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[image: image]


At the corner of Crosby and Kirkby Road stood a home where the sound of typing keys could be heard at 7:00 am. Jon Rivera Mitchell was finishing up the final page on the latest chapter of his novel, which was about halfway complete. When he reached the end of his margin, the typewriter’s bell chimed, and he pushed the carriage all the way to the right. Just then, the sound of footsteps caught his attention. 

“Good morning!” Ian called out. 

Jon glanced at his husband before turning his focus back to his story. “Good morning.” 

Ian walked over to Jon and kissed him on the forehead. “Still working on your book?”

“Yes,” Jon replied, slumping in his chair as he tugged the ends of his well-trimmed beard. 

With dirty blond hair and blue eyes, Jon’s distinct look contrasted with Ian’s short dark hair and expressive hazel eyes. Ian also had a warm brown complexion and an athletic build.  

Ian left Jon alone to work on his novel while he got ready for work. Ian taught history at the New Wallasey High School and had a love-hate relationship with his job. On one hand, he recognized and appreciated the role he had in shaping future generations; on the other hand, he felt like he wasn’t making much of a difference because the kids didn’t seem to care about learning. 

Kids today are awful, he often thought to himself. They don’t care about learning, and they certainly don’t care about history. 

After he got dressed, he sat down at the dining table with the breakfast he had made himself: sunny-side-up eggs over toast with a cup of freshly brewed coffee. 

As he ate, he peeked at Jon from across the hall. He was still hammering away at his keyboard. “What are your plans after work?” Ian asked.

Jon didn’t take his eyes off the typewriter but replied, “I’m not sure. What are you interested in doing?” 

Feeling discouraged by his response, Ian suggested, “I thought maybe we could go out for a change.” 

Once again, Jon remained focused on his work. “I have a lot of work to do. I’m not sure going out is a good idea.” 

Ian stopped chewing and sighed. “Jon, I feel like we’re getting too comfortable lately. That’s not a good sign.” Jon continued typing as he turned toward Ian. “We aren’t fighting or anything,” Ian continued, “but we also aren’t keeping it fresh. Things have gotten stale, and we rely too much on routine.” 

“I know,” Jon said, mustering up the courage to respond.

Ian winced, not impressed with his response. Exhaling a deep breath, he got up from his chair. “We can talk about this more when I get home from work.”

Jon nodded his head but couldn’t look Ian in the eyes. Although he knew Ian was right, he couldn’t admit it out loud. Maybe it was a pride thing, or maybe Jon hadn’t been as brave as he believed himself to be. 

Before heading to work, Ian kissed Jon goodbye. 

“Love you,” they both said simultaneously to each other.

Jon returned to his work, but it was more difficult this time. He couldn't get his mind off of what Ian had said. He sat staring into nothing, his mind totally preoccupied by the exchange he and his husband just had. 

They had gotten married to each other about five years ago. Before that, they had been together for two years. Jon and Ian met at the same gym. It was nothing special at first—just two guys who happened to go to the same gym, but as time went on, they became friendlier with one another. First by exchanging a friendly “Hi, how are you,” then later asking to share exercise machines. They eventually turned into gym buddies. 

Months went by, and their conversations would last longer, becoming deeper, as they exchanged stories about growing up. It was at this stage that they both realized they had something in common—they both were gay. 

“I told my father I was gay when I was fifteen, but he didn't take it very well. My father kicked me out of the house not long after,” Ian had disclosed to Jon. 

“My father and I never talked about it. And probably never will,” Jon replied. “We’re not very close, and I hardly see him. Even when I do, we don’t really talk. Just a lot of meaningless small talk, filling the air with noise to avoid the awkwardness of dead silence.” 

Ian nodded, acknowledging Jon’s story. 

“I wasn’t kicked out for long and convinced my father to let me move back in. You want to talk about awkward silence—imagine how awkward it was to sit at the kitchen table with someone who kicked you out. He only let me back in because he was forced to.” 

“How’s your relationship now?” Jon asked. 

“It’s better. We talk now, and he seems to have come around, but it wasn’t overnight. It took years for my father to accept the truth about me. Even now, I feel he isn’t completely happy with how I turned out. He’s just tolerant of it. The way someone gets used to having chronic pain. It’s there, and I just have to put up with it.” 

While Jon felt what he was saying, even though his experience was not the same, it was still relatable. 

Hours had gone by without either of them realizing it, but Ian and Jon had talked that whole time about their personal lives, focusing mostly on the difficulties of growing up gay in a world that often didn’t accept them. 

In that moment, Ian realized they bonded on such a deeper level that it convinced him to ask Jon if they could spend time together outside of the gym. Jon agreed, and they exchanged numbers. 

“See you soon, I hope,” Ian said. 

“Yes, definitely,” Jon replied. 

Initially, their meetings were mostly casual, as Jon had no interest in pursuing a relationship, but over time, they grew closer and closer. 

At first, they went on a date or two here and there, but over time, they found themselves spending more and more time with each other. At that point, Ian was growing restless. He no longer wanted to be uncertain about where he stood with Jon. 

“What are we? I mean, what is this? Where is this going? Are we together? I can’t just stay like this forever.”

“What do you mean?” Jon asked, raising his eyebrows.

“You know what I mean. We’ve been dating for a while now, but nothing official.” Although he knew now what Ian meant, he dreaded this conversation. Jon kept putting it off, thinking that if he never brought it up, then neither of them would have to worry about it. He liked being single—not that he was against the idea of being in a relationship, but he enjoyed working on himself. He made improvements at the gym while also working on the final edits of his very first novel. 

Jon believed a relationship would just serve as a distraction for him. But he enjoyed Ian’s company and feared that if he didn’t make a decision soon, he would risk losing him altogether. Jon was right—Ian had grown impatient with him. While he respected his desire not to rush into things, it was evident they had two different interpretations of what “taking things slow” meant. 

Ian felt that if they slowed down any further, they would be moving backward. He was adamant about having an answer from Jon, and he needed one at that very moment. 

“It hasn’t been that long, has it?” Jon asked. 

“It’s been six months,” Ian replied. 

“No, it’s been less than six months. More like four. In the beginning, we weren’t even seeing each other that often. Only recently had we started seeing each other on a regular basis,” Jon said. 

Ian didn’t agree with Jon’s assessment of the situation. “Well I need to be sure. I don’t want to be dragged along for a ride, not knowing if we are official or just friends.” 

Jon could understand where Ian was coming from, even if he was reluctant to take that next step. On the outside, Jon was relaxed and quiet, but on the inside, his mind was racing with thoughts. He was worried that getting into a serious relationship might veer him off track. He also worried whether he and Ian were right for each other. While Ian was concerned about being strung along and wasting time, Jon was worried about wasting time with the wrong person. He didn’t see taking things slow as a waste of time. Instead, he saw it as saving time, because if you get with the wrong person, you wind up wasting time anyway. 

“I know you want to work on yourself,” Ian said, breaking the silence. “You can still do all of it. I’m not going to stop you. I just need to know if I’m wasting my time here.” 

Without another word, Jon looked off to the side. He was wrestling with himself; he knew what was on the line. He didn’t even need a reminder—he just needed to think. 

“You don’t even need to give me an answer today. I just need one soon,” Ian said. 

“No, that won’t be necessary. I agree with you, and you do deserve an answer, and my answer is yes—we can be official.” 

Ian smiled and reached over to hold Jon’s hand. “Good! 

Jon returned the smile, and over time, he grew closer to him. He opened up to him and let his walls come down. Their love blossomed to the point where Jon could not even believe there had been a time when he questioned they’re relationship. Unlike many couples, Ian and Jon never argued. Yes, they disagreed on certain things from time to time, but they never let those moments escalate into arguments like others did. 

Jon believed open communication was key to a healthy relationship. If something bothered him, he believed it was best to just let it out and talk about it, even if it risked bothering the other person. He also encouraged Ian to do the same. 

This approach helped them to avoid the buildup of resentment that often occurred when two people pretended to act as though nothing was wrong. The classic “I’m fine” response. Everything had worked out well for them. Jon knew the choice was clear—he wanted to marry Ian. They were meant to be together.

After being together for two years, Ian and Jon got married in October. Jon had always wanted to get married in the fall, which was his favorite season—when the weather wasn’t too hot or too cold, not too cold but just right. 

Their wedding ceremony was simple, attended only by Ian and Jon. They both agreed they didn’t want or need a fancy party with friends and family. Jon wasn’t even sure his own family would attend. He hadn’t invited them, fearing the uncomfortable reality they might choose not to show up. Also, the idea of everyone watching them as they poured their heart and souls to each other made him anxious. Ian, on the other hand, didn’t share the same concerns but respected Jon’s wishes. He never imagined he would be getting married at all, so he was happy just to be with Jon. 

When Jon and Ian were ready to buy a house, they moved into a two-story brown Victorian with four bedrooms and two and a half baths. Jon had written two books, and both of them had been successful, so they had more than enough money to buy the house. Their home was situated just outside the downtown area in a city named New Wallasey. Each home was wedged close together, not leaving much space for privacy, but that typically happens when you live so close to the city. Their home was spacious and warm, with an old charm. 

Jon and Ian agreed to decorate the home to reflect its Victorian heritage rather than modernize and make everything chrome. The furniture was either Victorian or Victorian-inspired. The kitchen featured an old 1950s stove that the previous owners had left. It was everything Ian and Jon had dreamed about. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2


[image: image]


The time was now 3:45, and Ian just arrived back home from work. “Hello!” he shouted. Jon was sitting on the couch in the living room, holding a handful of papers and a red marking pen. He was making edits to the manuscript that he was working on.

Across from Jon, a roaring fireplace cast a warm glow that danced across the floor beneath his feet. “Hello,” he replied as Ian entered the living room and sat beside him. “How was your day?” 

“It was okay.” Ian knew deep down it was far from okay. Those kids and teenagers had driven him mad. 

“Just okay?” Jon asked. He knew there was more to tell, and he sensed Ian was holding back and giving some generic answer. 

“Well, no. I can’t stand those kids anymore. Today I caught two of them smoking vapes in the bathroom. They said they weren’t, but I knew better—they were definitely smoking. Admin won’t do anything about it. They don’t even seem capable of reaching these kids.” Ian sighed and crossed his arms. “What are you going to do? It’s just frustrating because these kids’ behaviors are getting worse, and not even the principal is doing anything to manage them. Makes me think why I even bother doing this anymore.” The disappointment and exhaustion were apparent in Ian’s voice. He was burnt out and probably couldn’t go on much further in his career—if you could even call it that. 

“If I sold just a few more books, I know we could make enough money so that you wouldn't have to work at that school again or with those kids,” Jon said, in an attempt to make Ian feel better. He could see the stress eating away at him. 

“Yeah, maybe,” Ian replied. He liked earning his own money and didn’t want to feel like Jon was supporting both of them. Ian did notice an increase in profit from the last book that was sold, which was modest. Although they were far from being millionaires, they were slowly climbing the ladder from middle class to upper middle class. 

Ian held on to his job because Jon felt there was some uncertainty regarding the success of his novels. Yes, they were selling well, and he was making good money, but what if that all suddenly ended? What if people stopped buying his books? 

Jon needed to make his first million within the year before he could gain more confidence in the success of his books. 

“I’m serious. You don’t have to work once I start making more money,” Jon told Ian. 

“You think the book you’re working on now has the potential to skyrocket your career?” Ian asked. 

“Only time will tell.” 

“Why don’t you put that down,” Ian suggested, referring to Jon’s marked-up manuscript. Jon leaned forward and placed the manuscript on the table in front of him. Both Jon and Ian turned to face each other. 

“I was thinking we both go out tomorrow to the club,” Ian proposed. “We need to liven things up around here and get out of the house. I want to dance.” 

Jon wasn’t a fan of going to the club. The loud music and crowds of people bothered him. “You know I don't like the club.” 

“I know, but we need to live a little. We’re still young.” Jon was 32 and Ian was 35.. “We act like we’ve been together for 30 years, and there’s no spark left.  

I worry about us, Jon. Once things get too comfortable, it spells the end of a relationship.” 

Jon knew what he was saying and appreciated the fact that Ian was open and honest about his feelings and concerns. “I agree that we do need to bring some spice back into the relationship, but do we have to go to the club?” Jon asked. 

Ian felt a bit annoyed that Jon was so reluctant to go to the club. He couldn’t understand what the big deal was—it was just a night out. 

Jon was thinking about the noise and how overwhelming the whole clubbing experience would be. “Can we choose another activity?” 

Ian frowned. I’ll just go by myself with some of my friends from work. You can stay here and work on your book.” He stood up and stormed off. 

“Ian, I never said I didn't want to do anything with you. I just don’t want to go to the club!” 

Ian abruptly stopped and turned toward Jon. 

“I’ll go with you to the club tomorrow,” Jon stated.

Ian was already too upset to listen to Jon change his mind, given this issue had been ongoing for months now. “No, Jon, I don’t want you to go with me.” Ian continued to walk towards the stairs. 

“I don’t want you to go by yourself. It's not safe.” 

“I’m going by myself, Jon. I already made up my mind.” And with that, Ian went upstairs to the bedroom and shut the door. They didn't speak for the rest of the night. When it was time for Jon to go to sleep, he entered the bedroom and lay down next to Ian, but they continued to remain silent. Jon wasn’t upset with Ian, but he knew he wouldn’t want to talk. 

The following morning, Jon got up quietly and moved to the living room to continue editing his story. Jon stayed out of Ian’s way, and the two didn’t speak. Ian simply got ready for work as he normally did. When it was time for Ian to leave, he did say goodbye, but nothing else was said. 

Jon felt uncomfortable about the awkward silence, and he did his very best to avoid drama. That’s why he chose writing books as his career path. Writing was quiet and the only drama occurred on the page. Choosing a quiet life was a conscious decision after the life Jon had led and his past experiences. The “white picket fence life,” as he referred to it, was the life he sought after. 

Jon had an interesting past. He saw a lot of violence, and he had hurt people. Jon’s past was the motivation he needed to change the direction of his life—to a life of peace. After years of turmoil, Jon was happy with the life he had created for himself. Ian was the best thing that could have happened to him. Ian grounded him and gave him purpose. 

Being with Ian was the closest thing to feeling normal that Jon had ever felt. Although Ian knew about Jon’s past, Jon wasn’t a bad man; in fact, everything he had done in the past was done with his government’s blessing. His business was an ugly one, and Jon would be better off forgetting it if he could. His nightmares wouldn’t let that happen, though. One thing that was very therapeutic was writing. Jon poured his heart and soul onto the page. His books were like his own personal therapy session. 

He considered himself lucky that he was able to turn writing into his full-time career. If Jon wasn’t writing, he wasn’t sure what he would be doing for a job. He didn’t see himself working 

with other people since he couldn’t handle being around a crowd for long periods of time. Jon also could not see himself in customer service. He was afraid he might lash out at a customer who was rude and disrespectful. Writing was a perfect fit for Jon because he could be his own boss. Other than perhaps the publishers, he had no one to answer to. 

Ian was on his lunch break when he met up with Emma Miller, his friend and coworker. She was one of New Wallasey high school math teachers. At 28 years old, she had been teaching at the high school for two years. During her first year teaching, she became friends with Ian. They shared a similar sense of humor and were also occasional drinking buddies. Although Emma was single, she caught the attention of other men. She was attractive, with an elevated sense of style, especially for someone who taught high school math. 

“Hey Emma, are we still on for tonight?” Ian asked. “Hell yeah!” she replied with enthusiasm. 

“I was thinking about going to Destination Paradise, the gay club in downtown New Wallasey. I’ve already spoken to Riley,” Ian said, referring to their coworker and friend, Riley Scott. “She’s definitely going.” 

Emma’s eyes lit up. “I can’t wait! Tonight is going to be crazy. We really deserve this. It’s Friday, and we need to let our hair down. I haven’t gone out in forever. I'm so excited!” 

“So am I. It has been so long,” Ian said in an exaggerated tired voice. 

“I’m getting drunk” Emma shouted, but then quickly glanced around to see if anyone was close by because she had forgotten that she was still at work. Luckily, it was only Ian and Emma in the staff break room. She lowered her voice just in case. “Yes, drinking and dancing are definitely on the menu tonight.” 

“Yasss, girl.” Ian did his most exaggerated stereotypical gay voice he could muster. 

“Will Jon be joining us tonight?” Emma asked.

“No, he won’t,” Ian replied in a disappointed and frustrated tone. “he doesn’t like going to the club. It’s not his scene.” 

Emma’s face changed to disappointment. “Oh no, I’m sorry to hear that. You guys aren’t fighting, are you?” 

“Well, I’m not happy with him right now, but fighting? No, I don't think 

I would call it that,” Ian answered. “I just don’t understand. This isn’t 

the first time I’ve brought up the need to bring excitement back into our relationship, and Jon still seems to be reluctant to make any changes.” 

“I’m sorry, Ian, but I’m sure everything will work out. You guys love each other,” Emma said with a thoughtful tone. 

“Yes, you’re probably right. We never argue. That’s the problem sometimes—no passion.”

“Are you guys going to kiss and make up so Jon can come?” 

“Maybe, but not tonight. Right now, I’m still upset and don’t want my night to be
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