
  
  
      
        
          Forgiveness is a Virtue

          
		      
          Sam E. Kraemer

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Kaye Klub Publishing

        

      

    


  
  Copyright


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 
Copyright © 2017-2025 by Sam E. KraemerPublished by Kaye Klub Publishing
Formatting by TL Travis
This story was initially published on free fanfiction sites under another title which was owned by the author as well. These characters are the author’s original creations, and the events herein are the author’s sole property. No rights to the content of this story are forfeited due to the previous version of the manuscript.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any form, printed or electronic, without the express permission of the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.
All products/brand names mentioned in this work of fiction are registered trademarks owned by their respective holders/corporations/owners. No trademark infringement intended.
TRIGGER WARNING: This book contains discussions and a description of suicide by a character. If these are triggers, discretion is advised. 
Note: NO AI/NO BOT. We do not consent to any Artificial Intelligence (AI), generative AI, large language model, machine learning, chatbot, or other automated analysis, generative process, or replication program to reproduce, mimic, remix, summarize, or otherwise replicate any part of this creative work, via any means: print, graphic, sculpture, multimedia, audio, or other medium. We support the right of humans to control their artistic works. (Courtesy of Ari McKay. Thank you for the proper words!)






  
  Their story


Loved. Deceived. Heartbroken. Humiliated. Bitter. 
Thornton Marsh has experienced it all in rapid fire after the man he loves betrays him… in their home… on their bed… on his parents’ wedding quilt.    
He’s learned to live his life with all of those emotions locked deep inside, and he’s moved on. He’s become successful. He has friends. He never allows himself to form any emotional attachments that can destroy his mangled heart once and for all. It works perfectly until one day when it doesn’t.
Lover. Cheater. Heartbreaker. Recovering. Hopeless. 
Kennedy Catrelle regrets decisions he can’t take back, having made one horrible choice on the spur of the moment. He’s never had the chance to try to explain his actions, but then again, when one rips apart the world he’s building with the man he loves, what’s really left to say?
Kennedy has accepted his responsibilities and the blessing of an unexpected angel as he tries to find his way to a better place in his life. It’s working perfectly until a manuscript for a new novel finds its way to his desk.
Forgiveness. 
Two men are looking for how to give it and how to earn it. When they meet again, is there another chance for them? Forgiveness is one of the seven virtues, but in their broken states, are they able to achieve it?
Trigger warning: Death of a character by suicide. If the depiction is a trigger, caution is advised.






  
  A Note to Readers


I want to thank all of you for reading “Forgiveness is a Virtue,” and I wanted to explain that this was one of the first stories I wrote as a fledgling author several years ago. I’ve had the story edited to correct spelling and grammar issues, but I’ve left it the same as it was when it was printed in my newsletter earlier this year.

If you didn’t read it in the newsletter, be warned: this story deals with infidelity and the aftermath of the mistake. It’s also a story about second chances and forgiveness (Duh!). I’m sure people have many strong opinions regarding those topics. The way I wrote this story is my viewpoint on the subjects.

I hope you enjoy it!

--Sam 
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  Prologue

Thornton Marsh
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I whistled as I walked down the hallway to the small one-bedroom apartment I shared with the love of my life, Kennedy Catrelle. I couldn’t wait to get home to him, especially today because everything in my world was shaping up to be wonderful.
I’d met Kennedy the first day of freshman year when we’d shared an elevator loaded with boxes. We were moving into the same dorm, and we became excited when we found out we were on the same floor.
After freshman year, we’d decided to get out of the dorms and had moved into an apartment together, having embarked on a relationship we didn't want to share with others. My freshman roommate, poor guy, had seen a lot more of our naked bodies than he’d ever wanted when we'd forgotten to tie the sock on the doorknob.
It had been a bit intimidating in the beginning to think about people knowing I was sleeping with a guy, but Kennedy had been down-right petrified that his family would find out about us, so we were best friends during the day and lovers at night. I’d decided I could live with the arrangement because I’d just been so happy to have him as my everything and finally have him all to myself.
Meeting Kennedy had been a fantastic experience for me. From the very beginning, it had been as if we'd known each other from birth. Conversations had flowed between us much in the way they’d done between lifelong friends. It had been easy. 
Hell, everything about Kennedy had always been easy. That was what I’d found so appealing about him in the first place. He’d been someone who’d felt at home in his skin, and it had rubbed off on everyone around him.
That feeling had been foreign to me when I’d been around other people, being the bashful boy that my mother had always called me. She’d always maintained I'd grow out of my shyness, though I’d doubted her back then. As my friendship with Kennedy had grown, I’d remembered her words and had finally believed them. I’d always wish she and my dad could have been around to witness my blossoming.
I heard music from inside our apartment, and I laughed because Kennedy was notorious for leaving his phone in the docking station with the music blaring when he was running late for class. 
That morning, Kennedy had been late starting his day because we’d fucked in the shower instead of getting our asses ready for class. I'd been chewed out by my Statistics professor for being late for my final, but I didn't care. He let me take it, anyway, and I was sure I'd done well. I just wanted to find my guy and celebrate the end of classes… save the one I had in an hour.
I unlocked the door and headed to the kitchen to grab myself a soda because I had one last final that afternoon and was in dire need of the caffeine boost. I heard a commotion from the direction of our bedroom that jarred me, so I froze. 
My gut told me someone had broken in, and for a moment, I was paralyzed with fear. We had a lot of computer equipment at our place because Kennedy was a computer science major, and if anyone dared to steal any of his components or compromised his babies in any way, I knew he'd have a fit and never forgive me if I let it happen.
I went to the hallway closet and found the baseball bat we kept there, slipping off my sneakers so as not to be heard. I'd never been in a fight before in all my life, but I was prepared to beat the fuck out of anyone who had the balls to violate the sanctity of our home.
"God, yesss," was hissed from the direction of our bedroom, which had me worried. 
That was a bit odd unless the thief had stumbled upon Kennedy's old-school Atari video games that might fill out someone’s collection. I wasn’t a fan of gaming systems, but my boyfriend loved vintage games, and I humored him by playing with him as much as possible because I loved him.
"Almost… I'm almost there." I certainly recognized that voice, so I lowered the bat and stepped into the open doorway of our bedroom, unsure of what to expect. What I saw was absolutely nothing I was prepared to see that day, and it took away my breath.
There he was—Kennedy, the man I loved more than anyone—with his jeans and boxers around his ankles, still wearing my late father’s old Bob Marley t-shirt he’d grabbed from the laundry basket that morning on his way out the door, late for his first class just like me. 
His head was tilted back, and his eyes closed as he pounded into someone. I took a step further into the room, trying to keep from screaming. When I saw who he was pounding, I became unhinged.
"You motherfucking son of a bitch!" I shrieked like a banshee from hell.
Kennedy’s head quickly whipped around, and he stopped moving. "Thornton, wait!” He hadn’t even bothered to pull his dick out of the… woman. The woman he was fucking on our bed… on the quilt that had been a wedding gift to my parents many years ago... on the spot where we’d made love nearly every night.
My heart was shattered.






  
  Chapter One

Thornton
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As I sat in the lavish waiting room, I reminisced about what had brought me to this day in the first place. In my never-ending quest to process the second most devastating event of my life, I'd decided it was better to put it down on paper in the hopes that seeing the words on the page would give more clarity than I’d been able to achieve from my thoughts and nightmares of that horrible day. Of course, once I opened the floodgate of memories and a new Word document, the story poured out of me to the tune of five-hundred and twenty-four pages, to be exact.
I'd written a book about the second heart-shattering event in my life and how the experience changed me from the fun-loving, carefree college student I'd been before it happened to the bitterly angry and mistrusting man I'd become. The first heart-shattering event had been a mere warm-up for the pain to come, and the first one involved the death of my parents.
The what-ifs had shredded my psyche for years. What if I'd been ten minutes later that day… would I have even known what had transpired? What if I'd been ten minutes earlier… could I have prevented it from happening at all? What if I'd stayed and allowed him to explain to me why he'd done what he'd done… could I have forgiven him? Would my life be a one-eighty from the hollow existence I’d been living all these years or would things simply have run their course, and we’d have parted as friends?
"Mr. Marsh, Ms. Graves will see you now," the perky receptionist instructed, pulling me from the memories. My heart was pounding in my chest, and my palms were sweating at the mere flash of that awful event. It wasn't the best time for me to take a tortured stroll down memory lane.
I rose from my seat, adjusted my tie and jacket, and grabbed my leather bag to follow the receptionist down a short hallway to a large, mahogany door. She knocked twice, and when the door opened, I was surprised to be greeted by a beautiful, blonde woman impeccably dressed in a blood-red suit. Her bright blonde hair was twisted up into a low bun at the back of her neck, and her big blue eyes echoed the smile on her face.
"Mr. Marsh, please come in. I'm Lily Graves. It's a pleasure to meet the man behind so much creativity."
I walked into the lush office and took her hand, shaking it. "Ms. Graves, it's a pleasure to meet you, though I have to admit I expected you to be older. I'd have assumed the president of a successful publishing house would have had a few more birthdays under their belt," I explained because I was sure the look on my face gave away my shock.
She laughed and extended her hand for me to take a seat as she strolled behind her desk and sat down. "Thank you, Mr. Marsh. I get that a lot, but I think you're overestimating our success. Catnip Publishing is my mother's baby. My brother and I recently took over the reins because she and Dad wanted to travel. She's still involved, but not in the day-to-day details. We're not as well-known as Byrdsong Publishing, but we're making inroads into the market,” Ms. Graves informed me, mentioning my current publisher.
“I’m sure that it’s just a matter of time before you compete head-to-head with Byrdsong, Ms. Graves,” I responded.
She nodded in what I assumed was appreciation before she spoke. "So, let's get down to it, okay? What made you decide to leave the mystery genre and write a book like this? I've been reading your Caine Winslow mysteries since they first hit the shelves, and I understand your last book is now in its second printing. Tell me why you didn’t publish this book through Byrdsong? Candace didn't tell me you'd severed your relationship with them," Lily Graves inquired. I remembered the discussion Candace Byrd and I had had after I had given her the draft manuscript to read.
"Thornton, as your publisher for the last five years and your friend since junior year of college, I have to tell you the truth. I believe you're making a mistake by writing gay romance. I mean, the story has a lot of possibilities, but I just don't see how I’d be able to get Dad to move on it. We're much more mainstream here, and it's not a direction I see him allowing us to go," she explained. I knew it was a risk, but the story, or rather the memories, just wouldn't let me go.
"Okay, how about another, less mainstream publisher? You've got connections, Candy. I really want to get it published," I implored.
She sat for a moment and drummed her fingers on my kitchen table. "Can I give this to a friend of mine? She's at a small publishing house, and they have a division specializing in LGBTQ+ contemporary fiction. I'll get her feedback regarding the story and call you," she responded with her perfect smile.
Candy called me a week later with a meeting time set, and we discussed some of her concerns regarding my brand. At the end of the day, she'd handed the manuscript off to the head of Catnip Publishing, and they wanted to meet with me.
"Ah, well, Byrdsong and I haven’t severed our professional relationship, per se, but this type of story isn't one they would be interested in publishing and promoting. I still owe them a final Caine Winslow book, but I've yet to come up with a plot. Candace has agreed that as long as this book publishes under a pen name, it's not a conflict if another house is willing to pick it up. The only stipulation Byrdsong demanded is my picture can’t appear on the jacket, and frankly, I feel the same way," I stated, leaving no room for negotiation on the matter.
It was far too intimate a story for me to publicly acknowledge it was autobiographical. It was marketed as a work of fiction, and only a handful of people would know it to be anything else. No way was I ready to own that truth. I was still humiliated by the events. Writing the fucking book was supposed to be the first step forward to moving on with my life and letting go of my past. Owning it? No fucking way.
Ms. Graves glanced at her computer and clicked on something before she smiled a bit and looked back at me. "That's not a problem, Mr. Marsh. We find, when marketing queer fiction, it's rare a story reaches a level of fame where it would be necessary for book tours or a media blitz. The level of acceptance of this genre has only just started taking off. 
“I'm not saying this book couldn't reach a level of success where it might become more mainstream, but the demand for gay romance is still in its infancy. Once the housewives of America dipped their toes in the pool of sexually explicit fiction, they've become more willing to look at other pairings rather than simply male/female."
I nodded in response, finding her research to match my own. "Well, I've found a great deal of gay fiction online and even some published works, so I'm hoping maybe this book can pave the way for success in the genre that can reach that of other niche categories. Society has come a long way toward accepting alternative lifestyles, so maybe it's time gay romance stopped being a dirty little secret," I suggested.
"Well, let's hope so. I, uh, I've got a few questions about the manuscript," Ms. Graves responded, moving a finger on her laptop’s touchpad. Her lips moved a bit as she read something before she looked up to offer a smile. "Ah, okay. At the beginning of the story, the character, Ethan, is immediately smitten with Jeremy when they meet on the elevator. Do you feel that's believable… that 'all-consuming, love at first sight' aspect?" she asked. It immediately took me back to the first time I laid eyes on Kennedy Catrelle.
"Hey, would ya hold that elevator?" The voice echoed down the hallway, catching my attention.
I reached up to grab the door and stuck out my head, seeing a blond-haired guy in a pair of basketball shorts and a holey t-shirt racing across the lobby of the dorm building. His hair was long and pulled back in a ponytail, and covering his eyes was a pair of aviator sunglasses. He was well-built and suntanned, and I didn't think I'd ever seen a more beautiful guy in my life, not that I spent a lot of time looking at men.
He walked in and dropped the box in his hands on my foot, causing me to dance around a bit. "Shit, man, I'm sorry. It has been a crappy day all around. You okay?" he asked as the bell inside the elevator chimed because we'd had the door open for too long.
"I'm fine. Moving sucks, doesn't it?" I offered, uncharacteristically attempting small talk. I wasn't one to talk to strangers, ever, but there was something about the guy that put me at ease.
"Man, that's an understatement. Kennedy Catrelle," he responded as he stuck out his fist. I assumed it was for me to "bump" which was ridiculous, but I did it anyway.
"Thorn Marsh. What floor?" I asked since I was standing by the control panel.
He reached into the pocket of his t-shirt and pulled out a piece of paper. "Four, please." He looked up to see the button already illuminated, and he turned to me with a toothy grin. "You on that floor as well?"
"Yeah, 404. You?" Every cell in my body was praying he was my roommate. I'd been resistant to contact the stranger I'd been assigned to share with because I was sure if I didn't like the guy, I'd work myself into an ulcer and chicken out of even attending the school.
It was my parents' dream for me to go to college, and after their deaths in a car accident, my Aunt Nora made it job number one to keep me on track. It was mainly due to her love and support that I'd accepted the scholarship from Gonzaga University instead of my father's alma mater, Dartmouth. I wanted to be nearer to her and my uncle, so I chose to stay close to home… well, at least within driving distance of Portland.
“I’m in 406. Guess we’re gonna be neighbors. So, you from Spokane?” he asked.
“Chicago, actually, but I moved to the area a couple of years ago after my parents died in an accident. My aunt and uncle live in Oregon, and since they’re my guardians, I wanted to be close. You?”
“With this accent? Naw. I’m from New York, but I was born in Texas and spent the summer down there helpin’ my grandparents on their ranch. That’s why the accent’s so damn thick. It’ll simmer down once I get used to bein’ around people who actually speak in full sentences. I didn’t want to be too close to home for college, so I decided to haul my ass all the way across the country from New York. Can’t get much farther away and stay on the same continent, ya know?” We both laughed and agreed.
When the door opened, we gathered our things and stepped into the hallway, walking in the direction of our rooms. Just as we both slipped our keys into the locks, Kennedy turned to look at me and pulled off the sunglasses. “I think we’re gonna have a great year, Thorn.” It was at that moment when I looked into his bright blue eyes that I felt my heart skip a beat. I would come to believe that was the moment I fell in love with him…
I snapped out of the memory when I heard Ms. Graves' nails drumming on top of her desk. "I'm sorry. I just needed to get my thoughts together. Based on the astronomical way in which the relationship implodes, I thought it was for the best to have the main characters feel an instant chemistry. I believe it adds to the tension when I—Ethan walks into the bedroom and catches Jeremy with a woman." Hell, I knew it did for me.
"Okay, uh, I guess that makes sense. So, the scene when Ethan kisses Jeremy the first time; I'm curious why you chose not to make it a drunken kiss and then build the tension from there. You know, Ethan waits for Jeremy to acknowledge it happened but Jeremy pretends he doesn't remember to avoid the conversation? Why'd you take the direction of having the two of them get into an argument regarding a pair of underwear?"
“Boxer shorts,” I corrected with a laugh. That was a warm memory for me, and it still made me smile.
"Why are you wearing my boxers?" I asked Kennedy as we stood in the laundry room of our dorm on a Sunday night. I was surprised to see the waistband of a pair of my drawers sticking out from Kennedy's jeans, and I wanted to know what the fuck was going on.
I'd taken him home with me for the weekend to meet my aunt and uncle. We'd had such a great time, and it was becoming harder and harder to keep from telling him I had feelings for him other than friendship. He hadn't dated anyone in the five months we'd been together at school, and we spent all of our time with each other, so if he was interested in a girl, I was sure I'd have known it.
"Oh, when I got out of the shower this morning, I figured out I was out of shorts. You were downstairs in the kitchen with your aunt, so I went out of the bathroom on your side and snagged a pair from your bag. You always pack a lot of shit when you go home, so I knew you'd have an extra pair. I'll wash 'em right now," he explained as he began unbuttoning his pants. The idea of him standing in the laundry room without any pants on made my dick hard, and the sleep pants I was wearing were already tenting embarrassingly just by being in his presence.
"No! Just… just keep them on. It's rude to go into someone's things and take what you want, Kennedy. I don't go into your room and Take. Your. Shit!" I shouted, trying to divert his eyes away from my boner.
He appeared to be shocked for a minute, which wasn't a surprise because I wasn't one to yell at anyone. He quickly took off his jeans and whisked down the boxers, throwing them at me with no warning. They landed on my head, but they didn't cover my eyes because I saw he was just as hard as me.
"Don't be a prick about it, okay? I'm sorry. It's just… I just…" he mumbled as he pulled his jeans back on, stuffing his hard cock inside. It was too late to unsee it; the damage had been done. I removed the underwear from my head and took the two steps to cover the space between us. I grabbed his face with my hands and pulled it to me, planting my lips against the beautiful pink mouth that had haunted my dreams and my thoughts since the day I’d met him.
The surprise was when he grabbed my hips and pulled me into his body, rubbing his erection against mine hard enough to bring a moan from both of us. His tongue slid along my bottom lip, and I opened up to allow him entrance. At that moment, everything else in the whole world seemed to disappear. It was Kennedy and me—just the two of us. No one else existed.
"Well, I can't really say why that plot point came up, but I liked the idea of it, so I went for it. Now, before we continue to dissect every reason why I chose to include something or why I didn’t include another thing in the story, which I have no problem doing if you’re serious, are we going to pursue a business relationship or are we just wasting each other's time?" Discussing the book brought back memories, and if she was just nosy because she was a fan of my mystery novels, I was going to make short work of the meeting.
Suddenly, there was a loud clatter from another room before her computer chimed repeatedly. She hit a button and laughed. "Fine!" she shouted and then looked up at me with surprise. "I'm sorry, it's just that some people are very impatient," she yelled before she looked at me again, a smirk threatening to blossom on her pretty face.
"I can confirm, Mr. Marsh, we're very interested in your book. Ordinarily, I'd have requested you bring your agent along for this meeting, but my brother handles the authors, and he isn't available today, so if you leave your information with my assistant, we'll contact your people and hammer out the details regarding a schedule, an editor, and further negotiations regarding publishing the book. We very much want you to sign with us for this book and any future of the same genre.” 
She typed something into her computer and turned her attention back to me with a smile. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to continue to explore some things with the manuscript. Let's skip ahead to the cheating scene. I'm curious why you didn't have Ethan and Jeremy discuss what happened that afternoon. Why did Ethan just take off and move to San Diego? If they loved each other so profoundly, wasn't the relationship worth fighting for at least? You don't give a reason why Jeremy slept with Annie in the first place, which leaves the affiliation unresolved,” Lily judged. Oh, it was definitely unresolved.
"Ethan moves on in his life, but Jeremy's memory doesn't dim in his mind. Ethan has a series of one-night stands before he finally meets Alec, but even that relationship doesn't discount the never-ending thoughts of Jeremy in Ethan's mind. He and Alec make a life, but it doesn't feel like an H-E-A. It just feels like Ethan settled. Will there be a sequel? Maybe something from Jeremy's point-of-view?" she asked, paying very close attention to my words and body language to the point it was a bit unsettling.
How could I tell her she was spot on in her assessment without letting her know it wasn't a happily-ever-after because I hadn't ever gotten over Kennedy, much to the dismay of my last lover, Joey, a/k/a Alec. We decided to break up because I couldn't care for him as much as he cared for me. The worst part of it was I wasn't distraught when he left me. I was surprised he’d stuck around as long as he had.
"What? Do you mean a sequel where Ethan runs into Jeremy, and they get back together, living that H-E-A you referenced? Ms. Graves, I hate to break it to you, but real life doesn't work that way, now does it? I was going for a bit of reality, along with a lot of sex. I suppose if you insist on wrapping up the Ethan/Jeremy relationship in a pretty package, I can try to work one up, but I'm not sure how Ethan would resolve the issues he'd have with Jeremy if they did cross paths again,” I replied, but then my mind ran away with me.
"How would Ethan ever trust Jeremy again after what he walked in on him with Annie? What could Jeremy possibly tell him to erase the heart-wrenching pain he'd inflicted on the man who loved him more than life itself? The profound heartbreak I, uh, Ethan suffered at finding his lover, the man he believed to be his soul mate, fucking a woman on their shared bed would be tough to forgive." I felt tears welling in my eyes, so I looked down, hoping she didn't see them.
I cleared my throat and decided to throw her a bone. "Maybe I can rework the Alec/Ethan relationship and give it more energy and a better resolution? I realize it’s rather one-sided at that point, but maybe Ethan can put more effort into the relationship so it feels like he's healed enough to be able to move on?" I tossed out, the thought of even considering it soured my stomach.
She didn't seem happy with my suggestion. "Well, that's one way to go, but you're still going to need a reason why Jeremy cheated. Otherwise, how would Ethan be able to get over it without it seeming as though the relationship didn't mean as much to him as you’ve initially led the reader to believe," she assessed.
She looked at her computer again, and I decided she was too preoccupied with something else for me to rip open my heart and spill the pain I felt every time I thought of Kennedy so she could pick through it.
"Ms. Graves, why don't you let me get you a draft with the Alec/Ethan relationship tweaked a bit? I'll consider everything you've said, and I'll see if we can reach a middle ground," I stated as I began gathering my things to leave.
"Mr. Marsh, you can tell me to fuck off if you’d like. The emotions in this manuscript are so poignant that I can't help but believe a lot of this comes from personal experience. I get the impression someone you loved and trusted was careless with your heart. Am I right?" she pried.
I was about to lash out at her and tell her to, indeed, fuck off. I looked up at her so she'd see and understand that, in no uncertain terms, was I going to share anything personal with her. Unfortunately, when I looked into her eyes, there were unshed tears and some pain I didn't understand.
My anger immediately evaporated. "Ms. Graves, are you able to see the emotion because it's something you've experienced yourself?"
She reached for a tissue and quickly dried her pretty eyes. "Actually, I have experience with both sides of the relationship coin, Mr. Marsh. You see, I had a boyfriend back in high school who cheated with a friend of mine. I was young at the time, and it wasn't true love. It did, however, leave an impression on my heart,” she offered sincerely.
She sniffled a bit before continuing. "That's not why I can see the pain in you, though. Someone I'm very close with was unfaithful to someone who didn't deserve it, you see. Not only was that person hurt badly, but my friend was also nearly destroyed by the guilt. Life is too short to live with so much pain and regret, I believe."
She was so earnest that it touched me deep inside. "What happened to your friend?" I asked.
"I think that's something—" she began.
Just then, a door opened behind her, and I lost the ability to breathe.






  
  Chapter Two

Kennedy Catrelle


[image: image-placeholder]
The week before the meeting…
"Come in," I responded to the knock as I hung up the phone. I'd just talked to my co-parent, Lark, about the visitation schedule. She had a business trip to New York that had unexpectedly come up that weekend, and she wanted to take Judah, our son, with her so they could visit my parents while they were in town. I thanked her for even considering it, hoping it would get Mom and Dad off my back for a while. They didn't approve of much of my life, but they did love my son, and for that I was grateful.
My sister Rory walked in with what appeared to be a ream of paper held in her crossed arms. "I've got something I want you to read, and then you and I are going to have a heart-to-heart, Kenny. I'm going to guess you'll want to pursue this one, but it's going to take both of us selling it to Mom and Dad. It’s a direction I doubt they'll approve us taking," she stated as she sat down in the tan leather wingback chair across from my desk, picking at something on her skirt to keep from looking me in the eye. It was definitely her “tell” that she was up to something.
"What direction?" I asked as I studied her behavior. She was definitely hiding something.
My sister was beyond infuriating with the way she approached me regarding something she didn't want to talk about but had no choice. "Gay erotic romance," she answered.
I laughed at her in disbelief. "We already do erotica, Rory. Don't you read what we put on the shelves? I've got four authors who are pumping out dirty stories almost every month." I worked with the writers directly, and my sister, Aurora handled the business side of Catnip Publishing.
When Lily Graves Catrelle, our mom, decided she wanted to stop managing the day-to-day aspects of the business, she put Aurora and me in charge of it, with the big decisions still having to go through her and Dad. Our condition for accepting their terms was we'd handle business from Spokane, not New York. Neither of us wanted to live in the same city as our parents because they weren't exactly supportive of my lifestyle, and Aurora took it personally, god love her.
We were twins, and we had a deep connection. We’d fight with each other, even at the age of twenty-eight, but we stood side-by-side when it came to outsiders giving either of us shit. I could always count on Rory, and she knew she could always count on me… well more so, lately. There was a time when that wasn’t exactly so.
"Not that kind of erotica, Kenny. Gay romance with sexy times as a relationship develops. I know you've had exposure to it, Porn King," she chided, referring to the time she used my laptop and hit on my favorites. I couldn't help it. I was a sucker for ‘Star Wars’ fanfiction, and when I stumbled onto a story where Luke and Han got it on, I was hooked and never looked back.
That was how I found some of our current erotic fiction authors. I'd troll fanfiction sites, and when I saw a good story, I got in touch with the author and solicited them to offer original work to the publishing house to be considered for publication. It was a great way to discover new talent, and it had worked for us when we decided to expand the romance line to include some spice. Nothing had taken off yet, but every publisher hoped to discover a diamond in the rough to put their name on top of the publishing world.
"That was strictly for business development," I joked, having argued with her more than once, especially when I tried to write off my cable and Wi-Fi bills as business expenses the prior year. She laughed as she tore up my expense voucher. Aurora was one in a million.
"Whatever, Pervy McPenis. Anyway, I had lunch with Candace Byrd the other day, and before you start bitching about it, don't. She and I have become acquaintances since we both signed up to work on the reading initiative for Spokane Public Schools, and we have a lot in common. Besides, she's not a threat to our business because she's on a whole bigger playing field than us,” Aurora argued before I had the chance to bitch about our rival—who really wasn’t a rival. Rory was right—Candace was on a much larger stage than us. We were the mom-and-pop ice cream shop in town versus Candace’s business being the Baskin-Robbins of the publishing world.
My sister ignored me and continued. “She brought me a manuscript, and I think this one could be just what we've been looking for to give us more exposure and credibility," she stated as she flopped a thick stack of paper on my desk.
"Can't I get it on a drive? That's a harsh waste of Mother Nature’s resources," I complained.
She cocked an eyebrow. "When did you become such a tree hugger? Besides, the author doesn't know Candace handed it off to me yet. There's no way she'd give me an electronic copy without permission. Anyway, read this over the weekend and give me a call. You're going to want to talk to me about it after you finish it." Again, with the cryptic bullshit?
I picked it up and saw it was untitled and there wasn't an author's name on the cover sheet. "Who wrote it?"
"It's one of their big names, but she's guarding the identity until we decide whether we're interested or not. If we are, I think we need to move quickly. You have Judah this weekend?" she asked as I tossed it into my open briefcase.
"Actually, Lark has a thing in New York, so she's taking him to visit Mother and Father while she's there. I truly owe her a car for being willing to deal with them," I responded.
"Ain't that the truth? I still say if you'd have been honest with everyone in the first place, things might have gone a whole different direction. Admitting you're gay one month and then calling them the next to tell them you knocked-up a chick sort of sends mixed signals, Kennedy." I knew that, and I didn't appreciate her constant reminders.
"Rory, KC was never going to accept me being gay, regardless of anything else. And you know why I told them. I thought I would get the chance to rectify my actions with him, and I didn't want any more secrets. When I found him, I wanted to be able to tell him I was ready for us to start a life out in the open,” I reminded her.
Of course, she waved me off like always, but I continued. "I wanted to explain to him why I did what I did, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life making it up to him. It didn't work out that way because he dropped out and moved away. His aunt and uncle wouldn't return my calls, and when I went to see them, they refused to tell me where he'd gone. You’ve heard all of this before.” 
Rory only nodded her head—like always.
"Look, all they’d tell me was I'd broken his heart, and the kindest thing I could do would be to leave him alone. I'm sorry I listened to them, and we both know I'll regret it for the rest of my fucking life," I admitted.
My colossal fuck up was never far from my mind, and I didn't appreciate her reminding me of it in the middle of a workday. Those memories only led to me wanting to fall into the nearest bottle, and I'd just finished three-years-sober, which seemed like a fucking lifetime to me. 
It took Lark threatening never to let me see Jude again after she came to pick him up and found me hung over. Rory was there babysitting him, and Lark’s scathing ultimatum was the thing that finally made me get my shit together. I honestly did owe the woman a debt of gratitude on many fronts, but I didn't want to think about any of that shit at that moment.
"You should try to find him, Kennedy. You guys were together for two years. You were a dick for cheating on him just to see if you were really gay before you called Mom and Dad, but eight years have passed. Maybe he'd be ready to listen to you now?" she suggested. It was definitely a new message from her. Usually when she brought it up, she just told me to get the fuck over it and move on. I never brought Thorn up. It gutted me to think of him.
I sat up in my chair and looked at her, chewing on the words before I responded to her comment. "It's too late, Rory. I doubt he'd even remember me, and if he does, I’ll bet I’m the last person he'd want to see. He's a successful author now, you know. I’m sure our ship sailed a long time ago. Now, I'm leaving early so I can hit a meeting on my way home. I'll call ya," I snapped as I grabbed my things and walked out for the day.
When I got to my truck, I pulled out my phone and opened a browser window, pulling up my favorites to see there was a meeting I could make if traffic cooperated. Thankfully, it was near my house, so at least I was heading in the right direction.
Just as I pulled into traffic, my phone chimed. When I hit the first red light, I looked around the neighborhood to see one of my old haunts. It brought the memory of the burn of whiskey in my mouth and throat rushing back.
I remember getting my ass kicked in that bar for hitting on some other guy's boyfriend because he had hair similar to Thorn's, and while the green eyes weren't quite right, they would have been good enough that night to try to get the memory of Thornton Marsh out of my head.
I’d finally gone shopping and bought myself some presentable clothes for my job as a proofreader at a software company. I didn't write programs anymore because I couldn’t stay sober long enough to be able to write code, but I could proofread the FAQs and the user manuals just fine. It wasn't going to make me rich, but after I got fired from three jobs for being drunk at work, I knew I needed to sort of get my shit together. I cut down on drinking during the week and on the weekends when I had Jude, but when I didn't have him, I basically camped out at a bar.
The night in question was a month after Jude turned five. It was also around the time of Thorn’s birthday, and it found me drowning my sorrows. I'd been cleaning out my underwear drawer to make room for my new clothes, and I ran across a couple pairs of Thorn's boxers I'd had since college buried at the bottom under a bunch of other shit. When I noticed them, I remembered one pair was from the night we shared our first kiss in the laundry room of the dorm where we lived. The other pair was the night we first made love. I teased him, telling him I was keeping them as a souvenir. He had a great laugh, and he took my boxers from that night, as well.
When the memory hit me, there was nothing I could do but hop in a cab and get to the nearest bar. While I sat there drowning my sorrows with strangers, two guys came in who were obviously together as a couple. One guy looked enough like Thorn I could convince myself it was him, and I immediately lost my mind, propositioning him when his rather large boyfriend went outside to take a call.
Needless to say, when the other guy came back and found me sucking on his boyfriend's neck—with the guy’s permission, no less—he didn't take it too kindly. I was off the stool and on the floor before I ever knew what hit me, and when I woke up the next morning, not at all sure how I'd even gotten home, I knew it was time to make some changes.
Unfortunately, when Lark dropped by to pick up Jude’s sneakers he’d left at my house and saw the shit shape I was in, she issued the ultimatum. “Listen to me, Kennedy, and understand what I’m telling you. If you want to see Judah again, you better get your drinking under control, do you hear me? I’ll take him so far away that you’ll never find us.” I took her words to heart, and for a month, I was fine.
One night while Jude was there, I was on the internet when I stumbled across an article regarding the next Caine Winslow book to be released. There was a picture of Thorn, likely his head shot, and as I stared into his eyes, I lost it. I could have been sitting with him at that very moment, watching a movie with popcorn while we talked about the publicity shit he would have to do to promote the book. I was such a fuck up.
I drank enough to pass out so I wouldn't have to think about it anymore, and when I woke up, Rory was there fixing Jude breakfast. He'd called her when he couldn't get me up to feed him, and she came right over. 
She also called Lark who showed up an hour later and laid it on the line. “I thought we were on the same page, Kennedy, but obviously, I wasn’t clear. Here it is—if you don’t get sober and quit drinking forever, I’ll take your ass to court and get sole custody. You think about that, you hear me, because I damn well mean it.” That was the wake-up call I needed, and I'd always respect her for the kick in the ass.
I reached down and picked up my phone, seeing it was a message from Rory with an invitation to come over to her and Eli’s house the next day for a cookout after I went to my meeting. I sent her a text that I was currently headed to one and would be fine without attending one in the morning. When I pulled into the parking lot of the Methodist church, my phone chimed again.
I have a feeling you'll want to go to one in the morning, too. Remember, I love you, and so does Jude. Don't do anything stupid. Rory


"More of that cryptic bullshit," I complained as I bailed out of the truck and made my way to the church basement.
I grabbed a cup of burnt coffee and sat down in an empty chair next to an older man. I saw him eyeing his key ring, and when I saw many bronze chips hanging from it, I turned to him. "Wow, congratulations, man. That's quite an accomplishment," I offered, reaching for the three on the ring in my pocket. My early chips were in a dish on my desk in the office to remind me of my journey to sobriety, so it was never far from my eyesight. I had too much to lose if I didn't maintain my focus.
"It woulda been if I hadn't fallen off the wagon last week after twenty years sober. I've been on a bender since last Wednesday, and I just came up for air last night. I'd have thought nothing could happen in my life to send me back into that bottle, but just when you think you're in control, you get the reminder you ain't."
His words weren’t new but seeing how upset he was about it was eye opening. "So, the craving never goes away?" I asked, somewhat disheartened. I never wanted to drink again, but I had hopes that someday I wouldn’t even give liquor a second thought. Apparently, that was a pipe dream.
"Not really, but it was manageable until last Wednesday morning."
"What triggered it, if I may ask?" It was incredibly rude of me to quiz the man regarding what made him relapse, but I couldn't imagine what would cause me to give up twenty years of sobriety. I prayed I lived to see twenty years' sober.
"I lost the love of my life. My wife died." I put a hand on his shoulder and felt his body shaking as his tears fell. I could relate to losing someone so important that it seemed your only choice was to dive into that bottle to look for numbing relief. It was all too real to me.
After the meeting, Juan, as I came to know when he stood up to share, and I exchanged phone numbers. I had a sponsor, Franklin Bush, but Juan told me his sponsor had passed away. I promised I'd be there for him, and if I couldn't help him, I'd make sure someone could.
I went home, went for a run on the treadmill in the basement, and then settled in with a ham sandwich and a large glass of sweet tea. I grabbed the thick manuscript and got comfortable in the leather recliner in the living room with some Coltrane playing quietly in the background. I flipped the blank front page open and began reading the manuscript Rory had sent home with me for my weekend homework.
As Ethan Craig stepped into the elevator of his new dorm building, he had hope for the first time in a long time. It was a fresh start for him, and after all, hadn’t he promised his late mother that he’d live up to his potential to honor her memory.
The cramped elevator was full of his suitcase and a few boxes, but when he heard a voice call, "Hey, would ya hold that elevator," he reached up and grabbed the stainless door to allow the person, who was probably toting boxes as well, to climb in. He knew it could take a while for another elevator because he'd waited for ten minutes himself, and he was a kind, albeit shy, person by nature.
He saw a blond-haired guy in a pair of basketball shorts and a holey t-shirt race across the lobby. The man's hair was long and pulled back in a ponytail, his eyes covered with a pair of aviator sunglasses. He was well-built and suntanned, and Ethan didn't think he'd ever seen a more handsome guy in his life, not that he spent a lot of time looking at men.
The man walked into the car and dropped a box right on Ethan's foot, causing him to dance around a bit. "Shit, man, I'm sorry. It has been a crappy day all around. You okay?" the guy asked as the bell inside the elevator chimed because the door was open for too long.
"I'm fine. Moving sucks, doesn't it?" Ethan asked, attempting small talk, which was something he wasn't known for. It wasn't like him to talk to strangers, but there was definitely something about the guy that put him at ease.
"Man, that's an understatement. Jeremy Walker," the guy responded, sticking out his fist in greeting. Ethan obliged, and then answered, "Ethan Craig. What floor?"
He watched as the handsome stranger reached into the pocket of his t-shirt and pulled out a piece of paper. "Four, please." Jeremy looked up to see the button already illuminated, and he turned to Ethan with a smile. "You on that floor as well?"
"Yeah, 404. You?" Every cell in Ethan's body was praying Jeremy was his roommate. He'd been resistant to contacting the stranger who'd been assigned to share his room because if he didn't like the guy, he'd work himself into an ulcer and not go to college at all.

Something about the interaction seemed all too familiar to me… as if I'd read it before somewhere. I continued to read as I drank my tea, and when I got to a point in the story where Ethan skipped one of his classes—a class where he had an assignment due—in order to attend Jeremy's lecture to take notes and record the discussion because Jeremy was very sick, I couldn't breathe. The memory came rushing at me like a fucking mudslide, smothering me in the sludge of my fucked-up past...
I'd been up most of the night, coughing like crazy. It was the last day of class before Thanksgiving, and I was sure I was going to die. I'd stupidly played flag football in the rain on Sunday afternoon, and I’d convinced myself I had pneumonia. The coughing was so severe, my roommate, Taylor, had to sleep elsewhere.
When my alarm went off, I heard shuffling in the room, and as I tried to get up, I felt a hand pushing me back down. "You're too sick to go to class." I opened my eyes, and after a few blinks, I saw Thorn sitting on the side of my bed in his pajamas. I wasn't sure if I was hallucinating but staying in bed sounded like a good idea until I remembered I'd signed up for an extra-credit lecture in my European History class because I'd done for shit on the mid-term, and I needed to keep up my GPA. If I didn't go to the lecture, I'd go into the end of the term with a 'C, ' and that would put a lot of pressure on me to ace the final, which I wasn't sure I could do.
"I've gotta go. It's an extra-credit lecture, and I had to beg to get in," I croaked out between coughing fits.
"Sit up and take these. I'll take care of it," Thornton ordered. I sat up and took whatever he was handing me, swallowing down apple juice between coughing fits.
Once it was down, he shoved something in my ear and a few seconds later, there was a beeping. I opened my eyes to see him examining some electronic device. "One-hundred-one. You're not going anywhere. I sent Taylor to get you some breakfast, but that ass probably won't come back. I'm going to shower and change, but I'll be back. Those pills will probably put you back to sleep, so I'll bring you something to eat when I get out of class. I'm taking your keys, okay? Taylor already packed up and plans to leave for home as soon as he finishes his test, so you get some rest, and I'll be back." Thornton pulled the blanket up around my chin, and I was back to sleep before I even heard the door close.
When I woke up sometime later, I saw him sitting at my desk with his laptop. "Hey," I called to him, sitting up a little. I felt a bit better, but I still felt like utter shit.
"Hey yourself. How’re you feeling?" Thorn asked as he went to the small fridge next to my desk and pulled out a plastic container to pop into the microwave Taylor and I shared.
He grabbed a bottle of water and walked over, sitting down on the bed to face me. He appeared to be worried, and I wanted to reach up and brush my fingers over his forehead to smooth the creases in his brow. "Better than I did earlier. How was your presentation?" I asked. Thorn had been working his ass off on a presentation for one of his classes, and I vaguely remembered it was scheduled for that morning before he left to go to his aunt's house for Thanksgiving.
He looked down at his hands and then back up to my eyes. His face was a bit red, and I was worried it hadn't gone well. The guy was a freaking genius, and I couldn't fathom it wouldn't have gone well, but everyone had an off day. If it had gone badly, I knew he'd beat himself up about it. His GPA, which was much more impressive than mine, was central to him. He was determined to do his late parents’ proud, based on what I’d witnessed. The kid was living up to his promise.
"I, uh, I didn't go. I spoke with Dr. Sawyer, and he agreed to allow me to do it this afternoon with only a minimal impact on my grade. More importantly, I recorded that lecture of yours and took notes as well as I could. Unfortunately, not being familiar with the subject matter might make my notes useless. I spoke with the professor and explained your situation. He was kind enough to agree you could turn in your critique of the lecture next Monday. You'll have to listen to it on tape, which I'm sure isn't as exciting as sitting in the lecture hall, but hopefully, you can get something useful out of it," Thorn explained.
Just then, the timer on the microwave went off. Thornton walked over to it and pulled out the plastic container, stirring it and then taking a quick slurp from the spoon. When he was satisfied, he walked over and placed it on the table next to my bed. "Eat while it's hot. I went to that Jewish deli you love, and Mrs. Levy assured me this would fix you right up," he ordered, offering the smile I was coming to love. I couldn't smell anything, but the gesture had my heart pounding. He was perfect. Hell, he was ideal for me, and I wished I had the balls to tell him.
I picked up the bowl and took a slurp from the spoon, seeing it was chicken and matzo ball soup. I wished I could taste anything, but the fact he'd been so fucking kind as to go out of his way for me had me so choked up I could barely swallow. "You shouldn't have done all of this. When are you leaving to go home? I feel fine, Thorn," I told him as I touched his arm without thinking. The contact was like a balm to my battered soul.
"Kennedy, you're my… You're my best friend. I know how imperative this lecture was for you to attend, so I went. I'll still be able to turn in my project, so no worries. I called Uncle Rob, and he gave me a few things I can get over-the-counter to help with the symptoms. If you're still running a fever on Friday, I'm taking you to the urgent care facility because it might be more than just a cold.
"Now, I'd suggest you go stand under a hot shower to open up your head, and by the time you finish, I'll be back from the store. I'm afraid it'll be frozen turkey dinners for us tomorrow, but I'll get Aunt Nora to make it up to us when you finally have the opportunity to come home with me to meet them. I'll be back."
I felt the tears running down my face and blinding me from the words on the page. How could I… How could I have treated him so fucking horribly? He'd only ever loved me, and I'd just thrown it away with one stupid decision to be sure I was, indeed, into guys, or namely, Thornton.
The fact I got it up with Lark only served to confuse me more because I was under the impression if I were into guys, a chick wouldn't do it for me. I didn't intend to fuck her, but after making out with her and some foreplay, I convinced myself maybe I wasn’t gay, and maybe I’d never need to tell my parents I was. 
I allowed myself to believe maybe having sex with her would give me an honest, definitive answer regarding my orientation—one that wouldn’t leave me disowned by my family. I stopped thinking and took her to bed. Our bed. Another thing of which I was ashamed, and all the hurt came rushing back again. The damage I’d done to Thorn… I couldn’t begin to process it. Based on the words I was reading it had been quite severe.
I stayed up all night reading the entire manuscript, mostly through tears with a few laughs and several hard-ons as he described the weekends we'd spend in bed after we got our apartment, having tired of trying to find places to have sex without being caught. I was so fucking scared my parents would find out that I was damn near irrational when it came to the two of us. I forbid any touching in public. Thornton, my beautiful lover, and best friend, never, ever, complained about it.
At six o'clock Saturday morning, I put the manuscript down and went to shower, allowing the memories of some of our lovemaking to consume me to the point I had to rub two out before the water turned cool.
I made myself coffee and toast, sent Rory a text I'd be over after my meeting at eight, and I called Franklin. I told him what had happened and asked him if he'd meet me at the community center where they held a meeting early on Saturday morning. I'd gone to that place pretty consistently. It was the place where I'd met Franklin, but since he and Brenda had moved to a small town outside Spokane, we hadn't been to a meeting together in a while. After the night I’d had, I needed him.
I showed up at Rory's house at ten, having gone for coffee with Franklin after the meeting to discuss my next steps based on the manuscript I’d spent the night reading. We talked about it, and I felt pretty good with our discussion—considering the subject matter. 
I let myself inside Rory’s place to find her husband, Elijah Cross, on the couch with the paper and coffee. "Hey bro," I called to him.
He lifted his hand and pointed to the kitchen, not turning toward me. I walked in to see Rory still in her pajamas without makeup. She turned to look at me from her place at the stove, and the look she had told me she knew how bad it was. She walked over to me and hugged me, being nearly as tall as me.
"You know, don't you?" she stated the question we both knew she didn’t really need to ask.
"Yeah. Did you know before you read it?" I questioned as I pulled away from her and poured myself a coffee, not that I needed it.
"I didn't. After I read it, I called Candace to confirm my suspicions. She told me who the author was—of course, under penalty of death. She said it was because she needed me to understand the necessity to protect his identity. She’d read the story, and she said she knew he needed to tell it. He's been having trouble with his last Caine Winslow book, and she thinks if he gets this one published, it might free up his mind. It's your story, too, Kennedy. Are you okay with it being out there for the public to pick through it?"
I thought about it for a minute, but I'd already made up my mind. "Rory, everything—every fucking part of our story in that manuscript is the truth. What I don't know is how much of the rest of the story is true after we broke up. If it is true, maybe this is the opportunity to write a different ending. Call Candace and find out when we can get him into the office," I ordered.
"If he sees you, he'll walk—fuck, he’ll run away without giving Catnip a chance," she stated. Hell, she was right, but Thornton had never seen pictures of my family because I didn't have any at school. I didn't even talk about my family with him except to acknowledge I had a sister, but he knew her as Rory Catrelle. We'd have to do something about that.
"You'll have to meet with him. I'll give you bullet points to ask him questions about the story, and you can get the information I want. I'll hide in your bathroom and listen. I can have my laptop and send you IMs about whatever he says. Aurora, you've got to help me. It might be my only chance at happiness, and I just can't let it get away again. Please…" I whispered as I began sobbing at her kitchen table which wasn’t expected by either of us.
She wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head. "Since he knows my name, Aurora, I can’t use it. I’ll have to use Mom’s. Meet Lily Graves."

      [image: image-placeholder]I sat in the bathroom adjacent to Rory's office and listened to the discussion she and Thornton were having. I could still hear the pain in his voice as he explained plot points I was interested in fleshing out to turn the story into more fiction than fact, or, at least, that was what I was telling myself. I believed it wasn't self-serving to find out more details about his side of the story—well, not much. I had the feeling if he could separate himself from the pain maybe it could be healing for him, for us.
As I listened, I was on pins and needles. When he brought up the point he thought Rory was jerking him around, I sent her an IM to seal the fucking deal before he got pissed and walked out. I heard her shouting at me, but I didn't give a fuck.
When I heard, "Mr. Marsh, you can tell me to fuck off, but the emotions in this manuscript are so poignant I can't help but believe





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A FLAWS(& ALLJQ OVE STORY

Bestselling Author
Sam E. Kraemer





OEBPS/images/ee3e1f7c-3835-4954-adda-e1b96d488d95.png





OEBPS/images/dffab2e8-9863-48cd-a086-815c89709456.jpeg





OEBPS/images/8184f526-6a95-42ac-af47-fc7348c17dc2.jpeg





OEBPS/images/9845c3e3-c37f-4fd1-9304-edc6b779ff0a.jpeg





OEBPS/images/c4dbf8ae-f465-4f19-8a3e-ac6b2a747f19.jpeg
e









