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      “I just want to make sure you’re one thousand percent certain this is what you want,” the quiet, gruff voice said from behind the partition in whatever airport terminal gate we’d ended up for a hellacious unexpected layover before the second flight of the day.

      Oh.

      No.

      He.

      Didn’t.

      Ben Stephens may have been the perfect mix of gruff lumberjack and sexy dad bod, and I could admit he was a damn fine carpenter, but the man was not going to make his daughter question her marriage to my son.

      Hell, no.

      We were on the way to their small, private tropical destination wedding—if the damn weather would ever stop messing with our flights—and there was no way I was going to stand by and let Mr. Dull and Uncultured attempt to talk Megan out of marrying Jason.

      “Dad, we’ve gone over this a million times,” Megan answered brightly with patience I definitely wouldn’t have had. “Jason is amazing. He’s smart, successful, and, most importantly, he treats me well. We’ve been together three years and never once have I come home heartbroken over something he’s said or done—unlike the other trash I dated way back when.”

      “I just worry he’s not enough—” The words a fire poker jabbing at my anger.

      “Careful, Dad, your Lariah is showing,” Megan warned.

      Ben huffed a frustrated laugh. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I trust your judgement.”

      Had I not been snugged into a hidden corner on the other side of the partition trying to rest as we waited for our plane to board—several hours late, let me point out—I knew I would have seen the signature Ben Stephens grumpy face. Worry line between unfairly perfect brown eyebrows, thin lips set firm, the beginning of crow’s feet around his hazel eyes. He’d run a hand over his face and his features would soften as they always did when he and Megan were together.

      Living in the same town, having children of the same age dating, it wasn’t like I didn’t see Ben around. I didn’t know him well—and had no desire to—beyond knowing he owned a very successful carpentry business in town, his wife had died a while back, and he seemed perpetually grumpy outside of his time with his daughter. He was also the aforementioned dull and uncultured, but that was a judgement coming from my theater bitch side and maybe not completely fair.

      However, if he was going to judge my son, my theater bitch could have her way with him.

      Jason was an amazing kid. At twenty-four, he had a solid, well-paying job as a yoga instructor. Adopted at age three, Jason had quickly become Papa’s Boy and joined my late husband, Scott, in our home gym almost daily. Jason and Scott had a connection through their physical fitness while I’d bonded with my son over his love of graphic novels, comedies, and shoes. While theater was in my blood and it stung a bit that Jason never quite glommed onto it the way I’d hoped he would, I cherished the connection we had over his other loves.

      I knew Jason still missed Scott—we all did, he was an amazing man and father, and some days the pain of that loss a decade ago was as fresh and raw as the day we said goodbye to him—I also knew my son’s determination to make his yoga business a success was a direct homage to his papa.

      Megan said something I couldn’t quite catch and Ben chuckled. That girl was a ray of sunshine, always bringing up the mood and making people feel like they made her day just by being around. I’d never known her mother, Lariah, but I’d caught on that Megan was her dad through-and-through—and that we should all be grateful she wasn’t anything like her mother. That fact, and knowing Ben even the little bit that I did, made me wonder just what Lariah had been like.

      And how Ben had ended up with her.

      But those were questions I’d likely never ask because Ben and I were not friends and I didn’t expect that fact to change in as little as two weeks.

      I’d moved to the small town we all now lived in just before Ben’s wife got sick. Megan and Jason had known each other from college and loved the fact we all lived near each other. Despite living in a slightly upsized Mayberry, Ben and I didn’t run in the same circles, so I’d never really gotten to know him except through what Jason and Megan said.

      And really, there was no reason to know the man. I was deeply involved in the theater community in the much larger next-town-over and Ben had a business to run. I was a gay widower and Ben was a married man with a wife the whole town whispered about. Our only real connection was our kids, but even that had never really brought us together.

      When Lariah passed away, I wondered at how Megan and Ben handled it, but asking my son’s girlfriend about her dead mother didn’t seem like appropriate let’s-meet-up-for-dinner conversation. Megan didn’t talk about her mom and there appeared to have been no love lost between them.

      “Why are you hiding in the corner?” Jason asked, his eyes bright and excited despite the fact we were all exhausted and the trip had barely even begun.

      Scrambling to my feet, I hoped to avoid Ben and Megan realizing I’d heard their conversation. No such luck. Both of them rounded the partition, honing in on me. Megan’s eyes went wide and she tucked her arm into Jason’s.

      “Dad and I were just talking about how perfect this trip is going to be,” she said. “Perfect wedding, perfect vacation, perfect us.”

      Jason chuckled. “I love your determination to manifest perfection when we’re stranded in the middle of an airport waiting for bad weather to clear so we can actually get to our wedding and vacation.” My son wrapped his arms around his future wife. “But you’re right, perfect us.” He kissed her on the nose. “And we’re so grateful our dads could be here,” he said, turning to Ben and me.

      Ben.

      The man hadn’t stopped glaring at me.

      As if it was my fault he wanted to bad-mouth my son in public and then get mad when I happened to be within earshot?

      No, thank you.

      I maybe wasn’t going to cause a scene in the airport, but I was glad to know he knew I knew what he’d said about Jason. Maybe I’d bring it up once we got to our tropical locale. A little sun and beach, coconut drink in hand, waves lapping at the shore, and then I’d let him know I didn’t appreciate the insinuation Jason wasn’t good enough for his daughter.

      But I could hold my tongue for now.

      If the big lunk would stop glaring at me.

      “And we’re glad to be here for your special day,” I said. “You two are the perfect balance, perfect match. I hope you never forget that you’re each always enough and together you’re unstoppable. A lot of people search their whole lives for what you have, don’t take it for granted.”

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t totally able to hold my tongue.

      Jason gave me a hug. “Thanks, Dad.”

      Megan pressed her lips together, trying to hide a knowing smile.

      Ben’s cheeks colored under his scruff.

      Good.

      My phone dinged. I pulled it from my pocket just as the kids and Ben did the same. Megan squealed. Jason gave a little whoop. Ben huffed what might have been a sigh of relief. I mumbled, “About damn time.”

      Our plane was finally at the gate. Once it was unloaded and cleaned, we’d be called to board, and our two-week wedding vacation would begin.

      Two weeks.

      Two weeks away from home. Away from my routine. Away from work and the handful of people I considered friends.

      Two weeks in a warm, sunny, tropical location celebrating my baby boy’s wedding. Oh, how I wished Scott could be here for this.

      Two weeks with Ben Stephens.

      That gorgeous body.

      The glare.

      The grump.

      Two weeks.

      I could do it. Heck, we likely wouldn’t even see each other aside from attending the small, private beach ceremony.

      Ben could rest and relax and entertain himself in paradise.

      I planned to soak up some sun, read as many gay romance novels as possible, eat a ton of local cuisine, and recharge my batteries while I enjoyed watching my son embark on his happily ever after.

      Two weeks.

      It was nothing. A blip. Piece of cake.

      I hoped my anxiety appreciated the pep talk I was pouring my heart and soul into.

      An entire hour later, we finally boarded the plane.

      “Excellent,” the flight attendant gushed. “We have you both right here.” The attendant gestured toward two seats.

      “Oh, no, we’re not together,” I supplied helpfully.

      “Lucky, then,” the attendant said through a smile that looked as if it hurt. “Your seats are together. If you’ll go ahead and store your bags safely in the overhead, we’ll be able to get everyone loaded and the flight headed toward your happy, sunny destination.”

      Ben growled. “Just sit down.”

      “Is my ticket the window seat?”

      “I don’t care,” Ben said through gritted teeth. “Sit. We’re holding up the line and we need to take off.”

      I didn’t particularly want the window seat. But Ben was taller than me and likely could use the aisle for a bit of leg room. And the sooner I sat, the sooner we could take off. So, I hefted my carry-on toward the overhead bin. Ben’s grumble filled my ears as he easily lifted the bag the rest of the way for me and shoved it neatly into the compartment.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled before plopping down in the window seat.

      Ben quickly stored his bag and sat next to me.

      The line of annoyed travelers filed past us, chatter and clatter filling the air. When the attendant scurried by, Ben cleared his throat and gestured.

      “Yes, how may I help?”

      “We’re a bit crammed, any chance there’s an extra seat so we could both get some leg room?” Ben asked.

      “Unfortunately, we’re overbooked. We’ve had to ask some passengers to take different flights. Definitely no extra seats.”

      Ben tensed, but he said a polite, “Thanks anyway,” before dropping his head on the headrest with a grunt as the attendant hurried by.

      “You’ve at least got the aisle, I’m completely squished over here,” I muttered. “Ought to check my seat on the ticket.”

      “I’m like five inches taller than you, least you can do is let me have an extra few inches,” Ben grumped.

      “The least I can—” I took a deep, cleansing breath. “You know what, never mind. Let’s just get to where we’re going and enjoy the trip for the kids.”

      “Yeah, for the kids. They deserve that.”

      I held my tongue during the captain’s welcome and the attendants’ safety speeches. I slipped my earbuds in as soon as I no longer needed to listen to the crew in hopes of distracting myself. I even popped a piece of gum into my mouth—being nice and offering some to Ben as well—to ease the pressure change on my ears as we prepared for takeoff.

      But by the time we were well off the ground, I couldn’t stop myself.

      With a huff, I yanked out my earbuds. “Do you have to be the poster child for manspreading?” I hissed.

      “Huh?” Ben asked, looking up from the magazine he was flipping through.

      I gestured toward his tree trunk legs. Okay, they weren’t that big, but sitting next to him made me feel small. “I get you’re all tough, straight guy, hear me roar and all that, but damn, man. You’re all spread out. Bad enough I have to be squished in the corner⁠—”

      “And nobody puts Baby in a corner, right?” Ben growled. “Also, you get nothing about me. Nothing.”

      “I get that it’s enough I’m squished over here, but now you’ve gone and spread yourself out like you own the damn place.” He was right, I didn’t know him, but his close proximity and hulking form mixed with his earlier judgmental words were rubbing me the wrong way.

      “Sorry, these seats are uncomfortable and my legs were cramped.” Ben at least had the decency to shift and give me a tiny bit of room. “Better?”

      I grunted, shoved my earbuds back in, and turned toward the window, grateful I’d brought my travel pillow because I planned to sleep until we landed.

      Just had to get through the rest of the flight, a boat trip to the island, and then I only had to see him at the wedding ceremony. With any luck, Ben and I wouldn’t see each other until our two weeks were up and we crossed paths from time-to-time in town.

      I could do this.

      For the kids.
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      This trip was going to kill me.

      Not only was I not really all that thrilled with leaving the shop and traveling to a hot, sunny locale—honestly, I would have much rather taken an Alaskan cruise, I wasn’t much of a beach lover—being stuck with fuckin’ Reggie Ward for two weeks was going to do me in.

      The man was over-the-top, too much, and dramatic all rolled into a firm, slim, cute little package.

      Yeah, yeah, I got it, he was in theater. All of that was kinda just the norm. But damn, did he have to constantly bitch and squawk and be…I don’t know…sassy all the fuckin’ time?

      His son, Jason, was a good kid. I said kid because Megan and Jason were only twenty-four. When I was twenty-four, I was two plus decades into being brainwashed by my parents and their church. I’d already been forced into an arranged marriage and expected to be the money-maker and protector while my new bride called all the shots…and I do mean all…but I most definitely wasn’t grown.

      Now, at forty-eight, I knew just how young, immature, and ill-prepared I’d been for marriage and real life. I think it was likely why I ended up in such a bad situation with Lariah—buried so deep I didn’t know how to get out of it. My therapist was probably the only person in the world—aside from Lariah herself—who was glad my late wife had even existed because the shit she shackled me with before she left this earth was enough to keep my therapist in billing-hours for the next decade at least.

      Anyway, Jason was a good kid. Megan was an amazing kid—yeah, I was biased, but the fact she could have ended up like her mother and didn’t was a huge win. But they were only twenty-four. They were so young. Naïve. Entering marriage with heart-eyes. I just didn’t want them hurt—didn’t want my little girl hurt.

      I’d always been her protector. From her toxic mother. From the dangerous religion I’d been trapped in since birth. From life. I knew kids had to learn the hard way sometimes, but I’d done what I could to let her learn while still keeping her protected and safe. Was Jason up for that job?

      Or did he just think he could take her away from me and they’d go flitting off into the sunset fueled only by dreams and love?

      Reggie’s snoozing form shifted next to me and the next thing I knew, he was using my shoulder as a headrest. What the hell? Part of me wanted to shove him away, but he was sleeping pretty soundly and that meant he wasn’t talking and being annoying.

      I could just let him sleep.

      But I also wasn’t sure how I felt about his soft salt-n-pepper hair tucked into my shoulder, those dark, sparkling eyes hidden by his fluttering lids lined with thick fringes of lashes, and gentle whooshes of air escaping from his pretty pink lips as he slept against me.

      I’d had feelings for men before. Hell, I’d practically been in love with the star of our basketball team in high school, but there was no way my family would have accepted that. I’d been required to marry Lariah. Period.

      However, that didn’t mean I hadn’t experienced attraction towards men before.

      I just wasn’t sure what to do with the fact I found Reggie Ward equal parts sexy as fuck and annoying as hell.

      Deciding to save myself from any of his drama, I let the man sleep. I just needed us to land, get to the boat, get to the island, and spend the next two weeks as far away from each other as could be expected in a tropical island paradise when your kids are getting married.

      Reggie shifted again about twenty minutes before we landed, shoving his pillow against the window and snuggling in for a few more zzzzs. When the aircraft landed, he kept his earbuds in and didn’t say anything. I couldn’t tell from his face and body language if he was pissed off, just tired, or a combo of both.

      The four of us met up once we’d reached the gate. Reggie slipped his earbuds out as the kids spoke about our next stops.

      “Tara and Matt are meeting us at baggage claim,” Megan explained. “They landed about an hour ago and already have their bags.”

      Reggie popped his earbuds back in as the four of us trooped toward the baggage claim area. I watched him sling his arm around Jason as they walked a few feet in front of us. Reggie loved his son and I knew Jason thought the world of both of his dads—he talked about Scott, his father who had passed away and Reggie’s husband, a lot and it was clear the kid missed him. Megan had shared a bit that Jason’s determination to run a yoga studio was in part because his late father had been a fitness guru and they’d spent a lot of their time together in the gym and learning about how to keep the body healthy and strong.

      Jason said something to Reggie and Reggie nodded. I felt a pang of regret for saying anything negative about Jason to Megan earlier—partly because it was mainly just my fear and jealousy speaking, and partly because I was pretty sure Reggie had overheard me disparaging his son. I still wasn’t one thousand percent sure this young kid could take care of my baby girl as well as I could, but, as Megan would adamantly insist, she was strong and resilient and could take care of herself. I didn’t really doubt that, but I sure was having a damn hard time admitting Jason could take my place.

      I needed to apologize to Reggie for what I’d said, but I wasn’t sure of the time or place. And what if he hadn’t actually heard what I said? Bringing it up would just open a can of worms.

      Lost in my own head, I realized I’d watched my suitcase go around twice before grabbing it from the baggage claim and joining the crew.

      Megan hugged her friend Tara and Jason slapped Matt on the back in a bro hug. They’d invited their two closest friends to the wedding—when they said they wanted a small destination wedding, they weren’t kidding. For Megan and Jason, they were more interested in their close friends, their dads, and a two-week vacation than in a large gathering and money spent on food and decorations. They’d decided they wanted to have the memories of their honeymoon with friends and family instead of a few pictures of perfect ribbons, tea lights, and place cards.

      I glanced around and found Reggie on his knees.

      Fuck.

      He was messing with his suitcase, but for some reason, the sight of him knelt down went straight to my dick and I couldn’t help the dirty thoughts.

      Letting myself think about sex of any type wasn’t something I was used to thanks to my religious upbringing and Lariah. She’d fucked me up big time in the years we’d been together—or fucked me up more. I was working on it and my mental health was getting better, but I still had some things to work through.

      Didn’t seem to change the fact I was turned on by Reggie down on his fuckin’ knees and the images playing through my mind of what he’d maybe be willing to do to me while he was down there.

      My head immediately went into berating mode.

      You’re so dirty.

      Such a perv.

      Sex addict.

      No.

      Having sexual thoughts wasn’t bad.

      Sexual thoughts about other consenting adults were normal.

      Sex wasn’t dirty.

      It was okay to not be interested in sex, but it was also okay to want sex.

      No one had the right to make you feel bad or dirty for wanting something as natural as sex.

      By the time I’d talked myself out of feeling terrible for thinking of Reggie in a sexual way, our group had shared quick handshakes and introductions before heading toward the shuttle service. The plan was to take a shuttle to the boat and the boat would take us to the island.

      Jason took charge, dragging Matt to the little kiosk to secure our shuttle to the boat. Five minutes later, a van pulled up. The driver hopped out, helped us load our luggage, and hurried us into the van. “If we hurry, you’ll make this boat. If not, you’ll have to kill time waiting for the next one.”

      Shit.

      The way our luck had gone with the flight, I immediately worried we’d be stuck waiting hours for a boat to take us to the island. The tension on Reggie’s face, the worry-line between his eyes, made me wonder if he was feeling the same way.

      Jason climbed into the front seat with the driver.

      Megan, Matt, and Tara filled the middle seat.

      Which left Reggie and me to stuff ourselves into the very back seat.

      Fuck.

      Was this what it was going to be like the whole trip? Reggie and me being forced together by default?

      No.

      We just had to deal with it to and from. Once we were in this little paradise location, we wouldn’t even have to see each other outside of the wedding ceremony and maybe a couple meals.

      The very back row two-person seat was actually fairly spacious as far as leg room, but my six-four frame took up a lot of space. I wasn’t body-builder fit, but I was broad and thick. I knew I could be intimidating to some people. Recalling Reggie’s complaint of manspreading on the plane, I did my best to keep to my section of the seat and give him room.

      He didn’t take up much. Reggie was probably about five-nine and that was maybe being generous. I wouldn’t have described him as waifish—he had substance, not like a stiff breeze would blow him over—but maybe delicate? He had a firm, sinewy build—he probably did yoga or Pilates or similar. He didn’t give off the impression of being weak. Whether nerves or anger or something else, he rattled next to me like a pressure cooker about to go off. Reggie Ward was a lot—much of it contradiction—rolled into one fuckin’ adorable package.

      A package I had absolutely no business thinking about in that way.

      I was forty-eight, a widower, a business owner, and a man who had a fucked-up past so deep it would take the next forty-eight years to even hope to dig my way out. My parents, their fucked-up religion, and a narcissistic woman I was forced to call my wife nearly destroyed me. I was in no place to even think about another relationship.

      That wasn’t a relationship. That was hell on earth and it’s over.

      Staring out the window, I wondered if the baggage I carried from the past would ever be truly over. Even if I thought it was a good idea, would I ever be able to move on with someone else? Have a real relationship? A healthy relationship? And if the answer to those questions ever turned out to be yes, would I actually be able to get involved with a man? Sure, now that I had accurate labels and the freedom to use them, I’d say I was bi-sexual. But knowing I was bi and actually being in a same-sex relationship weren’t synonymous.

      Didn’t matter. I was on this trip to celebrate my little girl’s marriage to the man of her dreams. Megan had escaped Lariah’s toxicity—mainly because Lariah hadn’t wanted to deal with her; having a child was expected, a status symbol, but she hadn’t wanted a baby. I’d kept Megan by my side from the moment she was born and we basically co-existed in the house with her mother. If Lariah hadn’t gotten sick, I likely would have left the moment Megan went off to college. I knew I would have had Megan’s support—hell, looking back, I would have had Megan’s support long before that.

      Which was why I was traveling to paradise to watch my daughter pledge her heart to Jason. A couple people in town had offered advice about how I shouldn’t look at the marriage as losing a daughter, but gaining a son. My head understood I wasn’t losing Megan, I just hadn’t gotten my heart on board yet. And it truly wasn’t Jason’s fault. Or Megan’s. It was likely a side-effect of the hellacious marriage I’d spent so many years drowning in.

      Did Megan really want to get herself trapped?

      Would Jason treat her the way Lariah had treated me?

      What kind of weak, pathetic man was I that I’d let my wife reduce me to what I’d become with her? Even with therapy, would I ever escape the mindfuck she’d saddled me with?

      A bump in the road knocked me out of the spiral my thoughts had started down. A result of the brainwashing my parents’ church put me through and Lariah’s continuation of it in the form of her mental and emotional abuse, my head often became my own worst enemy. The physical manifestation of her abusive nature wasn’t something to take lightly, and she had injured me more than once, but I was a big guy and the physical hurts had been small. The biggest, most painful scars were unseen—constant voices in my head berating me for being weak, for being this big, tough guy who couldn’t even stand up to my parents and wife. I hated the level I’d allowed myself to sink to, but it had happened so slowly I’d been trapped and wounded before I’d even realized it.

      Could I have taken Megan and run? Sure. But the marriage had been a financial decision made between Lariah’s and my parents. If I had left, I would have had nothing—nothing but a child relying on me. And even though Lariah didn’t want Megan, she would have taken me to court for custody—either that, or her parents or mine would have. So, I stuck it out. I kept Megan away from Lariah, made sure she was safe and cared for, and I saved up money. I got myself into therapy, paying cash so as not to alert Lariah, and began to work through the nightmare my life had been ever since marrying my wife—and even before.

      Pulling myself out of the negative thoughts, I watched the road go by and thought of the dining room table and chairs I’d work on when I returned to the shop—the one place I’d always been able to take comfort and find peace. Taking control of my head and my heart were new skills I was working on—I’d been conditioned to think I was useless, dumb, weak, and not man enough to control anything…my confidence had been destroyed from a young age…and my therapist was working with me to build me back up—but I’d always had confidence in my work.

      Creating things out of wood was something I’d always been good at.

      My family and Lariah’s had a lot of money and the marriage had been a business decision to combine the families’ power and finances—I’d never been let in on how it all worked, it was done through the church, for God, and to this day, I still didn’t understand what had taken place beyond me being forced to marry Lariah.

      My money—what I’d been saving up since Megan was born—was mine and it was my way out when the time was right.

      I remembered clearly the day Lariah slapped me and dressed me down in front of Megan. It was the one and only time my daughter had witnessed the abuse—although, sadly, she’d picked up on it plenty, even without seeing or hearing it—and something had clicked within me.

      No more.

      Lariah had torn me down forever, but it was over. My daughter deserved better. At the time—and even now—I wasn’t as sure that I deserved better, but I trusted myself to do right for my little girl.

      I’d been lied to and programmed throughout my formative years to believe I was a worthless, no good, dirty sinner who was nothing without God and the church. If I wanted money, happiness, a future, I had to follow what the church taught, what the church told me to do. My parents not only allowed me to be brainwashed, they joined right in. In retrospect, while I did blame them, they were just as brainwashed as I was—it was a vicious circle.

      When I was told I’d marry Lariah and build a family with her, I didn’t question it. Well, not much. For one moment, I thought about the fact I didn’t love Lariah—we didn’t even really like each other—and my mind went to the guy on the basketball team I’d been crushing on for most of high school. Thinking about him brought on a wave of disgust and self-hatred for my sinful thoughts and desires, but I couldn’t make it stop
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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