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      1.) Walking in the Rain - While on their honeymoon in Dingle, Ireland, Colin and Josh take a walk in the rain and discover a magical world which exists only for them.
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      2.) Chores - Chores get divided equally when Colin, Josh, David, and Nate are at the cabin, and the conversation is always lively. But this time their discussion takes a turn that sends Colin out the door in a huff.
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      3.) Letters from the Past – Colin receives a large envelope from an unknown person. It appears to contain numerous letters and now Joshua is left wondering: Who is this mysterious letter writer, what do they mean to his husband, and what secrets could these letters disclose? And… does Josh really want to know?
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      4.) Sidelined – After a decade being a star first baseman, Colin is sidelined by his injured leg. His sadness over being sidelined wounds Joshua’s heart and leaves him determined to get Colin back into the game. But it’s going to require some devious tactics. Is Josh up for it? And will he be discovered
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      5.) Earliest Memories – Joshua’s at it again. He’s bugging Colin to take a ‘shrinky’ psychological quiz. But eventually even Colin has to admit that Joshua’s questions gave them both a deeper understanding of each other and the love they share
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      6.) Caretaker Colin – He’s a tough, alpha-male, Irish cop but when Joshua falls ill a whole new side of Colin’s character comes shining through.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      7.) Playing the Part – Nate’s writing and producing a new play for the ‘Student-Faculty Collaboration Festival’ and it’s important to him that David play a role in the production. David, however, thinks otherwise, and Nate is forced to enlist their friends’ support to push David onto the stage
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      8.) The Boxer - Joshua agrees to box in a charity boxing event and Colin’s Irish temper explodes. He helps Joshua train but, fearful that he’ll be injured, stubbornly refuses to support him emotionally. After a severe tongue-lashing or two from Nate, he attends the match and discovers to his shock that Joshua can still surprise him. A lot
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      9.) Life Without Josh – Joshua is at a national psychology conference on the other side of the country presenting his important new treatment strategy. Colin is proud of his work but discovers very quickly that life without Josh is not a life he ever wants to live. Fortunately, David and Nate have a solution
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      10.) Conversations at the Cabin – It’s all four of them at the cabin again and, as always, the conversations take turns that no person on Earth could ever anticipate.
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      11.) Hero Status – Colin’s in a pissy mood and when Joshua and their friends discover the reason, they urge him to use his ‘hero status’ at the University of Virginia to shove the huge organization in the right direction

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      12.) Trent’s Triplets – Jeff’s in trouble. His sister left her triplets with him while she copes with a family emergency and Jeff is in a complete panic. Totally out of his element and at his wit’s end, he calls on Trent for help. Trent is happy to oblige - for a price – and the two men spend an afternoon trying to corral three lively toddlers
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      13.) Never Count the Cost – Colin hits a financial snag and when Joshua offers his help Colin flatly refuses to accept it. Angry and hurt, Joshua demands that they discuss the situation, but instead Colin storms out of the house. A distraught Joshua has to calm himself down and a contrite Colin has to swallow his pride. It’s a bad day all round
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      14.) Tell You That I Love You - A death in the family causes Colin to reevaluate what it truly means to say the words ‘I love you’. Will he ever hear it the same way again? Say it the same way again?
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      15.) The Part of You That No One Knew - Colin muses about the many ways his life has changed since Joshua entered his life. Does Joshua really know the man he loves? Or is there still a part of Colin that no one knows?
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            Walking in the Rain
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      Joshua awoke slowly. Without opening his eyes, his hand skimmed the bed next to him but found it empty. He sat up and looked around. Light was just beginning to peep through the sheer curtains, and the cabin’s wooden walls glowed in the burnished sheen of the early morning sun. The cabin was rustic but comfortable, particularly the king-sized bed: it was the perfect place for a honeymoon. All he needed now was his bridegroom.

      He crawled out of bed and, after hitting the bathroom, slipped on a pair of sweatpants and the sweater that Colin had tossed to a chair the night before. He snugged the sweater around himself and stepped toward the door, drawing in a deep breath to catch the scent of Colin’s skin which lingered on the thick garment. Shivering in the chill Irish air, he stepped out onto the lawn then strolled to the edge of the slope leading down to the ocean. He dug his toes into the chilly, dew-damp grass, loving the way the lawn felt against his bare feet.

      In the distance, the reflected glow of the rising sun behind him created a spectacular vista, painting the sky with pale bands of purple and pink light which were a muted reflection in the sparkling blue of the ocean. The crisp, cool morning air enhanced the beauty before him, adding to the vivid and unforgettable picture. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the chilly, ocean-scented air, then glanced down at the beach and smiled.

      Below him, Colin was jogging along the water’s edge. His pace was steady but unhurried and Joshua winced internally, knowing that even so-measured a pace as this had to be somewhat painful for his husband. His suspicions were confirmed a moment later when Colin stopped, jogged in place for a moment, then rubbed his thigh.

      A fierce, tight pain filled Joshua’s chest as he watched Colin move down the beach. Even when his pain was at its agonizing worst, Colin never complained. He worked his injured leg to the limit of his endurance, striving every day to regain the strength and ability he had lost when he dived in front of a bullet meant for a University of Virginia student.

      Joshua suspected that he’d been inspired to start jogging, at least in part, by the time they spent hiking the hills of Killarney National Forest in the company of his hardy male cousins. Colin managed the strenuous walks without a word of complaint, but it was then that he had begun to rise with the sun, don a pair of sweatpants, and leave his aunt’s house to jog the streets of Killarney.

      Joshua had studied Colin closely after each of those morning workouts and saw nothing to suggest that the new addition to his workout routine was giving him problems. The slight limp he retained due to his injuries did not become more pronounced after his morning jogs, leaving Joshua feeling somewhat reassured.

      Now he slumped to the grass and sat cross-legged, watching Colin as he jogged at a steady pace, moved down the beach and out of sight. Joshua bowed his head, his chest still tight with sadness. God, he thought, I hate how hard he has to struggle. I hate how much pain he’s had to suffer. I wish I could bear it for him. He breathed out a sigh then turned his gaze outward to take in the morning sunrise, one of the few they had left in Ireland.

      It was twenty minutes later when he glanced down the beach and saw Colin trotting toward him. He stopped for a moment at the bottom of the slope, then trudged up to where Joshua sat and dropped to the ground beside him.

      “Morning, sunshine!” he said, then leaned close and pressed a kiss to Joshua’s hair. “What’cha up to?”

      “Watching you jog,” Joshua replied, then grinned. “Is Trent going to pitch a fit over it?”

      Colin huffed in distain and shrugged. “Let him. I’m not going to stop no matter how many fits he pitches.”

      “How’s the leg?”

      “It’s fine. No real pain.” He glanced at Joshua who met his eyes steadily. “It’s a bit tender,” Colin admitted. “But that’s only because the jogging’s new. The muscles will adjust to it.”

      “How far do you think you jogged this morning?”

      Colin consulted the Fitbit strapped to his wrist. “A little over two miles,” he said, then stretched his legs out in front of him. “Not exactly the ten-mile run we used to do, but better than sitting on my ass, or gimping around on a crutch.”

      “Wake me next time so I can go with you,” Joshua said, linking his arm with Colin’s.

      Colin nodded. “OK.”

      “Unless you’d rather jog alone,” Joshua added, glancing at him.

      Colin laughed and wrapped an arm around him. “Don’t go inventing trouble where none exists,” he said. “I’d love it if you’d jog with me.” He pulled Joshua close and for several minutes they sat in silence, listening to the sound of the waves crashing on the beach below. Finally, Colin turned and pressed a kiss to Joshua’s cheek. “Ready for breakfast?”

      “Yeah! You cooking it?”

      “Uh, you might want to reconsider that suggestion,” Colin replied. He hauled himself to his feet then drew Joshua up by the hand. “The only things I know how to make are Pop-Tarts and Lucky Charms, both of which I am forbidden to consume.”

      “Forbidden,” Joshua scoffed. “As if that would ever fly!”

      Colin laughed as they moved toward the cabin hand in hand. “True, but I do believe there’s still some eggs and bread in there.”

      “There’s also sausages and mushrooms, so I’ll make you a real Irish breakfast.”

      “No potatoes?” Colin teased, with a wide grin.

      “I could go get some.”

      “No. I don’t want you leaving.” They walked into the cabin where Colin dragged Joshua into his arms and kissed him. “I have plans for you after breakfast, my lad.”

      “Mm,” Joshua hummed, nestling against him. “Sounds like the perfect morning.”
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      After enjoying a leisurely breakfast and an even more leisurely hour in the spacious king-sized bed, they showered and threw on the most comfortable clothing they could find. Still drying his hair with a towel, Joshua peered out the window and frowned. “It’s raining! When did that start?”

      “Probably while we were finding new and inventive ways to enjoy each other’s bodies,” Colin replied.

      “Damn! I wanted to go for a walk.”

      “So, let’s go!”

      “Colin, it’s raining.”

      “You afraid you’ll melt?”

      “No.”

      “You afraid I’ll melt?”

      Joshua tossed the towel at him and snickered. “Hardly.”

      “Hey, I’m as sweet as pecan pie.”

      “Agreed. But you still won’t melt.” He walked to where Colin slumped in an easy chair with his legs stretched out in front of him and draped his arms around Colin’s neck from behind, nuzzling against his hair. “But, ya know, Colin—it’s water.”

      Colin shrugged. “I like water.”

      “Running down your neck?

      “Big fuckin’ whoop.”

      Joshua stood and turned toward the window. He surveyed the scene outside for a moment, then shrugged. “OK. Let’s walk.”

      “Here,” Colin said tossing a jacket his way. “And get one of your baseball caps.”

      “Don’t wear your leather,” Joshua cautioned, drawing a quirky, disbelieving glance from his husband.

      Instead Colin threw on a shamrock green hoodie and a cap which sported the logo from the Charlottesville Cougars baseball team. “Am I not spiffy?” he asked, turning to Joshua.

      Joshua took his hand and nodded. “You are indeed. Let’s go.” He opened the door and the two of them stepped out onto the broad lawn. The rain was falling heavily, and the air surrounding them was cool and moist, carrying the sweet scent of the rain and the sea beyond. They strolled across the lawn to the edge of the slope which led to the water’s edge.

      “You want to walk the beach?” Colin asked, “Or stay up top and walk the bluff.”

      “Let’s walk the bluff.”

      Colin nodded and stepped in that direction, Joshua’s hand in his.

      For a long time, they ambled along the ridge in silence. As they walked, Joshua inhaled deeply, loving the feeling of the rain on his face, the scent of the misty damp air all around them, and the soft pat-pat-pat of the raindrops against their clothing. “I’ve never done this before,” he told his husband.

      “Done what?”

      “Walked in the rain.”

      “Really?” Colin said in surprise.

      “Well, I’ve walked in the rain, but never on purpose.”

      “Well, every day with me is a new adventure,” Colin said with a chuckle.

      Joshua smiled and slid his arm through Colin’s. He leaned his head against Colin’s shoulder as they walked in step, the broad strength of it filling his chest with a sense of comfort. The rain, as it danced upon them, seemed to unify them with the land upon which it fell, merging them into a single, softly glistening entity.

      “I love this,” Joshua said, hugging Colin’s arm tighter. “I love being here with you like this.”

      Colin stopped and turned to face him. “Have we ever kissed in the rain?” he asked, his voice a low rumble in his chest.

      Joshua looked up at him. He felt a soft sting as raindrops fell onto his face and into his eyes, making him seem to weep though he’d seldom felt such peace and happiness. “I don’t think so,” he whispered, then closed his rain-filled eyes as Colin’s arms tightened around him.

      His lips captured Joshua’s in a wet, hard kiss made slippery by the water covering their faces. Their lips slid against each other’s as Colin’s tongue danced around Joshua’s, kissing him with a slow, open, sensual touch that seemed to invite the rain to be a partner in their embrace.

      They stood for a long time at the top of the bluff, their kisses growing more passionate as the moments passed, until finally Colin’s mouth trailed down Joshua’s throat, licking at the rain that lingered on his skin. “Jesus, I love you so much, Joshua,” he whispered.

      Joshua’s arms tightened around his neck, and he drew in a ragged breath as his face pressed against Colin’s rain-soaked hoodie. “And I love you,” he said, his voice a silken whisper. “With all my heart, I love you, Colin.”

      Colin drew him close and tight against his body, and for a long time they stood in silence, clasped in each other’s arms. The unity they felt with each other at that moment extended outward to include their connection to the beauty surrounding them, making words an unwelcome intrusion.

      After many minutes they moved once again along the bluff. Colin’s arm wound around Joshua’s shoulders, holding him close and tight, nearly embracing him as they walked, while Joshua’s arms wrapped around Colin’s waist. The rain lessened slightly, illuminating them in renewed light.

      Joshua glanced up and laughed. Colin’s face was tipped up to the sky and his mouth was open, catching the last of the raindrops as they fell.

      “You thirsty?” Josh asked.

      Colin snorted a laugh, then turned and nuzzled against Joshua’s wet hair. “Just wanted to be part of the day.” He touched Joshua’s cheek then kissed him, slow and tender. “Or maybe I wanted the day to be part of me.” He let his fingers slide along the angle of Joshua’s jaw. “You ready to head back?”

      Joshua nodded.

      “Got any thoughts about what we should do when we get there?”

      “We’re on our honeymoon. Do I have to paint you a picture?”

      Colin threw back his head and laughed. “You do not!” he said, tugging Joshua forward once again. “I just wasn’t sure you were ready for an encore.”

      “Well, I did see a deck of cards there, so we could always play ‘Go Fish’ if you’re too worn out to accommodate me,” Joshua replied, then barked out a laugh and ducked away from the headlock Colin attempted to throw on him.

      “That’ll be the day,” Colin teased, settling for a sideways hug.

      By the time they reached the cabin they were both shivering and drenched to the skin. Colin halted on the threshold. “Uh, I suggest we strip off these clothes here rather than inside so we don’t soak the hardwood.” He glanced around and shrugged. “No one around to see us anyway.”

      “Would you care if there were?” Joshua asked, laughing as he began to pull off his water-soaked clothing.

      “Depends,” Colin replied, stripping off his clothes as well. “I don’t parade around naked for just anybody you know.”

      “You damn well better not!” Joshua replied. He gathered up their dripping garments and stepped into the cabin, taking care to stand on a rug rather than the hardwood floor. Colin followed close behind him, so close, in fact, that his naked body rubbed sensuously against Joshua’s back.

      Joshua dropped his dripping bundle, then turned and threw both arms around Colin’s neck and before he had time to react, Joshua’s lips captured his in a kiss so fierce and demanding that Colin’s breath caught in his chest. “Thank you,” he whispered against Colin’s ear. “That was beautiful.”

      “And wet,” Colin quipped, grinning. “Stay here.” He released Joshua and ambled to the bathroom where he grabbed two towels, one of which he tossed to Joshua before scrubbing the other through his hair and over his body. Then, while Joshua echoed his movements, Colin moved to the fireplace and before Joshua finished pulling on a pair of comfy sweats, there was a warm fire blazing.

      “Perfect, baby,” Joshua told him, tossing Colin’s sweatpants toward him.

      Colin caught them with one hand and pulled them on, then settled on the couch beside Joshua and wrapped an arm around him, snuggling him close to his side while they stared into the crackling fire.

      “So,” Colin said at last, “you’ve decided that you like walking in the rain, huh?”

      Joshua was silent for a long moment then turned on the couch until he was cradled in Colin’s arms, his head against his chest. He caressed Colin’s cheek and looked up into his honeyed-green eyes. “I like walking in the rain with you,” he said, his voice a soft murmur. “When we’re together everything we do is touched with magic.”

      “It’s not me,” Colin said, chuckling low in his throat. “It’s being here in Ireland. That’s what made it magical.”

      “No, Colin, it’s you,” Joshua told him. He sat up slightly and leaned back against Colin’s raised knee. “God, I just wish...,” he began, then dropped his eyes and sighed in frustration. “I just wish I could find the words to tell you what you mean to me. I wish I knew how to say it.”

      “Do you really think you need to say it?” Colin asked, sliding his fingers through Joshua’s dark, curly hair. “You don’t think you say it every day in the way you treat me?”

      “That kiss we shared today, out there in the rain?” Joshua said. “That was the best kiss you’ve ever given me. Except...” he added quickly, “the one at our wedding.”

      “I was inspired,” Colin said, flashing his dimples.

      “Today? Or at the wedding.”

      “Both,” Colin said. He traced the shape of Joshua’s eyebrows with an index finger then captured Joshua’s upper lip in his teeth, biting gently, swiping against it with his tongue. He repeated his performance on Joshua’s lower lip, then kissed him tenderly, licking across both lips in a smooth, damp glide.

      “Mmm,” Joshua moaned softly. “I hope it was me who inspired you,” he whispered.

      “Who the hell else?” Colin laughed, shaking his head.

      “I wish I could marry you all over again,” Joshua said, sliding his fingertips across Colin’s forehead. “Once wasn’t enough. Not for all the love I feel for you.”

      “We’ll renew our vows in ten years,” Colin murmured, then kissed Joshua several times, each kiss more intimate than the last. “How’s that?” he whispered against Joshua’s ear.

      “I’ll be there,” Joshua replied, his arms tight around Colin’s neck. “In ten years, in twenty years, in a hundred years. As long as you want me beside you, I’ll be there.”

      “Then you’ll be there forever,” Colin murmured. “And beyond forever if that’s possible.”

      “With us?” Joshua said, smiling his beautiful smile. “Anything’s possible.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Chores

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was Colin and David’s turn to wash the dishes. Their method of dividing up chores at the cabin had been devised by Colin, and in the minds of the other three men there lurked the sneaking suspicion that he had also devised a way to manipulate the process to his own advantage. Sadly, however, they had no proof, and when accused Colin huffed with indignation and maintained his innocence.

      Now, standing at the kitchen sink, David turned to him with a smirk. “How’d you get tagged with this? Did your system fail you?”

      Colin reared back, dish towel in hand. “I am innocent of any wrong doing!” he protested. “My system is completely equitable.” He slapped at David with the dish towel and grinned. “You’re confusing deceit with the luck of the Irish.”

      “Cheat!” Nate accused as he carried dishes in from the dining room. “You cheat and you know it.”

      Colin regarded him for a moment. “I’m a police officer, Nate. I’m afraid I can’t take your accusation seriously unless you show me corroborating evidence.” He patted Nate’s shoulder. “You’re not allowed to hurl reckless, unsubstantiated allegations, buddy.”

      “I’m hurling all right,” Nate shot back.

      Colin lowered his head and snickered.

      “Hey!” David said, reaching to prod Colin’s shoulder. “Dishes! You’re ‘Team Dry’ tonight, remember?”

      Colin laughed and turned back to the dishes waiting in the drainer. “I am ever-vigilant and on the job,” he quipped, grabbing a plate.

      David snorted then turned to Joshua who had just entered the kitchen carrying leftover vegetables. “How the hell do you live with him?”

      Joshua stood for a moment, staring at his husband who grinned and reached out to ruffle his hair. “He loves living with me,” Colin boasted. “Don’t you, Josh.”

      “Actually, yes, I do,” Joshua agreed. “But that doesn’t mean...” He hesitated, shook his head, and turned away.

      “Whoa!” Colin said. “Come back here! Doesn’t mean what?”

      “Doesn’t mean we both don’t find each other annoying at times,” Joshua finished. “Both of us!”

      “You find me annoying?” Colin asked, his eyes wide in feigned shock. “ME?”

      “No, I don’t,” Joshua said slowly. He hopped up on the counter next to Colin. “On occasion...I find certain things you do annoying, just as I’m sure you find certain things I do annoying.” He shrugged. “Isn’t that the nature of marriage? That you can just be who you are—warts and all—and know you’re with someone who’ll understand and love you in spite of it, or maybe even because of it?”

      Colin snorted. “Me!” he scoffed in disbelief. “Annoying!” He turned to Joshua and leaned against his knees. “Name one thing I do that’s annoying!”

      “Sometimes you forget to flush the toilet,” Joshua said, struggling to suppress a smile.

      “Ewww!” Nate said, flopping into a kitchen chair. “Gross, Colin!”

      “And probably annoying,” David added, laughing.

      Colin rolled his eyes. “Once a year, maybe,” he said, then dug a knuckle into Joshua’s ribs. “I’ll get you for that!”

      Joshua snickered and wrapped his arms around Colin’s neck, hugging the handsome Irish face to his chest. “Tell them something I do that’s annoying!” he said. “Pay me back! This works both ways. I never claimed to be perfect.”

      “Well,” Colin said, leaning away from Joshua’s embrace. He stared at his husband for a moment then shook his head and backed away. “This is a bad idea,” he muttered. “This won’t go anywhere good.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Colin,” Nate said. “Josh isn’t that fragile. I mean as perfect as he seems, he has to have a couple faults.”

      Joshua laughed. “Way more than a couple.” He laid his hand on Colin’s shoulder. The big Irishman was staring down at the floor, his face twisted in a frown. “Colin, come on. Truth or dare. Tell me something I do that annoys you.”

      “I don’t like this,” Colin muttered shaking his head. “But...OK.” He drew in a deep breath. “Sometimes your patience annoys me.”

      “It annoys you that he’s patient with you?” David asked.

      “It’s the way he’s patient with me,” Colin said. He glanced at Joshua then sighed. “He takes a deep breath, like he’s about to dive into a pond full of alligators, then very slowly in this sort of singsong voice he says: ‘Colin...” Colin mimicked, his voice rising on the second syllable, “we’ve talked about this...” Colin snuck a peek at Joshua’s face, half expecting to see either anger or hurt reflected there, but Joshua’s face was completely placid.

      “Rebuttal, Josh?” Nate encouraged.

      “He’s right,” Joshua admitted. “I do that.” He pursed his lips together and nodded. “And I’d find it annoying too.”

      “It’s not that annoying,” Colin muttered.

      “I get the sense that Josh does that when he’s worried about upsetting you,” David said.

      “That’s exactly when I do it,” Joshua said. “But that doesn’t make it right.” He jumped off the counter and laid a hand on Colin’s arm. “You’re right. I tend to overdo the ‘patient’ routine.” He kissed Colin’s cheek. “I’ll be aware of it from now on. I promise.”

      “Doesn’t bother me that much,” Colin mumbled, still frowning.

      “Your turn, Josh,” Nate chirped.

      “Oh, and you two don’t get a turn?” Joshua queried, laughing.

      “Stop!” Colin blurted out. “Stop right now! This ends here!” He threw his dish towel to the counter and stalked into the living room.

      “Uh oh,” Nate said, his eyes following Colin as he moved away.

      Joshua followed his husband into the living room and fell onto the couch beside him. “Baby, are you mad at me?”

      “No,” Colin said, shaking his head. “Of course not. I just...I just don’t want to do this anymore.”

      “Do what, Colin?” David asked, trailing his friends into the living room.

      Colin took Joshua’s hand and looked across at David and Nate who were seated opposite them. “Point out each other’s faults and flaws! I don’t find it entertaining. I don’t like it, and I won’t do it.”

      “Honey, we were just kidding around,” Joshua said. “I didn’t take it as serious disparagement.”

      “Neither did we, Colin,” Nate said. “I’m sorry if it seemed like we were.”

      Colin shook his head. “No, Nate, that’s not it. I didn’t think that. I just don’t want to sit here with our two closest friends and recite some fucked up list of things Josh does that annoy me. I mean, yeah, there are a few. But what the fuck is the point to that kind of conversation?” He lifted Joshua’s fingers to his lips and kissed them. “I could go on for a day and a half describing everything wonderful about Josh without ever stopping to draw a breath. Why waste my time yattering about the few little things he does that irk me?”

      David smiled and tilted his head, gazing at Colin, his eyes warm with affection. “Colin you are a gift from heaven.”

      Colin snorted. “Oh yeah, right, Davy.”

      “You are!” David insisted. “For a man who spent half his life refusing to allow love anywhere near him, you still manage to teach us all what love really means. It’s fairly fuckin’ unbelievable.”

      “Who would’a thunk it?” Nate said, grinning. “He’s a dyed-in-the-wool romantic!”

      “Colin is incredibly romantic,” Joshua remarked, linking his arm with Colin’s. “I never would have guessed it either. Romance seemed like the last thing he’d care about. But lo and behold, my husband is Romeo incarnate.”

      “Stop it,” Colin said, blushing. “You’re going to ruin my reputation!”

      “I think that ship sailed when you married Josh,” Nate chimed in, laughing. “And, much though I hesitate to remind you, Irish, this whole exploration of annoying habits thing was your idea!”

      “Yeah? Well my ideas suck!”

      “Some of them, yeah,” Nate replied.

      “Colin,” Joshua said, turning sideways to look at him, “I really wasn’t in any way upset by the conversation.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m glad you weren’t, but I was.” He kissed Joshua’s cheek.  “And,” he continued, tossing Nate a look, “I do believe I said it was a bad idea and that no good could come from it.”

      “You did,” Nate agreed.

      “Tell me something wonderful about Josh,” David suggested.

      “He’s kind,” Colin replied without an instant’s hesitation. “He’s the kindest human being I’ve ever known while also being the strongest human being I’ve ever known. A quality which come in damned handy living with me.”

      “Colin,” Joshua murmured, clinging to his arm. “Thank you.”

      “Tell me something wonderful about Nate,” Colin countered.

      “He’s fearless about speaking his truth,” David said at once. “Always has been. I admire him so much for that.”

      “OK,” Joshua said. “My turn.” He looked at Colin for a moment, and they all saw his eyes grow misty with tears. “He’s my knight in shining armor,” he said finally, his voice breaking softly. “Doesn’t matter that I can take care of myself. Doesn’t matter at all. He’d stand up to ten thousand Nazis. He’d face down a hurricane. He’d take on an active shooter with nothing but his bare hands. He’d never hesitate.” He turned to Colin and kissed him. “He’s my hero.”

      “Wow,” Nate breathed out. He looked at David and wound an arm around his neck. “My turn,” he said, then kissed David’s cheek. “He genuinely cares about people,” he said. “Students, other professors, friends,” and here he shot a glance at Colin and Joshua. “If they’re in trouble, he’s there for them. One hundred percent. Without hesitation. Without judgement. He’s incredibly compassionate and selfless.”

      David smiled and bent to kiss him. “Thank you.”

      “Now see?” Colin said, leaning back on the couch. “Isn’t that better than griping about how Nate doesn’t put the cap back on the toothpaste or how David drops his dirty socks on the floor instead of putting them in the hamper?”

      “Who does that?” Joshua teased, laughing.

      Colin rolled his eyes and nudged Joshua with an elbow. “Just never you mind.” He wound his arm around Joshua’s neck and drew him close while Joshua turned and nestled comfortably against him, his head on Colin’s shoulder, an arm around his waist. “I’ve spent half my life focusing on the bad things that people do,” Colin said finally. “It’s what a cop does. We don’t normally see people at their best. We see them during their worst, most ugly moments. And if they’ve broken the law, we have to deal with those moments. But I don’t want that focus on mistakes to be the way I live my life with Josh.”

      “Well that’s true, of course,” Nate said. “And it’s certainly admirable. But it’s also not nearly as much fun as teasing each other about our annoying little habits.”

      Colin shot him a glare.

      “Sorry, Sergeant!” Nate said, laughing. “But if your relationship is so fragile that a little teasing can damage it, then you have bigger issues.”

      “It’s not fragile at all,” Colin replied. “I just see no reason to focus on the bad when there’s so much good to focus on.” His voice carried a sudden edge that made Joshua pull back and look at him.

      “Take a walk with me?” he asked, rising and tugging Colin to his feet.

      Without a word Colin rose and walked toward the door, Joshua’s hand caught in his. Neither man spoke as they wandered down the forested path leading to the small lake until finally, Joshua tugged Colin to a halt. “Are you OK?”

      Colin nodded and continued to move forward. “C’mon. Let’s go sit by the lake.”

      “Colin?”

      “Josh, let’s just go sit by the lake. I’m fine. I’m not upset. I’m not mad. I’m just...tired of talking.” He continued forward without slowing, pulling Joshua behind him.

      When they got to the lake Colin lowered himself onto the grass and stretched out on his back, staring up at the blue sky. Joshua sat on the grass at his side and for a time neither of them spoke, then Joshua stretched out beside his husband and ran his fingertips across Colin’s forehead, brushing back the sandy waves that had drifted there. “You sure you’re not mad at me?”

      “Positive.”

      “Who are you mad at then?”

      “No one. Myself.”

      “Why yourself? You didn’t do anything.” He touched Colin’s cheek, gently turning his head until their eyes met. “Colin, I’m sorry for what I said.”

      “What did you say?”

      “About you forgetting to flush the toilet. That was mean and stupid of me.”

      Colin laughed and pulled Joshua closer to him. “That didn’t bother me.”

      “Well something did.”

      “I was showing off,” Colin said. He locked his fingers behind his head and stared up at the sky. “I was joking around and being a prankster. Loving the attention like I always do. And I ended up saying something potentially hurtful to the most wonderful human being I’ve ever known.”

      “Colin...” Joshua began.

      “No,” Colin said. “Don’t minimize it, Josh.”

      “I’m not,” Joshua insisted. He sat up, then bent over Colin, forcing him to meet his gaze. “I’m asking you not to make a big deal out of nothing. I wasn’t hurt by what you said, and it was all offered in good humor.”

      Colin grimaced and squinted up at him, his gaze skeptical.

      “Colin, intent matters when it comes to stuff like that! You had no intent to criticize me. You did no harm!

      Colin continued to squint up at him, his head cocked to one side then he huffed out a sigh and tugged Joshua by the arm until he was lying next to him with his head resting on Colin’s broad shoulder. “I didn’t like what just went down in there.”

      “OK, noted. But you need to hear this.” Joshua propped himself against Colin’s shoulder and placed his other hand on Colin’s chest. “I know your heart, Colin,” Joshua said, his voice a low, sweet murmur. “I’ve always known it. We talked about it on our first real date. I said you had a great heart, and you do. I know that great heart, and knowing it the way I do, I understand your intent at times like that. You’d never purposefully hurt me. Never. It’s not your way.” He kissed Colin tenderly. “And besides,” he added, nuzzling his nose against
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