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  Content warning: For adult readers over the age of 18 only. This book contains explicit sexual situations between two men.


  At eighteen, Donnie Kagan’s plans for graduation, and maybe even college, were derailed by a beer, a stoplight, and a fatal crash. Now he’s twenty-four, out of prison, and bitterly determined to start over. But with the holidays approaching, he can’t resist a quick trip home to Tallbridge, North Dakota, and the man he left behind. Just a fast look, to make sure Adam’s doing all right, before Donnie starts his new life. He doesn’t plan to stay.


  Adam Lindberg’s been waiting six years to get closure with Donnie. He missed that chance after the accident, fighting for his life in a hospital bed as Donnie pled guilty and disappeared into the justice system. Without so much as a letter back from Donnie in all this time, Adam’s tried to move on. And yet, he never found another guy he cared about the same way. So when Donnie shows up in Tallbridge, Adam’s ready to fight for more than three words of goodbye. Of course, Adam’s brother and dad don’t want Donnie to stick around, but it’s the busy Christmas season at the family store. If Adam asks for Donnie’s help, maybe he’ll stay long enough to finally talk about the future, and the past.
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  Chapter 1


  Donnie


  Six years is a long time.


  It was long enough for the podunk town I grew up in to have shrunk in on itself. The bus station had shut its sandwich shop and become a dusty, hollow space. The storefronts looked shabbier, even with holiday decorations up. A crust of snow lined potholes in the roads.


  Six years was long enough for a new headstone in the graveyard. They’d told me at the grocery store that Adam’s mom had died. I went to the cemetery first. I’d thought I might talk this out with her, but when I looked down at that stone – Beloved wife and mother – all I could do was wish I’d told her even once how much she was a mom to me too. In the end, I gave her the roses and walked away. They were cheap flowers, six bucks a dozen at the grocery store, no doubt frozen and dead in an hour. But she’d loved the yellow ones back when I’d known her, six years ago.


  Six years was also plenty long enough for Adam to have moved out and moved on.


  This is stupid.


  But I pushed open the glass door of Lindberg’s Garden and Crafts and went in. And there he was behind the counter, showing some woman the timers for holiday lights. He looked damned, fucking good. His hair was really short, but he was hotter than ever, filled out a bit in the chest and shoulders. He laughed, teasing the woman, getting her to add a silly ornament to her order. December was the busy season at the nursery gift center, a good season. The scent of the pine wreaths, the gingerbread of the craft ornaments, the musty earthiness of the poinsettia pots, hit me in the gut. This had been everything to me once.


  I didn’t know why I was there. Why I came back.


  I knew I didn’t belong anymore.


  When they let me out of prison, I’d planned to head out West. I was going to Seattle or maybe L.A., somewhere warmer and gay-friendly. I’d figured I’d work in Fargo for a while, save enough for the bus and a bit in my pocket, and start a new life. But when I finally had the fare and stepped up to the kiosk at the bus station, carols were on the radio and somehow my fingers tapped in “Tallbridge, ND.”


  I’m stupid sometimes. And those are my good days.


  Behind me, a laugh tugged at my memories, the faint echo of something I once knew. I turned and looked. An unfamiliar man with a full beard was bending to listen to the babbling of a small boy. After a moment, he swung the boy up on his shoulders. The kid giggled, crowing like a rooster, and tugged on the guy’s hair. “Go, Daddy! Horsie!” When the man tipped his head around, holding the boy’s legs secure against his chest, I suddenly saw it. Holy shit, that was Adam’s big brother.


  A rush of crazy mixed feelings went through me, seeing Nate healthy. With a beard and a kid and, I guess, a wife. And a life. I tried to stomp on my flash of anger and envy, and think good thoughts. Nate was okay. Adam was an uncle. I hoped his mom lived long enough to see the rug-rat born.


  A voice behind me said, “Can I help you?”


  I didn’t turn. I didn’t even breathe.


  “Is there something you’re looking for?” Adam said patiently.


  You.


  Without letting him see my face, I said as gruffly as I could, “No.” Then I added, “Thanks,” because I was back in the real world, and it wouldn’t kill me to be polite.


  I’d changed in six years, too. A lot. My voice was deeper, and I didn’t look the same or stand the same as when I was the hot, bad boy on the block. Back before I got a lot of the attitude beat out of me. But all it took was two little words from me, for Adam to whisper, “Donnie?”


  I wanted to walk away, but my feet were glued to the floor right there beside the damned teddy-bear-ornament tree. My vision sparkled. I think my fingers went numb.


  Adam eased around me, moving like someone stalking a deer. When his face came into view, his eyes were huge. Maybe he was the Bambi. “Donnie? Is that you?”


  I took a deep breath, then snapped, “Well, I ain’t fucking Marie, right?”


  “Not unless you’ve changed teams.”


  When our eyes met, it was almost like six years didn’t happen. It was me and Adam, together, me supplying the attitude and the straight lines, and Adam doling out the punch lines and the smiles. For a moment I almost grinned at him, but then the little kid laughed behind me and I remembered that time didn’t really stand still. I looked down. Adam still had feet the size of canoes in his work-boots. “I was just going.”


  He grabbed my sleeve. Fast as a snake, I hit his grip off my arm, harder than I meant to, my other fist coming up. Adam flinched back, his empty palms held out. “Sorry! God, Donnie, I’m really sorry, just don’t go yet. Please!”


  I dropped my fist and whirled away to hide the water in my eyes. I almost hit Adam. First time I saw him in years, and I about punched him. “I’m the one that’s sorry. It was a reflex, that’s all. Just, um, don’t grab me.”


  “I won’t.” His voice went soft and slow. “I just want to talk to you. A few minutes, an hour. I want to know you’re okay. I’ve missed you so fucking much!”


  Adam was always braver than me. I muttered, “Yeah.” Me too.


  He paused, like he was deciding what was safe to ask a wild man like me. I stared at the tree. There was a big teddy underneath it with this round little mirror on its stomach. I could see a warped view of Adam, half his face, looking at me, his gaze steady but his lips pressed together uncertainly. After a moment he said, “When did you get out?”


  “Six months ago.”


  “You didn’t tell anyone?”


  I shrugged. I didn’t want anyone to see me walk out those prison gates an ex-con.


  “What did you do?”


  “Looked for a job. Found one after a while.” Crappy job, cleaning public bathrooms. Me, a couple of illegal aliens, and a guy who was usually stoned. Right at minimum wage. “Saved a little money.” Mostly by squatting rather than paying rent, eating at free kitchens. My pride went, somewhere in that long, hard first year. Now I was all about making it through by whatever worked.


  “I’d have come—” He stopped, cleared his throat. “No. It was your choice. I have to respect that.”


  I choked a laugh. “Sounds like something your mom would have said.”


  “You know she— she’s not with us anymore?” His voice had gone rough.


  “I went by the graveyard.”


  “Ah.” It was more a breath than a word.


  I still didn’t turn.


  “After I woke up in the hospital and got to where I could


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Three Months Later


  Adam


  Donnie’s phone rang as we turned off the freeway onto the county road. I was driving, so he was free to answer it if he wanted to. He made a face, because the ringtone was “Sixteen Tons,” which he’d assigned to the guys from his support group. But he dug in his pocket and looked at the screen.


  “Luke?” I asked.


  “Yeah.” He answered the call. “This better be good.”


  I listened with half an ear. Luke was one of the younger guys in Out, the gay ex-con group Donnie had chosen when his boss made him pick one. Several of the guys in it were young, late teens or just past, hiding fears behind cocky attitudes. Despite being a few months shy of twenty-five, Donnie had fallen into a mentor role, and I thought that was doing him even more good than the meetings.


  “No,” he snapped. “Listen, you fuckhead, you do not need one of your brother’s Xanax… Yeah, it’s important not to screw up the interview, but you won’t get the job if you come over as a space cadet… Yeah, you do… Fuck that. You’ll nail it… I’m out of town for a couple days… Look, call me after, and keep your fucking paws off the drugs, right? …Yeah, good luck, man.” He tapped off.


  “Job interview?”


  “Yeah, he finally got a callback. Of course, he’s nervous as hell.”


  I tapped his thigh. “He wants you to come hold his hand.” Luke was not just a member of the Donnie Is Awesome fan club, he was also president of the I Want to Get Into Donnie’s Pants chapter. I was more amused than worried, watching Donnie try to smack him down without hurting his ego too badly. “Or hold other things.”


  “He’s out of luck.” Donnie wound his fingers through mine. “Only one guy I do shit like that with.” His phone chimed with a message. “What the fuck now?” He let go, glanced at it, then laughed.


  “What?”


  “Your dad bought Willow another sweater. Jesus Christ, that dog has more clothes than I do. She looks like an Easter egg.”


  I had to laugh. Dad still had his dark times, but he was running the nursery with Nate again, looking forward to spring. He’d put a pet section into the craft store, and it was doing surprisingly well. He was clearly not the only person in Tallbridge who got pleasure out of spoiling their dog. “She won’t care what she looks like.”


  “True.”


  I turned off the county road onto Fullcrest Drive. The road was packed with ridges of ice, and I slowed as the back end slipped a bit.


  “Slower.”


  I glanced over and saw Donnie’s fingers clenched white on his knee. The sight made me ache, though I tried to hide it. Donnie got his license back because he needed it for work, but the first time we got in the car with him in the driver’s seat and me beside him, he just held the wheel and shook. About the time I was going to suggest we switch, he put it in gear and drove off like a little old lady going to church, just far enough to say he’d done it. He still preferred me to drive, and he was the world’s worst backseat driver. I slowed a bit more and glanced at him.


  He smiled, looking sheepish because he knew he was nagging me, just not ready to stop doing it.


  “I’m doing thirty-five in a fifty zone,” I said. “Is that slow enough?”


  He smacked my leg. “Eyes on the road.”


  I turned in at the strip mall with Maggie’s tattoo parlor. The mounds of snow piled up in the parking lot were melting, but they were still higher than the car, and the lot was ice-ridged. I parked carefully up to the curb. “Watch when you get out. It’s slick.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.” Donnie popped the door and got out, stretching. I took a discreet moment to admire, before getting out myself. Few sights were finer than Donatello Kagan twisting and bending in the bright sunshine. Well, unless we were in our bedroom at the apartment and he was doing it naked. I swung out into the cold afternoon before I could get too far into that image.


  “Ready?”


  “Hell, yeah.” He led the way inside.


  The same receptionist was there, sketching something on a thick pad. He looked up as we shut the door. “Hey. Kagan?”


  “That’s me.” Donnie stripped off his hoodie.


  “Got the forms for you.” The guy pushed a clipboard across the desk. “Just the one of you?”


  “Yeah.” Donnie reached for a pen.


  Maggie came through from the back as he was signing the sheet. “Hey, Donnie, isn’t it?”


  “Yep.”


  “And Adam. Good to see you back.” She grinned at me. “I told you you wouldn’t stop with just one.”


  “I’m holding off this time.” Although just being there, with the framed art concepts on the wall, woke a little itch in me. Way, way too soon to tattoo something of Donnie on my skin, even if I was certain he was deep under that same skin and staying there. But maybe not too soon to start planning it.


  “I want to finish mine,” Donnie said.


  “Come on back.”


  When we got to the back room, Lori was working on a leg tattoo for an older woman. She looked up enough to give us a nod, and then went back to her work.


  “Have a seat,” Maggie said. “What did you decide on? I saved a good hawk moth picture, just in case.”


  “Oh. Thanks! But I wanted something different.”


  “Like what?”


  Donnie reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out an envelope. “You said I could get someone else to do the concept, if I had a signed release for the artwork, right?”


  “Yeah.” Maggie sounded less than enthusiastic. “You need to know I can’t always execute someone else’s art the way they drew it. And some images don’t translate to a tattoo well.”


  “How about this? The release is in there.”


  I hovered close as she opened the envelope. I hadn’t seen the art yet either. One of the guys at Out was an amazing artist. From what Donnie said, the kid needed a lot more confidence. Donnie had asked him to come up with this mystery design. I was pretty sure the mystery part wasn’t because it had my initials or anything in it. Donnie still touched his arm absently sometimes, a cold look in his eyes. He still woke up some nights soaked in sweat or jolted if I touched him wrong in our bed, although he hadn’t rolled out to the floor in over a month now. I had a feeling the last set of initials he’d worn would be more than enough for a lifetime.


  But if it wasn’t about me, I was drawing a blank.


  Maggie pulled out the page and looked at it. I bumped her arm, trying to see, and she tipped it toward me. On the strip of paper, the existing cage and caterpillar had been rendered as close to life as a photograph. Beyond them, the new piece showed neither a chrysalis, nor a moth or butterfly emerging. Instead, faded olive shards of the caterpillar lay dry and discarded, and rising from them was a sleek, green dragon with the same horn on its head. Its ruby eyes glowed, and a curl of smoke rose from its flared nostrils, while damp-looking black wings unfurled from its back.


  “Ooh,” I said. “I like that.”


  Donnie turned to me. “Not too cliché?”


  “Nope. The caterpillar makes the piece.”


  The corner of his mouth turned up.


  “I can work with this,” Maggie said. “Nice art. It’ll take me a little while. I want to start by making a stencil, to keep the proportions exact.”


  “Got it. That’s fine. We have time.” Donnie sat in her chair.


  Maggie raised the arm rest and pushed a stool toward me as she headed to a door at the back. I sat on Donnie’s other side. “Maybe I should get something too. Maybe a unicorn. We can match.”


  He flicked my arm with the back of his fingers. “Smart ass.” His expression showed a little uncertainty. “You do like it?”


  I grabbed his hand and kissed the back of his fingers. The old lady in the other chair wrinkled her nose, but I figured she was getting stabbed with needles by a lesbian, so she’d be unlikely to comment further. I kissed his hand again, for good measure. “I love it.”


  We talked a little bit about Dad and Willow and whether we’d brought the right presents for Tommy’s third birthday. Donnie might pretend he didn’t like hanging around rugrats but he’d chosen more than half of our haul. “Tommy’s going to be excited to see your picture getting bigger.”


  “Gonna screw up the kid’s understanding of biology.”


  “He’ll survive.”


  Maggie came back in the room with a stencil on her hand. Before starting, she lathered up Donnie’s arm to shave it. I was surprised when Donnie linked our fingers together. He didn’t look at me, just stared down at his tattoo, his face blank. I held his hand and tried to imagine what was going on in his mind. Donnie had shared a few bits and pieces of his time behind bars. I didn’t need to know more, as long as he was sharing with someone. His support group did seem to be helping, one way or another. But what did it mean to him, getting this tattoo done?


  Maggie wiped his arm carefully and inspected the old ink. “My part came out good, if I do say so myself. We’ll get it done up right. Two hours, I figure. Where are you boys headed after this?”


  Donnie said, “Going home for a family birthday. Adam’s nephew.”


  “Home is good.” She lifted the stencil, eyeballing the placement.


  I held Donnie’s hand, and he didn’t seem eager to pull free. Home was good. But home was no longer Tallbridge and the nursery, not really. It was wherever Donnie and I put our bed and our clothes and, if we ever got a pets-allowed lease, where we’d have our own dog. Home was Donnie’s fingers squeezing mine, and his blue eyes narrowed in concentration, and the catch of his breath. I squeezed back and watched, as Maggie transformed the initials of a man my boyfriend had needed, and hated, into strong new dragon wings. And I let all my hopes take flight.
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