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Prologue
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Christmas 1994

“Where does he think you are?” Vinnie del Vecchio asked. He wasn’t the smartest tool in the shed, but he was a very tempting rule-breaker, and she loved that about him.

“Visiting my Aunt Florie. She lives in Charlestown.”

He blinked, confused. “South Carolina?”

“No, silly. You’re thinking of Charleston. This Charlestown is in Pennsylvania.”

“Got it. And he doesn’t suspect?”

“Not a thing. He trusts me.” She gazed up at the young man she loved. “Are you sure this will work?”

“Sure, babe.” He displayed a prescription bottle that held white tablets. The bottle had no label. “These’ll be perfect.” He grinned at her, and she felt her knees go weak. Vinnie was the proverbial bad boy. He had the dark hair and olive skin of his Italian parents, and right now he was wearing his motorcycle leathers. “You know what you have to do, right?”

She nodded, but repeated dutifully, “Invite him to my place after the ball drops on New Year’s Eve. Offer to make him a Rum and Coke, and while he’s in the living room, I’ll crush the tablets and slip them into his drink.”

“Good girl.”

“Not so good,” she giggled. “Or I wouldn’t be having your baby.”

“This is true.” He looked pleased as punch.

She sighed and rested a palm on her still-flat stomach. “If only my parents weren’t so old-fashioned. I’d much rather marry you.” If they knew she was dating Vinnie, they’d cut her off without a cent. They always said they were comfortable, but she knew they had millions.

“Yeah, but this will work perfectly. Just remember not to give him more than two tabs. And save the bottle. We may need them in the future.”

“Naughty!”

He waggled his eyebrows. “And as soon as you tell him you’re pregnant, Pencil Dick will be sure to marry you—he’s so fucking honorable.”

“You’re right. He still thinks I’m a virgin.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to come up with something you can use to convince him otherwise—maybe a vial of red dye.”

“You’re so clever.”

He preened.

“And we’ll still see each other afterward, won’t we?”

“Oh, baby, you’d better believe it.” He pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

She melted against him. He was an amazing kisser, and he fucked like nobody’s business.

Her parents would never approve of her marrying someone like him, and if they learned he was the father of her baby, they’d kill her. They’d met Caspian and loved him. This was the best solution for everyone—she’d be married, her parents would have the grandchild they were starting to bug her about, and she’d still have Vinnie on the side.

As for Caspian...well, he’d be marrying into the Fairbanks family. That should be enough for him.

She just wished Vinnie would go down on her sometimes, the way Caspian did...that was one thing Caspian was really good at.

She pushed the memory of the last time he’d done that out of her mind, feeling disloyal, and enthusiastically returned to kissing Vinnie.

* * * *
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2011

Today’s mail was stacked on the kitchen counter when I got home from work, and I stood there rifling through it. Bill, bill, donation, donation, something from a company wanting me to contact them about my car’s extended warranty...

Ah. My tickets for Lewis and Clark High’s Class of 1986 Twenty-fifth Reunion had arrived. The theme this year was Come as What You Wanted to Be When You Were 16.

I sighed. When I was sixteen, more than anything in the world, I wanted to be the bad girl who rode Harley-Davidson motorcycles, smoked unfiltered Camels, and dated the prettiest girl in class, ruining her for every other girl—or boy—who came after me.

The big problem was I wasn’t a girl. I was a boy—well, a man now, and a married man to boot.

When I’d been notified of this reunion, I’d thought it would be a fun occasion to attend with my wife. She was a Pennsylvania girl who I’d met at Charles T. Armand University in Charlestown. She’d grown up in the next state over, and I wanted her to finally meet my friends and show her the high school where I’d played shortstop for the Merriweathers, our baseball team, where I’d been senior class president, and where I’d organized the school’s first computer club. Things had been a little tense between us lately—

Oh, who was I kidding? They were more than a little tense, but in spite of everything, I was reluctant to give up on my marriage. Hopefully, this might be something she would enjoy.

“Caspian!” My wife’s screech echoed through the house, and I flinched. It seemed like I was in for another shouting match. What would it be about this time?

Thank God the kids were staying late at school, Chloe for the magazine staff meeting and Jason for orchestra practice. At sixteen and fourteen, they didn’t need to witness something that would make them older than they should have been.

Karen came storming down the stairs and into the kitchen. “You miserable piece of shit!” Her face was blotchy red and her eyes were flashing—something I’d found attractive when we’d first begun dating seventeen years before, although now...Unfortunately, I didn’t find much about her that attracted me in the least.

In that case, why did I stay? For the oldest reason in the book...The children. Having lost my own parents when I was sixteen, I didn’t want them to have to live through the same heartbreak.

“What is it, Karen?” I asked wearily. She had been born in 1970, decades before the name Karen had become an anathema. She’d been a sweetheart when we’d first married, but after we lost our third child, another little girl to SIDS, things, which had been...not great at that point but okay, became worse. Elsbeth had been born on Valentine’s Day in 2007. It fell on a Wednesday that year, and perhaps that should have given us a hint we might not be destined to keep her—Wednesday’s child is full of woe. Karen had come to the conclusion it was because we were making love at the time and hadn’t heard the baby monitor go silent. After that, she’d refused to let me touch her and had insisted I move into the second master.

And then one day she’d happened to catch an episode of The 700 Club, and since she seemed to find comfort in it, I didn’t object.

Perhaps I should have. She insisted I become born again, and when I didn’t...

I never knew if that was the reason why over the following years she’d grown more and more unhappy with me, but whatever the reason, our sex life was completely done. She even distanced herself from the children. She began refusing to go on vacation with me or them, often preferring to attend religious retreats with the local church ladies.

“What’s wrong?” I asked now, tired.

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” She waved a scrap of material in my face. “You’ve been cheating on me!”

I felt my shoulders tighten. This again? If she wasn’t so involved with Jesus, I might have suspected she was projecting. “I’ve never cheated, Karen, even though it’s been years since you’ve made love with me.”

“Make love? How can you call it that? It’s unnatural.”

“You didn’t used to think so.”

She curled her lip. “It’s lustful, sinful sex, pure and simple.”

“You didn’t always feel that way.” And we had two kids to prove it. Well, we’d had three, but...

“No, but then you began sleeping with other women. Did you at least use protection? God knows the last thing this poor earth needs is any more of your seed running loose.”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I haven’t cheated?”

“Oh, no? Then who is this for?” she demanded triumphantly, and she threw “this” at me. I caught it before it could bounce off my face and fall to the floor. “It certainly isn’t something I’d ever wear!”

It was the sapphire-blue silk crotchless panties I’d ordered from Frederick’s of Hollywood. Not for another woman—for myself, although I hadn’t worn this particular pair yet. I loved the way my balls swung free, the way my dick, small as it was, felt when the cool silk caressed it. If Karen was a different sort of woman, perhaps I could have confessed that to her, but since she was who she was...

She glared at me, her bosom heaving with what she no doubt felt was righteous indignation. “Well? Nothing to say for yourself?”

“How did you find these?” I’d had them hidden in an inner pocket of my winter overcoat, at the very back of my closet in the bedroom I used.

“So you don’t deny you bought them?”

“Answer my question.”

The flush on her cheeks had been fading, but now it returned with a vengeance, because that tone was something she’d never before heard from me. “I...I...It’s none of your business.”

“Karen, you never go into my closet—not even to hang up my shirts or trousers.” Since she’d found Jesus, me, the house, our kids...we’d all been pushed to the wayside.

“This is my house, too!” she shrilled.

Her house, but not her home. I straightened. I’d had enough. “I refuse to justify any purchases I choose to make.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Well, I refuse to stay here and be humiliated in this fashion.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go stay with my Aunt Florie.”

Well, at least it wasn’t as clichéd as going home to Mother, but that made sense, since Mrs. Fairbanks wasn’t thrilled that her daughter had found religion at the expense of her family. I’d never met her dad’s sister, even though I’d suggested a time or two that she might like to come stay with us and meet the kids. Karen claimed she was too elderly to be able to appreciate two rambunctious children. I loved my kids, and if Aunt Florie didn’t want to meet them, then she didn’t deserve to meet them.

And then I felt bad about that thought. “When will you come home?”

“Is that all you have to say?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to fight for me.” When she saw I had no response to that, she snapped, “In that case, the answer is Never. I’ll take as many of my clothes as I can fit in a suitcase. I’ll be back for the rest of my belongings tomorrow while you’re at work, but after that, I’ll never come back.”

“What shall I tell the children?”

“I don’t care. They’ve always been more yours than mine.” She seemed more annoyed by that than hurt, although it pretty much was the truth—I wasn’t an overindulgent parent, but I listened to them, helped with homework, and knew all their friends, while Karen seemed to resent them for some reason I could never ascertain.

A final glower, and she spun on her heel and stormed out of the kitchen. I could hear her stomping up the stairs to her bedroom, and then the door slamming shut.

Karen had actually been the only woman I’d ever made love with. I might have gone out with plenty of girls, kissed them and gone down on them—an act I truly loved—but never anything beyond that. It gave me the reputation among all the girls as a boy who was certain to give my date an orgasm but not get her pregnant. What no one knew was that I’d learned to be skillful with my tongue because my dick was pathetic. I never let anyone see it, because if they did, they’d never let me live it down.

And then I’d met Karen. We worked in the same building, and one day the elevator we were in came to an abrupt halt between floors. There had been a weird buzzing in my ears, but I’d ignored it and followed her into the elevator, because she was pretty and seemed interested when I struck up a conversation. By the time the maintenance man got the elevator to work, she’d agreed to go out with me.

That was the start of numerous dates. We went out for dinner, we went dancing, and I took her to the opening of Sunset Boulevard on Broadway and the revivals of Show Boat and Damn Yankees.

We’d been dating for about six months, and as usual, I only went down on her, using the excuse I respected her too much to take her virginity. But then on New Year’s Eve, I’d gotten drunk.

I couldn’t remember much about that night beyond taking her home after we’d watched the ball descend. The next morning, I woke up with the hangover from hell, in her bed, and there were drops of blood on the sheet.

“Oh my God, Karen, I’m so sorry. Did I force you? Did I hurt you?”

“Force me? I don’t understand.” She looked genuinely confused.

“Did I make you have sex with me?”

“Of course not. And why would you think you’d hurt me?”

“Well...well, you were a virgin.” I gestured toward the stains on the sheet.

“Oh, that...” She blushed and waved away my concern. “You didn’t hurt me at all. I don’t know why you never wanted to make love like that, Caspian. It was wonderful...You were wonderful!” She snuggled up against me.

Between my hangover and this revelation, I was so confused. But at least I hadn’t done something I’d hate myself for.

Two weeks later she came to me and told me she was pregnant.

“Isn’t it too soon to know for sure?”

“Oh, no, my period is like clockwork. Do you...Caspian, do you mind?” She anxiously stared into my eyes.

“Are you kidding? This is great!” I’d always wanted a kid of my own, and I was thrilled I was going to be a dad. I caught her hand and brought it to my lips. “Will you marry me?”

“You want to marry me?”

“I do.” I’d taken her virginity; I’d gotten her pregnant...It was the honorable thing to do.

“Then yes, of course I will.” She looked relieved, but I understood that—I could just as easily have walked away and left her to deal with the pregnancy on her own.

“And we’ll get a puppy—”

“Do you think that would be a good idea?”

“Sure. Every kid should have a pet.”

“What I mean is...having a new baby won’t give us time to devote to a puppy. It wouldn’t be fair to it, would it?”

“No, I suppose not. But once the baby is a little older—Karen, I haven’t been able to have a dog since I lost Mötley Crüe.”

“Who?”

“My family’s pet. I told you about her. She didn’t last long after my parents died. I really want another dog.” I cringed at how needy I sounded, but this was important to me.

“Well...we’ll see.”

“Thanks, babe.” I hugged her and kissed her.

Karen insisted we get married right away, because she didn’t want to be gossiped about, and I understood that, too. Friends and family could be cruel. So we got married at City Hall and informed her parents afterward. They were thrilled, even after we confessed we’d jumped the gun—

“I’m sorry, sir. I hope you can forgive me.” I loved Karen’s parents. I missed my own. They were in an accident caused by a drunk driver, and just thinking of it made my ears ring. That accident was one of the reasons I didn’t drink and drive.

“Scamp.” Her father had grinned and ruffled my hair, and her mother had gotten teary and hugged me. Sometimes I thought they loved me more than their daughter.

Our first daughter was born on September 30th, a few weeks early, but babies could be two weeks early or two weeks late, although Chloe wasn’t a tiny baby...

Did Karen really think I was that stupid, that I’d be so willing to believe her? I was born at night, but not last night. She was blonde, as were her parents; I was blond, my parents were blond, and the photos I’d seen of my grandparents indicated the same. And yes, I was aware that the blond gene was recessive and there could be brunettes somewhere in both our pasts, but Chloe was so dark a brunette her hair and eyes were almost black, as was the case with both Jason and Elsbeth. I also found it suspicious that all three times she got pregnant were after I’d supposedly had too much to drink. Unbeknownst to Karen, I’d had a DNA test done on swabs I’d taken from our children. Big surprise—I wasn’t the bio dad.

However, that didn’t stop me from caring about the kids, because in spite of whoever had impregnated Karen, I’d raised them, I’d taken them to the ER when Chloe broke her arm falling out of a tree and when Jason had a case of bronchitis that turned out to be pneumonia. I’d grieved when we lost Elsbeth. I’d loved them, and as far as I was concerned, they were my kids.

We never did get a dog. Or a cat or even a bird. Karen didn’t have the patience for one, and I wasn’t home long enough during the day to train a puppy. As for a senior dog...Karen flat out refused, and truthfully, I was afraid she might neglect it, which wasn’t really fair to a dog in its last years.

I stuffed the silk panties into a pocket and rubbed the spot above my diaphragm. My ulcer must be acting up. I’d have to see my gastroenterologist about this.

Meanwhile, I looked down at the tickets I’d crumpled in my fist. All interest in going to the reunion with Karen was gone.

* * * *
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“Hey, Dad.”

I looked up from my computer to see my sixteen-year-old daughter standing in the doorway, flushed and almost bouncing with excitement. “Hi, Chloe.” Thank God Karen had left earlier. And how was I supposed to tell my children their mother had basically abandoned them...us?

“You’re home early. Is everything okay?”

I smiled at her, refraining from rubbing my diaphragm again. “Everything is fine, sweetheart. Why would you think otherwise?”

“Dinner’s not ready.”

I was the one who’d taken over the cooking while my wife went to another prayer meeting. “I thought we’d order takeout.”

“But we never—”

“I thought it would make a nice change.”

“Mom’s not home?”

“No, she went to stay with Aunt Florie.”

“Who?”

“Your mom’s aunt.” I felt no need to protect my wife from our daughter’s irritation. “She lives in Charlestown.”

“South Carolina?”

“No, that’s Charleston.” I bit back a laugh. “This Charlestown is in Pennsylvania.” And now that I thought of it, Charlestown was not more than a three-hour drive from Clewiston—the one in New York, not the city in Florida. We could have visited, but Karen always claimed the drive would be too much for the kids.

“Huh. Why didn’t Mom ever talk about her?”

“You’d have to ask her. But if it’s any consolation, she rarely spoke to me of any of her other relatives.”

Chloe’s lips tightened—her mother being away from home was nothing new. Missing parent-teacher conferences, Chloe’s sporting events, Jason’s concerts—that had all been happening more and more frequently. “If we call this Aunt Florie, will Mom even be there?”

I sighed. I didn’t want to agree with my daughter that her mother was a liar, although I had no doubt she wouldn’t be in Charlestown. Most likely she’d be in Knoxville, a couple of towns over from Clewiston, but thanks to the fact she refused to carry a cellphone—and also that I didn’t have Aunt Florie’s phone number—there was no real way to ascertain her actual location.

Of course, I could have called Mr. Fairbanks and gotten the number from him, but frankly...I just didn’t care. “What would you like for dinner?”

She gave me the fish eye but let me change the subject. “I can choose?”

“Yep.”

“Pizza?”

“Sure. White?” While the three of us enjoyed various pizzas—four cheese, veggie, pepperoni, even Buffalo chicken—we preferred the pizza made with ricotta and mozzarella.

“Yes, please. And parmesan garlic knots?”

“Sounds good.” I pulled up the Pizza π app on my phone and placed the order, then said, “How was school?”

“Excellent! Mr. Madison likes the story I wrote, and it’s going into the spring edition of the Expedition!”

Mr. Madison had taught English back when I’d gone to Lewis and Clark, and I was pleased he still taught there and that my daughter enjoyed his class.

He’d done an amazing job as faculty advisor of the Expedition, the Lewis and Clark’s literary magazine. Under his guidance, it had won numerous awards for the high quality of its stories and illustrations.

“That’s great.” I was prouder than I could say, but it occurred to me there had to be more to her excitement than having another story published—Chloe had had her work accepted for every edition of the magazine since she’d been recruited the year before, when she’d been a sophomore.

“Rog is going to illustrate it. He’s the best artist in school, and he’s even doing the banner for the reunion! We...er...we’ll be working on it, and he’s coming over in a little while.” Her flush deepened. “I...I thought maybe he could join us for dinner, if that’s okay?”

“That sounds great.” I hid a smile. So that was it. I’d noticed the hearts she’d drawn around her name and Roger Taylor’s in the notebook she kept for story ideas. “I’m looking forward to seeing what the two of you come up with.”

“Thanks, Dad. Speaking of the reunion, you’re going, aren’t you?”

“I don’t think so. Mom won’t want to go—”

“You can’t let her stop you from living your life.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Come on, Dad. She’s making you miserable.”

I felt the pain beneath my sternum. “Chloe...”

“I’m not blind. You’re our father, but you’ve been more a mother to me and Jason than Mom ever has. And Dad...I’ve known for a long time that you sleep in the second master. Jason’s known, too.”

I didn’t want to discuss that with my sixteen-year-old daughter, and I guessed she saw that also, because she changed the subject.

“Dad...please say you’ll go to the reunion?”

“Well...we’ll see.”

* * * *
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I shouldn’t have been surprised when my daughter convinced me to go to the reunion.

“You had a lot of friends, Dad. Don’t you want to see them?”

Mitch, Walt, Mike, Steph...“I do.” They were not only school friends; they were the brothers of my heart, even after all these years, and they’d been my posse back in the day—one for all and all for one.

After my parents had been killed in that accident, none of the extended Johansen or Lind families had been willing to have me come live with them. Occasionally, I wondered if they’d somehow known something was wrong with me.

When Mitch’s mom and dad had learned of it, they’d taken me in without question, rather than see me go into the foster system for the two years before I aged out.

I’d hoped to see my friends for the Class of ‘86’s tenth reunion, but Karen had refused to attend, saying she was too tired after taking care of a toddler all day, and while she’d said I could go if I wanted to, the way she said it told me it wouldn’t be a good idea if I did. So, to my everlasting shame, I’d skipped it.

Now, it would be amazing to see the guys again—that is, if they were willing to even say hello to me again.

I wondered if Honey would be there. She was the one girl I’d always wanted to date, but she was smart and pretty, about five inches shorter than me, with honey-blonde hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, and in those days, I’d been too intimidated to ask her out. Truthfully, I still was. She’d dated so many boys, and she’d have seen right through my excuses not to do more than kiss or go down on her, although I had no doubt I could give her pleasure, as I had all the girls I’d gone out with.

“Earth to Dad.”

“Sorry, kiddo. What did you say?”

“I said then you go. Jason and I will stay over at Grandma and Grandpa’s, and we’ll be fine.”

I hesitated a moment. My ears were ringing, but I’d gotten good at ignoring that, so I did. Chloe was giving me a stern look, and I had to smile before nodding.

“Okay,” she said decisively, and she went to tell her brother they were going to Grandma’s and had to pack.

* * * *
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Since I couldn’t go to the reunion as what I’d really wanted to be, I had to fake it. In the back of my closet, behind my winter overcoat, was the navy-blue pin-stripe suit I’d worn for my company’s Halloween party a few years ago, when I’d dressed as a 1930s private eye. It wasn’t something I’d aspired to be, even at sixteen, but it was more acceptable.

I went up to my bedroom, laid the suit, a black button-down shirt, a white tie, and suspenders on the bed. I’d pair it with the fedora I kept on the closet’s shelf. Satisfied, I rubbed a hand over my cheek and jaw. No, I didn’t need to shave—I so rarely did. I went to take a shower.

And screw it, when I dressed, I put on the sapphire-blue panties. Because the silk felt heavenly against my cock and balls.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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I walked into the Lewis and Clark gymnasium and paused to look around. It had been a long time since I’d last been here, although there had been ten-, fifteen-, and twenty-year reunions that I’d missed because Karen hadn’t wanted to go. The huge space was decorated with streamers and balloons, while round tables covered in paper tablecloths made a perimeter around the dance floor. A band had been set up in the space beneath the far basketball hoop and were warming up, running through the songs that had hit the charts during the year we’d all been sixteen.

People went from table to table, mingling, and I glanced around. Was Honey here? And then I felt ashamed. In spite of how rocky my marriage had become, I was still a married man.

I realized I didn’t recognize many of my former classmates. I knew I’d changed—I was forty-three now. Lines bracketed my mouth and white hair threaded through the blond I wore longer than Karen liked.

I also wondered—if I did see my friends, would I hesitate to approach them? I’m such a chickenshit I thought, disgusted with myself.

“Excuse us.” A couple had come in behind me while I’d been wrapped in my thoughts.

“Sorry.” I stepped aside and turned to offer an apologetic smile. “It’s been a while and—”

“Cas? Son of a bitch. Caspian Johansen, is that really you?”

“Yes—Mitch? Oh my God, it’s been too long.”

“It has.” One of my best friends from high school stood there, and he grabbed me, pulled me into a hug, and pounded my back. “God, I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you, too.” I cleared my throat, hoping my words hadn’t sounded watery. I realized how starved for touch I was.

He stepped back, although he kept a grip on my biceps, and he looked me up and down. “Never tell me you’re dressed up as a gangster.”

“A private eye, actually. And why not?”

“Dude. We were best friends from the time we met in kindergarten. You never wanted to be either one of those.”

“And you’re telling me you wanted to be a cowboy?” I eyed the fringe dangling from his sleeves, the Stetson tipped back on his head, and the worked leather boots on his feet “Seriously, Mitchell? You wanted to be a fireman.”

He burst into laughter, pulled me into another hug. He seemed to know how much I needed that, because he held on a few moments longer before gesturing to the very pretty cowgirl standing there. “Blame Calamity Jane here.”

She smiled indulgently at him. “Have you been keeping something from me, babe?”

I raised an eyebrow.

“She means because I hugged you.” He let me go. “Never, moon of my delight.” He kissed her, and kisses were something else I was starved for. “This is Ariel, my wife.” He studied my face. “Are you okay?”

I smiled at his wife. “How do you—Wait, what do you mean am I okay?” I demanded. “Of course I’m okay.”

“Well, you don’t look it.”

“Mitchell, that’s a little rude,” his wife chided.

Mitch turned red. “Well, it’s true,” he muttered. “But you’re right, hon. I’m sorry, Cas. Ariel, you’ve heard me talk of Cas.”

She beamed at me. “I have, and I have to say his description of you is spot on. I never expected you to have such blond hair, though.”

It was my turn to flush. My hair had always been platinum, to the point people wondered if I bleached it. My wife had certainly thought so, although she should have known better.

Ariel held out her hand. “It’s very nice to finally meet you, Cas.”

“Same here.” I accepted her hand and shook it warmly. “How long have you been married? I had no idea—”

“What do you mean you had no idea?” Mitch looked annoyed, and wasn’t that special? First, he tells me I look ill, and then he more or less calls me a liar...“We sent you an invitation.”

“We were sorry you couldn’t come,” Ariel murmured.

“I never received an invitation.” I got that feeling just beneath my sternum, and I pressed hard fingers onto it.

“What are you talking about? You sent regrets.”

I went very still. I’d never seen that invitation. “Maybe the post office—” But no
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