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He took a deep swig of the bottle, not his first of the night, and felt the warmth spread throughout his body and infiltrate his bloodstream. The world was fuzzy...yet somehow as a result sounds were heightened and what he could hear even from the outside could only have been one thing. The urgent cries of sex.

Stumbling forward into the carriage house, he tried to focus his eyes. He knew the lay of the land like he knew the back of his hand. This had been his home for all of his fifty-eight years. Well, not the carriage house, because that was for guests and he could hardly be considered a transient here. He had always lived up at the main house, a sprawling Colonial-style structure named Edenwood by some long-ago generation that came with more rooms than relatives. That was the case even more so today, with only himself and his aging mother calling it home. Each night, year after year, it was the same routine—dine, argue, annoy, drink away the problems—and tonight had been no different. Except for the argument. He’d rarely seen Eleanor so angry as she had been tonight when he’d informed her of the news. It was one of the reasons he’d sought an escape after she went to sleep, but not before he’d grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the cabinet in the library.

Now the long-necked bottle was half finished and he couldn’t even focus on what the old battle-axe and he had argued about. Wait, his addled brain conjured, something having to do with the family business, or about the family itself...she’d even gone so far as to mention his ill-begotten son...bastard kid.

“That kid’s dead,” he remembered saying.

“You’re a fool, Silas. You’ve ruined us all.”

Even in this inebriated state, those words he recalled.

Silas Singleton took another hard pull of the whiskey, feeling it slide down his throat as if it were water. Then he stepped over the threshold, trying to be as stealthy in his movements as his drunken self would allow. But from what he heard, he could have blasted a trombone through the dark night and he wouldn’t have disturbed the actions of whoever these horny interlopers were. It was probably the gardener and some sleazy woman he’d picked up at the Snake Pit using private property for their secret, sexual tryst. No doubt porking the whore something good. It had been too long since Silas had indulged in the pleasures of the flesh that weren’t found on a computer screen, so he moved forward, hoping to get a peek at a live show. Maybe she had big jugs and they were jiggling something fierce.

The sounds emanating from the bedroom grew in intensity, or maybe it was just because he was getting closer. He began to hear voices, he could make out words. Dirty words.

“Oh, oh...fuck me, harder...”

Silas’ eyes widened, knowing that wasn’t a woman’s voice. It was deep, gravelly, with a thriving hunger to it. A man, he surmised inside his boozy brain.

He heard a raw grunt, a cry. Both voices masculine.

One man...with another man.

Heat grew inside him and this time not from the booze.

“Why, you fucking fags...”

Silas threw open the bedroom door and there writhing on the bed were two men, naked, one on his knees, his white-knuckled hands gripping the headboard. The second man, his body broad and muscular, pushed at him from behind, thrusting his hard body with force at his prey, a hard cock embedded inside the recipient’s ass. They’d paid no mind to his arrival and he had to wonder if he’d spoken those words only inside his head. The two men continued their fierce copulation, the man on the receiving end begging for more, more. A sliver of moonlight sliced through the lace curtains, illuminating their shadows on the white wall. Like the scene before Silas had erupted from one couple to two and all of them were men and they were grunting and crying and fucking, the sounds escalating in Silas’ mind.

He tried to speak but he was transfixed by what he saw, disgusted, too.

The aggressor was dark-haired, with a dense pelt of black hair covering his chest. His arms were similarly coiled with hair. With his eyes closed, the man concentrated on the driving beat of his engulfed body, of each hungry thrust of his hips. The bottom man was crying more, his pleasure filling the room.

“I’m close, man...so close...give it harder...”

The man on top rammed at him, his cries guttural.

Silas knew what was going to happen, it didn’t take science to understand, just the sound of their heated breaths. Both men were near climax. But that wasn’t going to happen, not if he could help it.

“Just what the hell is going on here? Who are you damned trespassers...you perverts?” he asked and this time he knew he’d spoken the words aloud, slurred as they were.

The creaking of the bed ceased and the aggressive, hairy-chested beast turned to him, his cock still buried deep in the other’s man ass. Anger flared up in his enflamed eyes. No man liked to be disturbed seconds from climax. It was like poking a wounded animal.

“What the fuck...oh shit...get out...”

Getting a look at the man’s face, Silas’ expression whitened and the bottle slipped from his hand, crashing to the floor. Shards of glass mixed with wasted whiskey on the carpeted floor.

He stumbled out of the bedroom, nearly losing his balance as he backtracked to the main entrance of the carriage house. Unable to find his footing, he crashed to the floor, taking with him a lamp that shattered against the hardwood floor, the pop of the broken light bulb eliciting a final burst of life before being doused. Silas turned, looked up to see one of the men coming at him. The man was still naked, his thick cock leading the way, rising up from a nest of black hair. Hair trailed upward over a six-pack stomach until it fanned out over his chest in a sprawling dark mat. Like a creature was coming for him, on the attack.

Before the man could reach him, Silas had scrambled to his feet and dashed out of the carriage house and into the warm, black night. The moonlight that moments ago had given light to their intense fucking had disappeared behind a thickening cloud. He thought he could feel a raindrop splash on his face. He tried to get control of himself but all of the booze floating inside his body wouldn’t let him. He fell again, this time on concrete, and his face landed hard enough to jolt him. He felt blood trickle from a fresh wound on his forehead, all while he thought he detected the smell of chlorine.

He’d landed near the pool.

He wasn’t sure how long the ground claimed him. Trying to get up, he ended up crawling on all fours to the very edge of the pool, where he stuck his head in the warm water, both to clean the fresh wound and refresh his mind. He felt the sting of chlorine in the cut. His mind reeled. What he’d seen...who he’d seen...it just wasn’t possible. He’d known one damn faggot in his life and he’d tossed him out on his ear the moment he’d discovered the truth. But this...it was almost too much to absorb, a worse betrayal.

Warm water swirled around him and it felt so welcoming. He lifted his head, felt more water. He couldn’t tell which came from the pool, which from the now-falling rain. That’s when his eyes rolled up inside his head and he tried to open his mouth. All he did was inhale water. Wetness enveloped him, as though he were trapped by water all around him.

Like he was being held down deliberately.

A last, lucid moment hit him, a burst of adrenaline-fueled fear ripping through him, but it was too late. His thrashing failed to save him and Silas Singleton’s body suddenly went slack.

The last drink he would take was not of whiskey.

As his body lay there, forever silent, the violent storm passed overhead. He never heard the thunder that was rumbling over Eden.

* * * *
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Part 1: The Garden of Secrets

Chapter 1
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He knew he shouldn’t complain. Both growing up and during most of his adult life money had never been an issue. Except he knew from personal experience that money caused problems.

That’s one of the reasons he’d left that life behind—his family and all of their old money. All their old-world inhibitions.

Only to find himself immersed in a world of new money, with all the indulgent excesses that came with such a lifestyle.

This time, though, it wasn’t his money being spent. He was busy making it and he had to work hard for every dollar and work for it in a way that made him lose more of himself every day, taking his self-respect along the way. But when you were blessed with model-type good looks and a great body and men saw you as a sexual being, sacrifices had to be made.

Chad Singleton knew all about sacrifices. He’d been making them since he was seventeen and on his own. He’d come a long way since that day in small-town Pennsylvania. New worlds had opened up to him.

Take now. First came a two-day layover in Los Angeles, then a month-long trip to the Far East with stops in Tokyo, Singapore, and Beijing. Thinking about all those frequent flier miles he’d racked up made Chad realize just how far from his old homestead he’d come. He wondered also if that was a good thing, as though the farther afield he traveled, the more he put his old life and memories of his fractured family behind him. So why then was his mind busy thinking about them now? He supposed he could travel to the moon and still he’d hear his father’s harsh, unforgiving tone as he threw him out of the house, disowning him.

One day Chad swore he’d show his father how wrong he’d been.

Now certainly wasn’t the time, not with the way he was living his life. It would only make matters worse and perhaps prove the old bastard right. Chad Singleton, twenty-nine, handsome to the point people’s eyes lingered, physically fit, generally good-humored, was a kept man. And the man who kept him never wasted a moment to remind him.

“Chad, do you have the bags?”

Running a hand through the shoulder-length, dark brown locks that enhanced his already cut features, Chad allowed himself a heavy sigh. When you were a paid companion and in the company of the boss, were you ever really off-duty? Besides, didn’t the hotel staff handle shit like luggage? Couldn’t he for once be the pampered one?

“It’s okay, Mr. Gregory. The bellhop will bring the bags up,” the reservation clerk from behind the sleek counter said with a flush to his cheeks.

Chad offered the clerk a grateful smile, even though his employer was not a man who ever liked being contradicted. “Regardless. I have very valuable items in my bags and as such, I don’t like to be separated from them for even a minute. Chad is a capable young man.”

And so it was that Chad was put to work, grabbing the two heavy suitcases, one in each of his hands, the tanned muscles of his arms bulging from the weight. Another suitcase was strung across his shoulder, the leather strap cutting across his chest. The tight white V-neck shirt already highlighted his nipples, the cotton material adhering to his hard pectorals and flat stomach. Danny Gregory smiled at the sight, then flashed a look back at the clerk.

“Very capable.”

Danny Gregory, a powerful music executive who created and managed a boy band called The Teen Boys and who had more money than he knew what to do with, followed Chad through the busy lobby of the trendy Sunset Strip hotel. Soon the two of them were off the elevator and padding down the soft carpet to their room. It was at the end of the hall, of course, more private. Chad felt every step with the heavy bags. At last they arrived. Danny removed the card key and swung the door wide. He let Chad enter first. Chad felt as if he could see the man’s eyes zeroing in on his ass as he bent over to drop the bags in the corner. Chad could read Danny’s mind in other ways, too, knowing what was going to happen next.

“You can get ready, Chad, like a good pretty boy.”

“Sure, Danny,” he said, his voice noncommittal.

They’d just flown across the country, Danny having spent the entire flight from New York either on his laptop or, just before take-off and after landing, talking on his iPhone. His pattern suggested that once they arrived at the hotel he could take a break from his wheeling and dealing, allowing himself the chance to indulge his perpetual desires. For the past six months, Chad Singleton’s body had been his primary indulgence.

First things first, Chad went over to the sliding door that opened out onto the terrace. As he slid it across the track, a light breeze blew into the airy room, freshening their surroundings. He stared down at the pool area, where men and women lounged in as little clothing as they could get away with for a public place. Fit, tanned bodies were de rigueur here in sunny Southern California and none on better display than those taking in the scene at the Standard. Chad stole a pensive look in the distance at the western hills of LA, where he could detect planes arriving and departing in steady rotation. Just an hour ago, he’d been up in that sky and in another two days’ time he’d be back up in the clouds. Life was a series of flights and hotel rooms, a transient existence that made him feel as if he were always packing, always floating.

The popping of a cork broke him from his thoughts and he returned to the room.

“Finally, a chance to breathe,” Danny said, handing Chad a glass of champagne.

The bottle had been chilling and awaiting them upon arrival, as requested.

Chad and Danny clinked glasses and as they drank, Chad noticed Danny’s cell phone had been placed on the table beside the bed. That phone was never out of his hands unless he had other, more private matters on his mind. A quick check of his pants and Chad could see the distraction. It was pressing hard against the zipper of his slacks. For a guy who stood only five eight, Danny Gregory had a nice length on him, which of course looked even bigger because of his wiry frame. Chad drank the bubbly again, feeling refreshed by the expensive little bubbles that shimmered inside the glass and just slightly woozy. He’d barely touched the airline food. He downed the rest of the contents of the glass in one big gulp, smiling at Danny as he set it down on the bureau.

“Very sexy indeed,” Danny said. “I love watching you drink.”

He wasn’t talking about the champagne. The powerful, demanding Danny came toward Chad and took him in his arms, staring up at Chad’s six-foot-one broad-shouldered frame.

“I’m so glad you could accompany me on this trip, it’s a long journey.”

“I wasn’t doing much of anything,” Chad said. “New York was strangling me anyway. A change of pace is good.”

“Let’s hope not everything has changed. I need it just how I like it. I need what you’ve got.”

Chad felt his cock thicken at the idea of sex, especially if he was able to knock back a bit more of the expensive champagne. Sex with Danny was always better when he had a good buzz going. He felt Danny grab at his ass and pull him in closer. He leaned up, thick lips puckered. Chad accepted the kiss, felt a wet tongue slip inside his mouth before curling back out. It lapped against a stubbled chin.

“You didn’t shave this morning,” Danny said.

“I did but it grows fast,” Chad said.

“Yes, I suppose it does. Well, no time for such details now.”

Danny often complained about the roughness of Chad’s beard. It seemed a heavy shadow perpetually graced his cheeks. With another slap at his tight butt, Danny told him to get his ass in gear, laughing at his own lame attempt at wordplay. While Danny poured himself another glass of champagne, Chad went into the bathroom to prepare. He stripped down to nothing and then was under the hot spray of the shower seconds later.

He lathered up, letting the steam rise all around him. At last, he felt he’d cleansed enough for Danny’s approval and emerged from the shower to a mirror coated with steam. He flipped on the bathroom fan, then wiped away at the condensation. A streaky image stared back and he had to wonder at the distorted sight in front of him. Chad Singleton was a shell of the man he once thought he’d become, having struggled for years in New York to find himself and to make something of himself. He had a lot to prove to his family. What he’d done was concentrate on his body, not his mind, so he was physically fit, his body hard, solid. It had gotten him places but all at the cost of his ambitions.

As the steam dissipated, he got a clearer picture of his trim body. His dark-brown hair was even darker when wet and he pushed it back with his hands. He would let it dry naturally, unlike the rest of him, which he ran a towel over. His bare hand scraped against his chest, where he felt a good amount of stubble. Naturally hairy, Chad kept his chest waxed at Danny’s request and only now did he realize he should have gone for a treatment before they left. Like his unshaven face, it was something Danny would have to deal with today.

So Chad emerged from the steamy bathroom, towel wrapped around his waist. He found the room darkened, the curtains closed. He also found Danny spread out on the bed, naked, his legs open and his cock springing into action.

“Someone’s ready,” Chad said.

“I could say both of us are,” came the reply.

Chad’s cock had grown beneath the towel, tenting it. He pulled it off and his cock thrust forward—it was a stunning length, more long than thick. It was what one wealthy, horny potential client had called his meal ticket before making a meal of it himself, going down on the throbbing cock. He’d been requesting Chad’s capable services for an exclusive period before wiping the come off his face. He’d sucked Chad off every chance he’d gotten for the one-month business trip.

Now it was a different man but the transaction was the same. “Look at that huge thing,” Danny said, wiping at his mouth. “Bring it to me, now.”

He barked that last order and Chad did as asked, though not before grabbing hold of his refilled glass. He drank down some bubbly, let some of it spill down his chin and onto his chest. Danny reacted by stroking his own cock. Chad climbed onto the bed, knees sinking slightly into the firm mattress. He straddled Danny, pointing his pulsing cock at the powerful man’s eager mouth. He saw that mouth open wide and that’s when Chad let his cock slide in.

“Hmmm,” Danny said, his voice muffled.

Chad pulled out and heard, “Fuck me, Chad. Fuck my face.”

He readied himself for a harder entry and then slammed hard. He felt fingers dig into the hard flesh of his smooth ass. He pounded and he thrust again, a relentless assault that had Danny gagging. His lips kept a tight lock on him though. With loud grunts, he shoved his cock in as deep as he could, felt the warm rush of the man’s spittle against his shaft. He knew it wouldn’t take him long to blow, not with the frantic action of his bucking hips, not with the darkened room allowing him to fantasize in his mind about a different man taking his cock. That’s how it went sometimes when you found the man you were with repulsive.

He soon heard a muffled cry and opened his eyes to see that Danny’s cock was letting loose a load of come onto his fingers. Chad thrust one last time and he, too, felt the rush of orgasm. He let it rip and his cock exploded with spurts of hot come, all of it sliding down Danny’s throat. As he pulled out and fell back against the bed, Danny let out a sigh.

“Not sure which tasted better,” he said, “you or the champagne.”

“Hot is always better than cold,” Chad said.

* * * *
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Night had fallen but neither man was yet satiated.

As the empty bottle of champagne lay on the floor beside the bed, glasses upturned, Chad readied for another round of sex. He slid the condom down over his shaft, now an angry red from hours of sexual frothing, and then stared down at Danny’s smooth, naked ass. Danny was lying flat on his stomach, his face embedded against a pillow. Those bubble cheeks of his clinched as Chad ran a swath of lube between them.

“Don’t make me wait...not anymore. Chad...do me.”

He’d been doing him all day, except when Danny had turned things around and been clumsily doing him. Danny was the rare creature who preferred versatility, both in him and in the men who shared his bed. After letting Chad’s cock fuck him hard in the mouth, Danny had taken the lead as he’d pressed his cock deep inside Chad, taking him from behind. They’d ridden each other on the white beanbag chair that came with the room and then Chad had shoved him against the far wall, pounding him with his ramrod cock to the point where the people in the next room banged back.

Knowing people could hear them, Danny’s cries had only increased.

His orgasm had probably caused the neighbors to call down to the main desk.

“Fuck them,” Danny said. “Hotel rooms require sex, the louder the better.”

It was about to get loud again, as Chad positioned himself above Danny. He took hold of his cock, readying it. Even he had to agree it was an impressive length, looking so long even in his large palm, more so when he trimmed down his pubes, which was the case now. The less hair, the better, Danny had stated the first night they’d been introduced. The hirsute Chad had been forced that first night to fuck him while keeping his T-shirt on.

Chad personally preferred his natural state—hairy was the kind of man he liked.

Directing his cock at Danny’s waiting ass, he slid through the closed cheeks, opening him up. He saw the pink hole, saw it pucker in anticipation. Then he saw his tip make contact and he pressed once, twice, watching as his cock disappeared inside him. Danny cried out when the tip pierced him, bellowing from the desired pain.

“Oh shit, oh shit...that’s so big...ooohhh...ahh yes...so perfect.”

Chad slid in the rest of the way, his entire shaft buried inside Danny. With his legs bent at the knee, his palm face down on Danny’s back, Chad began to slowly rock forward, making sure his cock was comfortable, locked in. Once he was in and secure, he began to thrust more and then more still. He saw Danny’s fists grab at the edge of the mattress, tightening their hold while Chad began to plow him with exponentially harder thrusts. Again, again and again, his cock slid in hard and fast, Chad’s hips working hard at the simple art of pleasure. Danny’s tortured pleas only served to encourage him, so he kept at it, feeling his cock lengthen, strengthen. Sweat began to pour down his chest, beads slipping over stubble-induced trails. He thrust and he heaved, his breath strong, his cries vocal. He didn’t let up, this was what he was here to do. What he was being paid to do.

Danny Gregory was a powerful man, a rich man. When he asked for something, you did it and you didn’t stop until he said so.

It was true of anything.

It was mostly true in the bedroom.

“Oh fuck me...yeah, more...keep going...”

Chad was an engine now, not human. He couldn’t be. To be human would mean to be in this moment both physically and emotionally and if he’d learned anything since being disowned by his family and taking up this life, it was how to control your feelings, to hide them. Sex like this, it was pure physicality, like exercise, and he could enjoy it in that sense alone, rallying to the constant thrusting, the rush of heat on his body, even the manipulation of his natural state to accommodate the proclivities of the men he was with. In the end, it was all about servicing the client. Face it, that’s what they were, paying clients who demanded a service and Danny Gregory held the title as his most demanding, leaving Chad with nothing to do but ensure his pleasure.

His chest wore a slick sheen of sweat, his body on autopilot. Fucking while his mind drifted, only an explosion would take him back to this hotel room. In his mind he was back home in Eden and who he saw was the scrawny teenager who’d fallen in love with him. The boy next door, the one who he’d let suck his cock for the first time. Right there in the family’s carriage house, his first sexual experience, and it had both shaped and scarred him.

He’d known he could never be with a woman.

He’d known he would never again feel normal.

He’d known he’d never return home.

“Hey, don’t slow down, boy. Keep that big cock going at me, hard.”

Chad refocused and renewed his energy. He began to feel an orgasm ripping through the long shaft. He was coming, hard and fast and urgent, and he banged his hips as hard as he could at the man’s pliant, willing ass. What he wanted to feel was the most powerful climax he’d ever experienced, one that, for once, was all about his pleasure. Fuck the paycheck and fuck everyone who’d screwed him.

Chad Singleton wanted to be himself again.

“Ahhhh,” he cried out, his voice rising like an animal’s roar.

The banging on the neighboring room’s wall increased but Chad didn’t care. He rubbed his body against Danny’s, his stubbled chest raw on Danny’s back. Danny cried out in both surprise and anger but still Chad kept going. The release he felt could not be denied, the hot streams of come pouring out of his shaft, his thick tip, leaving him strangled for breath. At last drained, he pulled out and dropped onto his sweaty back. His chest heaved, lungs starved for air. He stared up at the ceiling, watching the blades of the fan as though they were taking him back in time.

But it wasn’t the blades that did that, it was the ringing of the phone.

“That’s mine,” Chad said, surprised. No one ever called him these days. Not even the escort service. Mark knew he had a steady gig right now.

Getting up from the bed, his long cock still semi-hard, he dashed over to the bureau to check the caller ID. He didn’t know the number but he recognized the area code. The warmth his body felt from his powerful climax suddenly felt chilled. His arms pimpled with goose bumps as he answered the phone.

“Hello?”

He listened and he nodded, even though the person on the other end couldn’t see.

At last, with a hollow voice, he said, “Okay, I’ll be there,” before setting the phone down.

He stood in the center of the room, naked, feeling exposed to the cruel world and only the presence of a defiant-looking Danny in front of him reminded him where he was. He found Danny staring up at him but rather than sympathy on his face, what he saw was a boiling over of anger.

“Who told you to answer the fucking phone? We weren’t done. I wasn’t done,” he said, getting up from the bed and poking a finger at Chad’s thick chest. “And what the fuck did I tell you about the fucking stubble, Chad? Christ, I don’t manage a band named the Fur Boys, now, do I? I’m calling down for a spa treatment for you...now. Then you can fuck me again and do it right this time.” He paused, wiping foamy spittle from the corner of his lips, then said, “Don’t ever disappoint me again. Don’t ever pull out before my climax.”

Chad swallowed hard before he heard himself saying, “Looks like I’ll have to disappoint you just one last time, Danny.”

Danny Gregory’s nostrils flared. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I have to leave, now,” Chad Singleton said with more ferocity than he had felt in years and then, more to himself than to his demanding employer, added words that rang inside his head even long after he’d departed Los Angeles.

“My father’s dead.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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He couldn’t believe he was headed to a place he thought he’d never see again—a place called home. He’d said the foreign-sounding word aloud only once, to Danny that night at the hotel in LA, and for the always-on-the go Chad it had felt so false. The word was even stranger now as his conflicted self tried to wrap his mind around the definition of home, a destination generally associated with acceptance, solace and security but, conversely, a place he’d not visited in nearly thirteen years. But his proximity now was closer than it had ever been in all that time, since he’d just passed the road sign that indicated his destination was a mere five miles away.

Eden, Pennsylvania.

His mind drifted and so did the wheels of the car to the shoulder of the road. He heard the tires hit the rough groove and he quickly righted himself.

No sense wrapping the car around a tree, right?

Actually, such a prospect didn’t sound so bad. That way he wouldn’t have to endure the next few days of hell. Which is where he hoped his father was headed once they dispensed with the formality of the funeral and buried his earthly remains. Was it possible to dig deeper than six feet? Just don’t ask Chad, his only son, to provide any sort of moving eulogy to the man. He’d been instructed as a child that you weren’t supposed to speak ill of the dead, though considering he’d already willed Silas Singleton all the way to hell, what worse was there to say?

It had been a long day and a half since his grandmother had phoned with the news. He’d left a pissed-off Danny that night and the man couldn’t have been less understanding. In fact, he’d refused to assist him with any details, so Chad had to make his own plane reservations, call for a cab to take him to LAX, fly back alone along the same empty skies as he’d done only hours earlier. Upon arrival at Philadelphia International Airport, he rented a car, trying to squelch his jetlag by remaining focused on the task at hand. Danny had not even offered a goodbye or sorry, too busy on the phone with the escort agency, soliciting a fresh young companion for the Far East part of the trip. Business came first but coming came a close second for Danny Gregory.

“Smooth this time, not just waxed, for Christ’s sake,” he’d yelled as Chad had closed the door to not only the hotel room but also a potentially secure future. His life was unexpectedly in turmoil. His hated father was dead and while no man was more deserving of demise, it still felt unreal. His father, absent from his adult life, nonetheless always loomed in his decisions. The job as a paid escort would have angered his father to no end, which was as good a reason as any to accept it. But now, with his life in sudden limbo, the past reached out and grabbed hold of his vulnerability.

An hour’s drive west of Philadelphia had taken him beyond the Main Line to the lush countryside of horse farms and country clubs and small towns that liked to think the traditions of the twentieth—hell, the nineteenth—century still existed, headed to a village crowned with the ironic name of Eden. Things happened there and not always good things, but don’t tell the locals that. Preservation was not just something for the historical society.

Eden. The idea of home caught in his chest and he had to exhale to be able to breathe again. Here he was, miles from its border and readying to embrace its secrets. That night in LA he’d told his grandmother, the imperious, strong-willed Eleanor Harte Singleton, that he would see her soon and he’d phoned her again after his flight had landed to make sure she was doing okay and to double-check that he was, indeed, welcome to the homestead they called Edenwood.

A lone servant aside, it was only the elderly Ellie who was left to ramble around the drafty old house. The rest of the family was deceased or driven away from the less tolerant but more influential members of the once vaunted Harte Singleton families.

It was their own damn fault, Chad recalled.

At least the late June weather was cooperating, with bright golden sun and a cerulean sky riding along with him, sparking rare memories of his childhood in Eden. He saw simplicity and innocence, riding bicycles and swimming in the refreshing waters of the Adam’s River with friends and cousins during warm summers, celebrations with family during the holidays, all set against a bucolic background enhanced by the majestic mansion he lived in—Edenwood. The Singletons were among the wealthiest families in town but Chad had never let it affect him. He was born into money, he’d always had money, but money never had the chance to change him. It was just what he’d always known. Admitting to a blasé attitude toward money one day had been the first misstep in his conflicted relationship with his father, Silas. Admitting to being gay—or worse, not telling him and instead letting him find out the literal hard way—had been the final step but also represented his first step toward life beyond Eden and the elevated expectations of the family.

And now the effing bigot was dead. Chad hadn’t asked for the details, figuring they could wait ‘til he got there. Why put his grandmother through that on the phone? Still, Chad wondered how it had happened—an accident, or had he been sick? Did someone stick a knife in his back? Had he suffered? Though Chad had never spoken with Silas after leaving town at age seventeen, he checked in occasionally on his grandmother and she would provide family updates whether he wanted to hear them or not. Chad on the other hand rarely gave up details of his life, especially once he’d gone to work for Charming Men, the escort service that pimped him out. He figured that kind of career path wasn’t what had been intended for him when his mother, Tina, had given birth to him eight months into her marriage. An heir had been produced, a male one to keep the family name going, except he was never keen on business nor keen on women either.

Dynasties held little interest for the artistic Chad.

A Welcome to Eden sign fast approached after he’d crested a hill and sooner than he could have gone in reverse, he was rolling forward into a village that always looked as if it had received a fresh coat of paint overnight. Golden sunshine heaped a gleaming cast over the tree-lined streets, across perfectly cultivated lawns, illuminating the houses large and small he passed. He saw no For Sale signs. No one ever left Eden. It was as if an invisible force field hovered over the village, keeping it protected from outside influences and dangers...or maybe it was a mistaken allure that kept everyone locked in.

He was back, so did that mean he was once again stuck within its borders for good?

He couldn’t imagine much of a life awaited him in Eden, especially considering how he’d been earning his money of late. He doubted escort services were needed here. Rich men who would pay to sleep with him. But he had time to worry about the future; it was death that had brought him back and he was here only so he could witness the traditions and ceremonies of the deceased—and to ensure the bastard was really and truly gone.

Edenwood Estate was built atop a high bluff on the western edge of the village, found by taking a long country road forested with trees that did a good job of providing privacy to not only his family home but also neighboring homes and other properties. But once Chad turned onto Hilltop Road, familiarity rose up and he felt a swell of emotion. For all that he’d had and all that he’d lost, neither of which included thoughts of the father who no longer lived. How his life would have been different if he hadn’t been born gay. But he was and he liked himself, so fuck his father and fuck the fucked-up legacy the bastard had left behind. And while you’re at it, fuck whomever you wanted too. Chad Singleton knew he was stronger than the forces that had chased him away and with such a renewal of self emanating from inside the car, he pulled up to the entrance to Edenwood. Wrought iron gates with spiky spires jutting upward greeted him and, more surprising to Chad, they were wide open.

He turned up the long driveway unannounced, the shade of the trees helping to shield his eyes from the glare of the sun. One massive tree to the right was damaged, a large section of its rough trunk shredded and charred. Whatever had happened, it looked like a recent occurrence, perhaps a lightning strike. At last he rounded the final bend and pulled around the circular drive.

It was as if he was the unnamed heroine in Rebecca discovering Manderley for the first time but without the dashing, deceptive Mr. DeWinter at his side. The oversized white house loomed like a spectral ghost even in the beaming sunshine, a metaphor for his soul—gilded on the outside, battered on the inside. It didn’t help that his wasn’t the only car in the driveway. A Town of Eden police cruiser was present also.

Chad felt a chill. Why were the cops here?

Behind the wheel of his car, unable—or unwilling—to get out, he steeled himself.

“Okay, Chad, you’ve come this far, time to take the next step.”

It was the idea of his grandmother being interrogated by the cops that got him motivated and soon he was walking those cobbled stones toward the front entrance.

This late in June, the temperatures were warm and he felt the sun glisten off his already tan skin. He wore blue shorts and a casual, button-down shirt open three buttons and rolled at the sleeves, sunglasses shading his eyes. He questioned whether he was appropriately attired for an audience with his imposing grandmother. He rang the bell, a strange feeling washing over him. How odd it was to have to ring your own doorbell. He smoothed down his shirt and needlessly flicked his gelled hair with his fingers in an attempt to look more presentable. He knew it was just nerves.

The door opened after a short wait and the person standing in the front foyer was a man he’d have recognized anywhere.

“Pearson,” Chad said, removing his sunglasses.

“Yes indeed. May I gather that the young man before me is none other than Mr. Chad?”

“In the flesh,” he said with an easy smile. Even as a kid, he’d been Mr. Chad.

“Indeed, sir. Welcome...uh, home.”

Pearson was the Singleton family’s longtime majordomo, probably pushing seventy but still looking preserved by time. He appeared to be his usual unflappable self but Chad had detected wavering emotion in his voice, as though he was uncertain how to proceed with the arrival of the prodigal son. But he quickly recovered, offering up a long-practiced smile. He stepped aside and, with a gracious swipe of his hand, admitted Chad into the family house.

“Mrs. Eleanor will be so pleased to see you,” he said.

No mention of the circumstances that brought Chad back.

“She will meet you in the library shortly,” Pearson added, as though Chad were a guest.

Of course, the library. It had been his long-deceased grandfather’s domain and remained his grandmother’s favorite room because it made her feel closer to her departed spouse. Even as a kid, he could remember her simply holding the old man’s pipe, just to feel connected to him. En route, he absorbed lost details in the long hallway, eyes darting into rooms where doors were open, curious about doors that were closed. Otherwise, the house looked unchanged after these many years, much like Pearson, held in time, another Eden tradition. Only Chad had grown, the skinny boy who’d left with a bulging green knapsack on his back and a silver tear in his eye, now a virile man who’d grown older and wiser and came armed with the knowledge about how the world worked.

The library was all rich, dark woods and proper leather furniture but brightly lit thanks to open curtains that admitted the morning light. Rare, leather-bound books lined shelves that spanned three walls and silver and pewter trinkets adorned desks and end tables. The classic style was comfortable without being intimidating, a reflection of old world taste and refinement that defined the long-standing Singletons. A decanter of whiskey stood on the side table and for a moment, he considered a shot. Chad resisted, wanting to keep as clear a head as possible.

“Is my grandmother around?”

“She’s previously engaged,” Pearson said. “But she will see you soon. She has instructed that I make you comfortable. Would you like to unpack, or perhaps get some rest? I could show you to your old room.”

“I think I know how to find it, when ready,” Chad said.

“Indeed,” Pearson replied with a raise of one bushy eyebrow. “Mrs. Eleanor has set out tea. Shall I pour?”

“I’ll be fine, Pearson, thank you.”

The ever-loyal servant knew a dismissal when he heard it, so Pearson quickly took his leave, thankfully leaving Chad alone except for the ghosts that swirled inside this room, this house. He was about to pour some tea when down the hall he heard muffled voices. He made his way to the double doors and snuck a peek around the frame to see who was talking. There was his regal grandmother, impeccably dressed in a dark suit, her hair a puff of white and her stature straight, shaking hands with a tall man in uniform. Must be the cop, he surmised, still curious as to why the police would be here—and imagining it had to do with his father’s death, he zeroed in on the official. He was easily six feet, sturdily built, more muscular than big-boned and as he spoke, his low gravel of a voice traveled down the hallway. What Chad most noticed about him was his face. He was handsome...almost beautiful in his hard features, with a strong jaw line, thick, jet-black hair that curled at the nape of his neck, a dark shadow of beard coating high cheeks. He wished he could see into the man’s eyes, imagining a shimmering blue would stare back at him and wondering if they revealed a man’s compassion or a cop’s suspicion.

For now, seeing the sexy cop up close and personal would have to wait. He didn’t want to intrude, nor did he want his long-awaited reunion with his grandmother to take place in the presence of the police. So he watched as the two concluded their business, the cop placing a comforting hand upon her shoulder. Pearson appeared as if from the ether to escort the local gendarme out the door. Chad pulled back, careful not to be noticed. Eavesdropping shouldn’t be first among his crimes upon returning. He busied himself with his cup of tea, all while he could hear the clack of heels on the hallway floor.

Eleanor Harte Singleton was making her way toward the library.

Chad felt a hard stabbing at his heart, a sensation he’d long forgotten. Being inside these walls, uncertainty had found him again. Once more, he steeled his gut for a reunion twelve years in the making. He’d once promised himself, as he got off the Greyhound bus at New York’s Port Authority terminal, that he would only ever return after his father had died, a wish now fulfilled. Remembering the cop being here, he had to wonder again just how had his father died?

An image of the charred tree along the driveway flashed in his fervent mind. He thought he smelled smoke but perhaps it was just his grandfather’s pipes, still in their holder on one of the bookshelves. Still, in a place like Edenwood, his fantasies and imagination had often gotten him through the worst days. When his bombastic father expressed disappointment, his suffering mother disappeared and lonely nights stretched on.

He supposed the time had come to confront the demons of yesterday.

Even if the demon was finally gone.

* * * *
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“My goodness, Chad, could that really be you?”

She stood at the front entrance of the library, a hand on her heart.

“Grandmother, yes, it’s me. Hello. You look wonderful,” he said and meant it.

“You, my dear, however...how different you look. So handsome and grown-up.

Like you just stepped out of a fashion catalog.”

“You do a lot of that—growing up, I mean—between age seventeen and twenty-nine.”

He didn’t mean for his voice to carry an edge but it did and he didn’t apologize for it. He watched as his grandmother visibly winced, perhaps out of guilt for not stopping what had happened all those years ago. She’d been away at the time. Silas had ruled the house and Chad had left with just the knapsack on his back. He’d cleared out his savings, if not his heart, and now, seeing the grandmother who’d so much influenced him as a child, he realized how empty both were. When his grandmother opened up her arms to embrace him, he found it was all that he wanted and he rushed to her.

Her hold on him was tenuous though. Perhaps she was as uncertain of this reunion as he.

She broke the connection, pulled back to get a closer look at him.

“Yes, you are quite the handsome young man, aren’t you?”

Chad looked away. He’d heard it before many times, mostly by men wanting to pick him up and take him to their bed. For his father’s mother to say so, he just felt embarrassed.

“You’ve got the Harte genes, Chad, that flawless skin, those penetrating green eyes. Like mine. I suppose such a truth makes you happy.”

“I’m still a Singleton, despite it all.”

She pursed her lips before allowing a slight nod. “My dear, you must be tired from your travels. Can Pearson get you something?”

“I’m fine. Grandmother, what were the police doing here?”

Her tight face held even tighter, as though she were gritting her teeth. But her eyes, those same feline-like emeralds, as usual gave away nothing. “Oh, Chief Ellers...he was just offering his condolences over...what happened. While your father did little to maintain friendships in this town, he did respect authority and as such always had a good rapport with Brett.”

“Brett? You’re on a first-name basis with the police chief?”

“Dear, this is Eden. We don’t stand on ceremony.”

Chad found this ironic, considering Eleanor Harte Singleton’s existence had always been well organized, her circumstances nothing but pomp. Even the way she now poured a cup of tea, there was an organized flair about it. She took a seat on the leather sofa, crossed her legs demurely at the ankles and indicated that Chad should join her. He did, sitting on the edge of a wingback chair, not quite comfortable enough to lean back and relax.

“Tell me about...it. How did he die?”

“Oh Chad, do you really want to get into all this now?”

“It’s why you called, why I’ve returned,” he said and for a moment he felt a flash of paranoia and he turned his head, half expecting to see his father stroll into the library, fully alive and fully angry, just as horrible as he’d been all his entire life, ready to lash out. Could it have been a ploy to get Chad back to Eden and if so, why? He realized he was being ridiculous.

“Something you need, Chad, dear?”

He’d been staring at the doorway, eyes lingering. “No, no sorry.”

“Chad, he’s gone, truly.”

“I wish I could say I’m sorry. He was your son.”

“Silas had his issues and one night his issues got the best of him. Happens to everyone eventually.”

Though still spry at seventy-six, Eleanor Harte Singleton had gone through her share of tragedy, including the death of her husband twenty years ago and her daughter, who had died of a drug overdose while a freshman in college. That had left only Silas and of course his wife, Tina, and their son Chad. The future of the Singleton family had been reduced to one. Chad felt sorry for his grandmother. Even with Silas living under the same roof, it had to be a lonely existence. She’d written Silas off years ago as nothing but a hanger-on, a man without ambitions, unable to help the family business but who felt the world owed him so much.

“The funeral is tomorrow morning, St. Bart’s Church. Ten o’clock.”

“Any calling hours?”

She shook her head. “I decided against it. Silas was a polarizing figure in this town.”

Meaning, why hold a wake only to listen to stories of what an asshole he was. Give him one hour of dignity at mass and hope God was as forgiving a soul as advertised, then let him rot for all eternity. Chad kept his conflicted thoughts to himself and with an effort at remorse over his wishes, he took hold of his grandmother’s aged hand. A blue vein pulsed.

“I’ll be at your side through everything. I don’t suppose anyone else will.”

“If you’re referring to your mother, Tina hasn’t been heard from since before forever. I wouldn’t even know how to contact her.”

He nodded. He had no idea where his mother was either. She’d left long ago.

“So, I guess it’s you and me against the world.”

She smiled at this, her skin tighter still. As though her joy could stretch only so far.

“Thank you, Chad, you always were such a gentle, giving boy. Something your father mistook for weakness but I knew as a rare, inner strength. Now, why don’t you go upstairs and get freshened up. Lunch on the patio at noon sharp.”

“Okay, but first...please, was he sick? Or was it an accident? Something...worse?”

Eleanor’s eyes flared and quickly she gazed downward, as though noticing a wrinkle in her impeccably ironed skirt that needed to be smoothed out. She brushed at it, clearly checking her emotions as she did so. When she looked back up at her grandson, Chad felt a fresh chill wash over him.

“Silas got drunk the other night, which was not unlike him. For some reason he went out and got behind the wheel of his truck. Stupid man. Thankfully he never made it off the property, where he could have hurt others.”

Strange considering it was one thing in life Silas was good at.

Chad nodded. “The tree...I saw it when coming up the driveway.”

“Hard to miss, isn’t it? He hit it full on, how fast he was going the police can’t say. The gas tank exploded on impact.” She paused before announcing, “It will be a closed casket.”

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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There were times when Eden lived up to its namesake and as Chad stood on the bluff outside his family home, the village of Eden spread out before him in its entirety like a brightly coated world where civilization melded with the surrounding bloom of nature. He took a deep breath and then let it out, a mix of disbelief and relief settling over him. He’d missed this land, he’d missed the open sky and the fresh air. Life in the big city was oftentimes confining, suffocating, so to now allow himself the freedom to extend his arms upward and feel the wind brush past him was almost like taking flight. All of which led him back home.

With Eden in the distance, even closer to him were the sprawling grounds of Edenwood, the bridle path where you could enjoy a horse ride into the hills beyond the property—back when they had stables—or to the oval-shaped swimming pool, where warm sunshine reflected off crystal-blue water. There were the gardens, which bloomed with so many flowers and plants that it threatened to overwhelm the eastern side of the house. Except it was so carefully landscaped, no doubt a professional gardener came in daily to tend to its beauty. But as bright as the land was, as high and open as the sky, he knew darker shadows lurked in all corners of this world and especially at night when the grounds of Edenwood took on more sinister tones.

The carriage house stood chief among the places where Chad’s demons lay.

For the first time since arriving in Eden just two hours before, Chad thought about the other guy caught in their compromising position all those years ago. His best friend from childhood, a boy with corn-colored hair and perfectly aligned teeth. Chad always remembered his teeth, the boy’s smile like sunshine as they met at the Eden Elementary playground. Elias Montrose of the Eden Hill Montroses, one of the town’s best-dressed families and why not? They owned the local department store that clothed the town. Elias wore fashionable sweaters in the winter and in the summer, trendy shorts, shirts and boat shoes. Chad did, too, but they somehow looked so much better on Elias’ more girlish frame.

They’d been inseparable for years, Chad often spending time at their family house in the gated community of Eden Hill, until Elias had gone away to military school during his fifteenth and sixteenth years. During that time away, Chad had begun to understand how different he was—sexually—and to accept it. All that was missing was a boy to experiment with and that boy came back to Eden taller, more fit, nearly a grown-up. It was during a rainstorm that they sought refuge in the carriage house, where they happened to find beer in the refrigerator. After one beer, they were kissing and a second had them rubbing at erections through their shorts. That third beer wasn’t the only thing that ended up in their mouths that night as each of them showed their cocks, hesitantly at first before playing with them, daringly sucking them until they’d blown their loads, far too quickly if memory served. Youthful eagerness followed by uncertain regret.

Chad shook his mind of the memory, not wanting to delve any deeper right now.

Remember the good part, bury the bad like he was going to bury the cause of the bad.

“Chad, dear, come have some lunch,” he heard from behind.

He spun around, the carriage house fading from view almost as if it had existed in a hazy dream. Ellie was seated at the metal patio table beneath a large umbrella, a luncheon of fresh lobster salad and bite-sized grape tomatoes set out, a chilled bottle of Chardonnay awaiting them. Like the scene, too, had formed in some willowy dream but then he saw Pearson retreating up the hill toward the house, a slight limp the only indication that time had found him, too. Chad took the seat opposite his grandmother and again let out a heavy sigh.

“You’ve done that several times already, Chad. Penny for your thoughts?”

“Gee, inflation hasn’t done much for the Singleton family.”

“Don’t be caustic, young man.”

“Sorry, Grandmother, it’s just...you have to realize how strange it is to be here.”

“This is your home.”

“Try telling your son that.”

It was a cruel statement and she visibly winced. “That cuts deep, Chad.”

“You’ll have to forgive me. Even knowing he’s dead, I still feel his presence everywhere I look. Like my arrival has reawakened him, or set loose his ghost. Maybe after he’s buried, I’ll be able to forget it...him. Never forgive though. What he did was...wrong.”

“Had I not been away at the time...how things would have been different.”

“Grandmother, it’s not your fault. So please, just give me some time to absorb the reality of the situation. Now, how about a glass of wine to whet our palates.”

Cold wine and chilled Maine lobster proved to be the perfect antidote to any acrimony that had welled up between grandmother and grandson and now, as they picked at their food and sipped the oaky wine, Chad realized he’d been nothing but tense since arriving and he felt his body begin to relax. Maybe it was the alcohol. His father was gone, burned to a crisp in a car accident, while he and his grandmother dined in sun-speckled luxury. Such were the contradictions of having grown up a Singleton. Ignore the pain, pass the salt.

Forking up a chunk of lobster, Ellie hesitated, saying, “You’ll of course get a haircut.”

Chad pushed back at the long locks that dangled over his forehead, a shower having washed away the sticky gel that had kept it in place. “Why, what’s there to see with a closed casket? He can’t stare his disapproval from the grave.”

“Chad, it’s not a debate. You’ll look presentable at your father’s funeral. A suit, too.”

“I don’t have a suit with me.”

“So you’ll go shopping for one. Montrose’s. Use the family account.”

The name Montrose rattled inside his head. Seemed this place called Eden was determined to fast awaken each of his ghosts before nightfall. He wondered if Elias had gone into the family business, or even if he was still in town. Elias, who had given him a first taste of what he knew his heart longed for. What might have happened had they not been caught? He supposed he was going to find out soon enough.

“You just want to parade me in front of the locals. The Hartes.”

“It’s high time the Singletons rose back to prominence in this town.”

“But Grandmother, you’re a Harte also.”

She waved off his comment. “When I married Charles Singleton, the lines were drawn. My brother saw to that.”

“So Silas wasn’t the great savior. What makes you think I am?”

“A Singleton never airs his problems in public. What’s conjured in private can often produce better results.”

It was like a family mantra and hearing those words now after so many years silenced him. He’d changed, his grandmother had not. He concentrated on his plate while pouring himself a second glass of wine. He received a stern look from his grandmother.

“Careful with the drink, young man. You don’t want to become your father.”

* * * *
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Chad arrived in downtown Eden in late afternoon and parked his rental in a shaded back lot behind a row of shops, chief among them Montrose’s Department Store, which took up half the block. When he emerged back into the sunshine onto the main street, which in Eden was called Eve Avenue, he found the sidewalks flowed with locals, some window shopping, others stopping to say hello to friends they casually bumped into, most just going about their business without any acknowledgment of the stranger walking in their midst. At least, that’s how Chad felt, even though everything around him struck him with familiarity.

A mainstay in Eden, the Apple Diner, was doing brisk business even beyond the afternoon rush but more people, men mostly, were headed toward The Snake Pit, which was the local dive bar, located on a side street around the corner from Montrose’s. All in all, it was picturesque if not quite Rockwellian, with colorfully striped awnings, green parks and freshly cleaned sidewalks, trees with thick leaves that jostled in the light breeze and gray-metal lampposts with dangling flower baskets on every corner.

He could have been that ten-year-old kid who first ventured to town on his bike.

Eden back then was the ideal place in which to grow up. He recalled stopping by Glacier’s ice cream parlor or Webber’s Treats, both providing him with sweets that helped him forget the sour scent that wafted through the halls of Edenwood. He’d also shopped with his mother at Montrose’s, usually for more formal clothing to wear to family events and so, when he entered through the front doors, he half expected to see the flighty Tina Singleton waiting for him. Instead it was a clerk behind the counter, the past fading to today.

“Welcome to Montrose’s,” he said. He looked to be about twenty-four, five. He wiped at his nose unceremoniously. Not quite the kind of greeting old Montrose would probably approve of. Still, Chad noted the guy was nice-looking with a thick mane of hair and a winning smile.

“Thank you, it’s been awhile.”

“What can we help you with?”

“Oh how about I just look around and if I need help, I’ll let you know.”

“Sure. At Montrose’s, we are here for the customer.”

It sounded rehearsed, a tagline, and not a very good one. Who else would a shop be there for but a customer?

He moved among the nicely appointed racks, peering up at the signs until he found the men’s section. He made his way toward the rows of suits, not really expecting to find anything to his liking. Of late, the men he’d accompanied and worked for had dressed him, putting him in trendy outfits from Armani, Dolce and Hugo Boss, but all those suits were back in his tiny apartment in New York. Still, he busied himself, finding his size—forty-two—as well as several options in black. He just didn’t like the fabrics all that much, feeling rough between his fingertips.

What did he care? He would wear it for two hours and then probably burn it.

The idea of fire brought his father to mind. His final moments.

“Sir, may I be of assistance?”

The sound of the voice knocked his vision from his mind. He hadn’t felt any sales clerk lurking but suddenly there was a tall man standing in front of him. Chad paused before looking up because he thought he recognized the voice, a deep and masculine tone that carried with it an air of confident authority. Only military schooling could instill such confidence and so Chad looked up into the blue eyes of a grown-up Elias Montrose. He shouldn’t have been surprised but he was nonetheless. Reality often came without blinders.

“Elias,” Chad said.

“Indeed, sir. Do we know...oh my God...Chad?”

He tried a smile. “Surprise.”

“I can’t believe...oh wait, I should have realized. Your father...”

“Finally gone. Guess I finally got that get out of jail free card.”

Elias, at an even six feet, was slender and handsome, with the same thick crop of blond hair and easy winning smile, one that no doubt went over well with the customers. He had a face you could trust. Chad knew because he had trusted it so many years ago. Elias opened up his arms and took Chad into a tight embrace. Chad felt his touch upon his back, one more heartfelt than the one he’d received from his grandmother. At last Elias pulled back, his face brightened with a broad smile.

“You look...great, Chad, tan and fit, as hot as you were back...Wow, I think I’ll just stop talking before my foot slips into my mouth any farther.”

Considering their past, it was a suggestive comment, Chad thought. Still, he grinned, the first genuine one of the day. “Thanks, Elias. You look good, too. Very prosperous.”

“I run Montrose’s now. Dad’s retired but still looks after the books.”

“Congratulations,” Chad said.

“So...sorry, you probably didn’t come here for a reunion. What can we get for you?”

“Here for a suit. Grandmother Eleanor needs me looking my finest.”

“I think we can take care of that. Come on, let’s grab some suits and try them on.”

“That’s okay, I think I’ll just take this one here off the rack...I’m sure it’ll be fine. I still have to get my hair cut and a few other errands done before I’m prepared for tomorrow.”

“You have to try the suit on. Surely the pants will need to be tailored.”

Chad nodded, watching as Elias grabbed not just the dark suit he’d pointed to but another three and walked him over to the dressing rooms. He hung them up in a small room at the back before directing Chad inside. Chad closed the door, alone and able to absorb the impact of seeing Elias. He’d known running into him was a possibility but truth came with a whole new set of rules. Forcing down his conflicted emotions, he instead concentrated on the suits Elias had picked out and selected one he had to admit was nicer than the rest. He hadn’t even seen that one on the racks. As he slipped off his jeans, he heard Elias pacing from the other side.

“So, Elias, how are you? What’s, uh, new? Sounds foolish, twelve years gone by.”

“Carrying on the family legacy.”

Chad pictured him in his arms back at the carriage house, two teenage boys making out with each other, neither quite sure what it all meant or where it was going. Strange sensations then but what about now? Had Elias been gay all along, or had it been youthful experimentation, the beer doing the talking?

“Uh, married, kids?”

“Both,” he said with a sudden sound of pride. “Got married about ten years ago, young these days I know. But Father was impatient for me to take over the reins. Got three kids, two boys and a girl.”

“Wow, three kids,” Chad said, sliding the suit pants on, securing them at the waist. He donned the jacket, which looked ridiculous over his V-neck shirt, like a hipster trying to defy a formal dress code. He stared at himself in the mirror and wondered about the man staring back at him. Back in his old homestead, readying for the funeral of the man who’d banished him from this once-perfect existence. How ironic it was that the young man who’d undressed him that night was now the adult charged with dressing him up. Chad felt his cock thicken at the thought of what the two of them had done.

“Come on, let me have a look.”

“Oh, uh, you want to see?”

“Got to make sure it fits. Montrose’s reputation is on the line.”

Chad pushed at his cock, trying to stuff it down inside his briefs. The last thing he needed was to be discovered with even a semi hard-on. How embarrassing would that be? Like after all these years Chad was still the horny teenager while his former friend and now married man with three kids had moved on, matured.

Trying to think of something other than that night, Chad finally stepped out of the tight confines of the dressing room, allowing himself to be escorted to the back, where he stepped onto a round, upraised piece of flooring. He stood in front of a three-way, floor-length mirror, which he decided was appropriate, given how fractured he felt. Part of what stared back was the plaything of rich men, with the long, unbridled hair, while the suit managed to bring out the solemn nature of why he was here. But ultimately


































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE EDENWOOD
SAGA BOXSET

ADAM CARPENTER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
THE EDENWOOD
SAGABOX SET

SN
R






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





