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Marionville. I’d promised myself I’d never come to this town. Not because the town doesn’t buzz the way New York and Chicago do, but because I knew in my heart there was nothing for me in Marionville. Yet, here I was cruising past the city limit sign on an inward trajectory.

The college years are halcyon days for a lot of people, myself included. Those are the days when a young man practices his personality to figure out who he wants to be and what kind of life he wants to lead. I did it in reverse. I learned who I didn’t want to be. 

Words often quoted say something like “pride goeth before the fall.” It’s a bit of a misquote, the actual phrase being more ominous, that being “pride goeth before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall.” Either way, I took the warning to heart and tried my damnedest to keep my pride in check. After all, pride had cost me someone very precious and it was sheer dumb luck there wasn’t any destruction beyond the breaking of my heart when it happened. 

All of which today brought me to the lovely town of Marionville, population fifty thousand, seat of Marion County, population two hundred thousand and growing. According to the Internet, it was historically an agricultural community now well on its way to also becoming the industrial and technical hub of the state. As I drove into town I noted what the computer had not. Nestled between two mountains and bordered by a river, Marionville was postcard pretty. 

The Internet had given me something else - an address. I wasn’t ready to go there, not yet. The stupidity of looking backward had finally gotten my attention even if it was four hundred miles too late. 

I was here. There was no reason to not look up my college roommate and at least say hello to him. I’d get a decent dinner, find a good hotel, and knock on his door tomorrow. 

Dealing tomorrow with the life issues of today worked for Scarlett O’Hara, and it would work for me. 

I ran a search on my smartphone for restaurants and waited for the list to populate. When it did, the only five-star eatery in town was The Wharf. I wasn’t in the mood for seafood but it turned out the place was only a block away from where I’d pulled over. Maybe it was a sign. I put the car in gear, went to the traffic light, and made a left. 

The Wharf surprised me. Tucked away on a mostly residential street, the building was set back from the road and shielded by well-tended ornamental plantings. Mature, neatly manicured shrubs ringed the parking lot. The dark bricks and black shingled roof lent an air of elegance to the outside. More importantly to me, the marquee indicated it was also a steakhouse. 

Inside, the spacious foyer and simple, tasteful décor would impress even the most hardcore critic. A hostess asked if I wanted to be seated in the dining room or the lounge. I opted for the latter. I wanted food, to eat the aforementioned food, and then I wanted to leave. 

I wanted quiet, too, but I didn’t get it. As I was being seated at a corner table, the bartender was having a little rant at a guy in a suit I surmised was the manager. The very sexy-looking manager. He was on the tall side, had a close-groomed beard, and wore his dark hair styled short and spiky with blond highlights. 

And he looked familiar but I knew I’d never met him. 

I didn’t particularly want to eavesdrop on the conversation between the two men, but the decibel level left no choice. 

The bartender seemed to think he was the boss. “It’s stupid. I am not going to stop and make coffee one cup at a time. Now take that thing away,” he said.

“It makes no sense at all to pour pot after pot of coffee down the drain. Mr. Donaghy approved it. You can use it or you can quit. And frankly, I’d like that. You’re a leader here, but unfortunately, Johnny, you’re also a negative voice. You don’t respect me so no one else does. My life would be a lot easier if you’d just move on.”

Donaghy? That name tickled my memory. My college roommate had known a Dylan Donaghy, back in the day. He’d called the man a mentor but the relationship was more than that and I knew it. Could it be the same person? I perused the menu and continued to listen as the argument suddenly escalated and ended. 

The bartender sneered. “Maybe I fucking will.” His palm slapped the counter with a resounding crack. 

I stopped all pretense of disinterest to watch him stalk from behind the bar and storm out of the room. The man in the suit watched him go, never making a sound. 

After a few seconds, the hostess came in. “Did he really quit?”

The manager-guy nodded. “He did. Will you pass the word that drink orders need to come to me, please? I’ll mix them.” He motioned in my direction. “I know it’s not your job, but can you get the gentleman’s order while I go tell Mr. Donaghy what just happened. Comp his order.”

“Of course. No problem.” She touched his jacket sleeve. “We’ll get through it.”

“Thanks, Amy.”

The show was over and the friendly Amy approached my table. 

“I’m so sorry you had to witness that, sir. Your meal will be on the house.”

“I thank you, but it’s really not necessary. I’m not offended in any way.” I handed the menu to her and gave her my order. 

She nodded. “Will you allow me to at least comp your drink?”

I smiled and gave in gracefully. “If you insist, and thank you. I’d like a double shot of Maker’s Mark, over ice.”

She smiled at me. “I’ll place your order and your drink will be right up.”

It wasn’t too many minutes before the manager reappeared and slipped behind the bar. I watched him pour my drink before sitting it neatly on a coaster in front of me. 

“Your drink is on the house, sir. Refills, too, if you want them.”

I looked up into a pair of seafoam green eyes and smiled. “Thanks, but one is all I need. Can you suggest a really good motel here in town?”

He didn’t miss a beat before he replied. “The Marionville Inn. I’ll see you get one of their flyers. It’s not part of a chain so you get a lot of bang for your buck.”

“I like that idea! Thank you.”

He nodded and went on his way. It felt a bit as though he’d dismissed me, but I gave him the pass based on what I’d heard earlier. Well, that and the fact his departure gave me a chance to ogle his very nice little butt. He was barely out the door before Amy brought my salad and the flyer. 

The inn looked to be just what I needed for the night. I made a quick call to reserve a room and settled down to eat my solitary dinner. I got a slice of pecan pie to go, paid for the meal, and made my way to the motel. 

I had a date with Stupidity tomorrow, so to speak. 

*     *     *
[image: image]


The Marionville Inn was comfortable and quiet. I slept for ten hours, something I rarely did. It was mid-morning before I checked out and headed toward my destination.  

I parked my red Camaro in front of a large Queen Anne Victorian and stared at the black Camaro in the driveway. I knew it belonged to Travis. We both held the nameplate in high esteem. I’d been fortunate enough to own a nineteen-seventy-four model in college. It was that car that first brought Travis and me together. I spotted the discreet bronze plaque placed to the left at the base of the porch steps. Templeton Architectural Design. 

All I had to do was get up the nerve to go knock on the door, and therein lay the rub. 

Dropping in on an old friend, who had once also been a lover, was a dicey business. Would he be polite, yet distant, or would he welcome me warmly? Would he ask me to leave and tell me to never return?

“Be a man, Chandler,” I said aloud. I climbed out of the car, took a deep breath, and walked up the brick-paved path. The door opened before I set a foot on the steps. 

A tall, handsome man with dark hair stepped outside and stopped when he spotted me. “May I help you?”

“I’m looking for Travis Templeton.”

He motioned for me to advance. “C’mon in. Travis is in his office.”

I followed him inside to a sunlit space full of splashes of color from the stained-glass windows reflecting on the gleaming woodwork. The guy stopped in the doorway to what would have been a Victorian parlor. 

“Travis, there’s a -” He looked at me. 

“Chandler Beck,” I supplied.

“There’s a Chandler Beck here to see you.”

There was dead silence. The guy who’d brought me inside turned to me and raised an eyebrow. Then Travis was beside him and the memories of a younger boy blended with the appearance of the more mature man. Travis was still gorgeous. He held his hand out to me.

“Chandler. What are you doing here?”

I shook his hand. “I’m not sure, Travis. I was passing near here and I remembered this is your hometown. I looked you up on the Internet and I guess I just wanted to say ‘hello’.” 

“I’m glad you did. Chandler, this is my husband, Heath Kelley. Babe, Chandler and I were at college together.”

The husband wasn’t fooled for a second. I knew from the way he blinked and the sudden, sharp interest as he examined me he pegged me as a former boyfriend. 

But his smile was genuine as he shook my hand. “Chandler. Welcome to our home. Duty calls. I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll be home about six, babe.” His kissed Travis’ cheek. “Later.”

“Don’t forget the meeting tonight,” Travis reminded him.

“I know, I know,” Heath muttered as he flashed Travis, and then me, a big grin and closed the door.

Travis turned to study me. “Chandler. For the record, I don’t buy the bit about passing near here. You came here to see me. Why?”

“I never could fool you. I used to think the way you slice through the bullshit was sexy.”

We stared at each other for several long moments. His features softened. He finally tugged on my sleeve and motioned at the living room. “Take your jacket off and have a seat. I’ll fix us each a coffee and you can tell me what’s wrong.”

“Would it be asking too much to get the grand tour of this house? It’s got ‘wow’ all over it.”

Travis grinned. “Follow me. We’ll go through the kitchen last.”

The Queen Anne Victorian was huge - and quite a showplace. Travis explained he frequently brought prospective clients through to tour the house to see his ideas. His business was booming. I was happy for him. 

It was obvious to me he was a happy man. The home he and the husband had made oozed contentment and no small amount of joy. The kitchen was a surprise after the rest of the house, but he commented it was not out of character. The Victorians had embraced technological advances so it made sense the kitchen should be more modern but retain what he called a historically functional vibe. He fixed coffee and led me to the sitting area in the sunny parlor. 

“So how have you been, Chandler? It’s my fault we lost touch.”

“You had a choice to make, Travis. You picked your sugar daddy.”

“Dylan was never my ‘sugar daddy’. He was, and is, a mentor. I needed that. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

I kept my tone light, but he valued the truth so I said it. “Ripped out my heart is more like it, but hey. I survived.”

He looked at me with those wolf-like eyes I remembered so well. “Why are you here?”

I rested my head against the back of the chair and closed my eyes. “I guess I fucked up. I was with a guy for almost ten years. He left and took everything with him. Then the situation at work become unbearable so I left.” I opened my eyes to look at him. “I’m starting over.”

His gaze held no pity or censure. “And you want to do that in Marionville?”

It was time for another truth. 

“I needed to see you, Travis. To see if there was anything left for us. For me. But as soon as I saw you I knew. What was between us is something that can’t be rekindled, for either of us.” I set the coffee cup aside and stood. “I should go.”

He was on his feet beside me in an instant. “Oh, no. Something is wrong. You came to me so let me help.” 

To my utter surprise, he reached out to grasp my hand. “Chandler. We were friends, too, not just lovers. I don’t consider that part of it to have changed, so sit down and talk to me.” 

I tried not to remember the way his touch made my skin tingle. It wasn’t easy with him holding my hand. I pulled away and reclaimed my seat. 

I sighed. “I’ve screwed up so many things in the last five years. I barely know myself, Travis. I look in the mirror and this strange man looks back.”

He tilted his head and examined me with those all-seeing eyes. “You grew up without yourself.”

“Oh, don’t you know it. That’s exactly it. I was so busy living my life through Bobby that I wasn’t living my life. Does that make sense?”

“More than you know.”

“I thought we’d be together forever. I forgot to be me. Hell, I forgot how to be anyone other than Bobby’s ‘support person.’ I look back and wonder what I was thinking.”

Travis sipped his coffee. “So how long ago did he leave you?”

There it was again. His bullshit meter was in perfect working order. 

“January of last year. I waited a while for him to get the other guy out of his system and come home, but he didn’t. Then I spent a bundle on a therapist. You walked away. He walked away. What the heck is wrong with me? Did I subconsciously drive him away? That sort of thing.”

“Did it help?”

“Yeah, it did. Maybe. I figured out not everything that happens to me is my fault. Anyway, I wanted to see you. Make peace with...make peace with that part of my past.” 

He studied me again and I realized he was thinking. I remembered how rapid-fire he was at examining options. Discarding this one. Expanding that one. It was as fascinating to me now as it had been twenty years ago. 

“Stay with us tonight, Chandler. We have plenty of room. We’ll take you out to dinner at Dylan’s restaurant.”

“Oh, I couldn’t impose! I can’t imagine your husband will appreciate an old beau under his roof.”

His face lit with amusement. “Heath will appreciate the opportunity to rag on my ass. It’ll give him years worth of one-liners to zing me with.” He leaned forward. “I might even get a spanking out of it so you’ll be doing both of us a big favor.”

I burst out laughing. He sounded serious. I held my hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, and thank you for the invitation. I gratefully accept. You said ‘Dylan’s restaurant.’ Do you still have contact with him? Is it The Wharf? I ate there last night.”
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