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			DEDICATION

			To Jojo—A familiar connection.

			Content warning: Explicit Langauge, Explicit Sexual Situations, and Drug Use.

		


		
			1

			Nicholas woke up on Monday morning and stretched over to the empty pillow next to him. He rubbed his eyes and looked around. It was still dark out; the sun’s rays were just beginning to peek through the curtains. Only his tuxedo cat, Izzy, was looking at him from the bottom of the mattress. He rolled over to the edge of the bed and looked out. The bathroom door was open, so he knew Rion wasn’t there. 

			“Ree?” he called out. He didn’t hear a response.

			Nick climbed out of the bed and went to search for him. He opened the second bedroom, which was also his home office, and his boyfriend was not in there. Nick made his way down the hall to the living room and spotted Rion. He couldn’t help but smile. Rion was lying down with his back on the floor, a pillow behind his head, his legs on the couch, and his laptop on his thighs, and he was typing furiously. He was also murmuring, and it took Nick a moment to realize he was singing. He had his Bose headphones on, and murmured every other word of whatever song was playing loudly in his ears. Probably something by Lil Nas X or Imagine Dragons, Nick assumed.

			Nick came closer, careful not to startle Rion while he was in a zone, or hibernating, as his sisters called it. He had learned that lesson before, almost getting his head ripped off last month when he touched Rion’s shoulder, pulling him out of his stupor. And Rion had given him the silent treatment for a full twenty-four hours because he had lost his train of thought for the scene in his newest novel. 

			“You have to treat him like a scared animal in the woods,” Gabby, Rion’s sister, had told him once. “If you move too quickly, you’re going to startle him, and he’ll show his teeth and claws. Tread lightly.”

			Nick took her advice to heart. This time, he slowly walked around the coffee table to the other side of the couch and waved.

			Rion sensed the movement and looked up. He smiled. “Hey, Nicky.” 

			Nick came all the way down to the wooden floor and put his face next to Rion’s. He kissed his lips softly and pulled the headphones from his ears at the same time. “Good morning, Ree. How long have you been up?”

			“I don’t know… 3 a.m.? Four, maybe?”

			Nick nodded. “You’ve been like this for a week. Maybe get some sleep?”

			“Yeah, yeah, I will,” he said unconvincingly. “But today’s my first day at Deep Strokez, so I need to be up.”

			He flipped his legs down from the couch seat and tried to rise, but Nick held him in place with his hand on Rion’s wrist. “You can start tomorrow,” Nick said, kissing up Rion’s pen tattoo, the ink drops in rainbow colors on his arm. “I’m the boss, and I can change your start date, just like that.”

			“But I want to start today,” Rion replied and kissed his shoulder. 

			Their lips met again, softly, repeatedly, then became more intense, and Rion moved, flipping down. Nick shifted to lay on his side as Rion pulled his length out through his boxer briefs. He got right to it, putting Nick’s barely hard cock in his mouth. Nick moaned but returned the favor since Rion’s groin was also in his face. They pleasured each other, taking their time and moving slowly, not wanting to cum too soon. Rion began to move faster, pushing Nick deeper into his throat. Nick felt his climax coming and, conscious not to use his teeth, pressed his lips down hard, losing track of time and space as he released warm semen into his lover’s mouth. As soon as Nick was able to move again, he stroked as Rion continued to swallow his cum, until he felt Rion’s thighs tense up. 

			Nick covered Rion’s cock with his lips as he began to cum, too. Nick continued to suck until Rion pulled off Nick’s cock yelling, “Stop, fuck, stop, too sensitive!”

			Nick laughed as Rion rolled onto his back, his body still trembling. Nick leaned over and took a small bite of his thigh, making him yelp. 

			“Ready to go to work?” asked Nick. 

			He didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he jumped up and went into the shower, making the water temperature just the way his boyfriend liked it, knowing he was on his way.
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			Rion made the decision to not go into the office with Nick, who typically went in as early as 7 a.m. He waited until 8:30 a.m. to walk the twenty minutes to the office building on Columbus Circle and took the elevator to the 34th floor. Once the doors opened, he stood before a large glass door with the words Deep Strokez Publications on it. It was already buzzing inside. Rion opened the door and stopped at the front desk. 

			“Hello, Mrs. Anne. Nice to see you today,” he greeted the receptionist.

			“Hello, Rion,” she replied happily. “Welcome aboard, officially.”

			“Well, not officially. I’m still just freelance,” Rion reminded her.

			“And if you do well, maybe your friend could give you a full-time job?” she said with a wink. She handed him a keycard for the front door and a folder of papers he needed to sign.

			“I have a full-time job, Mrs. Anne, you know this.” He winked back at her.

			“I sure do, Mr. Ryder,” she said with a smile. “Still waiting for part two of Jet Lagged.” Then she got down to business. “Go see Martine at the third desk to the right. She’ll prepare your ID card and set you up with payroll.”

			“Thank you,” he said to the older woman and crossed through the low swinging doors into the large open space. 

			Rion loved Nick’s flat organization structure. It was organized chaos in the large room. Desks were turned every which way, some toward the picture windows, some against. A few people were busy, hard at work, with their headphones on, typing away. Others were huddled in conversations or simply hanging out. If it wasn’t for the lone office at the back of the room, Rion would have had no idea who the CEO was. Not that Nicholas was ever in his office. He worked the floor with the team throughout the day and worked later nights. Nick was already at a meeting with his editors at the conference table in the middle of the room. He looked up briefly mid-conversation and gave Rion a head nod, but continued talking to his staff. Rion nodded back and did not glance his way again. 

			Martine happily waved him over. “Hi, Rion! I’m so glad you made it through the group interview and joined us. Those boys were a little tough on you, weren’t they?” 

			She motioned with her chin over to Edgar, Eddie, and Dion, who were in an intense game of table football on Edgar’s desk. They were Nick’s three top reporters and wrote everything from traditional news articles to the latest sex-related news nationwide. Eddie was the reporter who interviewed Nicholas after his infamous scandal last year.

			“Yes, they were, but I’m tougher.” He playfully pulled up his sleeve and showed his bicep. 

			Martine’s eyes went wide. “What a gorgeous tattoo,” she said and reached her hand out to touch his forearm. 

			Rion stretched his hand so she could get a better look at it. As she stroked his arm, he could feel Nick’s eyes on him from the side. But when he turned his head, Nick had turned back to his team. It made Rion smile.

			He brought his arm down, and she took the hint. “Let’s get to work.” 

			Martine took his picture for his ID and talked to him as she made his lanyard. She walked him through the ins and outs of the office and showed him to his desk. “There are about thirty staff altogether, we’re a small operation, but at least eight of us are in the office every day: myself, Ms. Anne at the front desk, Nguyen, who is our lead digital manager but also troubleshoots our IT issues, the three stooges over there,” she pointed at Edgar, Eddie, and Dion again, “Marcel, the executive assistant and general manager, and of course Nick. The reporters bring the stories, but they have to go through the editors for selection, accuracy, and proofreading before they make it in. The others filter in and out, but everyone is required to have at least one office day a week and to attend their individual department meetings, which are held monthly. We come together for the staff meetings, also once a month. Today is the editorial meeting, but it also happens to be the full staff meeting.” She walked him over to Marcel, whose desk was right next to Nick’s office. 

			Marcel was all business. A flamboyant man with an eye for fashion and a nose for bullshit, Marcel’s first words were, “I need to know when your ‘In’ day is, and I need to know that you’re going to stick to it.”

			Rion nodded. “Okay… Monday.”

			“Thank you.” He immediately wrote it down. “I expect you to be in the office every Monday for at least six hours, not including your lunch break. The rest of your time, you do from home. Don’t forget to add the hours you worked into ADP. Do it daily, I check. And use your Outlook calendar to communicate your meetings and personal days out.”

			Rion nodded again as Marcel continued. “Our full staff meeting is at 10:30 a.m., so you’ll meet everyone then. During the staff meeting, you will introduce yourself and let everyone know that you have openings on your team for book reviews. No more than four people and yourself. That’s five, and that’s enough. Any more than that, you have to get it approved by Nick. Then we have lunch. After that, Nguyen will set you up with our Microsoft Office 365 login codes so you’ll have access to your files from anywhere. At 1:30 p.m., you will meet with your team. Plan to do so once a month for a minimum of forty-five minutes. At 3:10 p.m., you will meet with Nicholas in his office to discuss your first day. You are his last meeting so do not be late. Any questions?”

			“Erm… nope. Not right now.”

			“Good.” Marcel brushed his cat-like glasses up his face and said, “If you need anything, find me. I’m always around.”

			“Thank you, Marcel. I already feel part of the team,” Rion said sincerely. 

			That got a smile out of him. But just as quickly, Marcel turned to yell at the three full-time reporters who were getting loud and a little rowdy. “Don’t you have anything better to do!?” They quickly dispersed their table game and went to their separate desks. 

			Rion smiled and picked an empty desk to sit at. He pulled out his computer and opened it up, not really sure what he was supposed to do except hang out. He noticed that when Nick’s meeting was up, he called Marcel to his office and closed the door. Rion looked around and decided to get up and begin introducing himself to people, starting with Nguyen, the Vietnamese digital manager. He learned a little about his family, his girlfriend, and his IT background. As people filtered into the office, he learned not only who they were and their positions—journalist, editor, graphic artist, financial analyst—but also how they started working at Deep Strokez. Everyone had great things to say about Nick. And while Rion already knew Nick was a great guy, hearing others tell him how much they loved working with him—not for him, he noticed that, too—gave him a sense of internal pride at having a well-respected partner. 

			At 10:25 a.m., the office door opened and Marcel and Nick walked out and sat at the table. Others took their cue and began to grab seats at the conference table or on a nearby desk. Rion counted at least twenty-six people in attendance, including himself. He opted to sit at the table directly across from Nick. They glanced at each other, and Nick glanced away first when Aspen, one of the graphic artists, approached him with a question. At exactly 10:30 a.m., Marcel blew a small whistle, and everyone quieted.

			“The March 16th meeting is called to order. Please don’t forget to sign in. Agenda for today: Nick is going to update us on the strategic plan, Nguyen has IT updates, new staff member Rion is going to recruit for the erotic book club reviews, and Ms. Anne has housekeeping items. Any other items to consider for today?”

			“I got one!” Edgar raised his hand.

			“If it’s about a stipend to travel internationally, no,” Nick said with his eyes narrowed. Edgar slowly put his hand down, and the others snickered. 

			“Okay then,” Marcel said, unamused. “I turn it over to Nicholas.” He nodded at him.

			“Thanks, Marcel,” Nick began, “and thank you all for checking in. I want to officially introduce some of our newer staff: Aspen Markle started two weeks ago as our graphic designer, Duncan Lopez, a part-time journalist who is going to focus on Caribbean- and Hispanic-related content, and Rion Matthews, a freelance editor who will be heading the erotic book club, a brand-new feature you’ll hear about later.” Rion clapped with everyone else.

			“Now, updates on where we are in our timeline to go completely online. As you know, our timeline sped up a bit thanks to unforeseen circumstances—” 

			Eddie coughed loudly. “Ahem, ahem, sex tape, ahem!”

			Nick’s team snickered again, and Rion found himself smiling. Nick cringed and said, “I’m docking your pay for that,” making everyone laugh out loud. Marcel was the only one that rolled his eyes in impatience. 

			Nick continued, “As I was saying, thanks to unforeseen circumstances, we have officially sold out of our November, December, and January prints and have no need to continue printing March copies. But thanks to the genius idea from Barry to sell older copies for a dollar, we are quickly selling out the prints from the previous year, too. I’ve been meeting with Nguyen, Archer, and the rest of the marketing team almost weekly, and it seems we could be ready to launch the new graphics by July 1st, right in time for summer.” The whole staff cheered. Nick quieted them down and continued, “We still need volunteers to monitor the chat rooms and add volunteers as time goes on, but we will work that out in the April meeting. We also need a European-based reporter—” 

			Edgar cut him off again, throwing his hands in the air. “I told you I’m willing to move!”

			“And I told you I’m not paying for your expenses that will include receipts to the Red-Light District, so again, no,” Nick said with a smile.

			Everyone laughed loudly at that. “Jeez, you’re an awful boss,” Edgar said playfully. 

			Nick ignored him and continued to talk about the upcoming plans for the rebranding of their website. He took questions and comments from his staff and then handed the meeting to Nguyen with a head nod. Nguyen talked about moving staff meetings from Microsoft Teams back to BlueJeans temporarily until they could figure out the kinks in the server for videoconferencing, and about adding a two-step authorization process that everyone would need on their phones. “I’ll reach out to each of you individually in the next two weeks.”

			He quieted and turned to Rion, giving him a head nod. Rion nodded back, but as everyone turned to look at him, he realized it was his turn to speak. 

			“Oh. Right.” He cleared his throat, glanced at Nick, whose face was unreadable, and turned to the others, looking around as he spoke hesitantly. “So, yeah, I’m Rion. As some of you already know, I’m a writer, under the pen name Ryan D. Ryder. Nick… erm… came up with this great idea to add erotic book reviews to the website, which I think is great, and asked me to head the… erm… reviewing of the books… so yeah, erm—” 

			Dion cut him off. “Dude, are you sure you write eroticism? Because you sound like someone who doesn’t get laid very often.”

			Others around the table laughed loudly. Nick said abrasively, “Hey! Lay off the new guy, jackass.”

			“Ohhh,” some said loudly as others cackled.

			“No, it’s okay, it’s okay,” Rion said, waving his hand around, realizing who he was dealing with. “Because I know for a fact that I came this morning, and the day before that, and the day before that, while you look like someone who jerks off to his own reporting. And considering the word count of your last story, you’re definitely short on minutes,” Rion said smugly as people laughed loudly again. “But don’t worry, I could teach you a few things.” He winked at him and smirked.

			“Hooooly shit!” Edgar said loudly and laughed a loud belly laugh.

			“Sorry, bud, I don’t go that way,” Dion said with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

			“Oh, you would if I ever get my hands on you,” Rion said and puckered a kiss at him.

			The staff went wild with laughter as Dion gave him the finger, and Marcel rolled his eyes again. Nick yelled, “Hey, hey, HEY!” They quieted down, giving their boss respect. “Before this turns into a dick-measuring contest that I’m pretty sure Rion would win, let’s jump into the book club idea, shall we?”

			Everyone snickered again. Rion’s mouth opened slightly as Nick looked at him with a straight face. He stared a little longer than intended, then found his voice and spoke more firmly than the last time, looking around again. “So I plan to have a team review three books a month to start, see how the traction goes. If we get good feedback, we will step it up to five books a month. I’m looking for four others here that would want to join in.”

			“We get paid for this?” a woman called out from the wall.

			“You already know you get paid for the hours you work, Carli,” Marcel said dryly.

			“Then I’m in!” Carli said. 

			“I’m in, too,” Eddie said. He grinned at Rion. 

			Nick said, “Rion, I have asked Aspen to work alongside you on what you want your landing page to display. Aspen has expressed interest in also reviewing books.” 

			She nodded profusely. “Definitely. MM Romance is my thing.”

			“Sounds great, Aspen. I can’t wait to work with you on this,” Rion said.

			Mrs. Anne raised her hand. “Is it only for the main staff?”

			Before Nick could answer, Rion said to her, “I would love to have you on my team, Ms. Anne. You have a good eye for erotic novels.”

			Barry, the financial analyst, asked, “Does it have to be a reporter? I like sex.”

			“We all like sex, Barry. That’s why we’re here!” said the skinny redhead a few paces down from Rion.

			“I think it would be good to have three men and three women on the team, so please, join us,” Rion said sincerely. But then he remembered and looked over at Marcel, who had an eyebrow all the way up. “Oh, I think… erm… we only should have five…”

			Nick glanced at Marcel and then back at Rion. “Six is fine, five plus you. Marcel, make a note of it.” Marcel dutifully wrote it down. “Anything else, Rion?”

			“Erm… yeah… I mean, yes,” he spoke more firmly again. “We’ll meet this afternoon at 1:30 to go over logistics and then plan a virtual meeting a couple of weeks on … BlueJeans?” He looked at Nguyen to confirm, who gave him a thumbs up and a smile, happy that someone was listening to him. “BlueJeans. Right.” 

			He turned to Nick. “Okay. That’s it.” He smiled proudly at him. Nick tried very hard not to smile back and gestured toward Ms. Anne. “Oh, right! Ms. Anne, you can… You can talk now.”

			Dion and Edgar shook their heads in disappointment that Rion did not know all the nuances of their office culture in the two hours he’d been there. Eddie, on the other hand, watched him intently with a smile. Ms. Anne began talking about keeping the office kitchen space clean and remembering to show their badges at the front desk downstairs as security was tightening up in the building. A bit of bickering happened between a few staff over leftovers getting dibs by other people that Nick had to quell, right as the Subway sandwiches were delivered for the staff meeting. Marcel read off the highlights from the meeting, asking if he had missed anything important. No one disputed the minutes, ready to eat after the hour-and-forty-five-minute meeting. Once done, he adjourned the meeting, and people began to move around again. 

			Nick wandered over to Rion but refrained from touching him. “You okay?” he asked quietly.

			“Fine,” Rion replied. “Dion is a douche.” 

			Nick smiled. “Yes. But you handled yourself just fine.”

			“Yeah, about that,” Rion started, and spoke even quieter. “Try not to defend me so much. You went real alpha male ‘don’t fuck with my boyfriend’ kind of angry at him.”

			“Was I?” Nick asked. “Hmm… I would have called him a jackass if he tested Aspen, who is also new. But for the record…” He leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Nobody fucks with my boyfriend.”

			Rion blushed, then looked around to see who noticed, but everyone else was in their own conversations or getting food. He looked into Nick’s blue eyes as Nick winked and stepped away to join the food line. Rion stood there a moment, then turned around to come face to face with Eddie, who he knew saw the whole exchange. 

			“Hey,” Rion spoke first.

			“Hey,” Eddie said. He grinned again. “Where did you say you were from again, Rion?”

			“Fresno,” Rion answered him. “But I lived in San Francisco for the last six years before moving here.”

			Eddie nodded slowly. “Cool. So, how did you and Nick become friends?” They walked over to the line together.

			“We, erm… met a couple of months back. I was researching a new book, and I struck up a conversation with him, found out that he owns a magazine, and he offered me a freelance job.” 

			Not completely untrue, Rion reasoned with himself, but it still felt weird leaving out a major part of who Nick was to him. It was moments like this that made him want to yell from the rooftops, “I’m in love with Nicholas!” But he also wanted his privacy, and being linked to the infamous Nicholas “Mr. Deep Strokez” Highton was about as private as whoever Leonardo DiCaprio was dating at the moment. 

			“Yeah, same thing, kind of. Nick was a guest lecturer at NYU three years ago at a workshop around fundamental journalism, and I found him interesting. We got to talking, and he asked if I wanted to come on as an intern for my senior year. Once I graduated, I came aboard full-time. I guess you’ll be looking to do the same at some point?”

			“Me? Nah.” Rion shook his head. “I just want to help Nick jumpstart this book reviews idea and then pass on the torch. I don’t plan to stay on Nick’s payroll.”

			“Yeah? Why is that?” Eddie asked curiously.

			“Because I have a career. I’m a full-time writer now and an author.”

			Eddie smiled widely at him and chuckled. “You sure that’s the only reason?”

			Rion kept a straight face. “Is that not reason enough?”

			Eddie chuckled again and grabbed a box of roast beef and provolone. “Yeah. Yeah, it is. Especially since you guys are so close. You don’t want money and position to ruin the relationship you have.” 

			He caught Rion’s eyes and winked at him. He patted his shoulder and turned around to move farther down the line, grabbing a coke and moving on without another word to Rion. 

			Rion sighed internally, then grabbed his own box with an Italian sub in it. He glanced at Nick, who was in a conversation with Carli and the redhead from the meeting earlier, and opted to sit at his desk. He was surprised when Barry and another guy whose name he didn’t know came over to him. 

			“I already know the perfect book to start with!” he said excitedly. Rion focused all his attention on his new colleagues.
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			After his meeting with his book club and finalizing the books to read for the month, he made his way to Nick’s office; as usual, the door was wide open. Aspen, Nguyen, and Carli were discussing changing the color themes on one of the landing pages when Rion knocked. 

			“Hey. I’m supposed to meet with you to discuss my first day.” 

			“Oh, okay. So, how was your first day?” Nick asked.

			All four eyes were on Rion. “Fine… I … guess…”

			Nick nodded. “Good. Are you in the office tomorrow?”

			Rion nodded slowly. “Yeah, I’ll be in all this week to get a feel of the office, and then I’ll start my new schedule next week.”

			“Sounds like a plan,” Nick agreed. He looked at his watch. “We can check in tomorrow again if you want, but otherwise, you’re free to head out for the day. I’m sure you have a special someone to get home to.”

			Rion kept his face as neutral as Nick did. “I do, actually. Got to get dinner ready for him. I’m making quesadillas.”

			Nick smiled. “Good job today at the meeting. I’ll see you tomorrow, Rion.”

			Rion nodded and hit the door twice on his way out. 
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			“Eddie knows,” Rion said as they sat next to each other in the living room, eating dinner with their feet on the ottoman and food on a large tray between them on the leather couch. UCLA and Duke were playing on the big screen, trying to make it to the Elite 8, and naturally, Rion and Nick were rivals. 

			“Knows what?” he asked with his eyes glued to the sixty-inch TV. “Aaaah, toss the damn ball!” he yelled. 

			“About us,” Rion said as he shoved another triangle of chicken and cheese into his mouth. 

			Nick glanced at him, then back at the screen. “He doesn’t.” 

			“He asked me if I’ve ever been to London during our book review meeting.”

			Nick didn’t flinch. “So? What did you say?”

			“I said I had. Then I asked casually if he’s ever been. Then went around the table asking about other countries others have been to. Thank God Ms. Anne had been to London before, too. She started talking about landmarks, and I was able to change the subject.”

			“He’s just fishing,” Nick said, then yelled again as UCLA took control of the ball again. “He’s an investigative reporter. That’s what they do.”

			“Face it, Duke is doo-doo right now. UCLA is taking it,” Rion said and grabbed a handful of chips from the bowl.

			“Fuck off. We have half a third quarter and all of the fourth quarter. They just need to get their rhythm.” Rion laughed. Nick looked at him again. “So what if he does know? Is that the worst thing in the world for people to know about us?”

			Rion sighed and looked back at Nick. “No, it’s not the worst thing, except we lose our privacy and end up being in celebrity news and tabloids. You may be used to all that, but I’m not. That’s why I use a pen name, to remain anonymous.” He paused, then said casually, “Oh, and don’t forget that your uber-rich parents will try to destroy me.”

			Nick was frustrated with Rion’s decision to be his hidden Stedman to his Oprah-like status, but understood it. More than anything, Rion didn’t want Nick’s parents to know. He was afraid of how they would plot to end their relationship as they had done with every serious relationship Nick had ever been in. Madeline Highton, Nick’s mother, had gone out of her way to try to arrange relationships and even a marriage engagement for her son, but to no avail; he always found a way out of it. Nicholas knew that Rion had valid reasons for wanting to keep their relationship hidden from others, but it had been harder and harder for him to not want to show Rion off as the number one guy in his life over the last couple of months. 

			Nick reached his thumb out to touch the side of Rion’s lip. “You have a little cheese there.” He gently brushed it off and brought his thumb to his mouth to suck slowly, keeping eye contact with his lover. 

			They stared at each other. Rion asked, “You don’t want to finish the game and watch Duke get spanked?”

			“I think I’d rather spank you,” Nick said seductively. 

			Rion lifted the tray from between them, moving his feet off the ottoman to put the tray there. As soon as he turned back, Nick was already on him, pushing him down onto his back and pressing his body against him. They kissed, food particles still in both of their mouths, tongues tasting of cheese and salsa. Nick took off Rion’s shirt and made his way down, kissing and licking his torso. 

			He leaned back up and said, “Take off your clothes.”

			Rion began to get naked as Nick got up and quickly went to the room to grab the lube and came back. He commanded Rion to “Get on your knees and face the couch.” Rion did without another word.

			Nick came behind him and kissed his back as the basketball game played behind them, both forgetting about it for the moment. He put lube on his fingers and got Rion ready before he lubed himself, then entered him. Rion moaned and held onto the seat cushion. Nick started out slow but quickly heated up, holding onto his shoulders and thrusting hard. As he started to feel his orgasm, he slid his hands down Rion’s arms and held onto his wrists. He pumped until Rion cried out, and he knew his lover came. Nick came right behind him, filling up Rion’s bottom.

			Nick slowly pulled out and sat on the floor. Rion slid backward and sat between his legs, his head against Nick’s shoulder. Nick reached around him and played with the hair on his chest. 

			“Don’t worry about Eddie,” he said softly. “You’re still my Stedman.” He leaned Rion’s head to the side and kissed him on the neck. 

		


		
			2

			Rion dreamed of Hyde Park. It wasn’t often that he remembered his dreams, but he remembered that one. He could feel the grass beneath him and rubbed the palm of his hand back and forth on it. He could feel the heat of the sun on his face, but his eyes were closed, giving his eyelids a reddish glow from the inside. Children played in the distant background, just close enough to hear their laughter. He could tell he was alone, and he was fine with it. Rion was used to being alone. 

			Rion woke to the faint sound of buzzing, slowly taking him out of his dream. It was his phone dinging with a text, and it was probably Gabrielle, his sister. He opened his eyes, and the room was dark. Nick had closed the blinds so the sun wouldn’t wake him before he went into the office. He rolled over onto Nicholas’s pillow and breathed in deeply, feeling satisfied. Rion had not thought he would love being with Nick as much as he did. But they were a perfect combination. Nick worked long hours, giving Rion the space that he wanted to think and write. Even the few hours he went to work, it was cordial and professional. And when they were home, Nick gave him the attention and affection he needed. On the weekends when Rion wasn’t buried in his writing, they would go on long walks together, exploring museums and art and all that the city had to offer. One thing Rion still couldn’t get used to was how cold it got during the winter months, so when the temperature dropped too low, they would stay in bed, make love, eat, and make love, watch movies, and make love, sleep, and make love again. Rion couldn’t believe his life was this perfect. 

			He stretched and rolled off the bed to take his morning leak and jump into the shower. Today the temperature was going up to the high sixties, and he ached to be in warmer weather, his dream reminding him of how much he missed being in the warm sun. When he stepped out of the shower, he looked at the beard that he had grown out; his face was almost completely covered. He understood why Nicholas let his beard grow for the winter months. It kept his face warm. His sisters hated it, saying he looked like an extra from Planet of the Apes. He laughed to himself, then grabbed the electric shaver. He trimmed it down until he couldn’t anymore, then took the razor and shaved it all off, including his mustache. He smiled at himself, knowing that Nick would have some choice words about his new look. His curly hair had grown out enough to put it in a man-bun, so he did so. 

			Rion dressed in a t-shirt and threw a thin zip-up sweater over it, made himself a simple breakfast of eggs on toast, made another sandwich for lunch, and filled up his water bottle. Izzy floated around his feet, giving soft meows, so he opened up a fresh packet of Fancy Feast for her and fed her. He packed his laptop and food in his bookbag, took an edible that he got from a local supplier since THC was recreational in New York now, then headed downstairs and stepped out of the building. 

			“Good morning, Mr. Matthews,” the doorman greeted him.

			“Good morning,” he said back politely. “And thank you.”

			It was windy, as it always was by the river, but he could feel the warmth of the sun. He closed his eyes and stood there. The doorman let him have a moment, then asked, “Would you like me to call you a car, sir?”

			Rion opened his eyes and said, “It’s a great day, Adam. I’m going to go for a long walk.” He started walking toward the river.

			But when he got to the opening of Riverside Park, he decided it was not the place he was looking to be. So he turned around and walked in the opposite direction, ending up at Central Park instead. He entered the park and found it more crowded than he thought it would be with joggers and walkers, mothers or nannies with their young children, and college kids studying or hand-holding with their significant others. He knew it was due to the warmer weather. Rion sighed in disappointment but didn’t feel like continuing to walk around until he found the perfect park. He strolled until he saw an unoccupied tree. Rion plopped down in the grass underneath a tree and sat there for a moment, enjoying the warmth still with a small nip in the air, and watched the park unfold around him. Then he opened his laptop to a blank Google Doc page and began to write. 

			Rion was still sitting in Central Park three hours later when his phone rang. He answered it with his Bluetooth in his ear. “Hey, Rel.”

			“Hey, baby bro,” Muriel answered. “I was just thinking of you. What are you doing?”

			“Sitting in the park, people-watching, writing.”

			She snorted. “Drinking your Americano Grande from the nearest Starbucks?”

			He laughed. “At work?” Rion glanced at the time and it was around 10 a.m. in San Francisco. 

			“Yeah, first lull of the morning. Figured I would check on you,” she said. Muriel worked as a general manager at a diner in the heart of San Francisco. It was always busy. 

			“How’s the fam?” he asked. 

			“Missing you.” He didn’t respond. “Oh, don’t get sad about that, Rion. You did the right thing. Aren’t you happy?”

			His mind went back to his thoughts this morning. “Yeah, sis. I am.” 

			“Good. Maurese was around here asking about you. He’s back in San Fran, saying he had some dealing with his brother, D.J., the one he never talks about but always has to deal with. He’s also been talking with Reese, helping him stay on the right track.”

			“Yeah? That’s good. Tell him I said ‘hey’ the next time you see him.”

			“Sure will. But he’s going to end up calling you himself to check on you, too. He still can’t believe you actually did it. He says he’s proud of you.”

			Rion smiled. Muriel’s father, Maurese Hollingsworth, was the closest thing to a father figure to him. “I’ll look out for his call.” 

			They talked a little about Maurese’s life in Stockton and his new fiancée. She hesitated before she said, “Roslyn is still clean. In case you wanted to know.”

			He hesitated back and said, “Okay.”

			“We had a long talk, she and I,” she continued. “And I was honest with her. I told her I didn’t know if I could truly forgive everything that I went through. But I can see how she is trying to redeem herself, staying clean, keeping a job, making amends. And that she is okay with me.” Rion didn’t respond. “At some point, baby bro, you’re going to have to confront her, then listen to her. And I don’t mean that outburst you did at Thanksgiving. I mean, really talk to her.”

			“Yeah, well… I’m not ready for that. Not until she is ready to be honest with me about who my father is.”

			“I get it,” Muriel acknowledged. “But I think she is working her way up to it. Just don’t give up on her.”

			“I’ve already given up on her,” he said factually.

			“Okay, well, don’t. Because she really is trying. She’s never stayed clean this long, you know this. And if she’s trying, you should try, too.”

			Rion didn’t want to talk about his mother anymore. “How’s Ava?”

			Muriel scoffed. “New boyfriend, same Ava.”

			Rion chuckled. “She’s in love again?”

			“Is she?” she said sarcastically. “She’s singing about how this one is the one. I was trying to make sure she stays on meds.”

			“Oh, is she staying with you? Not in my apartment with her friend?”

			“No, I think they had a falling out. She’s staying with Roslyn. Your apartment is empty.”

			Rion grimaced at his mother’s name being brought up again. Before she could start another conversation, he said, “I have to go. Hug the kids for me.”

			“Yeah, me too. My break is over. Just wanted to see how you’re doing.” 

			“Well, head back to work. Love you, big sis.”

			“Love you too, baby bro.”

			Rion pressed the off button in his ear, thinking about his mother. He knew that everything that Rel said was right. He knew that she had been trying to rebuild her relationship with him. He just didn’t think he was ready to forgive her for the dark days of his youth. Not yet.

			He held up
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