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      Jack looked away from his screen, trying to get his eyes to uncross after working on some tiny details in the document he was working on. The door to Marvin’s office was closed, with Marvin inside on the phone with someone, so Jack figured it was a good time to get another coffee without getting waylaid by his chatty boss. He glanced at the clock and groaned when it said it was only 2:30.

      Time was, Jack used to be a workaholic, spending long nights working and occasionally even asking for more work. That wasn’t really the case anymore, at least not since he’d met Mitchell. Many days, especially on the weekends, had been spent with Mitchell on some kind of little “Mini-Adventure,” as Mitchell liked to call them. They’d been whitewater rafting, they biked a hundred miles and camped in tents, they’d gone to Vegas, and quite a few other things that Jack would never have done alone. And then there was the sex. Mitchell had taught Jack so many new ways to do it, and he’d learned many interesting uses for “toys” that Jack had never used before.

      No, Jack wasn’t so interested in overtime any more. He had a life outside the office. He finished pouring his coffee and heard Mitchell’s voice out in the receptionist’s cubicle. He didn’t sound happy about something.

      Jack picked up his steaming cup and headed up front to see what the problem was. Mitchell was there, looking down angrily at the receptionist, Laura. She was holding up a handful of messages, apparently all marked for Mitchell. Mitchell hadn’t been in the office today, as he was out on a photo shoot at the local police station. From the looks of his messages, the phone had been ringing off the hook for him. Mitchell grudgingly thanked Laura and took the messages.

      “What’s up?” Jack asked Mitchell.

      Mitchell grunted, “Louise wants something. She’s called six—no, seven times this afternoon.”

      “Louise?” Jack asked, arching an eyebrow. The name sounded familiar, but didn’t quite connect.

      “Ex-Wife Louise,” Mitchell clarified.

      He’d told Jack before that he’d been married, but Jack didn’t recall ever hearing her name before. The two hadn’t parted amicably, and the divorce had been hard on Mitchell.

      “Something important?”

      “She’s been hinting that she wants the child support increased.” He flipped through the messages and then dumped them in the trashcan next to Jack’s desk. “I wouldn’t mind doing it if she ever let me see them.” Suddenly his look of anger shifted to one of regret.

      Jack didn’t know the specifics, but he knew that by the time Mitchell had realized he was gay, he’d been married five years and had two children. The wife had freaked out and made up some kind of story. The result was that Mitchell hadn’t been able to be left alone with his children since then. It had been enough years that the kids no longer wanted to see their father anymore. Jack and Mitchell had been seeing each other pretty exclusively for months before Mitchell even brought the topic up, and he still didn’t like talking about the whole story.

      Jack took a sip of coffee, using the extra couple of seconds to think. He looked back up at Mitchell. “Hey, you know what? It’s been almost a year since we met. We should celebrate!”

      Mitchell nodded, “I thought we were going out for your birthday?”

      "Well, yeah, but that’s for me. An anniversary is for us. That’s a whole different thing,” Jack stated in all seriousness.

      Mitchell smiled, the mood already lightening. “OK, then. What did you have in mind?”

      Jack took another sip of the coffee. He hadn’t anything in mind; he just came up with the idea after seeing the man he loved in a bad mood. What could they do for an anniversary? Then an idea hit him. “I know. Wait here.”

      He set the coffee down on his desk, got up, and walked over to Marvin’s office door. He knocked once, and saw Marvin look up from his monitor. He waved Jack in.

      Mitchell couldn’t tell what was being said, but he saw Jack gesturing in his direction. Marvin smiled a few times and said something. He fished around in his pocket and handed Jack a key from his key ring. Jack smiled and came back out of the office.

      “It’s all set. We’re going back to Marvin’s beach house this weekend. Just like when we met.”

      Mitchell smiled his biggest smile and made a “thumbs-up” gesture to Marvin through the glass door. Marvin returned the hand signal and returned to work. “That is a fantastic idea!” When Mitchell had moved to town last year, Marvin had let him live in his beach house for a few weeks while he looked for a place of his own. Jack had come over and accidentally found a stash of bondage toys in a closet there that someone had left. That had broken the ice between Mitchell and Jack, and they’d been inseparable ever since.

      Mitchell had eventually gotten a cozy little apartment a mile or two from Jack’s house. The two still lived apart, but they were spending more and more time together at Jack’s place. As Mitchell thought back over the past year, he had to admit it had been great overall, and he decided right there that Louise wasn’t going put a damper on it.

      Mitchell looked at the clock on the wall and smiled again. “Only two-and-a-half hours, and we’re free for the weekend.” He ticked off a mental checklist by counting on his fingers. “We need to leave here, pack up a few things, and we can be at Marvin’s by seven.”

      “Eight-thirty,” Jack corrected him. “We need to have a nice anniversary dinner first.”

      “Eight-thirty then,” Mitchell corrected himself. He winked at Jack and backed away, heading down the hall towards his own workstation. He had to process and file the photos from this morning, as well as figure out what “toys” he needed to pack. Any thought of his Ex was long gone.
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      The restaurant was busy; they didn’t make it to the beach house until nine. By the time they had the car unloaded, it was almost dark.

      After they filled the fridge and got everything unpacked, they headed out to the rear balcony and sat on the porch, looking down at the beach.

      It still wasn’t fully dark yet, so Jack could see a young couple walking down the beach, holding hands. Off in the distance, he could see slowly-moving lights that could have been shrimpers or giant cargo ships; it was dark enough that he couldn’t really tell. It had been another hot day, and even up there, at least twenty feet above ground level, Jack could feel heat radiating off the sand. The cooling breeze alleviated it, but for now he had the best of both.

      Jack reached over and took Mitchell’s hand in his. They just sat there and watched it get dark. Jack looked over at Mitchell, who usually had the most glowing, radiant smile of anyone Jack had ever met. Tonight he looked lost in thought and was literally scowling. Jack didn’t really need to ask why, but it looked like the subject needed to be addressed. “The ‘Ex’ problem?” Was all he asked.

      Mitchell nodded. “I don’t think I can afford to send any more. I make decent money working for Marvin, but most of it’s going to Louise and the kids already. Now…more?”

      Jack nodded. He’d never been married, and he certainly hadn’t had any children, but he didn’t judge. He knew Mitchell took the kids seriously, and how much of a blow it had been to lose them. “How long has it been since you’ve seen the kids, anyway?”

      Mitchell didn’t hesitate or take time to think of the answer; he already knew. “Four-and-a-half years. Mike is twelve now, and Anna is ten. I don’t know if Anna even remembers me.”

      Jack shook his head in the dark. He wanted to say something to help his lover’s pain to go away, but no words came. He’d never been in that kind of situation and was at a loss for a solution. He just leaned over and put his head on Mitchell’s shoulder. A few minutes later, they went inside and crawled into bed. Jack scooted over behind Mitchell and snuggled hard, making sure his friend knew he was loved. They fell asleep quickly; hoping tomorrow would be a better day.
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      And it was. They both woke up early, as the bright morning sun lit up the room. They were on the hide-a-bed in the living room, and the huge picture window facing the ocean let in every last ray of sunshine.

      Mitchell woke up first, rolled off the squeaky folding bed as quietly as he could, and tiptoed into the kitchen. Jack woke up fifteen minutes later to the smell of coffee brewing and eggs frying. He got out of bed, folded it up neatly, and joined Mitchell in the kitchen, kissing him good morning before sitting down to his already-poured coffee.

      “So what’s up for today?” Jack asked.

      Mitchell slid half the eggs onto a plate and placed it in front of Jack. “How about the beach? I have some interesting ideas of things to do to you.”

      Jack smiled subtly. He knew what kind of things Mitchell liked to do to him, and so far, they had found very few of those things that Jack didn’t enjoy as much as Mitchell did. Jack remembered something and quickly ran upstairs to the storage closet. He opened it to find that it was now full of towels and sheets. The BDSM toys that had been there last year were gone.

      “I wonder if they were Marvin’s. I’d bet he let you stay here last year, forgetting they were here, and he came back and cleaned them out since. That or someone else did; either way, they’re gone. It doesn’t matter. I brought everything we’ll need this time.”

      “Planning ahead? That’s good.”

      Twenty minutes later, they’d finished their breakfasts, put on their shorts, and headed down to the beach. Mitchell gave Jack a cooler full of cold bottled water to carry, while he brought along a cloth bag filled with his “toys.”

      It was early, and the beach was mostly deserted. The sun, on the other hand, was already starting to heat things up. Jack loved the feel of the warm rays on his bare shoulders and wished he had the opportunity to get outside more often. He still worked too many hours, and he knew it.

      They picked a spot just out of reach of the incoming tide and Jack sat down next to the bag of “stuff.” Jack stretched, feeling the sun warm his bare legs, and he pushed some sand around with his toes. Mitchell didn’t bother sitting down; instead, he headed straight out into the water. The water was exceptionally calm today, flat and peaceful, and even the biggest waves were only a few inches high. Jack couldn’t remember a time when he’d been to the ocean when it was this flat and calm.

      Mitchell was up to his shorts already as he turned around. “You coming in or what?” He laughed.

      Jack pushed himself up and followed Mitchell into the water. It was a little cooler than he’d hoped, but it was still nice enough that he knew he’d get used to it pretty quickly. He rushed out to catch up
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