. I don’t take shit while we’re rehearsing”


  “Or where it’s illegal?”


  “Mm.” Mark’s tone was noncommittal. He stepped close and wrapped his free arm around first Ryan, and then John. “Congratulations. About time.”


  John watched his son cross the room, saying goodbyes as he went. “You think he’s just jerking our chains?” he murmured.


  “I think he’s got a good head on his shoulders,” Ryan said. John had never worried much about pot, and Mark wasn’t the type for more. He’d bet the suggestion was a bit of pushback for making Mark be sentimental all afternoon. The kid had always hated to admit to his soft side.


  He glanced at Torey. “How’s your little sister?”


  “She’s great. I’m still bummed Mom didn’t want her to be a flower girl.”


  “Well, Lily does need her afternoon nap. And most people don’t go to their ex’s next wedding.”


  “I guess. I had this cute dress picked out, though.”


  “Bring her over tomorrow and we’ll have fun.”


  “Sure.” Torey came and leaned against Ryan. “I wish you were moving back here instead. You are going to meet Jenna before you go back, right? She was totally pissed she couldn’t get off work.”


  He hugged her. “Absolutely. I have to make sure she’s good enough for my girl, and threaten her with your shotgun.”


  Torey angled her head to look up at him. “You mean your shotgun?”


  “Hell, no. Not my job. I’m just here to back you up, and help hide the body if you decide to shoot her.”


  She snorted a laugh. “You’re weird. Good thing I like that.”


  “I’d point out I’m not the one with purple hair, except I like it too.” He flicked the colorful tip of one strand off her shoulder.


  She hugged him again, turning her face against the shoulder of his jacket. “I missed you.”


  He met John’s eyes, over the top of her head. For just a moment, the ache in his chest made him want to give up all the long hours and the stress and the distance and the lonely apartment where no one did the fucking dishes and come home. God, I miss home!


  Be a big boy, Ryan. Career. Future. Patience. Adulting.


  Reminding himself that she’d be spreading her own wings in less than a year, he set her aside and smiled. “I’ll try to be around more often, and we have the long weekend yet.”


  “You’d better.” She turned, spotted Drew’s younger son about to give Rufus a piece of wedding cake and rushed off, yelling, “No chocolate for dogs!” The boy jumped, whirled, and dropped the cake.


  The ensuing crumb-spattered mess was good for cutting the gluey emotions. By the time the carpet was clean, the dog restrained, and the child mollified, Ryan had his momentum back.


  People headed out over the next half hour, with congratulations and jokes and promises to meet up tomorrow. Andrea made him and John pose for silly selfies, to show the guys at the firehouse. Ryan decided he’d drunk too much champagne, if the sight of John with a napkin on his head was enough to give him a fit of the giggles. “Only for you,” he told her, going in for another weird pose. She finally declared the one of him licking John’s cheek good enough, and headed off to the luxury B&B he’d lured her with.


  John closed the door behind her. “Alone at last.” He attempted an eyebrow waggle.


  Ryan reached up to brush his forehead with one finger. “You need to work on that move.” But he stepped back when John stepped forward. He was full of champagne and cake and sentiment, and he wasn’t going to rush anything.


  John said, “There’s that bed upstairs.”


  “Eventually.” Rufus’s nails clicking down the hallway was warning, before the dog pushed in between them, nosing at John’s hand. Ryan scratched Rufus behind one ear. “We should let Roofie out one more time. Who knows how much cake he ate?”


  John petted the dog’s soft head too, his fingers bumping Ryan’s. “You know he has a cast-iron stomach.”


  They added “Thank God” in unison. Some of Rufus’s past eating adventures had been legendary, and he’d sailed through them all.


  At the back door, they stood side by side on the step, while Rufus quartered back and forth on the well-fenced lawn, tracking some unseen trail through the wet grass. The sky was black, overcast and starless, and the scent of the flowers John had cultivated perfumed the darkness. A light breeze took the day’s oppressive mugginess down to a pleasant warmth.


  John put an arm across Ryan’s shoulders and kissed the side of his forehead with a dry brush of lips. Ryan leaned on him, cocooned in a safe, welcoming space. I love this place. I love you. The moment was too precious for even those words.


  Rufus’s sudden bark and frantic leap after something scurrying along the fence broke them apart. John called the dog inside, and Ryan locked the deadbolt. They took Rufus downstairs, checked his water bowl, gave him his favorite Kong toy with extra peanut butter, checked the weather on Ryan’s phone.


  “Low chance of storms,” he said.


  “Fingers crossed.” John eyed a big rip in Rufus’s padded bed, then sighed and turned it upside down in the crate. “Bedtime, Roof.”


  The dog jumped inside, but there was no way that bent door was going to close and latch. John tugged at it.


  “Wait.” Ryan climbed the stairs to the kitchen, gripping the edge of the sink as he bent for the toolbox. His leg was definitely not happy about how much he’d been on it today. As he tugged the heavy box, he felt his knee give. Fuck. But John was suddenly there behind him, cushioning his fall.


  They both ended up on their asses on the wooden floor, but the landing wasn’t too hard. “I call that an 8.5.” Ryan awarded them the score, in old habit.


  “Seems a bit high.” John held him, apparently in no hurry to get up.


  “We get style points for the matching jackets.” He leaned against John’s chest.


  The kitchen was dim and quiet. Over the door, the clock ticked softly. Downstairs, he could faintly hear Rufus slurping his treat. An occasional drip of water from the gutters plinked against the downspout, the familiar sign it was time to get up and clean them. Well, for John to get up there. John had drawn a line against having Ryan up on ladders.


  “Do you want me to move to Minneapolis?” John’s voice came soft and slow. “I miss the hell out of you, most days.”


  “Not all days?”


  John chuckled, a vibration against Ryan’s back.


  He wriggled to a more comfortable seat on the floor, ignoring the hot twinge in his knee. Later for you. Much later. Got things to do first. “I miss you, too. It would be amazing, at the end of a tough day, to come home and find you there. Skype’s not the same.”


  “No.” John leaned his shoulder against the cabinet and braced Ryan’s thigh with his own. “I could start job hunting.”


  “Maybe.” Ryan tipped his head back onto John’s shoulder. “I’m so damned torn about that. You love your job.”


  “I do. But I might love a new one.”


  “You have more plans for the campus. Lots more. I’ve seen the ten-year plan, and the twenty.”


  Ryan felt John shrug, but not comment.


  “I’m not sure what’s being selfish,” Ryan mused. “I’m not even sure what I want.”


  “It’s not selfish if you want us to be together. I do too.” John took Ryan’s left hand, flicking the new ring with his thumb. “Married you and everything.”


  “I noticed.” He closed his fingers on John’s. “That’s romance, right? To say ‘I’d follow you anywhere’?”


  “I would.”


  “I know.”


  “We could rent a place together, till you get through your residency. You could rub my back when I’ve done too much digging. I could bring your dinner to the hospital when you’re stuck on call.”


  “We could have a quickie in the call room.”


  John shifted behind him. “We could?”


  “Well, people do. Occasionally.” It wasn’t something he’d been holding his breath for.


  “Sure. We can do that.”


  “I don’t know. Can you imagine Rufus in rental housing?”


  “Might have to rent a place with a yard.”


  “Mm.” Ryan rubbed the top of his head against John’s jaw. Usually by this time of evening there’d be a rasp of stubble there, but tonight he was smooth-shaven. “You know I love this house.”


  “Maybe we could afford to rent it out, instead of sell. That might be Marcus’s gift.”


  “He’s a good kid.”


  “Yeah. Growing up too damned fast.”


  They both sighed together.


  Ryan said, “Have I ever thanked you for letting me into your kids’ lives? I mean it.”


  “You totally married me so you could tell bad puns with Torey forever.”


  Ryan nudged him with one shoulder.


  He could hear John’s smile in his voice. “Anyway, you won them over. Cynthia married Brandon and they kept him out with barbed wire.”


  “Shows who they got their brains from.” Ryan frowned. “The thing is, I miss all of this. You and the kids, the house, the damned campus with you creating vanishing hedge-creatures and rose-gardens. I miss Rufus chasing squirrels along the fence, Lily and her singing. Well, maybe not the singing.” Lily was a sweetheart but couldn’t hit a note if you held it still for her. “This is where I want to end up, for the rest of my life.”


  “We can make that happen.”


  “Easier if you keep your job, though, hm?”


  “True.”


  “Three more years, and I can come back here. There are clinics all around, some group specialty practices, a couple of hospitals.”


  “Not like the big city.”


  “No. But enough. I’m not going for the narrow specialty.” He’d opened up his goals from pediatric neurology to general neurology. The bulk of the jobs were for stroke, trauma, and cancer patient care, leaning more to seniors than kids. It was all fascinating. He didn’t need to be narrow.


  There was a long enough pause to make him worry, before John said, “I still feel like I pulled the rug out from under your plans. Like, if you weren’t dating a man, you’d have stuck with pediatrics.”


  “Oh, hell, no. Not that again.” He pushed around to face John, and slipped a hand behind John’s head to fist in his hair, tugging gently. He’d told John about a professor’s warning that a gay doctor in pediatrics might have to keep his closet door shut. John occasionally tried to wallow in guilt over that. He leaned forward to kiss John, trusting him to brace them. John’s mouth tasted of icing and champagne.


  He pushed the kiss, hot and wet, until they were both out of breath, then eased back but didn’t open his fist. “Do I have to remind you how much more I need you than pediatrics?”


  “Might have to,” John drawled.


  This time he indulged in a bite or two, tugging at John’s lip until he groaned. “Starting to remember?”


  “Vaguely.”


  He laughed. “This floor is hard. Let’s go on up.”


  “Dog crate,” John reminded him.


  “Fuck.”


  “Dog crate first.”


  He shoved John hard enough to force him to catch himself with a braced hand. John grinned, stood easily, and reached down to him. Ryan let himself be lifted up— let John put one hand under his elbow and the other under his armpit, and raise him as he let no one else do. With John, he could just say “Thanks, the damned leg is stiff as a bitch.” Because in ten minutes, John would stretch out on their bed and let Ryan top him. John would follow him across the country, if asked. John didn’t ever see him as weak, or damaged.


  They went back down to where Rufus was trying to get his tongue into the small end of
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