
	A fun day, a ride to ‘haywire.’ His beloved husband and son coming off the ride were not Jack’s family but two strangers.

	 

	 

	What would you do if you took your family for a fun day at Universal Studios, watched your husband and son go on a ride and when they return... they are completely different people? For Jack Connors, it’s a nightmare when he tries to convince park security, police, and then hospital staff that the two people claiming to be his loved ones are impostors. Worse... he has no proof. They are far from home, and the only photo in his wallet is that of the man and child from the ride. Something sinister is afoot, but Jack isn’t quite sure what... or why his whole world has just gone haywire.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jack Connors stirred. An insistent hand sneaked around his hip and moved straight down to his cock. He grinned, leaning into his husband’s warm body. Dex kissed his shoulder, the back of his neck, and along his arm.

	“Good morning, beautiful. How about we go on some rides today?”

	His hesitation was enough to make Dex drop his half-hard cock. He leaned away from Jack, who turned onto his back. He had no desire to go to Universal Studios that morning. As he yawned and stretched in the comfy king-size hotel bed on their second day in Los Angeles, Jack looked forward to seeing his family later. Beside him, however, Dex glowered.

	“Still fucking freezing,” he muttered, a look of fury on his face. It wasn’t like Dex to be so tense. With his dark hair and blue eyes, he looked sexy and kissable. But his mood matched the chill in their high-up tower hotel room at the Universal Hilton. The heat was obviously still on the fritz. Dex had made a big deal about it with the front desk the previous night, but since the room had been comped, and Jack hated the fuss his husband had made.

	It was now seven o’clock, and Dex was ready for battle. Again.

	“Round two coming up.” Dex leaned across him to the bedside table and snatched the receiver from the hotel’s landline. Jack tried rubbing Dex’s muscular shoulders and back to get him to relax. His ripped body was usually a turn-on, but right now, Dex wasn’t going to cave into carnal pleasure. He was touchy, but not feely. Jack knew that his husband still hadn’t gotten over losing his high-profile, online-based mortgage company. He missed being in the e-hot seat. He loved acting the big shot whenever they hit LA. It was weird, really, because, at home in San Rafael in Northern California, he was one big pussycat.

	“Look at the day.” Dex peered out the window as a faint rainfall splashed the thick glass. “It’s so gray and overcast.”

	“It’s only seven o’clock,” Jack reminded him. “The cloud cover will burn off.”

	“No.” Dex hung up the phone. He had picked a new battle. Jack prepared himself. They’d planned to drive down to Laguna Beach to visit Jack’s parents. Jack knew what was coming next but couldn’t speak quickly enough to head Dex off at the pass.

	“I think we should go to Laguna another day. Let’s just stay here and go to Universal.”

	“Oh please. We promised—”

	But Dex was out of their bed, throwing on sweats and striding across the ridiculously large living area of their suite to check with their son.

	Nicky was nine, and of course, going on rides all day seemed like a great idea to him. It was so unfair. Jack’s parents longed to see their only grandson, but Dex always had an excuse to put off the visit. Jack knew that Dex’s poor relationship with his own parents had a lot to do with it, but this... this was too much. He had their kid whipped into such a frenzy about going on the studio tour and all the rides they’d pored over online. A two-hour drive to the beach, when it probably wouldn’t entail actually going to the beach, paled in comparison.

	Jack couldn’t even tempt his kid by mentioning all the presents his grandparents would have waiting for him.

	Nicky had heard the word rides, and he’d hunted out the studio map.

	“I want to go on everything at least twice,” he insisted. Nicky was the most handsome boy Jack had ever seen. With his dark brown hair, he could have passed for Dex’s son, except that he was a beautiful blend of Greek and Chinese. His lovely, almond-shaped eyes were a gorgeous shade of chocolate brown.

	Both the men in Jack’s life were stark contrasts with his blond hair and green eyes.

	“Daddy... all the rides except Waterworld.” Nicky made a face.

	Dex laughed. “Come on, slowpoke.” He picked up Nicky and swung him around the room, flicking a glance at Jack. “Last one to get ready pays for breakfast.”

	Dex and Nicky were in the bathroom before Jack could set foot in there. And, of course, that would mean he was buying breakfast, not that it had ever been an issue. He paid for most things these days. He padded over to the huge, scenic windows and looked down at the city of angels. The rain had stopped lashing the soundproof wall of glass. Traffic whizzed along the 101 freeway below, but no sound could be heard from down there. He spotted two accidents on both sides of the freeway. Maybe it was a good thing they weren’t driving down to Laguna after all.

	From the bathroom, Nicky squealed with laughter as Dex washed him. Nicky had a water phobia. More to the point, he couldn’t bear to have his head submerged in liquid. Baths, pools, big waves, rivers, and creeks all traumatized him. He and Dex had no idea where the problem originated, but they’d adopted Nicky when he was two, and he’d abhorred being bathed from the day they’d brought him home. He had an odd quirk, though. He liked to walk along the beach. He liked shells and sticks and had quite a collection.

	They’d consulted some top pediatricians, and nobody could explain Nicky’s irrational fear. He couldn’t bathe alone and went bonkers when it was time to wash his hair, but Dex had been the one to discover a game Nicky loved. He would dip his head back, have his scalp wetted, then shampooed. He found the scalp massage relaxing, and the various bath toys they now provided were a great distraction. He’d dip his head back once more, and rinse the shampoo clean. Jack had found a good leave-in conditioner, and that solved the problem of rinsing that out, too.

	The bathroom door opened, and Nicky ran out to him, swaddled in a huge bath towel.

	“Dad... when we go to Universal, can we start with the studio tour?”

	Jack wrapped his arms around his son. “Of course we can.”

	Nicky reached up for a kiss. He smelled of blueberries, his new body shampoo du jour. Something made Jack cling to his son a moment longer.

	“I’m okay, Dad,” Nicky said, pushing himself away from Jack. He ran to his own room. Nicky rarely made reference to his water phobia.

	“What was all that about?” Dex’s eyes glittered. Boy, he’d won the battle over the studio; couldn’t he back off a little? Jack couldn’t explain, even to Dex, why he’d felt the need to hug his son a little harder

	Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. I just felt like hugging him a little longer.”

	Dex softened, walking over to him and putting his arm around him. “You worry too much. Call your folks and tell them we’ll go there tomorrow. I just feel like letting my hair down today and screaming with our kid. Is that okay?”

	“Yeah. That’s okay.” Jack smiled into the kiss Dex gave him. He felt his cock harden against his husband’s groin.

	“None of that now,” Dex teased, wagging a finger at him. “Let’s get dressed and get out of here.”

	Jack watched his husband’s cute swagger as he returned to the bathroom and showered. Jack called his office and checked in with his assistant. He was a marketing manager for Paradigm Studios, which did most of the graphic art for Universal Studios’ movie promotions and marketing campaigns with big restaurant chains.

	He had the satisfaction of seeing his work show up on everything from key rings to McDonald’s takeout cups. He’d spearheaded the campaign for six summer release movies that had all been blockbusters. Hence, Universal Studios’ kind offer for a week’s vacation. He’d been excited to bring his family out here. They’d had lunch at the commissary the first day with some of the marketing executives, and Nicky had been ecstatic to see singer Christina Aguilera in there with some friends.

	One of the hosting judges of the NBC-Universal TV show The Voice, she had been a very nice lady who happily posed for a photo with Nicky and had even left a lipstick kiss on his cheek. With Nicky’s water phobia, it would have been easy to leave it on his face for days, but Jack had insisted they wash it.

	Nicky was anxious to have breakfast and ran around the suite with the room service menu. “Do you want bacon and eggs, Daddy?” He burst into the bathroom before Jack could stop him and asked Dex what he wanted.

	“Pancakes,” came the response. When Dex passed Jack a few moments later with a towel around his waist, he shot Jack a reproachful look. “I coulda been jerking off, for Chrissakes,” he griped.

	“Shoulda locked the door.” Jack couldn’t resist. Dex was being an ass. Their son was distracted, chatting up the room service staff.

	“I’m going to Universal!” he squealed into the phone.

	Jack grinned at his son and took his turn showering.

	“Don’t be long,” Nicky warned. “They said they’d bring my waffles up super quick!”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	They took one of the complimentary trams up the hill to the main entrance. Excitement buzzed in the air. Jack and Dex exclaimed over the ridiculous eighty-seven-dollar entry fee per person, and that was at a seasonal discount. As Jack showed his ID and received three free passes, he marveled at the families around them with multiple kids. The children’s rate was only a few dollars less than the adult price.

	“Can we get a free year?” Nick tugged at Jack’s shirttail. “Huh? Can we?”

	Jack noticed the sign saying, “Buy a day, get a year free.” He had to explain they couldn’t get a free year because their tickets for the day were free.

	“Oh.” Nicky looked crestfallen.

	They went through the security rigmarole of having Dex’s backpack inspected, and then moved to the turnstiles with their passes. Nicky had looked so disappointed about not getting a free year—and on top of it, not being able to get his fingerprint for it—but as they entered the amusement park, he was all excited again. He hopped from one foot to the other as they made their way through the lot. Nicky studied his map.

	“We have to go downstairs for the studio tour.” He went berserk when he noticed the Shrek 4D ride to their immediate right. “Can we start with that? Can we? Can we?” He was all over the place with his enthusiasm.

	Jack laughed. “Yes, we can start here.”

	The line was only a five-minute wait, according to a sign underneath the ride’s name. They each picked out a pair of 3D glasses from a barrel and waited. Jack had called his parents earlier to let them know they had a change of plans but had reached their voice mail. His cell phone chirped, and he checked the readout. It was them.

	Dex gave him an eye roll. Jack ignored him and took the call, letting his mom berate him. She was understandably upset. She began to harangue him.

	“This isn’t fair,” she said a couple of times. “We are so disappointed, Jack.”

	“Why don’t you meet us for dinner?” he suggested. Dex narrowed his eyes, but what could he say? They were Nicky’s grandparents. Of course they wanted to see him.

	“Can we have dinner at The Counter, Dad? Can we? Can we?” Nicky was hopping around again. The boy was a burger fiend, as was his grandfather.

	“The Counter. That’s in Studio City,” Jack’s mother said. “I see it here on Google. It has a pretty good Yelp rating. We’ll meet you at six-thirty.” She ended the call. Jack could feel the waves of disapproval radiating from his phone. He turned it off, wondering if his parents would cancel before the day was over. They always liked to be in control of their plans.

	Jack sighed. He was the only one working, between him and Dex. He knew Dex was looking for another mortgage job, but the tough economy had played havoc with the real estate market, and men like Dex had suffered. The loans they’d once been allowed to write had been nixed all over the country. Almost nobody could qualify for financing anymore. But underlying Dex and Jack’s problems was the fact that Jack did the work and a lot of the housework, but to let Dex still feel... manly, he gave in to his partner’s decisions way too often. If Dex spent more time trying to find work instead of squabbling with Jack and his parents, he’d probably be gainfully employed.

	Enough. We came here for a vacation. Enjoy it.

	Dex quickly kissed his cheek. “It’ll be okay.”

	The line suddenly sprang forward, and they ran indoors. In total darkness, Nicky sought his hand. They loved the pre-show entertainment with Donkey, Lord Farquaad, the Gingerbread Man, and other characters giving them hilarious instructions for the ride. A bunch of doors opened, and the small crowd ran into the theater where they took their seats, Nicky sitting between them. They put on their glasses when instructed, and the show began. The seats bucked and bumped as the simulated ride mimicked a horseback journey. Donkey turned and sneezed at the audience. Water sprayed everyone’s faces.

	Everyone roared with mingled surprise, amusement... and slight disgust.

	Water.

	Jack turned to look at his son, making sure he was okay, but Nicky was screaming with laughter. As spiders crawled over their legs and neck, Nicky hooted with the rest of the crowd. Donkey sneezed again, but Nicky was still having fun. Jack relaxed and gave himself up to laughter as Shrek careened around a haunted forest. He had a blast until the jolly green ogre and Donkey tumbled over a waterfall, and once again the audience was splashed.

	No. Not splashed. Drenched.

	This time even Dex turned his head toward their son, making sure he was okay. Nicky was still having a blast. Thank God. They left the theater, returning their 3D glasses to a barrel, and headed toward the studio tour. Once again, Nicky became distracted, this time by The Mummy ride.

	“Can we go on this, Daddy? Can we?”

	The line wasn’t long, but one of the amusement park officers standing nearby overheard their conversation.

	“You should take the studio tour now,” she advised. “You’ll be able to go through the old Wisteria Lane set for Desperate Housewives. They’re using it as the location for a new movie. If you wait, they’ll be in production, and you’ll miss seeing it.”

	“Cool!” Dex and Jack chimed in unison.

	“What’s Wisteria Lane?” their son wanted to know. He wasn’t happy about the detour until they’d descended the ten thousand, or so it seemed, levels of moving stairs to get to the entrance for the studio tour. Nicky grumbled until he saw the attendant passing out 3D glasses for the ride.

	“Oh yeah!” he shouted, excited again.

	The line moved quickly, and their tram driver proved to be quite the comedian. On a video screen above them, Jimmy Fallon, the tour’s official comedian, was playing guitar and cracking jokes. Nicky wore his 3D glasses even though they’d been instructed to wait. He was riveted by everything he saw.

	Jack’s heart swelled with love for his child. Twenty-five years ago, at the age of eight, Jack had come to the studio tour with his parents for the first time. He’d loved every second of it. Back in those days, there had been no rides. The tour was the entire thing. He would never forget Lucille Ball coming out of her dressing room to wave to the occupants of the tour tram. From that moment on, Jack had been in love with Hollywood movies and longed to be a part of it. Now he was, and he adored his work. Thanks to the magic of telecommuting, he could live in the place he wanted, yet do the job of his dreams.

	As if on cue, they passed a slew of posters for Universal’s upcoming fall release, the vampire movie, Banpaia.

	“There’s your campaign, sweetie,” Dex said, snapping a pic of one of the posters.

	It had been one of the biggest joys for Jack, creating a successful, award-winning promotion for a movie about gay vampires in Little Tokyo. He’d managed to snag a marketing bonanza with a limited edition, prerelease graphic novel and billboards all over town saying, Banpaia is Coming.

	Jack felt warm and squishy inside, proud of his work. He kept his arm around his son as they ventured into Old Mexico and a simulated flash flood. Nicky, however, took it in stride.

	“Way cool!” he shrieked, water splattering his 3D glasses. When the kid finally got to the 3D portion of the tour—the breathtaking and utterly astonishing battle between King Kong and the dinosaurs from Jurassic Park, Nicky went into orbit.

	“I want to go back on it,” he said as soon as the tour concluded. Dex was happy, too. He’d glimpsed Felicity Huffman, his favorite actress in the whole wide world, running past the bus tour, her hair in curlers. She’d waved to the crowd, and they waved right back.

	“She’s working on a new TV series, which is kinda hush-hush,” the tour guide had said over the loudspeaker.

	Nicky pulled at his
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