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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A stuntman with a love for fire.

        A yoga teacher in search of zen.

        A holiday season neither will forget.

      

      

      Stunt performer and self-declared badass, Tate Astbury returns to his hometown to spend another dreaded Thanksgiving with his dad. But his father forgets and makes other plans, resigning Tate to a quiet and depressing holiday alone unless he can find someplace else to celebrate.

      

      When Tate’s mischievous friend learns about the unfortunate twist, he dares Tate to enter a radio contest to become a fake boyfriend for a desperate caller’s holiday dinner, and Tate never turns down a dare.

      

      Endre Michel is a mess. His yoga business is on the cusp of ruin, and his moms are visiting from out of state for the holiday, intent on meeting his boyfriend, a person Endre invented. Through the contest, he meets Tate, a crude, tattooed older man who plays the role of doting boyfriend so well, Endre suspects and hopes it’s not all for show.

      

      Neither man can deny the unintended connection, and they struggle to overcome the distance between Tate’s put-together Hollywood career and the chaos surrounding Endre’s unsteady future—a situation that intensifies when an unthinkable tragedy uncovers a dark and painful truth.

      

      Will Tate and Endre’s future together perish in flames, or can their love rise from the ashes?

      

      Flirting with Fire is a standalone holiday romance with several cups of angst, questionable jokes, a bird with a wicked sense of humor, a bed with loud, squeaky springs, and an HFN/HEA ending.

      
        
        Content warning: suicide, substance abuse disorder, grief, mental illness

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a work of fiction, and while I’ve done my best to portray the emotional, mental, and physical struggles in a real-life manner based upon research, feedback, and my own personal experiences, we are all individuals and will therefore have different experiences and interpretations that are valid and might not align with the fictional characters in this book.

      
        
        USA Resources:

        Individuals/families facing mental/substance abuse disorders: SAMHSA 1-800-622-HELP (4357) www.samhsa.gov

        National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

        1-800-273-TALK (8255)

        Contact the Crisis Text Line:

        text TALK to 741-741

        Bereavement Resource Guide: Eluna Network

      

      

      For those who are curious, the US National Library of Institutes of Health compared sumatriptan to ginger powder to alleviate migraines and the efficacy was comparable.

      
        
        Maghbooli M, Golipour F, Moghimi Esfandabadi A, Yousefi M. Comparasion between the efficacy of ginger and sumatriptan in the ablative treatment of the common migraine [Internet]. 2014 Mar;28(3):412-5. doi: 10.1002/ptr.4996. Pub 2013 May 9[cited 2020 Mar 11];(1). Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23657930
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TATE

      

      

      Brown leaves crunched as Tate Astbury walked to the granite headstone symbolizing the division of his life into two parts: Before and After. Winter lingered in the air; that clean, cold scent seeped into his bones, bringing back childhood days in New England with family celebrations and weeks that carelessly slipped by into spring then summer.

      That was Before. Before the guilt festered. Before he saw two people in the mirror instead of one. Before he took the one person who meant everything to him for granted.

      Tate approached the headstone with the name he learned to spell at the same time as his own, the date of birth he shared, and the date of death he didn’t. He plucked off the dried leaves and twigs that had fallen on the plaque and put a single white rose down.

      “Never thought I’d make it past thirty, yet here I am, thirty-three years old. All the dumb shit I’ve done since you…since I last saw you, you would think I’d be the one interred.” He should’ve been. They had done everything together. Death shouldn’t have been any different.

      Tate squinted, staring across the field of headstones to where a couple stood holding hands in front of a grave.

      “It’s gotten easier. Like, some days, I don’t think about you or what happened right away.” Until he looked in the mirror. Then he saw the irreplaceable soul whose face he would never forget, a blessing and a curse. “You’d tell me to quit being so dramatic and get on with my life. But today it’s hard, so cut me some slack, aight?”

      A cardinal perched in the tree above him and whistled, its song like someone calling for its dog. And then it shit, missing Tate’s head but landing on his shoe with a splat.

      “Fucker.” Tate laughed, figuring he must have looked like a crazy person out there laughing alone. Well, not entirely alone. There was that bird with a wicked sense of humor.

      “I get it. Enough with the pity party. I’m going to celebrate with the boys later. But this one’s for you.” He unscrewed the miniature Jack Daniel’s bottle, not his favorite but his twin brother liked the brand, and poured the entire contents on the grave.

      “Happy birthday, Mazi.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tate drove the streets where he and Mazi had spent afternoons riding bikes with the neighborhood kids, passing the porches they had hidden under playing hide-and-seek, fences they had climbed over, and front lawns where they had hung out. His past existed in every house, every yard—everywhere. The memories hurt less than the year before and even less than the year before that.

      He pulled into the driveway of his childhood home, hitting the annoying and familiar bump that never failed to jostle the car, and parked next to his dad’s weathered van, an antique, much like the man who owned it.

      Every winter, while their father used the snowblower on the driveway, Tate and Mazi shoveled the porch and its steep stairs. The porch had been remodeled years ago, the steps widened and rebuilt to modern code, and were easier to shovel, according to his father. The old man shouldn’t have been shoveling, but he insisted and had little choice but to do it himself as it’d proven impossible to find reliable and timely help. Tate asked his father to join him in California to avoid the cold, snowy weather, but the hardy New Englander never took him up on the offer, content to bitch about the weather and not wishing to burden his son.

      Though Tate was welcome and had a key, he never stayed with his old man. He rang the doorbell. Dogs barked, a high-piercing yip from the one Tate had yet to meet, and a steady woof from the senior German shepherd mix Mazi had picked out as a puppy.

      “Back. Back. Back. Down you bastards,” his father grumbled at the dogs before opening the door. Strange how his father’s Bostonian accent seemed more pronounced the longer Tate lived in LA. Tate had received his fair share of jibes for sounding different, but his accent was nothing like his dad’s, who had been asked while visiting Tate in California what country he was from.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hi there. It’s good to see ya, son. Like the new beard. Suits you. Come in, come in. We’re letting all the heat out.” The old man’s hair had turned white years ago, and the lines on his face from a lifetime of smoking had more intersections than a map of Boston. He looked every bit his seventy-four years.

      “This white fluff is Lady. I didn’t name her, and she’s not a lady at all. She pisses on the kitchen floor every morning. And if I’m real lucky, sometimes she’ll leave me a dump to step in.”

      Tate petted the dogs, who whined and wagged their tales hard enough to shake their butts off. Count, the German shepherd Mazi had named after Count Basie, lapped at his hand. His muzzle had gone gray and his back legs seemed a little shaky. Tate did some quick math in his head and figured the dog had to be about twelve years old.

      Every so often, the growing number of years that had passed without Mazi slammed into him like a well-executed punch. This was one of those times.

      “Heya, boy.” Tate scratched behind Count’s ears while the other dog, a small white Scottie, traipsed behind Tate’s father through the front room and down a short hallway that led to the kitchen, not caring about Tate after she got a good whiff of him.

      “How was the flight?” his father asked when they reached the kitchen.

      The same old pictures of dead and living relatives hung on the walls in dusty antique frames. One of Mazi and Tate in their graduation caps and gowns had been hanging in the kitchen since that special day fifteen years ago.

      “Here, sit. I was just gonna clean up.” His father picked up the newspaper scattered on the kitchen table and pushed it aside. Memories of what the clean house looked like when Tate was a kid clashed with the present cluttered version where every corner and surface was covered with stuff—tchotchkes passed down through generations, old furniture with piles of paper atop them, books, and dust. The rooms felt smaller, more claustrophobic, the heated air stifling.

      His father continually promised he would get around to cleaning, but the relics had remained undisturbed for years. These days, he moved too slow and grew winded too fast. On one visit, Tate had gotten the bright idea to sort through the junk, shredding papers, piling books for donation, and throwing out neglected items. His father acted as if he were tossing gold out the window and even went into the trash to retrieve a moldy magazine, some random furniture parts, and broken tools for sentimental value. Over the years, the house had turned into a mausoleum, not to mention a fire hazard.

      “The flight was good. No problems.”

      His father sat in the rickety kitchen chair that was probably as old as him. “Good. You want something? I can make ya tea or coffee? I got some leftover chicken thing that Genella made. Did I tell ya we’re going to Florida next week?”

      “Next week? That’s Thanksgiving, Dad. That’s the whole reason why I’m fucking here, and you’re taking off?” Tate removed his Red Sox cap and swiped his head, running over the locks he’d grown out from his usual cropped style. California’s sunshine made him less tolerant of the wintry temperatures and the additional hair added a layer of warmth.

      “You didn’t say nothing about that. You said you were stopping by for a few days, then going to work like you usually do,” his father protested, the chair beneath him creaking as he shifted his weight.

      If there was one thing Tate had learned, it was to never stay angry at someone you loved. Time was too precious. “Yeah, I told you like six times I was spending Thanksgiving with you. But it’s okay, you deserve to have some fun.” The old man hardly went anywhere, and a trip to Florida during the cold months was heavenly for the staunch New Englander.

      His father ran a fingernail through the crack in the table, fidgeting like a kid who had gotten caught doing something wrong. “If you want, I can tell her no.”

      “Naw, that’s aight. I can hang with some buddies, I’m sure.” Tate pulled out a chair and sat and stretched his arms overhead and his legs under the table before settling down. Airplane seats and long flights grew more uncomfortable with every passing year.

      “Oh, before I forget.” His father shuffled to the overflowing mail holder stuffed with envelopes and bills on the wall. He plucked a blue envelope and handed it to Tate. “Happy birthday.”

      Dad never picked the sentimental cards. Fart jokes. Old-age humor. Sometimes the cards had women on them even though he knew his son was gay. Those were Dad’s style. This year, the birthday card mentioned famous farters of history: Napoleon BonaFART, AbraBLAM Lincoln, etc., and encouraged that his birthday go out with a BANG. It was an epic card and something Mazi would appreciate, but it only made Tate miss his brother more.

      “Mazi would have loved that one, don’t ya think?” his father asked, voicing Tate’s thoughts. More than Thanksgiving or Christmas, Tate’s birthday underscored the void Mazi’s death had made in their lives. The first year without his brother, Dad insisted they go to Mazi’s grave and have a drink for him. The following years, unspoken grief hovered with awkward restlessness and an occasional grumbling of, “Ah, well, shit,” which in Dad language meant, “I miss the fuck outta my son.” Their conversations were stilted, but Dad always hugged Tate like it was the last time he would ever hug him when they parted. Tate wondered if, from time to time, the old man imagined he was hugging Mazi goodbye…something he never had the chance to do.

      “Yeah, Dad, I bet he would’ve,” Tate agreed. “Thanks for the card.” He hugged his dad—a quick one, not the long, clinging farewell variety.

      “You can stay here instead of the condo for Thanksgiving, if you wanted. There’s plenty of room.” Tate had inherited Mazi’s condo in Boston, all nine hundred square feet of it, and didn’t need to stay at his father’s. But his father always invited him, and Tate always declined. Too many childhood memories were crammed in every room right along with the memorabilia.

      “If I do that, I’m gonna toss half this shit.” He wanted to rent a dumpster and throw out the years of paper, books, and lord knew what else his father kept for no reason whatsoever.

      “This spring, you wait and see,” his father said with an affirming nod. “I’m gonna get that dumpster you keep talking about and go through the house.”

      “That’s what you said last year and the year before that.”

      “Ya know,” he said, sitting back in his chair, elbow planted firmly on the table and a finger pointed at Tate, “you’re a pain in my arse.” He used the Irish slang, a throwback to his heritage, as an endearment.

      “You love me.”

      “Damn right I do. Now, how ’bout you take me to that fish place I like? My treat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        TATE

      

      

      Tate preferred to celebrate his birthday by wallowing in the company of a six-pack of beer and a pizza from his favorite hometown pizzeria. This year, Draven O’Connor, best friend and coworker, arranged for a small get-together at a mutual acquaintance’s house, preventing Tate’s annual pity party. Just as well. No one got him laughing the way Draven did, and Tate needed someone to cheer his ass up.

      Tate rounded the long driveway, jaw dropping at the massive estate unfolding before him. The French Tudor home that former A-list movie star Xander Engstrom owned looked like a stone fairytale castle. The building sprawled across a wooded landscape as impressive and ostentatious as any home in Bel Air, where Tate had partied in his twenties, but the structure was more impressive for its East Coast location. Briny and damp, the breeze swirled with refreshing ocean air.

      “It’s good to see you,” Xander said. Hooded brown eyes with a hint of green visible only when up close, strong jawline, dark hair, and tawny-beige skin, Xander was a sexy guy. Super nice, too. Not Tate’s type, though. No actor was. Too many of them were self-absorbed and needy, and he’d met more than one who’d confused acting with lying.

      Tate had been a stuntman in several of Xander’s action films, before the scandal that had nearly ruined Xander’s rep and a subsequent rage face meme that had gone viral. Tate would never tell Xander he’d found the meme hilarious. Or that he’d used it. A lot. Come on, who hadn’t when it’d surfaced? But he would never use it again, not after the truth came out about Xander’s d-bag ex-boyfriend. Xander had gone through hell, and the poor guy didn’t deserve it.

      “Thanks for having me over, man. Really decent of you,” Tate said, shaking Xander’s hand.

      “After all these years working together, you’re like family, Tate. Come on in.” Xander waved Tate inside.

      See? The dude was so nice. And man, his house was incredible. Shiny mahogany floors, a massive stone fireplace, and not an ounce of clutter anywhere. Whatever Xander had whipped up for brunch smelled delicious, too. The spotless and luxurious house was the complete opposite of Tate’s father’s overpacked home with mismatched inherited furniture and the ever-persistent stench of stale coffee, cigarettes, and wet dog.

      “How’s the place treating you and Quinn?” Quinn Bouchard, fashion model and Xander’s partner, was exactly Tate’s type. Icy blue eyes, curly blond hair, and a set of full lips that Tate shamelessly had fantasized dirty things about long before Xander dated him. Tate envied Xander. Just a little.

      “Quinn’s good. He’s in the kitchen with his son and everyone else. As for the house, it’s been a challenge given the age and size of the place. Nothing is a standard size. Like the casting on those windows required a woodworker to repair. I wish I trusted myself with a power tool.” Xander laughed at his own ineptness.

      Tate looked at the windows as they passed through the living room. He knew a little about construction work, simple things he’d picked up here and there from set builders, enough to appreciate the craftsmanship. “They look good, man. Real nice.”

      “Yeah, we’re pretty happy with them.”

      The rest of the gang was in the kitchen, snacking on appetizers set on a stone counter island. Draven was the first to spot Tate. Dude was always smiling, and even on the shittiest of days, Tate found it impossible to not smile back.

      “Dee! How are ya!” Tate hugged the Norse-looking muscle man. He had seen Draven less than a month ago at X-Trips, the LA-based stunt production and training school Tate co-owned and where Draven worked, but he missed the guy just the same. While everything else on the East Coast drudged up his past, Draven’s presence anchored him to the present.

      “Good, good,” the mountain of a man replied, all smiles.

      “Hi, Tate,” Julien, aka Jules Bouchard said, pushing up his glasses. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a cute little dimple, the hot-nerdy business geek was the love of Draven’s life and Quinn’s older brother. Tate had spent hours listening to Draven whine on and on about Julien before they finally got their shit together and coupled up.

      “You got some time off from work to follow this guy around the country?” Tate asked Jules.

      “It’s part work, part vacation. I had some business in New York and took a couple of vacation days to see my husband and Quinn.”

      Draven wrapped his arm around Jules’s shoulders and kissed his temple. “This guy. Isn’t he the best?” The couple was still in the honeymoon phase of their marriage, that was for certain.

      “Yeah, aight. ’Nuff with the PDA. I’m starved, and considering this is my b-day brunch—because somehow we’ve turned into brunch people—I’m all for helping out in the kitchen if it means I can eat sooner. Dad had nothing but prehistoric English muffins in his fridge, so nothing spoils while he’s off in Florida for Thanksgiving.”

      “Weren’t you planning on spending T-day with him?” Draven asked.

      “He spaced on it. He’s been doing that shit more and more lately. I think it’s ’cause he isn’t getting enough O2. COPD’s a bitch, and the smoking isn’t doing him any favors.”

      Tate occasionally spent Thanksgiving on location with a cobbled-together family of stuntmen. He joined Draven’s family one year, but they were so loving and accepting of their son’s sexuality and lifestyle that Tate felt more isolated than if he’d spent the day alone.

      His dad never shunned Tate for being gay, he just sort of ignored it. That crush he had in sixth grade on Charlie was a passing phase. The boyfriend he brought to prom was just a good friend. Hell, if Tate wore a unicorn onesie and a rainbow flag—his outfit for last year’s Pride—Dad would chastise him for dressing up too early for Halloween. Dad lived in denial. As a kid, it hurt. As an adult, Tate didn’t give two shits. His dad loved him, and Tate had given up trying to get his dad to acknowledge his son was gay. After all, a manly man did things like jump off buildings, set himself on fire, ride motorcycles, drift cars, wrestle alligators—okay, so he’d let the stuntman in Louisiana do that one, but still. A queer didn’t do macho things in his old man’s eyes, so his son couldn’t possibly like dickin’ down guys.

      “You’re more than welcome to join us,” Xander offered.

      “I appreciate that. I might take you up on it, too.” With Dad away, no one would stop him from getting rid of the lifetime’s worth of useless paper and worn-out clothing at his childhood home. Plus, the junk down in the cellar had its own ecosystem. Dad never went there and might not notice if anything were thrown out. Not an ideal way to spend the holiday, but an opportunity to throw shit away without his dad interfering was rare.

      Tate joined the group in the dining room. The massive wood table was set with white placemats and elegant silverware and surrounded by white upholstered chairs. That seemed like a disaster, mixing food and white. Who were these people that they didn’t spill stuff?

      “This looks and smells amazing,” Draven said, passing Tate a serving dish full of scrambled eggs. “Birthday boy gets first helping.”

      “Why’s that?” Tate arched his brow, waiting for some smartass remark.

      “You’re the oldest one here, bro. Better eat while you still got all your teeth.”

      “Oh, fucking ha-dee-har-har-har.” Easy for his friends to joke around about Tate’s age. They were all in their twenties and blissfully unaware of how fast those years zipped by.

      Tate spooned the eggs and a generous slice of ham onto his plate, adding a petite custard tart topped with fruit and a fresh cinnamon roll. All of it was delicious, and he praised Xander’s cooking skills. When they finished, Tate brought his plate into the kitchen despite the protests of his hosts. Everyone gathered in the kitchen once more, pitching in to clean as much as Xander let them.

      Music played from a portable radio on the counter, reminding Tate of Before, when he and Mazi were no more than five or six and celebrated their birthday at their aunt’s house. Music blared from a mono speaker, a thin and narrow sound while the women cooked an army’s worth of food and the men drank beers and watched sports on television.

      After his parents divorced, communication with their mother’s side of the family tapered off. He didn’t think much of it as a kid. Didn’t know that having an addict in the family led to shame, or that pulling away from friends and extended family to avoid embarrassment was a result of that shame. Dad had more baggage than the trash in his house, that was for sure.

      “You alright, man?” Draven nudged Tate with an elbow.

      “Just thinking I haven’t seen a relic like that radio since I was a kid,” Tate said, moving out of the way to let Xander add another dish to the growing pile in the sink.

      “I know. Isn’t it strange?” Xander said, scrubbing off the leftover food into the garbage disposal. “We found it in the basement and were surprised when it still worked.”

      “Would you like me to wash those?” Quinn asked, pointing to the dishes, his deep voice incongruent to his lithe frame.

      Xander put his arm around his partner and kissed the side of his head. “And this is why I love you. Free kitchen help.”

      Quinn rolled his eyes and proceeded to wash off the dishes and load the dishwasher while Xander tidied up the rest of the kitchen with the help, more like distraction, of Quinn’s four-year-old son, Akio.

      The DJs chatted about the upcoming holiday and how people got lonely this time of year more than others. “So, to make the holidays less lonely, we’ve come up with a contest. The Holi-Date. All you have to do is phone-in and say why you need a date for Thanksgiving, and we’ll see if any listeners are willing to be your date.”

      “Hmm. You know what that sounds like to me?” Draven said with an upturn of his lips that meant the game was on. The dares between them had forged their friendship. Most of it was silly shit like this, but the last big dare had worked in Draven’s favor. His husband was proof.

      “I’m not calling in. I’m not so desperate I need a freaking date for Thanksgiving. I don’t even like that holiday. It’s like celebrating mass genocide and the shittiest early Christmas gift ever rolled into one special hellish day. Hey, thanks for the turkey and veggies, man. Here’s some blankets laden with smallpox with a side of subjugation, and if that doesn’t wipe out all of you, I got a massacre planned with your nation’s name on it. No thanks.”

      Draven folded his arms and puffed out his muscular chest. Dude was not budging.

      “I dare you to call the radio station.”

      Fuck. Now Tate couldn’t back down. If he said no to a dare from Draven, he’d be eating shit for years to come. “You suck. You know that?”

      “Chicken shit,” Draven said, still standing like a rooster ready for a cockfight.

      “I am not.”

      “Then call.”

      “Aight, fine.” Tate whipped out his phone and called the fucking radio station, staring Draven down. After speaking to some dweeb of an intern, he was put on hold while the DJs talked on-air to the guy looking for a date.

      “We’ve got Endre on the line here,” the DJ said. “Hello, Endre. Tell us why you need a date for Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “For about six months, I’ve told people I have a boyfriend so they’ll leave me alone about being single. I’ve said he’s away on business a lot, but now they’re starting to doubt he exists. My mom is visiting from out of town, and my friends are expecting to meet him for the holiday.” Endre spoke with a lyrical tenor and clear articulation, like he was used to talking to strangers. A touch of sibilance added to his vocal charm. Yeah, Tate could get with that.

      “And what is it you do for work? Just so our listeners get an idea of who you are.”

      “I’m a yoga instructor.” Well, that explained the zen voice. Tate bet Endre had a hot body, too.

      “Alright, listeners, if you’d like to help Endre out, give us a call.”

      Draven nudged Tate’s arm. “See? You’d be helping a guy out. He sounds cute. Desperate, even. And a yoga instructor? That means he’s flexible as all hell. Just think of the possibilities.”

      “Fuck off.” Tate shook his head and added a dramatic eye roll for fun, already picturing some hot thing bent in half, ankles to ears while he fucked him. It’d been too long since he’d gotten laid or even went on a date, not that he tried hard. Hookups generally felt empty, but he might make an exception for Endre.

      The DJ continued, “Hold on, Endre. We’ve got Tate on another line, and we’re patching him through. Tate?”

      “Yeah, hey there.” Tate glared at Draven, who was miming giving a blowjob. He pushed Draven’s shoulder and mouthed, asshole, sending his friend into a fit of laughter.

      “Hey, Tate. How ya doing, man? Ready to find out if you and Endre are a good match?” the DJ said.

      “I’m down. Let’s do this.”

      “Alright, there’s a few things Endre would like to know about you before he introduces you to his family.” The radio station cued up background noise with a cheesy old school game show vibe. “First up is: Name five songs in your current playlist.”

      “Easy. ‘Reggaetòn en lo Oscuro’ by Wisin and Yandel; ‘I Like It Like That,’ Cardi B; ‘Little Bit of Lovin,’ Elle King; ‘Work,’ Iggy Azalea; and ‘These Foolish Things (Remind Me of You),’ Count Basie.”

      “That’s quite a variety.”

      “What can I say? I like to change things up?” Mazi had encouraged Tate to expand his musical tastes by listening to different genres, and it’d stuck with him.

      “A man who likes variety. Seems like a plus to me,” the DJ said and followed it up with a ding sound effect. “Moving on to our second question. What’s the craziest thing that you’ve done this year?”

      “Besides getting set up on a blind date for Thanksgiving? Probably setting myself on fire.” Tate made the mistake of looking at Draven again.

      Draven shrugged, feigning how unimpressed he was. Fire gags were not in Draven’s wheelhouse, and deep down, he respected Tate’s skill.

      “Pfft, fire’s not that big of a deal. Now a freefall, that’s where the real action is,” Draven boasted to their friends, like he was some Luke Aikins willing to leap from a plane without a parachute.

      Tate covered the mouthpiece of his phone and said to Draven, “Bitch, I taught you how to freefall. Don’t act like you’re special.”

      “Did you just say you set yourself on fire?” The DJ said, awe in his voice. “Like actual flames? Why on earth would you do that?”

      Tate grinned. He loved how shocked people got when he told them. “I’m a stunt performer, and I do crazy sh— things for a living. Fire is my forte.” What most people didn’t know was it took hours, months, sometimes years to plan a successful stunt, along with the usual dash of madness and a need to live on the edge.

      “Well, Endre, if you choose Tate, he’ll definitely have some interesting stories to share. One last thing. Yoga, running, or weights?”

      “Weights. But I run as well. It’s good cardio. And I’ve done some yoga.” Draven’s sister taught a weekly yoga class at X-Trips that he liked because it loosened up his cranky muscles.

      “So, you’re a pretty fit guy?”

      “You know it. Helps to stay in shape to do what I do. Plus, I like looking good.” It took dedication and discipline to keep his body in top form, traits he’d carried into his work ethic.

      “Well, Tate, we’re going to put you on hold and take a couple more callers for Endre to choose from. Good luck, man.”

      There were two other callers—a manager at a retail store, who moonlit as a drag queen, and a bodybuilder, who’d won last year’s title at a regional bodybuilding competition. The drag queen had more personality. The bodybuilder seemed more of a stable, predictable sort, basically boring.

      A drumroll played in the background while the DJ said, “Endre, it’s decision time. Tell us who you’re going to pick and why. Will it be the manager drag queen, the bodybuilder champion, or the stuntman?”

      “I’m going to go with the stunt performer,” Endre said. Draven slapped Tate on the back and gave him a thumbs-up. “He has the most interesting career, and he sounds the most laid-back and confident of the guys.”

      Damn right I am.

      “Congratulations, Tate. You’re the official pick for our Holi-Date! How’s that feel?”

      “Like I’ve got a yoga instructor as a date for Turkey Day, so pretty darn good.”

      “There’s our first Holi-Date success. Endre and Tate, we wish you guys luck on your big day. Stay on the line so we can get some information, alright?”

      “No problem,” Endre answered.

      “When we come back, we’ll have two new contestants and more chances for you to grab a date for Thanksgiving.” The DJ cut to a commercial as someone from the radio station came on the line and got Tate’s information and relayed when and where to meet Endre.

      “Did you get Endre’s number?” Draven asked as Tate pocketed his phone.

      “Nope. I’ll get it if we hit it off. The station is having this whole behind-the-scenes thing for social media so they can film it and put it up on their website in December. Should be epic.”

      Sure. Great idea. A blind date broadcasted to the entire freaking world. No pressure there. What could possibly go wrong? He’d be dammed if he showed any signs of second-guessing to Draven or any of their friends. Worst-case scenario, Endre had severe halitosis or maybe poor hygiene. Some eclectic yogis were like a holistic stink factory, swearing off soap like it was poisonous but ate the spiciest food that seeped through their pores. Teagan had stories about those types of granola-lovers from a yoga retreat she’d taken. Tate would draw a line in the sand if that were the case—unless Endre was exceptionally hot and not opposed to shower sex.

      Draven held his hands in a prayer position against his cheek and batted his eyelashes. “Aw, your first meet-cute. I’ll make sure me and the crew at X-Trips watch you and your smooth moves on the unsuspecting yoga teacher.”

      “You’re just jelly because I got moves like Jagger.” Tate smoothly spun around, snapping in Draven’s face when he finished. Xander nodded in approval, and Tate put a hand to his heart in a gesture of thanks. Coming from a dance background, Xander had moves that kicked Jagger’s ass.

      Draven tugged at the skin below Tate’s neck. “And the sagging skin, too.”

      Tate knocked his hand away. “Shut the fuck up with the old jokes, already. You ain’t that far behind me.”

      “He plucked a gray pubic hair this morning,” Julien supplied, ever so helpfully.

      “It was blond,” Draven protested, smacking his husband on the butt.

      Julien rubbed his ass, then shrugged. “Looked gray to me.”

      “Jules,” Tate said, baring a victorious grin. “I don’t think I’ve appreciated you enough. You just made my birthday wish come true. For that, I’ll give you the first piece of my birthday cake.”
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        ENDRE

        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      College students crowded inside the small house somewhere in a suburb of Boston, celebrating the end of midterm exams. This tame gathering was far from the wild college parties Endre had anticipated when he was in high school. There were far too many subdued coffee-drinking hipsters blathering on about subjects and classes that, as a freshman with an undeclared major, he had yet to experience. He didn’t care. Two months of living in a dorm, far away from the prying eyes of his moms was worth any discomfort.

      Endre Michel plucked two beers from a cooler and joined his roommate, Jackson, a twig of a young man with sandy hair, blue eyes, a regrettable case of acne, and a Lord of the Rings obsession. Posters, figurines, and other memorabilia of the trilogy turned their boring dorm room into a homage to Middle Earth. Endre didn’t mind. It gave their room character.

      Endre handed him a beer, but Jackson’s focus stayed locked on the hot guy singing and playing a glossy black upright piano several feet away. Thick guyliner and spiky dark hair styled in the current emo fashion had never appealed to Endre. But the full-sleeve grayscale tattoo on his left arm was a lick-worthy masterpiece. On his forearm, a woman wore a hood that seamlessly blended into an ocean wave. At its crest by the elbow, the wave morphed into a stairway over the ocean with a little boy running up to his bicep, where a clock with partially exposed screws and metal wheels of its inner workings rested just below his shoulder.

      “He’s really good,” Jackson said as the piano man launched into the chorus of Amy Winehouse’s “Rehab.” The partygoers screamed along with the “No, no, no,” chorus.

      The piano guy, a gorgeous, older man, smiled in Endre’s direction. Endre felt his cheeks warm and his breath grow unsteady as the world stopped, much like his heart, until the piano guy looked away. But that smile wasn’t for him. It couldn’t be. The Boston college scene was worlds different than the small town where he’d grown up. Here, Endre was an unpolished rock among shiny gems, and there was absolutely no way the musician who’d captivated the entire room had smiled at Endre.

      Endre looked over his shoulder to see who had won the musician’s attention. Was it the dark-haired woman in a red spaghetti strap dress? The emo guy that looked like a lost member of My Chemical Romance? Or was it the hipster with the thick black glasses who looked like she read philosophy for fun?

      Jackson elbowed him. “He was mine first.” The light tone in his roommate’s voice indicated he wasn’t upset.

      “I can’t help it if I’m irresistible,” Endre teased, brushing aside his insecurity and putting on a front. If only he were irresistible, then he would have to courage to ask the piano guy—what was his name?—out.

      Jackson rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, your milkshake brings the boys to the yard. Rub it in.”

      “I’ve had exactly one quickie hand job under the bleachers. That’s not exactly bringing the boys to the yard,” Endre said, reminding Jackson that he wasn’t the only one with little to no dating experience.

      “I lost my V after senior prom. Everest Fraser. He was in my calc class.” Jackson sipped his beer. “He was cute but nothing like Mr. Hot Singer.”

      The song ended and the room erupted in cheers and clapping. Piano guy grinned sheepishly and bowed his head. “Thank you. That’s it for me tonight. Hey, if you guys liked my stuff, come see my band. We’re playing at the Grape Vine next Friday.” His Boston accent was less guttural than Jackson’s. Endre noticed most of the natives he’d met added Rs to words when there wasn’t one (pizzER instead of pizza and LisER rather than Lisa) but removed them when there was actually an R near or at the end of the word.

      “He’s from the North Shore,” Jackson said with confidence. “Oh my god, he’s coming over here.”

      Piano guy walked toward them, a lips-closed smile on his face. Closer and closer he came…and then passed them. Desperate to know if the smile was for him or another, Endre reached out, touching the guy’s shoulder and getting his attention. The full effect of those steel-colored eyes caused a malfunction in his brain. He forgot how to breathe. Forgot how to speak. Forgot his own name.

      “You got something you wanted to say?” Piano guy asked with an arched brow and an amused grin.

      “Y-you were great,” Endre stammered, feeling like an idiot and not really caring because piano guy was talking to him out of everyone in the room.

      “Thanks, kid.” He patted Endre on his shoulder and started to walk away.

      Kid? Wha…? Endre wasn’t that much younger than sexy piano guy, and definitely not a kid. Kid implied braces, skateboards, and video games, not hot make-out sessions and hand jobs.

      “Wait! What’s your name?” Endre asked, and the guy who had become his universe turned around once more.

      “Zac,” he answered, the corner of his mouth lifted in a charmed grin.

      Zac. It was a good name. A strong name.

      “I’m Endre,” he said, heart jackhammering as he worked up the nerve to ask Zac out. If he didn’t do it now, he might never get another chance. “Would you—”

      “And I’m Jackson,” his roommate jumped in, proffering his hand, which Zac stared at but didn’t take. Jackson awkwardly clapped Zac’s arm, more like petting, and Endre wanted to die of embarrassment. “You’re amazing. I mean, like, I’ve seen a lot of guys play, but you can really play! I’m taking music as my minor, so I know these things, and—”

      “Hey, man, thanks. I appreciate it.” Zac cut him off with an appreciative clap on the arm, a genuine gesture without an ounce of awkwardness or mockery. “So, Endre. Wanna show me where you got the beer?”
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        Present Day

      

      

      The class sat cross-legged, facing Endre with their eyes closed and their hands at their hearts in prayer position. He loved the stillness after teaching an intense vinyasa class, the sweaty glow, the uplifting energy. Co-owning a yoga studio had been a dream come true. Yoga philosophy and twelve-step programs had more in common than most realized, and the combination, along with a strong desire to kick his pain med addiction, had saved him. The poses served as a means to get the mind to calm down; one thing most people who suffered substance abuse needed and struggled with was quieting their minds. He was no different. There were days when the most trivial things sent him spiraling down, down, down, and a stupid thing like stubbing his toe could drag him into an existential crisis. It would be funny, and oftentimes, in retrospect, it was, but when his mind was in that dark space, he was reduced to a solitary plea for his suffering to end.

      “Exhale everything out of your bodies and take one, long inhale for Aum,” Endre instructed. A silent inhale preceded a chorus of three vowels, each symbolizing different states of consciousness as represented by the root, heart, and crown chakras. The quiet pause that followed, a fourth precious state representing transcendence, the yoking of the Self to the Source, was the essence of yoga.

      “Namaste.” Endre bowed his head as the class echoed him. “Thank you, yogis. If you have any questions, I’ll be at the front desk.”

      Yoga studios popped up left and right, and one downward dog was as good as another. When Endre and his friend and business partner, Jackson, opened Om Away From Home, they agreed that the quality of teachers set studios apart, and Endre’s personable teaching style had kept his student’s coming back for more. Some of them, however, came back too frequently.

      “Endre, that was a wonderful class, as always,” Christine, a twenty-something with streaks of blue in her short brown hair, said as he was leaving the classroom. She’d been devoted to the studio and equally dedicated to matchmaking, bringing her gay friends to class and introducing them to Endre and Jackson, hoping for romance to blossom.

      Endre preferred being alone, and for some reason, Christine, as well as his mothers, acted as if it were a horrible thing to be a single man. He didn’t understand why being alone offended so many people. Not everyone needed another person to feel complete, but they treated him as if he were less than whole by not having a significant other.

      One day about six months ago, after Christine brought another friend for Endre to class, the biggest lie of his life tumbled out of his mouth. He fabricated a boyfriend named Nathan, who liked his privacy and frequently traveled for work, and the lie grew from there. The next thing he knew, his mothers were flying out for Thanksgiving, excited to meet Nathan. It pleased them that he had someone to love, and after everything he’d put them through, it seemed cruel to continue the lie, but crueler to take away their happiness.

      “Thanks. I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Endre excused himself and went to the reception area, where Jackson was arranging merchandise. Christine trailed behind him.

      “What are you doing this Friday?” she asked, wiping a sweaty lock of hair off her forehead. “Some friends and I are getting together for drinks, and we’d love to have you and your boyfriend there. You, too, Jackson. I could ask Gary to come? Don’t tell him I told you, but he likes you.”

      “I have plans, but thanks,” Jackson answered, hanging a pair of yoga pants on a rack. Endre lived with Jackson, and their Friday night plans included ordering takeout and streaming a new movie.

      “Endre? What about you and your boyfriend?” Christine raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows.

      “I appreciate the invite, but I’m afraid we have plans, too,” Endre said, moving behind the desk and looking at the computer to appear busy. He liked to talk to his students about yoga, diets, books, or even the YouTube videos he made, not his romantic life. But students were curious and often downright nosey, and now he had an imaginary boyfriend because a real one required too much time and energy.

      “One of these days, I’ll meet him. It’s a shame he never comes to your classes.”

      Jackson covered his mouth, muffling a snicker. He’d heard the same lament for months. Endre hummed in agreement, ignoring the suspicion in her tone.

      Clients gathered in the large reception area, putting on their shoes and coats, preparing for the crisp night air. “Christine? Are you joining us?” one of the women asked.

      “If your plans change, let me know,” Christine said. “I’ll see you in class on Sunday.” She patted Endre’s arm and then joined her friend.

      “I thought she’d have given up by now,” Jackson said when they were alone. Endre agreed. “How is your dear boyfriend? Still as dreamy as always?” he asked, fully aware there was no boyfriend.

      “Absolutely.” Endre locked the front door and flipped the sign to closed.

      “That’s good, because your mom called, and she mentioned how much she was looking forward to meeting Nathan at Thanksgiving. I told her I wasn’t sure if he’d be around, but I think she’s starting to doubt that your beau is real.”

      “Well, she’ll be happy when I introduce her.” Endre rested his hip against the desk and folded his arms, proud of his solution.

      Jackson froze, holding a hanger with a tank top baring their Om Away From Home label in midair. “What?”

      “I’d like to think if I found true love, you’d be happy for me and not look like you ate bad fish.” He pushed off the desk, took the hanger from Jackson, and hung up the tank top. “I entered a radio contest and won a date.”

      “You didn’t need to resort to a radio station contest. This guy, this stranger, could be a psycho killer. You could’ve told her you broke it off with Nathan and we’re dating. It would’ve been safer.”

      “He didn’t sound like a psycho when I spoke with him.” Not that Endre had any idea exactly what a psycho killer sounded like. “Mom knows I don’t think of you that way, and she’d see right through us.” The chemistry wasn’t there. No quickening of breath, no sexual tension, nothing, and they were opposite in almost everything, from their physical appearance to their future plans.

      Jackson was good-looking, and he had plenty of people ask him out. Some he’d even entertained. His aquamarine eyes sparkled like sunlight upon water, his hair was a sandy beach color, and he had a well-proportioned physique, bulky from a combination of weights and yoga. He’d grown a beard to hide the stubborn acne scars that embarrassed him. On more than one occasion, Jackson had brought up his dreams of living in a house surrounded by trees and raising children with a man he loved.

      Endre preferred men with a wild and dominant side, tattoos, and a little rugged. Not that he had dated or hooked up with a guy in ages. He lived to teach yoga, to run the studio, and to create content for his flourishing YouTube channel. Someday, when he’d saved enough money, he planned to travel across the country, maybe the world. He didn’t need a boyfriend or kids weighing him down.

      “Maybe not,” Jackson mumbled, going over to the display table. He folded a shirt twice and still was unsatisfied.

      Endre joined him at the table and straightened up the mala bracelets hanging on a rack, then said, “It’d be like kissing a brother or a cousin and just…weird.”

      “Weird. Yeah. You’re right.” Jackson shook his head, an air of disappointment hanging over him. “Did you want to clean the floors, or do you want me to do it tonight?” he asked, gesturing to the rooms.

      “Jack, is everything okay? You seem upset.”

      “I’m…” Jackson stopped organizing the merchandise, his expression frighteningly serious. “There’s something I need to tell you, and I keep putting it off and thinking it’s not the right time. But I…” He squeezed the shirt in his hands, his gaze briefly dropping to the floor.

      “Jack?” Endre asked, fearing what would come next, searching for answers to why Jackson withheld something that pained him. Was he sick? Was his family sick? Maybe he had to spend time with them.

      Jackson inhaled and stood a little taller, as if the deep breath gave him the courage to speak. “I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, and I can’t do this anymore—run the studio, that is. I’m sorry, Endre.”

      What? Did he hear Jackson correctly? Jackson had poured his heart into building up their business. “You don’t mean that. You can’t mean that. What’s really going on?” Endre reached for his friend and took his hand, hoping to ease his distress.

      Jackson looked at their joined hands and gave a weak smile and a squeeze, then let go. “I feel like I’m on a hamster wheel. We go to the gym, we teach, we make dinner, we fall asleep, and then we do it all over again. It’s like we’re an old married couple, only we never had the sexy honeymoon part, and I need a change.”

      Endre never thought of their relationship as romantic or in such bleak terms. He liked their routine. Routines kept him grounded and focused. He scanned the room, heart sinking. Everything in it, from the floor layout, to the paint color, to the water cooler and the logo on their merchandise, they had decided upon together. Jackson belonged there.

      “We got in this routine and we can break it. Do things without me, and I’ll do things without you. You could go on dates, let Amanda help with the front desk more. Or take an extended vacation. I can manage the studio while you’re gone.”

      “I’ve thought about that, too. But it’s not— It’s not enough.” Jackson folded the shirt and added it to the small pile on the display table with reverence.

      “What are you saying?” Endre asked, his voice small and far too needy. Dammit, he was too old to feel so helpless, but Jackson was crucial to the studio, and if he meant to leave, there would be no more Om Away From Home.

      “I’m saying it’s time I move on.” An icy shock reverberated down Endre’s spine. “I’ve found a buyer for my share of the business. Remember the corporation that approached us over the summer? Drishti Yoga?” Jackson said, and Endre’s head started to ache. This was not happening. Jackson couldn’t leave. Endre rubbed his temple.

      “No. Absolutely not.” Endre went to the cooler and poured a cup of water. He retrieved his pill bottle from the front desk’s drawer and opened it, dumping two pills in his hand.

      “Endre—”

      “No,” he said, then swallowed the pills, chasing them with the water. “We’ve worked too damn hard to build up this studio to have some big, homogenized flavor of a yoga corporation swoop in and take it out from under us.” How could Jackson consider such a thing after Endre clearly voiced his disapproval after the company approached them over the summer?

      He crinkled the paper cup and tossed it into the basket.

      Jackson went behind the front desk and picked up a purple folder and motioned for Endre to take it. “Just have a look at their proposal before you make up your mind.”

      “You asked them for a proposal without consulting me? Without inviting me to a meeting?” He snatched the offensive folder from Jackson and didn’t open it. “Since when do we make decisions about the studio without each other?”

      “I did it because I don’t want you to lose the studio. I did it to give you options. I did it for you, because I lo— care about you.”

      Endre rubbed his temple some more. Jackson surely meant love as in I love you as a friend, not that he was in love with him. That wasn’t possible. “I love you, too, Jack, but this?” He held up the folder. “This isn’t the solution.”

      “Drishti is the best, and they’re offering to buy us out at a fair price. You even said you liked their style when we took a class in Andover.”

      Drishti Yoga, a national chain of yoga studios, was growing in popularity, buying up one local studio at a time across the nation. They offered several different styles of yoga and exercise classes, and Endre loathed the idea of handing over his studio to them.

      “I know, and they aren’t bad. But Jack, this is ours.” He extended his arms. “Our blood, sweat, tears, our investment, and our commitment, and to hand it off to a corporation like that is wrong.” In therapy, Endre had learned it was okay and possible to be mad at someone and still love them. He loved Jackson, but right now, he wanted to hurl the display table at him. All the money his mothers had invested and the respect and trust he’d earned would mean nothing without the studio. They had wanted him to become a doctor or a lawyer, something with a “real future,” and when he’d flunked out of college his sophomore year, too high on pain killers to care, they went from disappointment to despair. The success of the yoga studio had restored their faith in him.

      Why did everything eventually turn to crap? Every. Single. Thing. He itched for something to take the edge off. That hadn’t happened in months.

      “I’m sorry, Endre,” Jackson said, resolved. “But I have to change my life, and Drishti Yoga was the best solution I could come up with that would let you keep a stake in the studio and give me a way out.”

      An anvil of frustration squeezed Endre’s chest and throat. He wanted to cry, or punch, or scream, or throw something. The itch burned under his skin. Escape was just a pill away. Endre refused to give in. He always refused to give in, even when depression gripped him so hard, he had to crawl out of bed and force himself to the sanctuary of his yoga mat for resting corpse pose.

      Endre shoved the folder against Jackson’s chest, then stormed down the hallway to the bathroom, slamming the door closed, hyperaware of how un-yogi like his actions were. Jackson was wrong to meet with the company alone, wrong to enter into negotiations, and, most of all, wrong not to tell Endre he was unhappy before upending their lives. So why did Endre question his right to be upset about this situation?

      He splashed water on his face and changed out of his sweaty yoga clothes, not bothering to shower. He had to go home eventually, and he’d have to face Jackson there. As he exited the bathroom, Jackson pushed the mop and bucket into the room where Endre had just taught. The dimmed lights grew brighter, reflecting off the hallway’s shiny faux-wood floor, and the sloshing sound of the mop followed. There was no way Jackson truly wanted to leave the studio behind, and his excuse seemed flimsy and sudden and unlike Jackson. Jackson liked plans and schedules and order, much like Endre, which meant he’d thought long and hard about leaving the studio and the deal with Drishti Yoga. Jackson was doing what Jackson always did: looking out for Endre.

      But why did he want to give up on the studio? Why wasn’t a vacation enough? What was hurting Jackson? Endre dressed for the cold and stood by the classroom’s doorway.

      Endre loved this classroom and had spent hours in it, meditating and teaching and making it a sacred space. The light green walls and the large picture of the Buddha at the front of the room calmed him as soon as he crossed the threshold. Jackson had suggested the altar of bamboo, singing bowls, and glass-blown lotuses under the Buddha, and they’d been the perfect touch.

      “Jackson,” he said. Jackson glanced up and went right back to swirling the mop back and forth, as if finding catharsis in the repetitive motions of cleaning the floor. “I’ll come in early and clean the bathrooms, okay?” Endre figured the offer would go a long way to make up for storming off. His bratty behavior sometimes got the better of him when his life felt out of control, and losing his friend and their yoga studio was about as out of control as life could be.

      Jackson plunked the mop in the bucket. Keeping one hand on the handle, he wiped his brow with the back of his forearm. “Are you going out tonight?” he asked, his attempt at a casual tone failing. Endre recognized the somewhat parental undertone Jackson used whenever he disapproved of something. Or when he thought Endre was on the verge of a relapse.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Endre said, his guilt for not staying to clean the rooms fizzling. After their conversation, Jackson had no right to judge what Endre did or didn’t do. “Go have fun tonight. Do something different. Break out of our routine. Isn’t that what you wanted?” he lashed out, sounding snide.

      “It is,” Jackson reluctantly agreed, his smile derisive as he lightly shook his head. “This,” he gestured at Endre, “is exactly why I didn’t want to say anything. You’re being cruel and reactive, and there’s no need to be.” Jackson pushed the bucket deeper into the studio and jammed the mop in the special compartment to wring it out.

      “I’m being cruel?” Endre scoffed, and when that didn’t get Jackson to turn around, he marched into the room, finger aimed. “You told me I don’t have a business anymore—I don’t have a job anymore unless I let some corporation shred everything unique about this place and the community we’ve spent the last three years growing. I don’t have to be polite right now. I have a right to be upset. To be furious. So please, do not tell me how I should act.” Sweat beaded down his back, his temper combined with the winter layers too warm for the temperature of the room. He turned on his heel and left the room, shouting, “I’ll be in early tomorrow to clean the bathrooms.”

      The cold air felt good against his heated skin. He had no idea where he was going, but home was not an option. Endre had lived with Jackson on and off for the past eight years, and they were currently roommates. Aside from rehab, Endre had spent every day with Jackson.

      And maybe that was the problem.

      According to the Yoga Sutras, one of the many books on yoga philosophy that he adhered to, the world never changed, only perception of it did. His current perception of the world was shit. All he had to do was hold on a second, a minute, a day, a week, and his opinion of his present circumstance would turn around to something less dark. He would find a way through this hurdle, but not this fucking evening.

      He jogged, directionless, focusing on the rhythm of his feet and the sound of his breath, until he found himself at the intersection that had changed his life. He hadn’t meant to go there. The club’s name had been changed, and the exterior was a blend of reds and golds instead of the hot pink and black it had been when he was a freshman. If Zac had shown up that night, Endre’s life would’ve been different. He wouldn’t have been hooked on the pain meds doctors prescribed to ease the low back and hip injuries. He wouldn’t have dropped out of college and found himself in rehab, twice. He wouldn’t have—

      Negative thoughts were just as addictive and toxic as the drugs he had taken, and he couldn’t keep swallowing the same lies about that night and expect to heal. What was done was done. There was a saying in Sanskrit: Bondage and liberation are in your own mind. Accepting and respecting Jackson’s decision was the only way forward, and no pill or injection could ease the current upheaval of Endre’s life or his friendship. Even if it was damn tempting.

      Endre passed the club in a brisk walk and ducked into a coffee shop, where, with a trembling hand, he called his sponsor.
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        TATE

      

      

      The trendy restaurant where the radio station arranged for Tate to meet his Holi-Date had a sleek glass-top bar with lights that cycled through rainbow colors in the center of the room. High tables surrounded the rainbow spectacle, and booths lined the walls. For all its flashy glory, there were plenty of open tables at this hour. Tate bet the place got packed as the night rolled on.

      A punk rock twenty-something guy with purple-tipped blond hair sticking out of his skull cap entered and introduced himself. “Tyler from WANK radio. Sorry I’m running late.” Tyler fussed with the camera case slung over his shoulder, opened the top, and pulled out a piece of paper.

      WANK of Boston, wanking ya through the night, still made Tate laugh. How did the station even get away with that?

      “Okay,” Tyler said, looking at the paper, and after humming to himself a couple of times, he shoved it back in the case. “I got everything. Endre said he would wear a white, feathered vest and a red turtleneck. He should be here already.” Tyler squinted and scanned the bar.

      Feathered vest? Turtleneck? What the hell did Tate get himself into?

      Tate spotted the vest-wearing yoga teacher standing no more than twenty feet away at the far side of the bar. A mop of dark, curly hair and olive-toned skin contrasted the white of his feathered garment. Thick, black eyebrows and almond-shaped eyes occupied the majority of his petite face, followed by a strong nose with a couple bumps and wide nostrils. His full lips looked as soft as cushions, and the kind of lips Tate loved to kiss.

      Dude was a walking thirst trap and definitely not the type of person who needed a radio contest to hook him up with a date. He probably had a million sexy photos on Instagram. If he didn’t, he should. How old was he? Twenty? Twenty-two? And damn if that fresh, wrinkle-free face didn’t make Tate feel ancient.

      It didn’t help that the kid was staring at Tate like he got the shit end of the stick. He even brought a hand to his mouth like he might be sick or something. What was this guy’s problem? Tate was in good shape. His brown hair had even grown since he’d stopped shaving it a month ago. A few gray strands and some worn laugh lines shouldn’t be that off-putting.

      But Tate knew better. Being gay was a young man’s game. Might as well be relegated to the old-age home after your thirtieth birthday.

      Well, fuck the fetus if he didn’t want to hang with the old dude. Tate would stay for a beer and go to his dad’s house afterward. The old man was probably up, watching television in his worn-out recliner.

      “He’s over there,” Tyler pointed, failing to notice Tate had already been judged by the kid wearing feathers as a fashion statement, and motioned for Tate to follow.

      Tate smoothed a hand down the expensive, striped gray-and-black sweater he’d bought for the date and went to Endre.

      “What?” Tate jumped right in without waiting for Tyler to introduce them. “Am I not what you had in mind? I can fuck off, you know. No skin off my back.” The kid had resorted to a radio contest date to impress his friends and family. Had to be a story there. But Tate had no problem hightailing it if the dude was that put off by Tate’s appearance.

      “Um, Tate, this is Endre. Endre, this is Tate,” Tyler said, pointing back and forth. He opened his case and pulled out the camera, mumbling, “This is so not how I imagined this meeting would go.”

      Endre blinked and hooked a finger in his mouth, nibbling at the nail like a subdued version of Dr. Evil from the Austin Powers movie. Torn between feeling sorry for the kid, because that was one interesting nervous habit, and stifling a laugh, Tate was impressed he’d stunned Endre into silence after barely speaking to him.

      “You’re Tate?” Endre said, face crinkled. “I just…never mind. Hi, I’m Endre.” He proffered his hand, the one with the nail he’d been chewing. Clearly realizing he’d more or less spit on that hand, embarrassment flooded his cheeks, and he dropped his hand into his lap.

      Poor guy. A nail-biter and not exactly a smooth talker. But Jesus, what a way to deflate a man’s ego. Tate was going to kill Draven for daring him to go on this horrible Holi-Date if it continued like this.

      “I’d say it’s nice to meet you, Endre, but I get the impression you think I have a face only radio could love,” Tate teased, keeping his tone light. Endre could think what he wanted about Tate. It wasn’t like they were there for a legit hookup.

      A defiant and resolute V-shape formed between Endre’s eyebrows. “No, that’s not it. I’m sorry. Can we, I don’t know, start over?”

      Strange, kid. Strange. The yoga teachers Tate knew on the West Coast had a cheerful, polished, actor wannabe look, including Draven’s sister, Teagan. Endre, as handsome as he was, seemed troubled, like he should be listening to The Cure and mumbling, “Paint everything black, all black.”

      “Aight, sure. I’m Tate.” He extended his hand and was met with a spit-free, smooth one.

      “Endre,” he said. Endre’s grip was firm, not one of those wet noodle, limp shakes that made Tate’s skin crawl. “Nice to meet you.”

      If nothing else, this strange encounter made a fantastic story about a sweet kid who didn’t know what the hell to make of someone like Tate. Damn. Maybe he’s a virgin? He sure didn’t act like he knew how hot he was, not like the guys Tate remembered from his clubbing days. He didn’t miss those fuckboys or that scene.

      “So, uh, we got things to talk about if we’re going through with this. If you still want to go through with the date?” After Endre’s initial reaction, Tate had to ask.

      “I do, yes.”

      “Good. Then I’d rather chat sitting than standing around. My knees ain’t what they used to be. So let’s find a seat.” If the kid already thought Tate was geriatric, why not play it up?

      “You aren’t that old.”

      Well, call Tate gobsmacked. If Endre didn’t think he was old, then he must have thought he was butt-ugly or something.

      Meh. Tate could handle ugly.

      Endre tucked a lock of his curly mop behind his ear, revealing a small, black acrylic plug in his earlobe. It suited him and the broody mood he had going on.

      “Yeah, well, I’m thirty-something and holding, but my knees are about eighty when damp weather like today’s kicks up. There’s a table over there. Let’s grab it.”

      Tate cut across the room, snagging an abandoned high table. Endre draped his feathery vest on the back of the chair and sat. He moved with fluidity, not graceful like a ballerina or a dancer, simply aware of his body in the space it occupied. Proprioception. That was the word for it, something Tate knew about from studying martial arts.

      Tyler stood by the table, the camera and accompanying on-camera lighting less than a foot away, not a bad idea given the low lighting of the bar. But Tate had agreed to filming the date, not giving his nose hairs a starring role.

      “Maybe you could give us a little room and set up at that table to film us?” He pointed to the table in front of them. “Should be close enough to get your shots and capture the audio.”

      Tyler gave the table a dubious look. “I can try. But if there’s too much noise in the video, I’ll have to come back.”

      “Fair enough,” Tate consented.

      A waitress put coasters down, the flimsy kind that advertised beer, and asked if they were ready to order. Tyler said he didn’t want anything and went to the new table.

      “What’s your poison?” Tate asked Endre when the kid didn’t answer the waitress after she’d addressed him.

      Endre blinked like he’d been snapped out of a daydream. “Huh?”

      Jesus. This was gonna be tougher than he thought. “What do you want to drink?”

      “Oh, a beer is fine. A Sammy. Not the seasonal one, though.” Endre showed the waitress his ID. Tate didn’t bother taking his out, and she didn’t ask for it.

      “You said you’re a stunt performer? How did that come about?” Maybe Endre had been camera shy and that was why words seemed to be lost on him earlier.

      “A friend of mine from middle school. His entire family is loaded with legendary stunt people, and they needed a kid to tumble down a flight of stairs for this B horror film. He chickened out, so I jumped at the chance. Liked the business so much, I went in with another guy, and we started our own stunt coordination company, X-Trips, and the rest is history. Or infamy.” Tate laughed at his own joke. Someone had to lighten the fucking mood.

      Endre rested his head in his hand, eyes fixed on Tate, a world of emotions spinning behind them, none of them happy.

      The waitress returned with their beers, and Endre guzzled half of his down like a frat house champ. Or like a man trying to forget something. Tate had been there.

      “What about you? How’d ya get into yoga?” Tate asked and took a sip of his beer.

      “I started in college but then got serious while I was in rehab.” Endre wiped the condensation off the beer glass. “We went to a class every day as part of our therapy, and every day I hated it. My mind raced the entire time. Everything about holding the poses and breathing seemed pointless to my recovery, and I was unbelievably tired. But the philosophy made sense, the way the teacher incorporated it into the poses and turned it into something tangible helped. From there, the asana practice grew on me.”

      Tate glanced at the glass.

      “Alcohol wasn’t my drug of choice,” Endre said, tipping the glass a little. “I won’t have another one.”

      Tate had heard that excuse too many times but kept his mouth shut.

      At least part of the mystery was solved. Endre had suffered through addiction, and the repercussions had brought him to a dark place and held him ransom, because he was about as cheerful as a funeral attendant. But Tate liked hearing the kid talk, and the mix of philosophy and yoga was as good a topic as any. “Can you give me an example? Mixing philosophy, yoga poses, and substance use disorder seems pretty abstract.”

      “While in active addiction, our perception might be the world hates us and nothing ever goes right or feed ourselves some other line of bullshit as an excuse to use. The reality is, things happen all the time that aren’t in our control. It’s not personal. When I’m holding a pose for any length of time, all I can do is figure out where to relax and keep breathing through the challenge. Just like when something happens in life that is difficult, right? You have to face it, keep breathing through the discomfort, and eventually, it will pass and the next life event, or pose, comes along. Tada.” He spread his long fingers. “You’ve just met Life on Life’s Terms, one of the twelve-step sayings, by hanging onto a yoga pose.”

      “That is seriously heavy stuff. You always this chatty with strangers? I mean, it ain’t a bad thing. Just fast.” Tate admired the balls it took to lay it all out like that, matter-of-factly.

      “I am, actually. Part of my practice includes giving back, and I do by volunteering at the substance abuse treatment center I went to. You’d know this about me anyway, if you’re going to pretend to be my boyfriend.” Endre sipped his drink, a challenge in his stare.

      “Kid, I’m not dissing what works for you. Just saying it’s hardcore, that’s all, and it’s impressive you own it.” Tate appreciated people who knew themselves. Draven was like that, and it was a solid reason why they’d become the best of friends.

      Endre recoiled. “Kid? Why did you call me kid? I’m not a kid. Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “Wait. Hey, just hold on. You look young, that’s all. I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

      Endre pushed against the table, moving his chair back. “I suppose only a kid would lie about having a boyfriend and then call a radio station for a date to continue that lie.”

      “Meh, I’ve had friends who are closer to my age lie about being engaged. Shit happens. I called into the radio station, too, so I got no grounds to judge. And I call anyone younger than me kid, so don’t take it personal, aight?”

      “Alright.” Endre looked at Tyler. “Great. That footage will make me look like I’m insane. Think we could, I don’t know, go someplace else? Somewhere we can talk in private?”

      “Abso-fucking-loute-ly.” Happy to be done with the show-and-tell portion of the evening, Tate told Tyler they were leaving.

      “If you guys are okay with it,” Tyler said, camera in one hand, “I’d like a shot of you hugging outside the restaurant or walking away from the camera holding hands—something cute to wrap it up. I’ll meet you out front so I can get an idea of the lighting.”

      Tate paid for their drinks and found it kinda sweet when Endre humbly thanked him. They met Tyler outside under the restaurant’s signage. Heavy clouds covered the sky, promising rain, and mist danced under the streetlights. Tate zipped up his black puffer jacket.

      “I’m all set up, so whenever you guys are ready,” Tyler said, half-hidden behind the camera, the light illuminating Endre’s cherubic face.

      “This is going to be the most awkward of hugs in the history of hugs,” Endre groaned. Was Endre capable of a smile, or like, would his face crack in half?

      Tate opened his arms. “C’mere, pumpkin. I don’t bite, and I even bathed today, so you’re in luck.” That got a teeny, tiny lip twitch that might have been the start of a smile. If the kid ever unleashed a full smile, he would break hearts all the way from Boston to LA.

      “That’s not…never mind.” Endre circled his arms around Tate’s neck. His haunting eyes peered through ridiculously thick eyelashes, causing Tate’s heart to skip around like it was at the fucking playground jumping rope.

      “I’m sure you hear this all the time, but your eyes are incredible,” Tate said, because why not? If Endre told him to piss off, then no skin off Tate’s back. He wasn’t the one who needed a date for Thanksgiving.

      Endre bit down on his lip, showing a little fang of a canine tooth that was freaking sexy. “What do you say you come back to my place and we talk some more?”

      Well, that’s beyond fucking unexpected. He was younger and moody, and Tate would love to plunge his dick into that sweet peach-shaped ass, but the disturbed expression Endre had worn when he’d first seen Tate shot off warning signals.

      Tate trusted his instincts. They’d kept him alive in the worst of circumstances. He hated those fucking instincts right now because he’d have liked nothing more than to see those perfect dick-sucking lips around his cock.

      “How ’bout this?” Tate said, sliding his hands so they rested upon Endre’s waist. “We go to your place. Have a drink, tea, coffee, whatever, but I can’t stay.” Not that he stayed the night or invited hookups to his condo unless they were someone he trusted.

      “Who said anything about you staying?” Sass dripped off the kid’s lips, humorous and thick.

      “Ooh. Burned.” Tate slipped out of Endre’s arms, laughing.

      Tyler shuffled up beside them. “How about a shot of you guys walking hand in hand away from me?”

      Tate put his gloved hand into Endre’s mittened one. “Rainbow mittens? I like them.”

      “A client is a knitting freak. She’s a super sweet woman. She made mittens and hats for our staff last Christmas.” And there it was, like dawn breaking on the horizon, bright and beautiful: Endre’s smile.

      Gobsmacked, Tate stared, taking in the slight crinkles around Endre’s eyes, the hint of rose on the apples of his cheeks, and the indents around corners of his lips, a sign he was closer to mid-to-late-twenties rather than early twenties. Tate tore his gaze away and forced out, “Sounds like a nice woman. Come on. Let’s get the shot for this guy and we can be done with the behind-the-scenes shots.”

      “I just remembered my roommate might be home,” Endre said, bringing his free hand to his mouth, maybe to nibble on that fingernail again but deterred by the fuzzy mitten. Something bothered him enough about the roommate to give himself a toothy manicure.

      “Don’t miss those days. Roommates can be a pain in the ass. But if you can deal with him, I can too. I take it he knows that you don’t really have a boyfriend?”

      “He’s one of the few, yes. We started a business together, and he’s seen firsthand why I created a boyfriend. Too many clients trying to set me up. And my mom and Jackson are like BFFs, so he gets why I’ve lied to her, too.”

      “Why not say he’s your guy? Why the radio contest?”

      Endre crinkled his nose. “Jackson’s not my type.”

      “And what is your type?”

      “I don’t date. But the guys I tend to screw are more muscular, less bookish. More dominant.” He looked at Tate, almost daring him to fuck him right there on the damn sidewalk. What the hell changed between the restaurant and the end of their awful date, Tate couldn’t figure out, but the flirty looks and signals Endre sent were hot and oh so tempting.

      “I see. Well, I’m pretty easy going when it comes to hookups. Getting off is getting off. Dating is a whole ’nother bag of wet cats.” Tate’s hookup type was Endre. Handsome that bordered on pretty, and he bet there was a rocking bod under all those layers of clothes. But for some damn reason, all he wanted was to be the one who made Endre smile like when he had spoken about his client, not fuck him for one night and be done. Whether that made Tate fucking mature or stupid, he couldn’t decide. Either way, he set a goal to coax a big ole genuine smile from Endre before going back to LA. He loved a challenge.
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      Endre gave step-by-step driving directions to his apartment, which was better than relying on GPS to navigate Boston’s never-ending roadwork and one-way streets. “It’s this left here, but be careful of the pothole,” he said to Tate, pointing to the intersection. Last winter’s frost heave had yet to be repaired and ate cars for breakfast.

      Row houses, the picturesque brownstones and epitome of Back Bay architecture, lined the street where Endre lived. Yet as pretty and iconic as it was, the stretch of street had never felt like home. Neither had his apartment. Compared to the welcoming and modern vibe of the yoga studio, the building was in desperate need of updating, a compromise he and Jackson made in exchange for the semi-affordable rent and location. Until now, he’d never cared what one of his hookups thought. It must have looked like a college dormitory to Tate.

      Endre straightened out his twisted mitten, wishing his insides were as easily unwound. He didn’t need to care what Tate thought about the apartment. This wasn’t a real date or even a hookup, and after Thanksgiving, Endre would be on his own to deal with his messy life.

      Tate had strolled into the restaurant full of confidence and attitude, wearing a beat-up leather coat and diamond stud earrings, like a vision plucked from Endre’s spank bank. Adding to the hot factor, the Massachusetts native spoke with a gruff Bostonian accent, his voice low and with a hint of a rasp, as if the fire and smoke he worked with had reached his vocal cords. The telling burn scar that started on his right hand and surely extended up the back of his forearm, though the jacket sleeve covered it, showed the physical evidence of his dangerous profession. And the intelligence behind his eyes was intimidating.

      Frankly, Tate looked like a man forged by emotional hell and who’d emerged from the flames strengthened, fearless of whatever life threw at him. That kind of fortitude demanded respect and did irrevocable things to the thrumming organ in Endre’s chest.

      Something about Tate reminded Endre of the man who’d given him his first heartbreak, a musician he’d had a massive crush on and hadn’t thought about for years. Zac was thinner in frame, a creative, moody type with a remarkable singing voice, nothing like the bulky stuntman with steel-gray eyes driving Endre home. The particular features of Zac’s face had faded in Endre’s memory, but the undeniable and somewhat illogical all-over physical response when he’d met Tate was the same, a heady, exhilarating sensation he last experienced when he’d met Zac.

      “Take this right here and pull around to the lot in back. You can park in my spot,” Endre instructed, second-guessing if bringing Tate home was the wisest decision. Tate might take one look at the modest and aging apartment and decide to back out of Thanksgiving, and then what would Endre tell his mothers? Maybe he was overthinking and worrying unnecessarily, as usual. Sometimes his brain was his nemesis, predicting worst-case scenarios for every situation.

      “Where’s your car?” Tate asked as he pulled into the parking spot. Yellow lights flickered and cast a sickly glow over the tiny lot, and the light by the building’s entrance had a collection of dead bugs in the fixture. How had Endre not noticed these things before? He steadied his breath as shame gathered like a stone in his belly. He had to show Tate where he lived if they were to convince anyone they were boyfriends.

      “I don’t have one. Everything I need is within walking distance. Plus, parking in the city is impossible and expensive. I’m on the third floor.” He got out of the car, gut twisting and turning.

      Why had he thought getting a fake boyfriend was a good idea? Not only was his apartment in need of repair and a thorough cleaning, but he also had no car, basic things that adults should have by his age.

      “I hear that. Boston is about as expensive as LA, only here you pay for the privilege of freezing your ass off half the year. I like the T here— Well, liked. Seems like it’s been ages since MassDOT started repair on the lines. Makes it a bitch to get anywhere now. Lemme get that for you,” Tate said, opening the storm door and holding it for Endre. A bad boy that was a gentleman. Could Tate get any sexier?

      Endre unlocked the front door and shoved it open, revealing a hallway to the first-floor apartment and a stairway to the right. Scuff marks on the walls, dirt in the corner of the stairs, and the broken hallway light screamed at him. He minded the wood stairs, clasping onto the railing. They’d climbed a flight before Tate broke the silence.

      “You’re awfully quiet. What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “Jackson and I aren’t slobs, but sometimes the cleaning gets away from us when we’ve had a busy week,” he said, a partial truth.

      “There ain’t much that’s gonna scare me away. I’ve roomed with cockroaches the size of my hand and been bit by just about every bug out there, I swear,” Tate said, boot adding another scuff mark to the stairs.

      “On purpose?” Endre glanced behind him.

      Tate’s hoarse laugh was so honest and infectious, Endre found himself smiling in response. “No, I worked in New York for a while, a low-budget series when I was first starting out. Since then, I’ve gone all over the world either for work or for fun, and there’s always some bug or creature wanting to take a chunk outta ya.”

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.” Endre did not have cockroaches in his apartment. The occasional spiders and ants visited and were promptly disposed of outside. Endre preferred not to kill anything, doing so only when there was no other option to get rid of the bugs.

      “Trust me, it is. I love what I do. And you’re not that safe here, ya know. Massachusetts has flying syringes that spread triple E and deer ticks that transmit lime disease. No place is bug-free.” Tate had a point. Though equine encephalitis and ticks were more prevalent outside of the city, mosquitos bred everywhere.

      They reached the third floor where the television noise coming from Endre’s apartment filtered through the door. He hesitated before putting the key in the lock. Things with Jackson had been rough. They’d barely spoken to each other and stuck to mundane topics when they did, leaving the real issue to fester. The purple folder with the business proposal sat untouched on the desk they shared at work.

      “My roommate and I had a fight, and we’re not on the best of terms. I apologize if things get a little weird. He typically retreats to his bedroom after work, so I thought we’d have some privacy.”

      “If you need me to split, I can do that,” Tate offered, like it was no big deal to have driven through heavy city traffic for almost an hour. As embarrassing as the run-down state of his apartment was, Endre wanted Tate to stay for conversation and maybe, if things headed in that direction, sex.

      “No, no. Come in for a bit.” Jackson wouldn’t care if Endre brought someone home. He’d probably go to his room and give them privacy, and if not, maybe he’d join in the conversation. Though the latter was unlikely. It’d been like living with a shell of his best friend, a divide growing between them as days passed without a solution on how to keep the business as is. Jackson hardly looked at Endre some days, and some days Endre preferred that. Those days, anger won over compassion, and it never made him feel good.

      A quick scan proved the kitchen and the adjoined living room, a less than impressive rectangular twenty-by-twelve-foot room with white walls and aged hardwood floors, were clean enough. No dishes in the sink, no smell of microwaved takeout, and there were no food wrappers or random articles of clothing lying about, and for that, Endre was grateful.

      Jackson was sprawled across the couch, watching television. Bug-eyed, he pulled himself to seated, sizing up Tate. “Who’s this?” He’d never heard Jackson use that defensive—make that possessive—tone before, and he started to get a bad feeling.

      “This is Tate. The guy from the radio contest I told you about.” Endre hung his coat on the post by the door and stuffed his mittens in the pockets. Tate unzipped his jacket but didn’t take it off. “Tate, Jackson. Jackson, Tate.”

      “You didn’t say anything about bringing him here.” Jackson rose to his feet and looked around the room, probably to see if it was clean. Apart from the dinner plate and three empty beer bottles on the coffee table, it was. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” Tate shook Jackson’s proffered hand. They were like two alphas using strong handshakes and direct eye contact to prove their manliness. Jackson had never acted like this with any other guy Endre had been with. Was it the fake boyfriend thing, or was Jackson seriously jealous?

      They needed to talk. Really talk.

      “I’ll finish watching my show and then go to bed.” Jackson returned his attention to the television and stretched out across the entire length of the sofa. The only other seating was at the tiny kitchen table with its matching pair of rickety wood chairs that had seen better days.

      “Beer?” Endre offered, craving another dose of liquid relief to offset the tension building in his muscles, but he refrained. He preferred to be clear-headed if anything happened with Tate, sexual or otherwise. He handed Tate a beer and got a soda for himself.

      “I’ll take another,” Jackson said, lazing on the sofa.

      After a week of the silent treatment, he’s asking me to get him a beer like I’m some kitchen bitch? Endre put the drinks down on the table, grabbed the remaining beer from the refrigerator, and slammed it on the coffee table. “Anything else while I’m up?”

      Jackson’s lips thinned. “Have you been drinking? You know you shouldn’t do that.” He popped the top off the beer with a keychain bottle opener. The frothy head bubbled over, and Jackson slurped it quickly.

      How dare Jackson scold him like a child in front of his guest. Endre clenched his fists, arms by his side. “I’m peachy keen. In fact, I’m brimming with so much happiness that I’d like to speak with you privately about it in my bedroom.”

      “Whatever makes you happy.” Jackson strolled into the hallway that led to the two bedrooms and single bathroom, leaving Endre alone with Tate.

      Tate lowered his voice and said, “Bruh, I can go. I’ll give you my number and we can catch up later. It’s not a big deal.”

      It was a big deal. Jackson had embarrassed Endre, and he refused to tolerate it.

      “I’m sorry to put you in the middle of this, but I’d really like for you to stay. Can you give me a minute to see what’s up with Jackson?”

      Tate threw a contemplative glance down the hallway. “Aight. Okay if I sit?” He motioned to the chair.

      “Yes. Sorry, I should’ve offered that.” Endre imagined how messed up his life must have looked to Tate. “I swear my life isn’t always this dramatic.”

      “Meh, we all go through shit sometimes. It’s all good, and don’t apologize on my account.” Tate took a seat and wrapped a hand around the beer bottle, calm as ever. Endre craved to soak up some of that quietude.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said and went down the hallway and into his bedroom, aggravated but also concerned for his friend. Jackson was not acting like himself.

      Jackson stood in front of Endre’s bureau, holding the framed picture of the grand opening of the studio. Their smiles were bright, arms behind each other’s backs. It was Endre’s favorite photo and memory.

      “This was a good day, wasn’t it?” Jackson said, turning the photograph so Endre could see. Reverently, he returned the picture to its place on the bureau and shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “It was,” Endre agreed, stepping farther into the room, concern winning over aggravation. “How did we get here, Jack? To you leaving? To us not talking?”

      Jackson rubbed his forehead, stalling or thinking. “Are you going to fuck him?” he asked, bitterness and hurt behind the unexpected question.

      If Tate stuck around, probably. “Is that why you’re acting weird? You don’t want me to sleep with him?”

      Jackson shook his head, resigned. “I’ll crash at my sister’s. You guys have fun.” He stormed out of the bedroom.

      “Jack, wait.” Endre chased him and grabbed his arm, spinning him around. Fifty shades of hurt whirled in Jackson’s eyes. “What is going on with you?”

      “You are so blind sometimes.” With a frustrated stare and set jaw, Jackson pierced Endre where he stood. “I’m in love with you, you idiot. And…” He shoved his hands through his hair. “I have to leave before I embarrass myself anymore.”

      In love. So it was true. And that love ruined their friendship and their business. Endre grabbed his friend and held him tight, not knowing what to say to fix their friendship, or if their friendship could be repaired after such an admission. Jackson rested his head on Endre’s shoulder, the heat of his breath fanning Endre’s neck like a lover as his hands ran the length of his back in light strokes.

      With a sniffle but no sign of tears, Jackson let go. In a softer tone, he said, “You should get back to Tate. I’ll go to my sister’s.”

      “You don’t—”

      Jackson held up his hand, palm facing Endre. “I do. I’m going to see if I can stay with her until we figure out what to do about the business.” A million memories of their life together jammed to the forefront of his mind. Good times, like the paint fight they’d had at the studio, and bad times, like consoling each other after the tragic funeral of Jackson’s baby brother. Years of friendship, of history, of being there through highs and lows now left to wither away in no man’s land.

      Endre stood lifeless in the hallway as Jackson walked away, a headache blossoming behind his right eye. The distance to the kitchen seemed to grow. Steps turned into yards, yards turned into miles.

      “Endre?” the smokey voice asked from somewhere in the kitchen, its owner appearing at the end of the hallway.

      “I’m okay.”

      The questioning eyebrow spoke of disbelief.

      Endre willed his feet to move, and he went into the kitchen and collapsed in the rickety chair, the thrumming behind his eye intensifying. He cradled his head in his hands, as futile as it was to mitigate the discomfort.

      “You want me to get you something? You seriously look like you’re in pain,” Tate spoke softly, as if sensing any sound above a whisper hurt.

      “Migraines. They’re the bane of my existence. I take ginger for them. The bottle is in the cabinet by the sink.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his temple, remembering that his antidepressant medication was beside the ginger powder. Not exactly the way he’d intended to tell Tate. There was a chance Tate knew already, if he’d searched Endre’s name on the internet. Endre had a YouTube channel dedicated to what living with depression was like for him. Talking to the camera had served as a lifeline on more than one occasion. He dismissed the thought. If Tate had researched him, he would’ve known about his substance abuse disorder.

      Tate went through the cabinets until he found a glass and filled it with water. It seemed odd having a stranger in his house, waiting on him. Endre disliked needing help, a stubborn, independent streak that often led him down the road of taking more on than was physically or mentally healthy for him. He paid for it later. Headaches, oversleeping. Physical exhaustion with tears. Sometimes no major life event caused him to break apart. Other times, like now, when his world was upended, his illness promised to get more and more difficult. He shouldn’t manage it alone. But he had little choice this time. Jackson left, and he was key in keeping the studio going when Endre stumbled.

      “Ginger, huh?” Tate deposited the cup and the bottle of ginger capsules on the table and sat as quiet as possible, though the chair let out a protesting creak.

      “Thank you. I didn’t like the way sumatriptan made me feel and searched for a homeopathic treatment.” Endre opened the bottle and sifted a couple of capsules out. He took them and washed them down with the water.

      “And it legit works?”

      “For me, yes. If I catch the migraine early enough. This isn’t how I thought the night would go. I’m sorry.” Tate’s beer sat half-empty on the table. Half-empty. Endre was never one to see the glass as half-full. But he tried and tried.

      “You apologize a lot, you know that? Shit rarely goes to plan. It’s all good. Well, not the headache thing, but you get what I’m saying. Why don’t you haul your ass to bed, and I’ll catch up with you later?” Tate kept his voice quiet, and Endre could kiss him for it. He was sensitive, caring, and sexy, a complete package, and Endre couldn’t figure out why no one had snatched Tate as their boyfriend.

      “You don’t have to be polite. I’ll understand if you want to back out of the date.” Endre’s head throbbed, but that was better than the stabbing, incapacitating skull-crushing pain that sometimes happened.

      “Not sure if anyone’s accused me of being polite before. Might be a first.” He shrugged. “And hell yeah, I’m still on for the date, unless you’re the one politely telling me to fuck off?” Tate’s brutal candor was absolutely welcome, and it caused Endre to do something he’d never done when his head hurt like this: laugh.

      “No, I’m not telling you to fuck off.”

      “If you’re free tomorrow afternoon, I’m shooting a fire gag in Lawrence. I don’t recommend coming if you’ve got a headache. We’re blowing shit up in one of the former textile mills. It’s gonna be epic.” Tate’s enthusiasm brought another smile to Endre’s lips.

      Endre knew little about what it took to be a stunt performer other than Tate probably put his life at risk on a daily basis. How did one even live that way? He squinted at Tate, the meager lighting in the kitchen intensifying the pain. “I’ll be there.”

      “Sweet. What’s your number? I’ll text you with the deets.” Tate typed in the number Endre gave him. “You take care of yourself, aight? I’ll see myself out.” Tate tilted his head, motioning to the door but didn’t move. He appeared conflicted, dismissing whatever he thought with an eye roll and light shake of his head. “If you can’t make it, I’d still like to get together before Turkey Day. We should probably know more about each other if you really want to pull the boyfriend thing off.” He swiped a hand across his short dark hair, possible regrowth from a shave that gave Tate a sublime badass quality. The fuzz of the newly grown hair would feel wonderful under Endre’s fingers as he held Tate’s head between his thighs.

      Stupid, annoying, cockblocking migraine.

      “I’ll be there tomorrow.” No way was he missing his chance at visiting a movie set and seeing Tate at work.

      Tate wished him goodnight and left.

      Endre shut off the lights and went to his bedroom, resigned to spending the night alone. He lay on the bed, eyes closed, and focused on his breathing, willing the migraine away with each inhale and exhale, a trick that seldom worked but gave him a sense of control. Thoughts and feelings drifted in and out—all revolving around Jackson, the studio, and Tate. He observed each thought, trying not to get lost in the dark stories he created for them, for those lies led to worry that worsened his mood and sank him into depression. Thoughts about Tate weren’t tainted with his typical fatalistic patina. Odd. The weight that pressed upon his chest and his head seemed to lighten as he entertained what it would be like to be on a film set and see Tate in his element. He’d never been moon-eyed over actors, not the way Christine or Jackson enveloped themselves in the latest movie star gossip. Still, the opportunity was exciting, and he drifted to sleep, holding on to the image.
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        ENDRE

        Ten Years Ago

      

      

      Endre dashed out the door of his dorm room, heart racing, ten minutes late for his date. The club was less than twenty minutes away, fifteen if he ran. And he ran as fast as he could. The concrete shimmered, wet from the intermittent rain. He slipped, regaining his balance after bumping into a jock-looking guy.

      “Sorry!” he yelled as he kept going.

      It had taken months for Zac to agree to meet Endre. Twenty-two to his seventeen, soon to be eighteen, years, Zac kept saying Endre was too young. Endre disagreed. After all, he’d graduated high school early and was in college, doing a fantastic job of taking care of himself by getting good grades. He was an adult, living miles away from the overprotective reach of his moms and enjoying his freedom.

      A week ago, as if Fate intervened, Endre had gone to a new coffee shop, and Zac stood ahead of him in line.

      “Are you stalking me?” Zac asked, his lips upturned, indicating he didn’t mind. He had thick dark brown eyelashes and the most unique shade of eye color, predominantly gray that seemed to change hues depending on the color of his shirt. They were a mysterious greenish-gray that morning.

      “I would never stalk you before you got coffee. That doesn’t seem fair.” Endre smiled like an idiot. But this was Zac flirting with him. Since they’d first met at the party, Endre had gone to four of Zac’s shows, and every time, they gravitated to one another and ended up talking. Zac had dreams, big dreams of touring the world, and he was offered a chance to do so but hadn’t decided whether it was the right decision. Endre wondered what stopped Zac from jumping at the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      Zac rubbed his eye and yawned. He’d probably played a show the previous night. “Well, I might as well buy you a cup of coffee. I wouldn’t want my favorite stalker to be caffeine deprived. That doesn’t seem fair.” He ordered a “regulah” coffee, which in Boston speak meant cream and sugar, and asked Endre what he wanted.

      “Okay if I get a latte?” Endre had chosen this coffee shop for the rave latte reviews and had been looking forward to the treat.

      “I dunno, kid. You might break the bank with that fancy shit.” Zac ordered a latte and paid.

      “Is there something wrong with your memory, old man? How many times do I have to remind you I’m not a kid?” Endre lightly shoved Zac’s shoulder. Endre had grown used to Zac calling him kid, minding it less and less. It’d become their thing.

      “Eh? What’s that?” Zac cupped his ear, speaking obnoxiously loud and drawing attention. “Damn hearing is going.”

      Endre shielded his face with his hand. “Oh my god! I can’t believe you did that.” He totally believed Zac did that. He had an amazing sense of humor and always made Endre laugh.

      The barista called Zac’s name, and he got their drinks. Endre didn’t miss the little smirk when Zac handed him the latte. “Can’t believe the sun came out,” Zac said, holding the door for Endre as they exited. “It’s been dreary for weeks. Wanna grab a table and enjoy it while it lasts?”

      “Sure.” English 101 could wait. Endre headed toward a sun-drenched table. The rays had yet to warm the metal lattice, and cold seeped through his pants.

      “Have you decided if you’re going on tour or not?” Endre asked, noticing the dark crescent moons under Zac’s eyes as he blinked, almost like he was fighting off sleep.

      Elbow propped on the table and chin on his hand, Zac said, “I don’t think I can do it. I have…family obligations I can’t get around.”

      “But it’s your dream. Doesn’t your family understand that?” Endre protested. “You can’t give up your chance.”

      “I know. I don’t really want to, but I figure I got time. This family thing isn’t forever. Or at least I hope not.” He looked a thousand shades of disappointed. Endre wanted to hug him, offer him some comfort.

      “Since you’re sticking around for a while, I guess there’s only one thing to do,” Endre said, and Zac raised his brow quizzically. “I’m going to have to take you out.”

      His smile reappeared, subtle as the breaking dawn. “Oh, is that so?”

      “Mm-hmm. And I’m not taking no for an answer.” Endre had been dreaming about the musician singing softly to him with no one else around, the song giving way to kisses, and then letting the moment take them from there.

      Endre proposed the day, time, and location for the date and knew by the shine appearing in Zac’s tired eyes that his answer was yes.

      The week had crawled by, and his mind had drifted to the possibilities of what tonight’s date would bring. He’d spent too long picking out the right outfit, too long fixing his hair, and all his efforts to look good were useless now that he was a sweaty mess.

      Endre turned the corner and saw the short line to get into the club where Zac was surely waiting and maybe wondering if Endre had stood him up. He went to the back of the line, which moved fast, thank god, and got into the club with one of those wristbands that announced he was under the legal drinking age.

      Submerged in thundering EDM music and the smells of sweat, cologne, and weed, he pulled out his phone to send Zac a text, cursing when he saw the battery had died.

      Full of nervous excitement, he scanned the room, searching the dancing crowd and the bar for Zac, finding Jackson instead. The popular college hang was a favorite among the locals, but he thought Jackson was going to a different bar with his friends.

      “They’re over there, at the bar,” Jackson pointed when Endre asked where his friends were and why they’d changed locations. “The scene at the other club was dead. Is Zac here yet?” Jackson bounced to the beat as he glanced around the room. The flashing dance lights bathed the crowd in pinks, blues, and purples.

      Endre shook his head. “I didn’t see him, and my phone died, so I can’t get in touch.”

      “You can use my phone if you want,” Jackson said, hand in his pocket.

      But the offer was pointless. “I don’t have his number memorized.”

      Jackson feigned surprise, jaw dropped, hand to chest. “What? You didn’t tattoo it on your arm?” If only Endre had done that. “Well then, come on. We’ll dance while you wait.” Jackson led Endre onto the dance floor, but he was constantly searching and hoping Zac would appear.

      A half hour passed.

      An hour passed.

      “Maybe something happened to him?” Jackson offered after they’d walked a lap around club. “Maybe he called to cancel, but…”

      “Dead phone.” It was possible. Or maybe he’d pushed Zac too far by asking him out. Endre’s throat tightened, insecurity festering. “I’m going home.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” Jackson offered, but his eyes were fixed on the bar where a cute guy wearing glasses smiled and raised his glass at Jackson.

      “No, that’s okay. Stay. Go get the hottie at the bar. I’ll be fine.” At least one of us will get laid tonight.

      He left the club, retracing the steps he’d ran hours earlier, disappointment clouding his thoughts. He pressed the crosswalk button, breath fogging the air.

      Stars glistened and glimmered in the winter’s sky.

      The walk signal chirped, indicating he could cross safely.

      But it lied.

      All Endre saw was the green hood of the car seconds before the impact.
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      Lynn, Lowell, and Lawrence, locally known as the Unholy Trinity for— Well, the cities got a bad rap for the not-so-nice areas inside of them mostly. Each was a former birthplace of industry in the 1800s: Lynn had its shoe factories, Lowell and Lawrence had the textile mills, massive brick buildings abandoned or converted into offices or apartments over the years, their important place in history overlooked by too many textbooks. In 1912, the mill women organized the Bread and Roses Strike, the nation’s first female labor strike. Not a small feat considering the materials had been translated in something like thirty languages to spread the word to a multitude of immigrant workers.

      Tate’s nickel knowledge had been handed down in one of his dad’s unsolicited history lessons that as a kid resulted in boredom and eye-rolling and field trips. The ghostly echoes of the women and children who spent dawn to dusk tending to the heavy machinery inside of the mill remained, or at least Tate thought so. In the early hours, while the crew had been setting up for their shoot outside the mill, Tate swore he heard machinery running. Mazi would’ve believed him.

      He’d finished rehearsing the upcoming action sequence and safety protocols for the explosive and fire stunts with the team. When the camera rolled, unforeseen events occasionally happened, requiring split-second life-and-death decisions, and the more prepared the team, the better his chances of survival. Tate had missed Death by a pubic hair a couple of times in his life, and he’d rather not repeat the experience.

      The morning’s busy schedule didn’t stop him from checking his phone for a text from Endre or responding right away with the information Endre needed to get on the set. Migraines, antidepressants, and a history of addiction, Endre’s illness sounded all too similar to Tate’s mother. Good thing he wasn’t dating the kid—Endre—for real, as Tate had no need to dive into mommy issues.

      Tate spotted Endre talking to Draven’s sister, Teagan. He’d shown up. Wasn’t every day he had a visitor on set, especially a cute guy. Tate waved and gave a double thumbs-up. Since when the fuck did he give anyone a thumbs-up? Such a dorky thing to do. Endre returned the wave and sheepishly smiled. Teagan, with a sense of humor like her brother’s, pointed to Endre, then gave an exaggerated nod of approval and…a mocking double thumbs-up.

      “Ready?” Steel asked. Long-time friend and business partner of Tate’s, Bastian “Steel” Stearden was a perfectionist and a hard-ass, traits that made X-Trips a success.

      “Sure. My balls aren’t blue enough. Bring on the long johns.” The long johns had nothing to do with warmth. The three layers of Nomex long underwear soaked overnight in fire retardant and kept at a cool forty-two degrees saved his ass from being roasted. Over those, Tate wore a rain suit, a fireproof suit and hood with special eye protection. Lots of layers because burns hurt like a bitch.

      “Better you than me. It’s fucking freezing out here.” Steel patted Tate on the shoulder and walked away, distributing his weight with a cane. Tate had a theory the injury and Steel’s nickname were related. Unlike a lot of stunt performers who boasted their achievements—read: crazy-ass, shit-your-pants stories that were fun to tell—Steel kept the story about what caused the injury to himself. A forty-something man with a strong nose, a hint of gray in his mop of brown hair and beard, eyes the color of maple syrup, and who spoke in a rumbly baritone, Steel epitomized the strong, silent type. But anyone who thought Steel couldn’t kick their ass would be in for a surprise. Dude had mad combat skills and a plethora of martial arts training.

      “Yeah, yeah. Rub it in,” Tate said to Steel’s back. Steel’s shoulders shook with laughter.

      A full-body burn, like Tate was doing, meant fifteen to twenty seconds entrenched in flames. One accidental inhalation of fire could fry his mouth, throat, and lungs, and the sheer force of the ratchet pulling him through the air almost guaranteed to knock the breath out of him and kick up the fire with the wind force. A small oxygen tank strapped to his back with a breathing apparatus saved his mouth and lungs from damage. The entire get-up was heavy and with limited vision. Precise practice and verbal cues were critical and lifesaving.

      Tate shivered in the cold long johns while the safety team applied the remaining layers, oxygen tank and mask, and lathered him in the goopy fire-protective gel, a custom blend that allowed for a longer, safer burn. The shit he used on his own when he was a newbie had burned too fast; his scarred right hand proved it. A skin graft repaired most of the flesh, but the nerves were fried, and he felt nothing on the top part of his hand.

      “Let’s go hot on stunts!” Steel said once the team signaled Tate was harnessed and ready for fire and flight.

      “Three, two, one…” Boom! Tate was yanked up and backward. The abrupt jerking of the ratchet pulled him through the air, knocking the wind out of him, fire visible through the protective eyewear in the fire hood. His senses heightened: Steel’s amplified voice directing the crew, the harness pinching his crotch, the squishy fabric against his skin. He moved his arms and legs in a way that appeared natural but allowed for the camera to pick up on them, something not everyone could do while suspended in the air on fire, and the very key to stunt performance.

      He trusted Steel with his life, literally, and the sound of the man’s voice counting down the seconds until the fire was put out was Tate’s anchor, keeping him calm while his skin grew hotter and hotter and his instincts told him he was about to fucking burn like bacon.

      “OUT! OUT! OUT!” Steel yelled the moment Tate’s feet touched the ground. A second later, fire extinguishers doused him. The all clear was given, and the team helped remove the fire-retardant clothing and breathing apparatus. Tate took his first breath, tasting the lingering gel, smoke, and a trace of foam from the carbon dioxide fire extinguisher. Yuck.

      Someone gave him a towel, and he wiped off his face and head. “Did we get it?” he asked, coughing and spitting out the horrible taste in his mouth.

      “We got it,” the director, a woman and friend Tate had met early on in his film career, said and gave a thumbs-up. Guess he wasn’t the only one having a dorky thumbs-up kind of day.

      “Looking good out there,” Draven said, holding a fire extinguisher.

      “Damn right. Hey, lend a guy a hand, would ya?” The soaked clothes stuck to Tate’s skin like runny snot on a winter day. Together, they removed everything except the bottom part of Tate’s long underwear. It wasn’t out of modesty that he kept his lower half clothed. The icy temps did no favors to his twig and berries, and he was sure there was nothing to see.

      Draven grabbed a thermal blanket and wrapped Tate in it. “Looks like it’s Bring Your Friend to Work Day.” He nudged his chin toward the building where Endre and Teagan stood. “The wallflower’s been watching you. Is he the Turkey Date?”

      “That’s what you’re going with? Wallflower and Turkey Date?” Tate asked, a shiver racing through him, the heat of the blanket taking forever to seep into his bones. He needed a hot shower to warm up and get the remaining goop off. That shit lodged itself everywhere.

      Draven shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve a way with words. So, is he your date?”

      “I’m sure you’d love me to introduce you, so you can embarrass the hell outta me, but I’m freezing, and I’ve got to get this shit out of my hair. It’s stickier than cum.”

      “Go clean up. I’ll introduce myself. Or let Teagan introduce me. Seems they’re chatting it up.”

      “Be sure to tell him about the time you ran down the street in the middle of a snowstorm in nothing but a Santa hat, pasties, and a thong. I’m sure he’d love to hear it.” He headed toward the rented trailer, grateful for the mobile shower and toilet in the otherwise empty location.

      Draven yelled, “You’re just jealous ’cause I looked hotter in them than you ever would.”

      Tate stopped walking and spun around. “Bitch, please. You looked like a yeti in a bikini. I’ve never seen so many blond pubes in my life.”

      “You still going on about my pubes? Never met a man so infatuated with my pubes. I think you even have Jules beat. Now, get out of here and change before your dick freezes off and you can’t make the cream pie for your Turkey Date’s dessert.”

      “Are you sure you graduated college, because your sense of humor is stuck in middle school.” Tate walked away to the sound of Draven’s laughter.

      After he showered and put on some dry clothes, Tate met up with Endre, who was being annoyed by Draven. Or entertained. The look on his face was hard to read. Teagan probably wasn’t much help, considering a warped sense of humor was a genetic flaw of the O’Connor line.

      “Tate! It’s good to see you again.” Teagan’s svelte frame felt tiny in his arms as she hugged him. Tate waved to Endre, the best he could do with his arms full. Endre smiled, patiently waiting for his chance to say hi.

      “You, too, gorgeous.” Tate always called her that. It was true, plus it made her happy and drove her overprotective brother insane; two birds, one stone. She wore her dark blonde hair short, minimal makeup, and had a down-to-earth personality that made her even more attractive.

      “Don’t make me kick your ass.” Draven threw a playful punch. Tate, on reflex, blocked it and had Draven in a wristlock before he knew what hit him.

      “Oh? Excuse me? What was that about kicking my ass?”

      Draven grumbled. Tate let go and found himself blocking more punches and launching into an impromptu sparring session, because Draven whipped out the who’s got the bigger dick fighting moves.

      Tate was tired after being half-frozen, set on fire, and annoyed by the lukewarm shower, and… Fuck it. Draven was a good fighter, perfect for on-screen action, but no match for Tate’s life-long study of martial arts. It didn’t take much to bring Draven to the ground. One strategic and well-placed knee to the solar plexus and the big man doubled over. Lots of nerves in that area. Too easy. Draven should have protected his midsection better.

      Tate swiped his hands together, done with the butt-kicking. “Consider yourself schooled for the millionth time.”

      Endre gaped, clearly impressed by Tate’s moves, or possibly stunned that two grown-ass men were trying to kick the crap out each other for fun.

      “We do this shit all the time. It’s just another day at the office,” Tate assured. Endre didn’t seem convinced.

      “Is that all you got?” Draven said, short of breath, clutching his sore midsection.

      “No,” Tate answered, smug, breathing just fine, and ready to go another round. “X-Trips needs your ass in top shape, and I’m not gonna be the one who puts it out of commission. So as much as I’d love to take you down right now, it ain’t gonna happen.”

      “Admit it. You love me.” Draven stood to his full six-foot-plus height and winked, and Tate got the sense the entire display had been intended to impress Endre. A tactic that seemed to work if Endre’s wide eyes were any indication. “I’d love you more if you stopped trying to fight me. You’re like a twelve-year-old with a vendetta,” Tate said, and Teagan agreed. “Tee, did Endre tell you he teaches yoga, too?”

      “Actually, I own a studio in Boston, Om Away From Home,” Endre said, correcting Tate and standing taller. Tate felt like he’d been slapped on his dick. Bad Tate. Bad. Obviously, owning the studio was superior to teaching, and he wasn’t going to let anyone belittle that achievement, good for him.

      “Sis, a fellow yogi!” Draven wrapped a possessive arm around his sister. “Teagan’s got a class at X-Trips, plus she teaches at conferences across the states, and at some fancy studio in Santa Monica.”

      “I can speak for myself.” She playfully glared at Draven. “But, yes, what he said. And I love the name of your studio. It’s cute.”

      Endre perked up, pleased by the praise. “Thanks. I’ve always wanted to teach at conferences, but I wasn’t sure how to get started. Maybe I could talk to you about it sometime?”

      “What’s your number?” Teagan asked and entered it into her phone as Endre told her. “I sent you a text so you have mine. If you ever plan a trip out to LA, let me know, and we can work something out with the studio’s owner for you to teach a workshop there. She’s a super nice lady.”

      “Don’t mean to rush ya, Tee,” Draven said, “but I need to get back to the hotel.”

      “Is the wifey waiting for you?” Mentioning Julien turned the mountain of a man into a pile of contented goo, and Tate loved giving him shit for it.

      “He would kill you if he heard you call him that.”

      “Yeah, I gotta say, I’m not too worried about your adorkable husband murdering me. Unless he has some super-secret power like Clark Kent. Is that it?”

      “I’m not telling. You ready, sis?”

      “All set. I’ll call you soon,” she said to Endre.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Endre replied, so polite and sweet. Tate wanted to squish him like a puppy dog, nuzzle against his neck, and breathe in his scent. Most of the men he knew were like Draven, super masculine, ripping muscles, and appreciated a good ass-kicking. The men were hot, no doubt, but Tate preferred men who looked more like Endre. Muscular but not of the bodybuilding variety, and house-trained with proper manners—unlike Draven.

      “You, too,” Teagan said, walking backward, Draven dragging her along. “Don’t take any crap from Tate.”

      Endre promised not to.

      “Aight, smell ya later, Dee. Get home to the wifey.” Tate couldn’t help himself. Instigating a rise out of Draven was a pastime, and it’d paid off. Draven waved goodbye to Tate with one finger in particular.

      “You and Draven seem really close,” Endre said, wrapping his scarf around his neck, the rainbow yarn matching his mittens. The temperature dipped as the sun set.

      “Draven is the best friend a guy could have. Good thing, too, because our lives are literally in each other’s hands—like you saw today. Speaking of, what did you think about the stunt?” People’s awestruck reactions were even better when they saw Tate in action for the first time.

      “I was scared for you. How do you do that and not freak out?” Endre went a little bug-eyed, so Tate guessed he was impressed.

      “Easy. My life depends on me not freaking out, so all I can do is be in the moment and be ready to make any adjustments in case something doesn’t go as planned.” Hmm, not a bad life motto.

      “That’s insane.” Endre shook his head in disbelief, grinning.

      Something about talking with Endre felt familiar, like déjà vu. Mazi called those sorts of feelings signs.

      “You’re not the first person to say that. Free falls are more dangerous if ya ask me. There’s a big splat factor involved if one of those stunts goes sideways. That shit’s messy.”

      Endre looked past Tate to where the crew was clearing up the remnants of the stunt. “And did everything go as planned?”

      “More or less, yeah. Steel, the graybeard over there, is meticulous, and we planned the gag for weeks in LA to figure out the best way to get the shot the director wanted. The equipment ran smooth, the fire behaved, and I got no burns. All in all, it was a good day.”

      “Gag?” Endre tilted his head, adding to the inquisitive puppy look. Damn, he was a cutie. A cutie with a dark side.

      “It’s a throwback to the Keystone Kops.”

      “The who?” Endre scrunched his face.

      Tate laughed. “They were before my time, too. I don’t know exactly how it came to be, but everything the actors did that was dangerous—because there were no stunt performers in the early days of film—got labeled as a gag, and it stuck.” Tate threw his duffle bag over his shoulder. He always brought extra street and workout clothes to the set. “I could use some food. How ’bout you? Wanna grab a bite?”

      “I’d like to, but I have to teach at six and I’ll be cutting it close on time as it is.”

      Cold, tired, and hungry, Tate really wanted food and to zone out in front of the television. He unzipped the front pocket of his bag and found a smooshed protein bar. It’d do. “Mind if I take your class? You know, see you in your element now that you’ve seen me in mine? We can get food afterward.”

      A faint smile spread across Endre’s lips. “I’d love that.”

      “Aight, let’s do this.”
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      Clients waited in line as Jackson checked them in, greeting them by name and answering questions, a sight Endre had seen countless times and had taken for granted. Why did Jackson have to fall in love with him? How did that even happen? Love complicated and ruined everything.

      Endre asked Tate to give him a minute to talk to Jackson and get an extra mat for class. Tate went to the bookshelf and started to nose through the various texts.

      “Is Amanda okay? I thought she was working tonight?” Endre asked, approaching the desk, Jackson’s glower impossible to miss. Impenetrable tension crackled between them.

      “She asked if I could switch shifts with her so she could watch her niece.” Jackson checked in the last client, engaging them in a cordial conversation.

      Once the client was out of earshot, Endre said, “Is this how it’s going to be between us now? Because it sucks.”

      Jackson’s attention flickered to Tate. Gripping the edge of the desk, he said, “You brought him home. You brought him here. You clearly like him. I can’t change how I feel about you, and I can’t quit and leave you without any help. What am I supposed to do?”

      Endre put his hand over Jackson’s tense one, noticing the pronounced knuckles, the faint hairs on the back of his hands, the odd angle of his thumb from when they were super drunk one night in college and he’d slipped in the bathroom and broke it.

      “That doesn’t help,” Jackson said but flipped his hand over and took Endre’s. “I wish…never mind.” And for the briefest of moments, Endre wished he could love Jackson the way he wanted to be loved. He tried imagining them as a couple, dinners, snuggling, working out, basically the married couple Jackson accused them of being, but there was no spark of attraction, and it felt incestuous and wrong.

      Jackson put his other hand on top of Endre’s, leaving it to linger a moment, then let go. For those few minutes, Endre put aside his anger toward Jackson. For those few minutes, Jackson was Endre’s dearest friend, the man who’d been there through the years.

      The understanding between them tenuous but manageable, Endre chose a rental mat and a tank top with the studio’s logo on it and handed them to Tate, who had been pretending the books on the shelf were incredibly interesting.

      “There’s a bathroom at the end of the hall you can change in,” Endre said. Tate held up the mat as a gesture of thanks and said a quick hello to Jackson.

      “I’ll be waiting in your classroom, teach.” Tate winked at Endre and then walked down the hallway, leaving Endre to wonder how a wink had the power to make his knees go weak. Winks were old-fashioned, cheesy even, and he was swooning.

      Jackson stepped out from behind the desk, closer to Endre. “Be careful you don’t get attached. He doesn’t know you like I do, and I worry what will happen when he leaves.”

      Endre clenched his fists, as if Jackson had the right to caution him about not getting attached to someone because they would leave him. How hypocritical. “I hate to break it to you, but if you really knew me, you would’ve talked to me months ago and developed a plan to save the studio together. Instead, you waited and waited, and now I’m stuck last-minute with you leaving and no way to save our business.”

      Wounded, Jackson nodded, but no apology came.

      Endre went to the bathroom, needing a moment to calm himself. A quick sweep of the room assured him he was alone. He rummaged through his bag, removed a vial of lavender essential oil, and dabbed the soothing scent on his temples and wrists. While standing by the sink, he steadied his breath and went into a quick mediation he learned in rehab. He imagined Buddha surrounded by white light. Frightening figures, demons with pointed teeth and claws and bloodred eyes, circled around the serene figure, desperate to pierce the barrier. The Buddha remained at peace, eyes closed, and with a smile as mysterious as the Mona Lisa’s, undisturbed by the surrounding forces.

      The ghastly apparitions represented the uncontrollable, external things in life. The Buddha represented santosha, the peace within that could only be achieved by controlling one thing: the mind. There was nothing Endre could do about Jackson or the business at this very moment. He had to meet Life on Life’s Terms and focus on the positive, the now; he had a class to teach and a sexy, sexy man waiting for him.

      Calmer, he went into the classroom and found the yogis captivated by Tate. An entertainer through and through, Tate’s large arm gestures and sound effects had the whole class laughing, his joy infectious and uplifting as he told a story about a job—a gag—he’d performed.

      “And after wearing that harness, I swore it took a week for my balls to—”

      Endre, chuckling, dimmed the lights, signaling the start of class. “Alright, if you could all come into child’s pose on your mats.” Tate met his eyes and winked again. His smile was all for Endre, and the sheer force of it had the power to melt ice caps, so brilliant and warm.

      “I invite you to approach your practice without judgment and meet your body where it is today, not where it was yesterday, a week ago, or even a year ago. Release any expectations or attachments. Through yoga, we learn to accept the process, to accept limitations.” Advice he surely needed to follow. “Maybe you were able to hold flying pigeon last week, but today your knee or hips aren’t allowing for such a deep stretch. Our bodies are ever-changing, much like our minds. Some days, we are full of positive energy and vitality, and others, there isn’t enough Dunkin’ to get us motivated. These are the days to treat ourselves with compassion, not judgment. Take a moment and respect where you are in mind and body at this moment.”

      The class flowed, sweating and grumbling as he pushed their limits over and over. Halfway through, Tate took off his tank top, turning the heads of several students and Endre as well. His medium build was chock-full of muscle, scars, and tattoos, and Endre found the smallest of reasons to put his hands on him for pose adjustments. Then it became a game. Tate positioned himself in a way that was out of alignment and not at all what Endre instructed, then looked at Endre, challenging him to come over. And Endre went every time, hungry to put his hands on those sweaty muscles.

      Toward the end of class, when everyone was tired, Endre brought them into Virabhadrasana II. “Good, that’s it. Hold it. Only fifty more breaths to go.” The class laughed. When he instructed them to go through their vinyasa and meet in down dog, sighs of relief echoed around the room. An inversion sequence, a couple backbends, cooling down stretches, then Savasana, resting corpse pose, for five minutes of silence.

      “Keeping your eyes shut,” Endre said, bringing the class to a close, “come to a comfortable cross-legged position facing me and put your hands Anjali Mudra. While in prayer position, touch your thumbs to your forehead to remind us to think loving thoughts. To your lips to remind us to speak loving words. And to your heart to remind us to act with loving intentions. I thank you for sharing your amazing energy with me this evening. Namaste.” He bowed, filled with gratitude for his students, for the honor to teach, and for the calmness that giving back brought him.

      “Namaste,” the class answered in unison and bowed.

      Clients chatted as they folded up their mats and made their way out of the sauna-like room. The heated room and floors soothed Endre’s aching back and hip joints during the colder months but made the transition into the freezing winter temperatures more severe.

      Sweaty and smiling, Tate wrapped up his borrowed mat and tucked it under his arm while Christine shamelessly flirted. “So, if you’re not doing anything on Friday night, I’d like to take you out,” she said.

      Endre never discussed if Tate was bi or pan, or even out, or if they were going to pretend to be together starting tonight. He approached them, holding his breath as he waited for Tate’s response.

      Tate wiped his brow with a hand towel, a casual move he made worthy of any sport’s drink commercial. “I’m flattered, but I gotta say no. I’m seeing someone.”

      “Whoever she is, she’s a lucky girl,” Christine said, raking her gaze over his body, not bothering to hide her disappointment.

      Tate looked at Endre. His wicked smile had the irresistible force of a tractor beam and drew Endre closer. “I’d say I’m the lucky one. He’s a pretty amazing man.”

      “Oh my god! You’re the boyfriend? Endre, he’s seriously handsome. I can see why you wanted to keep him all to yourself. I feel like a total idiot now. Ugh. Sorry.” Her flushed skin went a shade deeper.

      “Yup. He finally unchained me from the bed.” Tate tossed an arm over Endre’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to his temple. His body odor smelled amazing, and Endre did his best to inconspicuously take a deep inhale.

      “Oh, he’s funny, too! Jessie is going to be sorry she wasn’t here. She would have loved to meet you. Endre says you travel a lot for work.” Jessie was Christine’s coconspirator and friend.

      Endre pleaded with his eyes, hoping Tate could read his mind and end this conversation.

      “I do,” Tate said, then turned his focus on Endre. “Pumpkin, if we’re going to make our dinner date, we’ve got to get home.” Home, in his bed, ass high in the air, and Tate pounding into him. The scent of Tate’s sweat triggered the reptilian part of Endre’s brain that chanted want, want, want. Good thing Endre wore shorts to class and not skintight, stretchy yoga pants.

      “Right. We don’t want to be late. I’ve got to clean up a little, then we can go…home.” He slid his arm around Tate’s waist, feeling the sweat drip down his back. He’d never had a sweat kink before, but that manly smell and slickness made him want to use Tate as a Slip ’N Slide.

      “We should all go out to dinner sometime! Nice meeting you!” Christine said as she collected her belongings. She waved goodbye, and Endre let out a breath.

      “She a friend of yours?” Tate asked in that clipped way a lot of northerners spoke.

      “She’s a client that’s inserted herself into my love life. Thanks for jumping in and pretending to be my boyfriend. You spared me from my relentless matchmaker.”

      “I gotta tell ya, it’s a real burden to have your hands on me and to pretend that I like you. You seem like a real dick, you know?”

      When all the clients had left the room, Endre reluctantly moved away from Tate and closed the studio for the night. Jackson must have left during class. Another emotional confrontation avoided, Endre breathed a little easier. “Do you want to shower before we get dinner? There are stalls in the back of the studio.” Or maybe I could lick the sweat off you?

      Tate lifted his arm and smelled his armpit, scrunching his face. “Yeah, that’s probably a good idea. I liked your class, by the way. I’ve taken a handful of them in Cali, and yours was a nice, challenging pace. Reminds me of Teagan’s style. Oh, and don’t tell Draven, but he kicks my ass at yoga. All those inversions are easy for him with his gymnast background.” Tate put the mat in the appropriate, marked bucket to be cleaned later.

      “I could tell you’d practiced before. When you weren’t trying to get me to adjust you, your alignment was good.”

      “You didn’t seem to mind adjusting me.” Tate’s self-satisfied smirk came off a bit like Joey Tribbiani’s, one part sexy, one part dorky.

      Warmth spread to Endre’s cheeks. “No, I didn’t.”

      “You’re cute when you blush. I’m gonna go take that shower now. Think of someplace for food. My treat.” Tate walked away, and the spectacular view left Endre to wonder how many squats it took to get such an edible round ass. The curves of that peachy treat tempted him.

      He shouldn’t join Tate in the shower.

      He should. Tate practically invited him, shaking that rump down the hallway like that.

      The water turned on, bombarding Endre with images of a naked, wet Tate in a steamy room. Endre drummed his fingers on the front desk, trying to think of something else, anything else. When Tate started singing, his pleasant tenor seemed impossibly familiar, a voice he hadn’t heard in years. The siren song disintegrated Endre’s last bit of resistance, and he padded down the hallway and into the bathroom.

      “Tate?” he said to the shower stall. The mint green shower curtain hid everything but Tate’s calves and his feet.

      “Endre?” He drew out his name, clearly goading him.

      “Are you… Do you…” This had played out smoother in his mind, where he slid up behind Tate and lathered ripe pectorals and washboard abdominals, inching his way down to a glorious cock—because in his fantasy, it was as perfect as the man—and stroked Tate until he came all over Endre’s face.

      Tate, leaving the water on, pushed aside the shower curtain and stepped outside of the stall, confirming his cock and his tattooed body were as glorious as Endre had imagined. A watercolor tattoo of a cardinal midflight was drawn on his outer upper arm, the background a mesh of pine sprigs and bark. On the inside of his bicep was a name written in cursive, Mazi. He had bruises on his hips, scars on both knees, and a burn scar on his right hand and forearm with the texture of stretched bubblegum, a shade lighter than the surrounding skin. Every inch embodied the sort of rough-and-tumble masculinity that Endre jerked off to.

      “You need a shower, too?” Tate said, gesturing to the running water behind him, a sly inviting look upon his face. Endre removed his shirt and sweaty shorts so fast he heard the fabric tear. “Shit. Look at you. Yoga isn’t only good for the mind.”

      Endre stepped under the spray, laying hands on Tate’s broad chest, face an inch away, giving him an up-close view of thick black eyelashes, the pinhead-sized freckle on his right cheek, and a tiny a scar across his top lip. Tate was intimidatingly gorgeous.

      A hand on his lower back, another at the nape of his neck, Tate held him reverently. His kiss tasted of passion and possession, a heady, dangerous thing. Head swooning, he skimmed the muscular peaks and valleys along Tate’s stomach, exploring farther down until reaching a thatch of dark pubic hair at the base of Tate’s cut dick. Endre lined up their cocks side by side and jerked them together, legs tingling as they hardened. A fast release was imminent, for Tate’s cock felt incredible next to his.

      “Love that,” Tate groaned, watching as their cocks slid in and out of Endre’s hand. Endre agreed wholeheartedly. But he didn’t want to come, not like this.

      He sank to his knees, the tile cold and hard, his prize before him. He loved giving head, having his mouth stuffed full of cock, and this cock was particularly glorious. The deep ridge around the head offered a valley of delight. He circled the tip leisurely with his tongue, tasting a trace of soap, and pried the slit open. One hand at the base, the other toying with the heft of Tate’s balls, Endre took him to the back of his throat, the sensation incredible, his mouth so heavy and full. He bobbed and licked. Tate’s dick twitched when he slipped a finger along his crack.

      A calloused hand landed on his shoulder, fingers digging into his flesh. “Oh fuck, that feels so damn good,” Tate groaned. Abs grew taut, thighs tensed, a warning fell from Tate’s lips, and the first drops of spunk hit Endre’s tongue.

      “Come on my face,” he said, aiming Tate’s cock while reaching for his own dick. Cum hit his face and slid into his mouth, fueling his own release that hit the shower’s floor with an obscene splattering sound.

      Tate threaded his fingers through Endre’s wet curls, potent tenderness in gray eyes. He slowly edged Endre off his dick, brushing his scarred thumb across Endre’s cheek.

      Still on his knees, Endre tilted his head, questioning the unmistakable affection.

      “Just gotta appreciate the good things in life when they happen,” Tate said, gaze lingering. He picked up a washcloth and wiped Endre’s face.

      The post-orgasmic bliss receded. What he’d asked Tate to do, the reason why they’d met at all, was not a good thing. Endre protested, the unforgiving tile hurting his knees as water and shame flowed over him. “I’m making you lie to my mother, to my clients. How can this be a good thing?”

      Scarred fingers slipped under his chin, gently forcing him to stand. Tate cupped his face. “No one is making me do anything, aight? You tell me if you want to call it off, and we’ll call it off. Otherwise, I got your back.” Tate held him, and Endre rested his head on Tate’s shoulder, giving into the offered comfort.

      If only Endre could drift away. Shut his mind off. Be grateful for one itty bitty second for having Tate’s affection and understanding. But no. He liked to overthink, overcomplicate, damn himself for existing, for fucking breathing. He felt dirty, cheap. Like he’d used Tate for sex, for a fix, and he had to pay for that blissful moment. A memory of the one person he’d desperately wanted, the last person he’d wanted, the person who’d stolen his heart at a coffee shop, of all places, and had never given it back was his punishment.

      He washed up without speaking, just going through the motions and avoiding Tate’s eyes when possible. Tate remained quiet, which, from what Endre had seen of his behavior at work and in the classroom, seemed uncharacteristic. Endre knew he should say something, but he couldn’t find the words.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Tate’s eyebrows knitted together. Endre had the urge to smooth them out and insist that everything was fine.

      “No, not at all.” Endre got out of the shower and toweled off, steam filling the tiled room. He handed Tate a towel from the rack, a million miles away from the closeness they’d exchanged. Tate shut the water off and joined him.

      “Yeah, aight. But I usually don’t feel like shit after I have sex with someone— Well, minus a few times in Mississippi, but that’s another story. But you and me? That felt good, right? Or am I missing something?” He stood with the towel in his hand, not bothering to dry off.

      “It’s ridiculous.”

      “I’m good with ridiculous. Try me.”

      “You sort of remind me of someone I liked when I was a freshman in college.” Endre tied the towel around his waist and leaned against the vanity. “He was sweet, kind. Spoke his mind like you do, and he was such a talented musician, but humble about it.” Years had washed away the memory of Zac, the exact color of his eyes, the way he’d worn his hair, the sound of his laugh—all gone. But Endre’s scarred heart swelled with inexplicable fondness talking about him just the same.

      “Obviously shit didn’t work out between you two. So, what went wrong?”

      The memory of the car hitting him seemed like a dream. The subsequent year of physical therapy, pain medication, and being reliant upon his mothers and Jackson for everything had sunk him into a deep depression, and all he’d craved was quiet. Solitude. To not be in pain. The pills did that.

      “Oxy was more attractive, and by the time I got my act together, it was too late. He’d passed away.” The band posted on social media in memory of Zac Kenzie without any information on how he died, only that it had happened the same day Endre was hit by the car.

      “Oh, that’s rough, man.” Tate stood, towel in hand, riveted.

      “It was years ago, and it shouldn’t even be an issue. It’s stupid.” Endre sifted through his bag and found a pair of underwear and dressed. “Sex with you did feel good, really good. I didn’t mean to ruin it.”

      “Hard to fill the shoes of a dead guy. I kinda hate that I remind you of him.” Tate toweled off, then rifled through his duffle bag and took out a pair of jeans and a shirt, sniffing each of them before putting them on. “What? Sometimes I forget to wash these things. These are clean in case you’re wondering.”

      Endre chuckled, the sudden shift in mood unbidden and surprising. And so damn welcomed. “I love that you just did that.”

      Tate traced Endre’s smile with his left index finger; the featherlight touch left Endre dizzy. “I was wondering if I’d ever get to see you smile like that for me. It’s fucking stunning, by the way.” Tate dropped his hand and went through his bag once more, stuffing the contents down before zipping it up. “So, how ’bout that dinner?”

      Right. Dinner. He’d talked about Zac before with therapists, friends, and it’d never alleviated the loss or the heartache. But talking about him with Tate felt…different. Healing. He wasn’t sure what to think about that. “Do you like vegan food?” he asked, putting on his street clothes.

      Chuckling, Tate shook his head. “You earthy, crunchy, granola-loving bastard. Vegan food it is.”

      “If you don’t want—”

      Tate hooked his arm around Endre’s shoulders and kissed his temple. “I want. Food is food. And I’m freaking starved. Don’t worry, I’ll avoid the bean burgers.”

      “Why? Oh.” Endre laughed outright and loud, and god, did it feel good.

      “Yeah, if you think my clothes smelled bad, me and beans are like da-yah-um. You ready to bounce?”

      Endre burst out laughing, clutching his sides. Tate was unapologetic and unpolished, and it was perfect. “I can’t believe you. That’s just gross.”

      “I agree. Hence why I don’t eat bean burgers.”

      “Who even says hence anymore?”

      Tate shrugged and zipped up his winter coat. “Kinda sounds impressive. Let’s do this.”

      As they went into the icy November night, Endre mused that Tate was like a semi-gross Buddha with a bizarre sense of humor, imperious to negative forces. Tate was vibrant light and energy. And Endre shined brighter being around him.
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      Tate believed in his inner voice. It guided him. Saved his ass on many stunts. And the damn thing kept screaming, “Yes!” around Endre. And an emphatic, “Hell yes!” when Endre took charge of the yoga class, all confident and dripping with sex appeal. Tate didn’t believe in love at first sight. Lust? Sure. But this thing was a hybrid of the two; Like at second sight.

      What a shower. What a blowjob. Endre tasted of youth, recklessness, and decadence, a debauched angel with rosy cheeks. The explosive orgasm was like a kick in the back of Tate’s kneecaps, one of those surprise hits that threw off his center of gravity. And then it went south. Hard to hear about a dead past love while rocking a post-orgasmic high. Grief and Tate were good friends, and guilt crashed the party every time. He saw himself in Endre. Related to the regret of things he’d never gotten to say or do, like apologize for mistakes and harsh words said. And when he held Endre and the guy fell into him, squeezed him, their shared misery brought comfort into those spaces Mazi occupied, rendering them less gut-wrenching.

      The scene played over and over in Tate’s mind as they walked to the vegan restaurant, again while they ordered, and again when they sat with their dinner of some grain-thing and mashed vegetables. Tate sniffed a forkful and shoved it in his mouth. Not too bad.

      Thanksgiving was the following day, and Endre was setting down the foundation for their relationship and the things they should know about each other—how they met, favorite foods, books, fondest childhood memory and the most embarrassing one. Head spinning from the emotional shower and focused on Endre’s succulent lips, the sultry way they revealed only his bottom teeth when he talked, Tate had unintentionally zoned out.

      “Tate?”

      Had Endre been saying his name long? “Yeah, I heard you. You said your mom, Naomi, hates the idea of you living away from her, and she and Jackson are tight.”

      “And?” Endre looked at him expectantly, fork in hand.

      “And we met at your yoga class, and she and her wife…Lara…think we’ve been dating for…” Shit. Tate didn’t catch that part.

      “Six months.” Endre took another bite, wrapping his lips around the fork. The corners of his mouth turned upward. “You like my lips.”

      Embarrassment made Tate cranky. “Yeah, they’re fucking incredible and distracting. I’m sure you hear that a lot. So, do your moms know what I do for a living, or do I have to pretend I’m something else?”

      “They know you travel for your job, which will make it easier to explain why we don’t know everything about each other after dating for six months.”

      “Got it. And a heads-up, if you do know everything about your partner in six months, that’s gotta be one dull-ass relationship. Not that I’m an expert or nothing.”

      “I guess we’re even there. I haven’t had much experience in the relationship department.” Endre pierced a carrot with the fork. Tate craved another taste of that mouth and the damn fork was getting all the attention.

      “They require too much time and energy.” Endre set the fork down without eating the stabbed carrot and pushed his finished dinner aside. “I’ve seen what people go through looking for a partner, the insecurities, the disappointment. Some days it’s all I can do to stay on task, dating would probably be more than I can handle.”

      Not to mention you’re grieving over your college sweetheart.

      “Aight, that’s a bit dark, but I hear you. I’ve had a couple relationships fall through because of my career. Maybe they were just clingy bastards, I don’t know. I need a guy who’s super independent and doesn’t mind me traveling or the insane hours I work. Truth is, I’d probably have better luck hunting down a yeti. Anyway, the longest relationship I had lasted less than three months, and I think it would’ve ended sooner if the sex wasn’t so good.” Tate missed the sex, but his ex had settled down in some Portland suburb with a woman he loved, and sadly, neither of them were polyamorous.

      “So, it’s not by choice?”

      “I wouldn’t mind a guy in my life. It’d be nice.”

      “If I could skip the dating drama and just find someone who was my perfect match, then I’d like a boyfriend.”

      Tate imagined Endre in the role of his boyfriend, just to try it on for size. But he’d never live up to Endre’s level of perfection, no one could. People weren’t perfect. “That’s the catch, isn’t it? Gotta do the work and hope like hell it pays off in the end. Nothing’s a sure thing.”

      “You just turned dating into a metaphor for life.”

      “Heh. Call me Yoda ’cause I’m all wise and shit.”

      Endre’s laugh was a pure, potent sound. “My moms are not going to know what to do with you,” he said, devastating smile on full display.

      “You know what to do with me, and that’s all that matters.” Shit. That was corny. True, but corny. Would it be horrible if he took Endre home, savored him a little longer?

      “Oh, I know what to do with you, alright. But I can’t do anything tonight. I have to edit a video for my channel and upload it. I’ve put it off all week and I want to get it done before the weekend.”

      Tate finished off the last bite of mashed potatoes—or was it mashed cauliflower?—resigned to another boring night alone. “What’s the video about?”

      “The parasympathetic system and how yogic breathing and mediation help stimulate it, followed by a restorative yoga sequence.” Endre wiped his mouth and laughed again when he caught Tate looking at it.

      “It’s your fault.” Tate leaned back in the chair, smug.

      “My fault? I don’t see how.”

      “You’re too damn gorgeous, that’s how.”

      Pink raced into Endre’s neck and cheeks. Yup, an angel with porn-worthy blowjob skills. “I-I should probably go, or I’m not going to get the video done.”

      Breath visible under the streetlights, Tate found his gaze slipping over to Endre as they walked back to the yoga studio, far from alone, yet no one else existed. His stupid heart fluttered around. That organ was almost as moronic as his dick, thinking this thing with Endre might turn into something when it was nothing more than infatuation after a long dry spell. Probably. He drove Endre home and watched until Endre was safe inside his apartment building, and then went to the gym, despite being dog tired. Nothing like a good workout to knock out the lovesick feeling.
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      Thank fuck for GPS. Winding roads stretched for miles in the rural backroads of New Hampshire, and Tate’s knowledge of how to get around in the state fit into a thimble. It’d been a quiet ride. Endre spent the majority of it resting his head on the passenger side window, eyes closed. Maybe he was second-guessing the ruse. Maybe he was tired. Tate didn’t pry, but he would’ve liked more of a strategy before meeting Endre’s parents. The GPS announced a left, the road obscured by large evergreens and the light dusting of snowfall. Tate nearly missed the turn. At the end of the short road was the picturesque cottage house Endre’s parents had rented for the holiday.

      Tate parked the car in the driveway, and Endre stirred, opening his eyes. “You sure you’re up for this?” Tate asked, unsure if he was up for a whole lot of lying. It unsettled him, the dare no longer appealing. But he’d promised Endre he would be there for him. Besides, he’d never see these people after today. Tate wasn’t bad at improv, but faking out parents was a whole other level of acting that made him grateful they’d spent a day—and one really hot shower—getting acquainted with each other. Hopefully, it was enough to convince Endre’s mothers.

      Endre picked up the bottle of pinot they’d bought for his parents and opened the car door but didn’t move. “I’ll be okay.”

      “Tell me if you need anything, and I’ll get it for you, aight? And if you need to split, I can come up with an excuse so you don’t look like the bad guy.” His closest reference to wicked mothers-in-law was Draven’s. The woman was an utter nightmare and one of the reasons his fake engagement with Julien went on for an unbelievable amount of time. The other reason, well, that was simple: Draven had always loved Julien.

      Endre kissed Tate’s cheek. “You’ll make someone a good boyfriend, you know that?”

      “Right now, I’m your boyfriend, never mind anyone else. Let’s do this.”

      A brunette woman with wavy hair stood in the cottage’s doorway. One of Endre’s moms, obviously eager to see her son. Dressed in a plum blouse, gray slacks, and a welcoming smile, Naomi Michel’s put-together appearance spoke of professionalism. The impeccable ensemble a strange choice for cooking a big meal, unless she normally dressed that way or her intent was to impress Tate.

      Endre weakly smiled and waved as they walked down the pathway, dirt crunching underfoot, the ground too warm for the snow to take purchase.

      “Oh, no. Is it a migraine?” Naomi asked, smile receding. She was petite, shorter than Endre by at least three inches—make that four. She wore heels. Naturally pretty, the minimal makeup suited her. Endre had inherited his cute little chin from her.

      “I’m alright, Mama,” Endre dismissed her concern and stepped aside to introduce Tate. “This is Nathan, my boyfriend.”

      Nathan? A detail Endre must have mentioned over the post-shower dinner.

      “Nice to meet you.” She proffered her hand, and Tate accepted. “Call me Naomi. This one has been so secretive about you. I was starting to think you worked for the CIA or FBI.”

      Tate took off his hat, knocking off the accumulated snow, and swiped a hand over his head. “Naw, nothing like that. I’m a stuntman.”

      “An honest-to-god stuntman?” She put a hand to her hip, lips flattened, showing her disapproval. Not his problem. He didn’t understand how people worked in an office without losing their minds.

      “For over ten years now, yes.”

      “I never thought my son would date a daredevil.” Daredevil implied unbridled recklessness, something Tate steered away from since he liked living. Stunts required meticulous planning, and he was about to tell her when Endre jumped in and said, “I never thought so either, Mama, but there you go. Can we go inside? It’s cold out here.” He brushed the melted snow off his cheeks.

      “Oh, sorry, baby. Of course.” She ushered them inside, where the delicious smell of spices and roasting foods made Tate’s mouth water. If the main course was tofu dressed up as turkey, his senses were fooled.

      A hallway bisected the lower level, the kitchen to the right, the living and dining rooms to their left. All the furnishings were modern and either in white or gray. Even the laminate flooring designed to look like hardwood was a depressing blend of gray and tan. The interior was the antithesis of country cottage. No colorful patchwork quilts or mismatched country furniture here.

      “Smells delicious,” Tate said, wiping his boots on the mat, spotting some type of meat with crispy skin sitting in a pan on the sleek gas stove.

      “I made Endre’s favorites. Homemade cranberry jelly and pumpkin pie. I hope you don’t mind breast meat, Nathan. I thought an entire turkey would be a waste on just us.”

      “I’m just glad to hear that there is real turkey.” He shuddered at the thought of chewy tofu.

      “I leave the tofu to my son. He has a special dish for the holiday.” She kissed Endre’s head and thanked him for the bottle of wine, adding that it was the perfect choice.

      “I can’t eat sentient creatures. It freaks me out.” Endre removed his jacket, sweeping the area with his eyes. Tate took his coat from him and hung both their coats on the wall-mounted coatrack by the door. “Where’s Lara? I thought she was coming with you?”

      “She decided to stay in Colorado,” Naomi said. The icy tone left no mistake that the parting was unpleasant. Without elaborating, she went into the kitchen, heels lightly clacking across the floor, and plucked a wine opener from a drawer.

      “Thank god.” Tension poured out of Endre’s face. Lara must’ve been a real bitch to cause that kind of relief. Tate followed Endre and his mom into the kitchen, hands in his pockets, mouth shut, itching to hear the rest of the story.

      “Endre,” Naomi warned as she uncorked the wine with deft skill. “That’s not nice. Would you two mind setting the table? Plates are in the cabinet over the coffee maker, and the silverware is in the drawer beside the oven.” Grateful for something to do, Tate got the plates. The covered side dishes were on the rectangular table with an elegant centerpiece of white candles and small pumpkins. The colorful autumn-themed tablecloth stood out against the black dining chairs.

      “She’s not nice.” Endre grabbed silverware. “She nitpicks everything I do and has me on eggshells every time she’s around. I know you love her, Mama, and I’m sorry she hurt you, but she never understood anything about me.”

      “How about we talk about this later in private?” Naomi said, her eyes darting toward Tate.

      “Nathan’s my boyfriend. He can handle it.”

      He took Endre’s hand in solidarity. Not only could Tate handle a little family squabble, he liked that Endre spoke up for himself. Then again, the request for privacy might be for Naomi’s sake, not Tate’s.

      Naomi poured a judicious glass of wine, and in an impressive move, tossed half of it back. “Alright then. Lara isn’t here because we are officially divorced. We spent years together, fighting for the right to marry, and four years ago, we tied the knot. Now look at us.” She tilted the wine glass at an angle, swirling the remaining ginger-colored liquid, one hand resting on the back of the chair. Softer, she said, “You’re right. Lara wasn’t nice to you, and I wish I had seen it sooner. Maybe then you’d have gone to college in Colorado.”

      “Not this again,” Endre grumbled under his breath. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out with her, Mama.”

      Naomi hummed. Unspoken words hung like barbed wire. Tate searched for a topic to bring some peace back to the dinner table, deciding on the latest news about the Patriots. He didn’t even follow football, but his dad had updated him. Naomi and Endre were clueless about the sport as well, but he’d diffused the tension long enough for them to get the meal underway. The reprieve didn’t last.

      “I spoke with Jackson,” Naomi said, cutting her turkey into tiny pieces, leaving a rather long pause before she continued. “He says he’s worried about you.” Her gaze flickered over Tate with reproach, like he was the cause of Endre’s problems.

      This woman was single-handedly turning Thanksgiving into an inquisition.

      Endre put his fork down, his tone grim. “Did he tell you he’s dissolving our partnership, that he wants Drishti Yoga to buy us out?”

      From what Tate had seen, business was booming, and the clients loved Endre. So why were they selling?

      Naomi chewed slowly, possibly biding time to think about her answer. “He mentioned he was struggling months ago and said if it reached the point where he couldn’t handle it anymore, he would find a way for you to buy him out. I didn’t think he would actually dissolve your business, which is why I didn’t say anything to you. But then he emailed a contract last week for me to look over.” She set her fork down, pausing for the second time before speaking, choosing her words carefully. “You two have poured your hearts and souls into the studio, I don’t know why he would want to sell.” Her downturned mouth indicated her disapproval of Jackson’s behavior.

      “You knew he wanted out and didn’t say anything?” Endre gaped at the betrayal.

      If Steel ever went behind Tate to sell his share of the business, he’d have Tate’s size eleven so far up his ass he’d need surgery to remove it. Steel never would, though. Brains and business savvy and an unyielding passion for the industry kept the middle-aged man busy with more work than X-Trips could handle, and he respected Tate professionally and as a friend. But dayam, Naomi. You’re a cold woman to keep that big of a secret from your son.

      “Honey, I don’t know why Jackson reached out to me before discussing the agreement with you. You’ll have to ask him,” Naomi said, placating without acknowledging she’d hurt her son. “What I do know is, your business is important to you, and if you want to keep it without Jackson’s help, then you’d be wise to consider the offer from Drishti.”

      Endre scoffed. “I can’t believe you’re advising me to give up the studio. You don’t think I can handle it, do you? You’re no better than Lara. She always treated me like an ignorant child who can’t manage his own life.” Endre’s adorable moue diminished his argument to be seen as an adult.

      Naomi rubbed her forehead, exasperated, giving Tate the feeling they’d frequently argued about how well Endre managed his life. “I wouldn’t have given you seed money to follow your dream if I didn’t believe in you. And I’m not saying you have to sell your business, Endre. But the agreement gives you a percentage of the gross income for the first year, plus teaching fees, and with the new structuring, you’d have less to contend with than if you managed the studio alone. You wouldn’t have to work yourself to exhaustion to have a stable income. Any good businessperson would grab ahold of this white knight opportunity. Think about it, less work and financial reward? It makes sense.”

      Her comment prompted Tate to examine Endre. He didn’t look exhausted. A little sleepy but nothing that screamed he needed rest. Naomi might be an overprotective mother who worried too much, or maybe she knew something about Endre’s health that Tate didn’t.

      Endre’s jaw tightened. “Yes, you invested your money, but every hour I’m awake, I’m thinking of ways to improve business, build our clientele, and promote it. The studio is my life, and I’m not going to just hand it over to Drishti.” He plunked his elbow on the table and rubbed his temple, foreshadowing a migraine from what Tate had observed the night he’d gone to Endre’s apartment.

      “Promise me you’ll at least consider the deal?” Naomi’s relentless pandering pissed Tate off. Endre had spoken his mind and she continued pushing when the guy’s stress level hit the red zone.

      “Can’t you see he’s on the verge of a migraine? He came here worried about you and what you’d think about him and me, and this stress about the business is sending him over the edge.” Tate spoke firmly but kept his voice quiet, drawing a surprised look from Endre. Naomi’s mouth fell open, shock evident in her stare. Guess nobody had ever talked to her like that before.

      “Do you have ginger or something you can take, pumpkin? I’ll get it for you,” Tate asked, gently rubbing Endre’s arm.

      The tightness around Endre’s eyes softened. “The pocket on the inside of my jacket.”

      Tate kissed the top of his head and went to the entranceway where the jackets were hung. The pills were where Endre said, and he fished out two of them from the bottle and brought them back.

      “Thank you.” Endre chased them with water. His wine had gone untouched.

      Naomi glanced back and forth, probably sizing up their interactions. As much as her nagging had pissed Tate off, at least she cared about Endre in her own intrusive way. Tate’s mom would’ve puked in the snowdrifts or passed out in the cranberry sauce instead of giving sound business advice.

      Endre kept his hand in Tate’s through the rest of dinner, and Tate occasionally kissed his cheek or shoulder to show his support. From what Tate overheard and witnessed during Endre’s class, the guy was a perfect instructor and his clients liked him. But the demographics in Boston and the need for a yoga studio were beyond Tate’s knowledge. In LA, yoga studios were on every block, and private instruction was popular among the rich clientele, according to Teagan. If a big corporation was interested, the business must have value and potential; it was a matter of figuring out how much of each.

      “Need some help cleaning up?” Tate asked Naomi after they’d finished eating the main course.

      “Sure. Would you bring the rest of the dishes in the kitchen? I’ll serve up dessert,” Naomi said, picking up a serving dish and going to the counter.

      “I’ll win her over yet,” he said with a wink. Endre smiled in return, but it was strained, proof a headache lingered. Poor guy. That sucks. “You know, if you needed to crash for a while in a dark bedroom, it’s okay. I can hang with your mama.”

      “No, it’s not a migraine. Just a tension headache. I’ll be fine in a minute or so.”

      “Aight.” Tate shrugged, trusting Endre to do what was best for him.

      The kitchen was surprisingly clean, with most of the dishes used for preparation in the sink or dishwasher already.

      “Put the dishes in the sink,” Naomi directed. “I hope you like pumpkin pie. I’m ashamed to admit I forgot to pick up an apple pie, too. Typically, I serve both.”

      Naomi didn’t seem the sort to forget things, much less apologize for them. Maybe this bit convo was her way of extending an olive branch.

      “Apple is overrated. Pumpkin’s my favorite.” Tate loved pumpkin pie. He wasn’t a pumpkin spice latte freak and didn’t drool over everything pumpkin-flavored, but if an apocalypse came and he was allowed one dessert, it’d be pumpkin pie.

      “You’re not just saying that to win me over?” She took a gallon of ice cream out of the freezer and put it on the counter next to the pie.

      “Nope. Promise. That slice there, that’ll do me fine.”

      She cut and plated a rather large slice of pie. “Here you go. Give this next one to Endre and skip the ice cream. He’s not a fan of ice cream, not even the soy kind.”

      “That’s sacrilegious. How could anyone not like ice cream?” Tate dumped a huge scoop of vanilla on his plate.

      Naomi chuckled. “He’s never liked it. Not even as a little boy.”

      “Bet he was a cute kid. All curls and big eyes.”

      Naomi wiped her hands on a kitchen towel and plucked her phone from her purse on the counter. “He was,” she said, scrolling through the photographs. She found the one she was looking for and showed Tate. “This is from his seventh birthday, and that truck was his favorite. I just love this picture.” Endre’s hair was a mop of curls like Tate had suspected, only shades lighter than its present color. Endre held onto a fire truck, and he wore a huge grin full of uncontainable excitement.

      “Oh, man. He was a cutie.” Tate had never given much thought to having kids, but a child of Endre’s would be a damn cute little buddy.

      If Endre’s headache wasn’t bothering him, he would’ve teased him about being such a cute little boy. As it was, Endre quietly nibbled, leaving the majority of the pie uneaten. By the end of dessert, the lines that had pleated Endre’s forehead and eyes had disappeared, a promising sign the worst of the pain had passed.

      “Feeling any better?” Tate brushed aside a dark curl from Endre’s face as they sat at the table.

      “I am, thanks,” Endre said, giving Tate’s hand a light squeeze, his hand cold. The tension in Endre’s shoulders was the culprit, stopping the blood from flowing properly to his hands and head.

      “I’ll give you a nice massage later, okay?”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I know. I want to.” The massage served two purposes: to help Endre’s circulation and to give Tate the perfect excuse to touch that sweet as hell body again.

      He felt Naomi watching, and his gut was right as usual. Was it so wrong to be affectionate with her son? She cared about him. Why wouldn’t she want him with a lover that got him pills and offered to massage him? He was prime boyfriend material. So what if a stupid radio contest connected them? His motivations had nothing to do with the Holi-Date. He liked Endre. The guy was sweet, sexy, and a little messed up. Just like Tate.

      And not permanent, he reminded himself.

      When Endre excused himself to use the bathroom, Naomi waited less than a heartbeat before interrogating Tate. “So how long have the two of you really been together?” Naomi threw an intimidating glare accompanied by a scowl.

      Yeah, that shit doesn’t work with me.

      “About six months,” he answered, proud he remembered the detail.

      “Endre likes you.” She sat back, stoic and unimpressed, with the air of a lawyer cross-examining a witness.

      “I like him, too.” Come Sunday, Tate would board the plane and try to forget all about the hot guy he pretended to date for a week. Endre wasn’t interested in a relationship. Not that Tate was, but it’d be nice to have someone he liked to mess around and hang out with whenever he was in the area.

      “I can see that,” she said, hard eyes locked on his.

      Endre approached and slid a hand across Tate’s back before settling into his seat. He found Tate’s hand under the table and held it. It was nice holding hands. “You were talking about me, weren’t you?”

      “She’s just being a mom and looking out for you.”

      “Endre is my only child. I can’t help it if I’m overprotective.” Love filled Naomi’s eyes as she grabbed Endre’s chin and squeezed.

      “That is way embarrassing, Mama.” Endre gently pushed her hand away, his laugh light and throaty.

      “You got the best smile.” Because he could, he kissed Endre, a small peck on the corner of his mouth, an offer of reassurance.

      “Do you have any siblings, Nathan?”

      Holidays were the most difficult. Tate had pissed so many of them away in California, struggling to make a name for himself, assuming Mazi and their dad would always be there.

      “I had a brother. He died ten years ago.” Saying his twin died brought more pity. People rhapsodized about how much harder life must be without the person he split a zygote with. Real. Fucking. Comforting. He was well past pity. What the hell were the stages of grief? Didn’t matter. He’d been through all of them and continually revisited each of them in no particular order.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Naomi said, sympathy playing across her face.

      “It’s aight.” He shifted in his seat. Talking about Mazi never got easier, and his anger came in unexpected waves of varying sizes, along with a list of if-onlys. If only Tate had taken an earlier flight. If only the line had been shorter at the car rental place. If only their mother hadn’t passed out drunk. If only Mazi hadn’t possessed a saintly desire to take care of the waste of a woman. After all, what the fuck did it get Mazi? Dead. She fucking killed him.

      This time, it was Endre that reached out and took Tate’s hand.

      “The new group of teacher trainees will graduate in December…” Endre launched into a discussion about the class of future yoga teachers, breaking the sullenness. Thank fuck. No one needed to hear about how freaking depressing Tate’s home life had been.

      Tate ate too much pie as he listened to Endre and his mom catch up on everything, from what was going on in her law office—she was a prosecutor—to the latest book in a series they loved about a secret military force that uncovered paranormal events threatening the entire world.

      Snowfall turned into a near whiteout, and he asked if he could put the news on to check road conditions and weather advisories. Sleet came down past the state border, guaranteeing icy roads as temperatures fell during the night. Not the safest weather for a drive on twisty, unfamiliar country roads. Tate trusted his driving in all kinds of weather, but the other drivers? Not so much. And, really, was spending the night with a hot yoga teacher such a burden?

      He checked an app on his phone for nearby hotels. “We can hang at this place tonight. It’s about five miles away,” he said, showing Endre.

      “You boys don’t need to spend your money on a hotel room when there’s an extra bedroom here,” Naomi offered. “The roads are too dangerous in this weather.”

      “It’s up to this one. What do you think?” Tate tried to convey indifference, not wanting to cause friction between mother and son. A hotel offered the freedom of loud, crazy sex, and if mind reading were a thing, Endre would pick up his signal. Loud, crazy hotel sex!

      No such luck. He understood Endre’s shrug to mean they were spending the night there.

      Oh joy.

      “Then it’s settled,” Naomi said with finality. “There’s Netflix, and if the cable or internet goes out, there are DVDs.” She pointed to a stack of dusty DVDs by the television. “Flashlights and candles are in the bathrooms if we lose power completely.”

      Naomi showed them where their bedroom was, and after they cleaned the kitchen, she wished them goodnight. Deciding it was too early for bed, they went to the living room, where Tate turned on the gas fireplace, an upgrade in this old house, and found the television remote. The plushy lushness of the sofa and heat from the fireplace were perfect for a cold, snowy night.

      “Whatcha feel like watching?” Tate flopped on the fuzzy sofa and cued up a Netflix documentary about a group of stuntmen who grew up together and eventually formed a Vegas show.

      “A documentary about motocross, apparently?” Endre sat next to him.

      “Naw, these guys do a little bit of everything, and a lot of it’s illegal in the U.S., like BASE jumps off buildings, so they go overseas to do it. Saw their show in Australia once. It’s a bit like Jackass only more dangerous. Little fact about me—I like watching people do stupid shit.”

      “So, it’s a bunch of men-children testing the limits of death?”

      “And a woman.” Tate grinned.

      Endre shook his head. “Alright, Mr—” He pulled a face and brought his pinky to his mouth, biting the tip of his nail, clearly searching for the surname he’d learned the night before.

      “Heh, glad I’m not the only one with memory problems. It’s Astbury, and don’t think I haven’t heard every joke under the sun about asses and being buried in them. Which reminds me. Didn’t know your boyfriend’s name was Nathan.”

      “Didn’t I mention it at the restaurant?” Endre cringed. He might have, but if he wasn’t sure, Tate wasn’t about to admit he’d missed it.

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret. My full name is Dominic Nathan Astbury, so you got some psychic vibes going on.” Maybe there was something to the ESP stuff Mazi believed.

      “And you go by Tate because…?”

      “Mazi. Everyone used to call him Mack and me Dom, and we hated it. So, we gave each other better nicknames. Not sure where he pulled Tate from, but I got Mazi from his name—Mackenzie.” He could still hear his dad laughing when at barely eight years old, they insisted he called them by their new nicknames.

      Endre kissed Tate on the cheek, snapping him out of the memory. “You looked like you needed a kiss,” he explained with a shrug.

      “I need a snuggle, too. Come closer.” Tate lifted his arm, and Endre curled up next to him. Fire going, snow falling, a perfect backdrop for a romantic evening with his—not boyfriend but certainly some type of friend. Gotta get the loving where ya can find it.

      They settled into the documentary. Endre seemed captivated by the antics of the crew, occasionally remarking on how ballsy and idiotic the stunts were.

      “Did you ever do something like that?” Endre asked when one of the men rode a Big Wheel, getting to the top of a loop-the-loop and falling on his head like an idiot. Tate loved it.

      “As a kid, I was that idiotic. As a pro? Nope. They’re half-assing the physics and relying on trial and error too much. If I had to do that stunt for a movie, Steel and I would crunch the numbers and figure out the correct ramp height, probably modify the Big Wheel to make it lighter and go faster, and sure up the track.”

      “How many bones have you broken?”

      Tate didn’t miss that Endre’s eyes went to his right hand, the one with the scars.

      “Yeah, that’s not what you wanna ask.” Tate held his hand up. “This puppy got singed when I was a newbie in the industry, and the gel—that fire-protecting stuff that I was drenched in the other day—burned faster than I’d anticipated. Shit got real, and I got burned.”

      “Didn’t you freak out?”

      “Naw, my balls had been much bigger than my brains in my early twenties. I got pissed. Fire wasn’t going to beat me, not then. I have a lot more respect for the element now. Not to mention I use much better gel.”

      “I don’t think I could ever do something like that.”

      “Meh, you might surprise yourself. Tell ya what, if you’re ever in LA and want to try it out, let me know. I teach all the newbies fire stunts.”

      Endre laughed. “One snuggle on a couch and you’re offering to set me on fire? I’m touched.”

      “That’s the price of being friends with a stunt performer. We’re always looking to set our loved ones on fire, blow them up, get them to jump off buildings. Gotta say, the harness and wires are probably the most fun.”

      “Good to know.” Endre shook his head, chuckling. “LA is home for you, then?”

      “Boston feels more like home even though I’ve spent most of my life in LA, if that makes any sense. Especially during the holidays. Snow, freezing my balls off, slipping on ice and shoveling, listening to my dad curse about the weather—that’s what Christmas is really about. What about you?”

      “I’m from Colorado originally—that’s where my mom flew in from. But I usually spend Thanksgiving with Jackson’s family, and they are very much into the spirit of the holiday. They write what they’re thankful for on cards, then fold them and put them on a wooden turkey to form the tail feathers. The whole scene is—”

      “Like A Very Brady Thanksgiving?”

      “I’ve never watched the show, but from what I’ve heard about it, yes. I never did any of that growing up. We had family over and ate a bunch of food, and I’d go outside and play with my cousins.”

      “Before my parents divorced, we’d go over to my grandma’s house—my mom’s mom. They’d spend all day cooking while everyone else watched TV with the stereo blasting music from Trio Borinquen, Grandpa’s favorite, and anyone who tried to put on something modern would suffer. I swear, the old guy loved his tequila and got some twisted pleasure outta making us do what he wanted. Anyway, he was the only one that spoke at the table to say grace, thanking and quoting every bit of scripture, making us all wait until we were as old as him before we could eat. Dude rattled on forever.” Grandpa’s wiry forest of nose hair and bushy eyebrows had scared Tate as a child. It didn’t help that the man always smelled of cigarettes, tequila, and death.

      “How old were you when your parents split?”

      “Six? Seven? Something like that.”

      Endre planted his feet on the sofa and hugged his knees, his contemplative profile in oranges and golds from the fire. “Want to know what I’m grateful for?”

      “Hit me.”

      “Three years of sobriety.” Three years was an achievement to celebrate, and Endre deserved praise for overcoming his substance use disorder. Skepticism dragged Tate down like all the useless junk his father kept in the basement. It served him no good, yet he could never forget or forgive his mother for succumbing to the disease of addiction and the ruin it had made of his childhood.

      “Congratulations, man. That’s awesome,” Tate said, divided between sincerity and his own prejudice. Endre didn’t date. Therefore, Tate would never need to challenge his pessimistic view of Endre’s recovery, a fact that continued to bring a mixture of relief and disappointment.

      “I’m also grateful that you phoned into the radio contest.” Endre rested his cheek on his knees, facing Tate, short curls falling on his forehead, begging to be touched. Tate pushed aside the strands and trailed his fingers down the curve of Endre’s cheek. How could such a troubled soul be so freaking beautiful? It defied the laws of nature.

      “I’m thankful that I met you, too. You wanna stay all bundled up in yourself like that, or would you like to snuggle up with me? I’m all about the snuggling. Look, there’s even a big, fluffy blanket here made special for it.” Tate grabbed the fuzzy white blanket from the back of the sofa and draped it over his shoulders.

      Endre snorted, his smile growing wider. “I was going to say no until you brought up the big fluffy blanket.”

      “Well, get your ass over here and snuggle before I don’t feel like sharing all this fluffy goodness.”

      Endre untangled his limbs. “Do you want to lay down, or…”

      “It’s a pretty deep couch. We’ll fit horizontally. I call big spoon.” Tate stretched his body across the length of the sofa.

      “Is calling a spooning position even a thing?” Endre moved into little spoon position.

      “It is now.” Tate draped an arm around Endre’s waist and breathed him in. The clean smell of detergent blended with the cologne or oils he used, an exotic fragrance reminiscent of warm summer nights under an endless starry sky.

      Endre shifted, turning his head and reaching for Tate to bring their faces closer. Tate went willingly, indulging in the offered kiss. Tate didn’t expect an impromptu make-out session on the couch, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to say no. He rolled his hips, driving his growing erection against Endre’s pert ass. Endre gasped and laughed, ducking his head into the cushion below.

      “It’s like I’m a teenager again, trying not to wake my mom up,” Endre said in a hushed voice.

      “Challenge accepted.” With one hand, Tate unbuttoned Endre’s pants and slid his hand beneath the briefs, feeling the wiry thatch of hair surrounding the base of his cock and the erection that was a thing of beauty, thick and large for such a petite guy. He stroked the length of him, alternating fast and slow as Endre chased the friction, bucking into Tate’s hand, adding his own to increase the pressure, directing him to the perfect cum-inducing tempo. Endre’s cock twitched and he moaned. Fuck, Endre was gorgeous turned on like this.

      “Shh. Don’t want to wake up Mommy.” He stroked faster while humping Endre from behind, the layers of fabric between them annoying and arousing. His dick was so hard it could punch through his pants and Endre’s. He’d be lucky if he didn’t shoot his load and ruin his pants.

      “Kiss me. That’ll shut me up.” The angle made for an awkward, sloppy kiss. Tate liked sloppy kisses. Spit-slicked, tongue diving, mouth exploring kisses. He devoured each of Endre’s pretty whimpers and moans.

      “I bet you’d look fucking incredible on your hands and knees, all splayed out with your ass high and your hole slick from my tongue.”

      Endre cried out as he arched his back, eyes screwed shut, spilling into Tate’s hand. When Endre caught his breath, he turned over and went under the blankets, crawling down Tate’s body. The wet heat of Endre’s mouth around his cock felt amazing. Dayam. Tate needed to see this. He lifted the blanket. Endre stayed focused on stroking, sucking and lapping—driving Tate batshit crazy with his blowjob skills. Endre looked up, a decadent expression, and took Tate to the back of his throat. He shot down Endre’s throat with a yowl.

      Tate guided Endre to lay on top of him, between his legs. He traced Endre’s nose, his lips, his jaw. Beyond the sound of the television and their panting, the house remained quiet.

      Endre kissed Tate’s fingers as they brushed past his lips, then said, “You were loud.”

      “You’ve got a wicked talented mouth. But I wasn’t that loud. She’s still sleeping.”

      “Or she’s being polite and staying in her room. Speaking of, we should clean up and go to bed.”

      “Don’t want to stay curled up in this fluffy goodness?”

      “I’d prefer a bed, but if you want to stay in the fluffy goodness, go for it.” Endre peeled back the blanket and buttoned up his pants, hair a wild mess, face illuminated by the glow of the television.

      “Can’t remember the last time I slept next to someone the entire night.” Tate never had the urge to sleep next to a stranger after sex, and his previous relationship had been in the Stone Age. The niggling feeling in his gut told him sleeping next to Endre would be better than good, similar to indulging in dark-chocolate-covered turtles: a heavenly sugar rush with a hellish crash afterward.

      “Me neither, apart from falling asleep on the sofa near Jackson, but that doesn’t really count,” Endre said, taking the blanket away from Tate. “There’s cum on it. I don’t want my mom to touch it. I’ll put it by the basement and take it down in the morning. There’s probably a washer and dryer down there.”

      “She’s a smart woman, by the way. She figured out we haven’t been dating long.”

      “But she still thinks we’re dating?”

      “She knows I like you and that you like me. What I’m saying here is, if you’d rather sleep alone, she probably wouldn’t be surprised.” Damn his friends with kids for tormenting him with that stupid Barney song. Now it was gonna be stuck in his head.

      Endre took Tate’s hand, twining their fingers together. “I don’t want to sleep alone.”

      “Good. I wasn’t through snuggling you.”

      “You’re a softie at heart, aren’t you?”

      “Meh. Something about you does it to me. I’m about as sweet as a Tasmanian devil in heat.”

      Endre wrinkled his nose. “I’m not sure what that means.”

      “It means I usually fuck, and I’m done.” Tate twirled one of Endre’s curls. “But I’m not afraid to say that I like you and this arrangement we have for the holiday, and if this is our last night as a couple, then I want to spend it wrapped around you.” That was some corny shit, but fuck it. He knew what he wanted.

      Endre looked down at their joined hands. Scratchy and barely audible, he admitted, “I want that, too.”

      They climbed the stairs and went into the bigger of the two extra bedrooms. Tate stripped, the cold air shrinking his sexy bits, and got into bed. Endre, clearly more accustomed to the colder temperature, peeled off his shirt and pants in a striptease, and said, “I call little spoon.”

      Tate pulled him down on the bed. Their laughter faded as they looked into each other’s eyes and claimed each other’s mouths. He’d meant what he said about Endre being on all fours when he fucked him. Nothing like that was going to happen with Mommy down the hall. And maybe, just maybe, fucking him was the one thing Tate was better off not having a taste of. Better to not know what he was missing when he flew to whatever state or country his next job took him. Heh, too late. What it was like to be with Endre had already been seared into his memory.

      Steel once said heartbreak was inevitable because nothing lasted forever, but that didn’t make it okay to hole up and shut the world out. Life was too short not to experience what it had to offer, to take risks. Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.

      “How long are you staying with your dad?” Endre pressed himself against Tate’s body, arm over his chest and hand clinging as if he could keep him longer.

      “My flight leaves Sunday night.” He kissed Endre’s head and received a contented sigh in response. “What do you say we do this until I leave?” Tate asked. He’d take it on the chin if Endre said no because it meant he tried, he’d asked, and action was better than living with an if-only.

      “I’d say that’s the best idea I’ve ever heard.” Endre dipped his tongue between Tate’s lips and slowly rolled on top of him. “Has anyone ever told you, you’re a good kisser?”

      “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      One of their phones, obviously not on board with their make-out session, threw a conniption fit on the nightstand. Grumbling, Tate stretched across the bed and grabbed his phone. “Not mine.”

      Endre groaned as he checked his. “Freaking Jackson,” he said, tossing the offending phone back on the nightstand.

      “Something got his panties in a twist?” Tate kissed the soft skin of Endre’s neck up to his ear and bit the lobe, the scent and taste of his skin filling his senses. Endre bucked and moaned, his dick hardening in Tate’s hand.

      “He’s probably checking in to see if I’m safe. Or pissed at him for talking to my mom about the business.”

      “Hmm. What do you think? Are you safe?” Tate flipped Endre onto his back and made himself comfortable between Endre’s long legs. Tate rocked his hips, lost to the sensation of Endre’s dick. The delicious friction and unmistakable squeaking sound of protesting bedsprings had Tate’s inner teenager doing a fist pump.

      The phone vibrated again. “I can’t believe he’s calling me now,” Endre said. He grabbed his phone, silenced it, and tossed it once more to the nightstand. “Oh, god, yeah…keep doing that.” Squeak, squeak, squeak, the bedsprings broadcasted throughout the room.

      “He probably can’t stand that you’re getting some.” Maybe Tate was a bastard for being proud of something so trivial. But, damn, it made him all giddy to be the one with Endre, getting to hear his breathy moans, feel his nails digging into his back, his body writhing with pleasure. Tate circled his hips, changing up the angle.

      “Tate…oh…oh, fuck!” Endre bit the pillow, stifling his moan.

      “Give me that mouth.” Tate pulled the pillow away and swallowed down the rest of Endre’s noises, savoring them like a dessert. Endre tensed, back arched, heels digging into Tate’s back, breath trembling, he spilled between them, and Tate followed right afterward.

      Sweat beaded on his chest, slick cum spread across his stomach, the hair on Endre’s legs tickled his waist, and the scent of Endre surrounded him. He kissed Endre’s neck, his cheeks, his forehead, and his eyelashes with delicate, tender kisses, such a departure from his usual wham, bam, and done that he stopped mid-kiss when he realized what he was doing.

      “Everything okay?” A divot formed between Endre’s pinched, thick eyebrows. Tate kissed it, feeling the taut muscles loosen under his lips.

      “Better than okay. It’s perfect.” And far better than an if-only.

      Fuck it. For the next three days, Tate was all in.
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      The bed shook. Disoriented, Endre strained in the half-light to see the digital clock. Five hours of sleep. He listened, the house silent. A truck passed by in the distance outside. A plea sliced through the peaceful night, and awareness of where he was and who was next to him returned.

      “No, no. Please, god, no. Mazi!” Tate’s face twisted in pain as he clawed the sheets. His brother’s tattooed name left a deeper scar than the fire had on his hand.

      Endre lightly shook Tate’s shoulder. “Tate, wake up. It’s just a dream. You’re okay.”

      Tate blinked his eyes open and swiped a hand down his face. He grumbled a curse and sat up, tossing the blanket aside, and left Endre alone in the bedroom with nothing more than the creak of the stairs as Tate wandered through the house. Endre waited. He’d lived through the bitter sweat of purging demons and recognized the need to remove their claws alone.

      The toilet flushed and Tate returned.

      “Bad dream?” The best he could do was listen and comfort Tate. If he’d let him. Tate’s rough edges appealed to Endre, but the barbs and humor were also a way to keep people at a distance.

      “Happens from time to time. It’s freezing out there. There’s about three inches of snow.” Tate removed his pants and got under the blankets, decidedly in no mood to discuss his nightmare. Tate’s skin was cool and he shivered. “I’m officially a Californian. A little snow and I’m all, ‘Burr. This shit sucks.’”

      “I’ll warm you up.” Endre pressed himself against Tate’s side, draping his arm across his chest.

      Tate kissed his nose. “Your nose and your feet are like icicles.”

      “That’s why I wear socks to bed.”

      “Hmm. I think I know what you need.”

      “Another orgasm?”

      “Heh, yeah, that’ll definitely get your blood flowing. But no. I was thinking a nice back rub. I promised you one earlier, didn’t I?”

      “What planet are you from? I’m down for the back rub, don’t get me wrong. Just…who does that?”

      “I do. I can’t seem to stop wanting to get my hands all over that body of yours. Plus, it’ll warm us both up. Roll onto your stomach.” Tate straddled him, his hefty cock touching the tip of Endre’s ass. Tate’s hands felt like mini heating pads on his shoulders and neck, the blood flowing to his limbs, including his dick. Massages always made Endre hard.

      “Feel good?”

      “Mm-hmm.” He seemed in-tune to Endre’s body, finding all the knots and kneading them out with the skills of a professional masseur. As luxurious as this back rub was, Endre saw it as a coping mechanism, a way to avoid talking about the dream. Endre had also been there. To avoid facing his feelings, he’d tried everything to the extreme, moderation proving too difficult. Exercise had become his drug of choice, his go-to fix when his mind fed him the worn-out lines of self-deprecating bullshit that had landed him in rehab. Addictive behavior didn’t stop after drug use. It wasn’t until his yoga mentor had pointed out that ahimsa, one of the eight limbs of yoga that meant ‘do no harm,’ also meant doing no harm to himself, that he toned down his workout routine.

      A stuntman must have lived for the endorphin rush, same as an exercise junkie. That adrenaline kick Tate must have gotten from defying death weekly, if not daily, could be addictive. And where there’s a high, there’s a low. Was Mazi at the root of it?

      “All done.” Tate kissed the back of Endre’s neck and smoothed a hand along his spine. He settled down on his side, facing Endre. Endre curled into his arms.

      “Thank you. Can you sleep now, or would you like me to massage you?”

      “Naw, that’s alright. I’m pretty sure I can sleep.”

      “No more cold feet,” Endre said, offering a tender kiss, snuggling closer and putting his feet on Tate’s calves.

      Tate pulled the blankets around them and closed his eyes. “Hmm, in more ways than one.”

      Endre rested his head on Tate’s chest, where a dusting of chest hair tickled his cheek and the rhythmic sound of Tate’s beating heart lulled him. Unbidden, a future appeared of nights sleeping next to Tate, of traveling the world and teaching yoga to the X-Trips crew, like Teagan, a future of promise and potential.

      Falling for Tate scared Endre. Losing his business scared Endre. The upheaval might send him spiraling, seeking out something to numb the fear and uncertainty of his future, and he wasn’t foolish enough to think he had complete control over those impulses. He was in control when he woke up in strange places or on the street. He was in control when he swallowed down pain meds the day after he was released from his first attempt at rehab.

      “I can practically hear your thoughts, you’re thinking so hard,” Tate said, pulling the soft blankets higher, covering both of them and releasing a wave of warm, musky air.

      Endre snuggled closer, draping his arm over Tate’s chest and a leg across his thigh. “I was just thinking about the studio and what to do about it.”

      “Well, if you’re down for it, I might know some people who can help you. And Teagan gave you her number, yeah? She knows a lot more about that industry than I do.” Goose bumps trailed down his back, chasing after Tate’s fingertips.

      “She did, and I’ll probably give her a call. Why are you so willing to help me out?” Endre owed Tate for pretending to be his boyfriend. He’d already helped him, and he hadn’t given Tate anything in return.

      “Because you’re a damn good teacher.” Tate said it so matter-of-factly, it stunned Endre. He’d prided himself on being the best teacher he could be, and Tate’s praise, his acknowledgment of Endre’s skills, pleased him. Tate had no reason to placate Endre. Endre liked his routines, devoting his life to his business, and avoiding romance, but that small nudge of approval from Tate was like permission to think of a different future.
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      Breakfast was on the table, where his mother sat, hands wrapped around a cup, her face somewhere between annoyed and smug. “Did you two have fun last night?” Endre couldn’t tell if she was upset that they had sex or if she was trying to be funny about it.

      He answered yes at the same time Tate said, “Those bed springs are damn noisy, aren’t they?”

      Endre ducked his head, snickering.

      The ballsy comment caused his mother to choke on the sip of coffee she’d taken. Laughing, she blotted the splash that had landed on the table. “They really are.”

      They ate, keeping the conversation light, revolving around the weather and favorite breakfast foods, which led to his mom raving about the new stove she bought and discussing Tate’s limited cooking abilities. Such was the way with his mother, addressing the hardest topics first, the ones that had days or months to fester, before easing up.

      “Are you teaching tomorrow?” she asked, gathering up the empty plates.

      “I’m teaching all weekend. And before you say anything, I haven’t decided what I’m going to do about the yoga studio.” Better to address the contract before it ruined his entire day.

      “I wasn’t going to bring it up, honey. The weather is going to be good the rest of the weekend, and I was thinking of going to the city later today to get some Christmas shopping done. Maybe you’d like to join me?”

      “That sounds good.” He was hurt she’d spoken with Jackson and not mentioned it, but holding a grudge after she’d flown across the country to see him was childish. His mother was flawed like everyone else, another human, navigating life to the best of their abilities.

      After they washed off the dishes and put the fluffy blanket in the wash, it was time to go. Endre told Tate he’d meet him at the car. He kissed Endre’s cheek and told him not to rush.

      Endre hugged his mother goodbye. Her hugs weren’t void of love, more like she didn’t understand what a hug should be and they felt restrained. When they parted, she held his chin between her index finger and thumb and gave a little shake. She used to do that when he was a boy and most likely would do it until he was an old, gray-haired man. “I like your boyfriend. I’ve never seen anyone so enamored by you.”

      The truth rested on his tongue as she fussed with his coat’s collar, bundling him up against the cold. “You know, he and I… He’s not really my boyfriend, Mama. And his name is Tate, not Nathan.”

      He expected her to be upset about lying to her. Her amused smile indicated otherwise. “Boyfriend or not, I think you and Tate have something special, and it’s nice to see you with a man who loves and cares about you.” Tate played the part of doting boyfriend all too well.

      “You think he loves me?” Endre tamped down the unanticipated delight; no one fell in love over a weekend, certainly not strangers. Tate brought out a lighthearted side of Endre he hadn’t felt since he was a teenager. With Tate, Endre could just be. Tate didn’t judge, or try to predict his moods, or coddle him, or treat him like a broken thing the way his mother and Jackson did. Tate trusted Endre. He marveled at how a person he’d known for less than a week had seeped into his bloodstream. But he had never seen Endre at a low point. That would be the true test, one Endre never planned on putting Tate through.

      “That man is besotted. The way he looks at you and looks after you, if it’s not love, it’s pretty darn close.”
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      After teaching, Endre took advantage of the open room and went through his own practice, flowing from pose to pose to warm up and then holding the poses to build endurance and focus. His mind drifted to the paint color on the wall he had picked out after trying ten different samples, the props and stereo system he and Jackson decided on for the price and the quality, the lotus wall hanging he’d bought that fit perfectly in the space between the doorway and the wall of mirrors at the front of the room, details and decisions that made the studio feel like home.

      Raja, attachment, a cause of suffering. He was attached to the studio and the pride he felt whenever he passed through its doors. He equated his self-worth to the success of this business, and he was suffering because of it.

      He finished his practice and showered, vividly recalling the blowjob he’d given Tate in the same stall. Tate was real, brash, and put his life on the line every day for work. His kindness during Thanksgiving hadn’t been performative. He had treated Endre with the same gentle attentiveness with or without an audience. There was something special between them, like his mom had said, and if Tate lived in Boston, then maybe…

      Tate didn’t live in Boston, and Endre had to concentrate on what to do about his livelihood, not let romantic ideas distract him. He shut the water off.

      The office he shared with Jackson was no more than a glorified janitor’s closet painted in the peaceful pale green and vanilla shades that matched the rest of the studio. A painting of lotuses depicting chakras hung on the wall above a hardback chair, brightening up the space. He ignored the purple folder with the business proposal on the desk and booted up the computer. While waiting, he shuffled through snail mail, mostly junk minus a letter from their leasing company notifying them of a rate increase. The new rates would cut deeply into profits unless they expanded their business, added more weekend workshops, private training sessions, and classes. But those things came with a cost, one his mother had used against him at Thanksgiving when, privately, she’d accused him of working too much, afraid of repeating what had happened the last time he’d pushed himself too hard.

      Months after the business’s grand opening, he’d collapsed from exhaustion. He hadn’t been looking after his health properly, skipping meals and forgetting to take his meds, and they couldn’t afford additional employees to share the duties. Things were different now. He had other teachers and employees he trusted.

      Among his emails was the offer from Drishti Yoga. The room took on a surreal underwater feeling as he scanned the agreement. He forwarded the email to his lawyer to review and go over the deal, possibly negotiate a way to keep Om Away From Home intact. He removed the copy from the purple folder and tucked it into his coat pocket. He’d make notes later when his mind was clear.

      Jackson tapped on the door, bundled in his winter jacket and smelling of crisp cold air. “Do you mind if I come in?”

      “You don’t need to ask me that. It’s your office, too. By the way, I sent the contract to my lawyer to look over.” Seeing the contract proved his old life was no longer possible; he had no choice but to accept that change was upon him. It was with effort he didn’t break down or show Jackson how upset he truly was. All he had to do was survive the next few minutes until he reached the front door.

      The tension in Jackson’s shoulders and face eased. He slipped off his knitted hat and draped his jacket on the back of the chair. “Thanks, Endre. I know it’s difficult, but the kleshas say—”

      Was Jackson seriously going to launch into a philosophy lesson? “I don’t need a lecture on the kleshas right now. I have a right to be upset. I’m losing the one damn thing that made me successful and elevated me from a junkie college dropout, and you don’t get to tell me how I should feel or how I should handle it.” Endre trembled, shocked by his own outburst. The room grew smaller, the oxygen thin. He pushed out from behind the desk and got to his feet in desperate need of fresh air.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you, you know that. And don’t call yourself a junkie.” Jackson stepped aside, letting Endre pass. According to Jackson, Endre had struggled with chemical dependency, and he refused to call Endre an addict, abuser, user, or any negative term associated with addictive disorder.

      Endre felt mildly better in the bigger space of the hallway. “A rose by any other name doesn’t change that I am an addict. I can never forget it or sugarcoat it, because all it takes is one slip-up and I’m back at square one.” A pill. Just one to make the trembling stop, to take away the ache in his muscles, to give him a break from thinking about the inevitable and forthcoming upheaval.

      This is your fault. You turn everything to shit, and people always leave you. Nothing good ever lasts because you don’t deserve it. No one will ever stand by you. You will always be alone.

      Endre chewed on his nail, the sole evidence of stress. Years of practice let him keep a mostly calm facade while the unforgiving internal voice ripped into him.

      “You haven’t been that person in years. You’ve grown into a leader, an amazing teacher and mentor, a good friend, and a compassionate person. This business is only part, not the sum, of who you are. And you’re not losing the business, Endre. Not all of it.” Jackson gently touched Endre’s arm, letting him know he saw his distress. Endre stopped chewing his nail and dropped his arm to his side, flustered.

      “But I’m losing the most important part of this business—you!” His voice reflected off the walls, anguish rattling his core. “We were supposed to do this together. You and me, our studio. And if I sign this contract, there’s no more teacher trainings or workshops using the curriculum we created. No more merchandise with the logo we painstakingly chose, no more YouTube channel with yoga tips, and no more you. We have always been there for each other, and you have carried me through some of the darkest times in my life, and I love you for that, but the way you’ve handled leaving the studio with hardly any notice hurts.”

      Jackson pulled Endre into an embrace and spoke softly. “Do you remember the night you got hit? Of course you do, sorry. I let you leave the club without me, and I should’ve walked you home. I could’ve stopped you before the car hit you and you never would’ve… After that night, I promised myself I would always be there for you, and I’ve done good up until now. But you’ve never seen me, Endre, not the way I see you.”

      Endre didn’t deny it. He backed out of Jackson’s arms, no longer a safe or healthy place to be, not for him, not for Jackson. The overhead hall light hummed, buzzing with tension.

      “I can’t stand by and watch you and Tate together. I constantly wonder if he’ll be able to take care of you or stick around to make sure you get out of bed, eat, and take your medicine.” Jackson had done all those things at one point. Whether or not Endre had wanted him to do them was a different issue. “If he doesn’t and walks away, I’ll be the one picking up your pieces, and I can’t do that again. I won’t.”

      The insult shattered sympathy for his friend and business partner. Endre was not an incompetent child that required constant monitoring.

      “You make it sound like I’m some helpless damsel you keep locked in a tower and I can’t possibly survive without you. That’s not how friendships work, Jack. And if Tate walks away after this weekend, then he walks away. I’m not going to hurt myself or go on a bender over a guy I hardly know, because I know that’s what you’re thinking. You should have more faith in me than that.” Tired of fighting, tired of defending his choices, tired of Jackson and his mother doubting him and conspiring behind his back, he told Jackson their lawyers would be in touch and strode down the hallway.

      “Endre—”

      Endre ignored him and pushed through the front door, welcoming the brisk winter air. He’d walked down this street a million times, yet the buildings seemed foreign, the cars too loud, and the stream of college kids suspicious. His life had been flipped upside down, and he didn’t know what to do or who to talk to about it. His therapist? His sponsor? No, he didn’t want to hear their advice. He needed something more personal. Someone…

      He dialed Tate’s number. It rang. And rang. Then switched to voicemail. Endre hung up. Was there a difference between needing to talk to someone and being needy? Tate wasn’t his real boyfriend and he shouldn’t be running to him with his problems.

      Out of options and more than an hour before he had to meet his mother, Endre went to his favorite vegan restaurant. As he ate his veggie burger and yam fries, he avoided thinking of his conversation with Jackson by sifting through pictures of yogis in impressive poses on social media. Endre had done similar pictures for his accounts, adding comments about the pose or what was on his mind while in the asana. He also posted short video sequences and linked them to the studio’s website, something that would have to change if he signed over his business.

      He’d managed to not think of Jackson or the studio for a total of two minutes.

      He had a new follower on his Insta: DomNAstic. He clicked on the handle, and his mouth watered at the buffet of photographs of Tate in various states of dress and in behind-the-scenes shots. Tate ticked all of Endre’s boxes: fun to be around, confident, brave, and a phenomenal martial arts expert—something Endre learned after watching a couple short videos. Okay, martial arts expert wasn’t a mandatory requirement, but it certainly upped Tate a level.

      A text message notification from Tate popped up. Endre fumbled closing the app and looked around, embarrassed, thinking Tate had caught him. Unless Tate stood over his shoulder or had some unique sixth sense, he wouldn’t know Endre was scoping out his social media account.

      Tate: Sry. I can’t talk. In a meeting. We still on 4 tonight?

      Endre: Yes! Do you want to come to my class and then we can hang out after?

      Tate: So you can put your hands all over my sweaty body again? I think you have an exhibitionist kink

      Endre: I blame you

      Tate: I own it and encourage it. C U there

      The text exchange and promise of seeing Tate brightened his mood. It was a quick fix, a distraction. But distractions weren’t always a negative thing. Distractions stopped him from self-harm. Endre tossed his uneaten food in the trash and went to meet his mother.
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      “I’m sorry, honey. It can’t be easy on you,” Naomi said after he’d told her Jackson was in love with him and that was the real reason behind dissolving their business. She held up a sweater, remarked on how perfect it was for a coworker, and added it to her growing pile of purchases. It’d always been that way, her attention divided between what she wanted and Endre. He often felt like an afterthought.

      “I can’t do much about it. He’s got his mind made up.” Touristy knickknacks, clothes, novelty items, the store had an identity crisis. He examined the keychains shaped as lobsters and lighthouses, distracting himself from the blossoming hurt. She never meant to be cruel, though sometimes he wondered why she’d bothered having him as her focus had always been her career. As a child, he’d acted up at school, at his babysitter’s, and even in public, and became known as overemotional and problematic when he was nothing more than a normal child who wanted love from his mother and knew no other way to get her attention.

      “Well, you have an offer. That’s something at least.” She added a shirt that proclaimed the wearer had a wicked good time in the city.

      “I’d rather find a new partner or find a way to buy out Jackson’s share of the business,” he decided off the cuff. “It’d be better. I’d still have control of the studio.” The burden of handling all the business operations and teaching seemed impossible to manage alone, but he had to try.

      “Just don’t overdo it. I worry about you, but I’ll support you no matter what you decide. Which one of these do you like better?” She held up two sets of earrings.

      “The blue ones, and I know you support me.” A small part of him hoped she would offer to help and was disappointed. Clearly, he was on his own. But that was better, wasn’t it? He could turn the corporation deal down and apply for a business loan or a line of credit or whatever he needed to keep the studio afloat, and if he failed, then at least it was on his terms. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was a plan.

      He sang along with the holiday music while examining the assortment of eclectic gifts, including coffee cups, dog breed magnets, lighthouse ornaments, and knickknacks highlighting the Old North Church and other local sights. Among the satirical tableware, a white coffee mug with black writing caught his eye: Stuntman Fuel. As far as gag gifts went, it would do. He purchased the mug and had it gift wrapped, wondering where Tate planned on spending Christmas. If he came to Boston, they could meet up again. Or maybe Endre could take Teagan up on her offer and spend the holiday on a sunny beach. He set the daydream aside and focused on a more immediate future, where in less than an hour he would see Tate.
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      A hipster haunt a street away from Tate’s condo served up comfort foods and the best coffee, according to the app. His version of fine dining was a pizza from the shop blocks away from his childhood home. Nothing topped that. While Endre had tidied up the classroom, Tate ordered a bunch of items off the menu. Sure, he could’ve asked what Endre wanted to eat, but that would ruin the fun of surprising him when Tate spread out the feast at his West End condo.

      “You know this place used to be way different in the ’50s,” Tate said as they approached the towering building. “The government came in and razed the West End, claimed the infrastructure was falling to shit, and booted all the residents, telling them they could come back once they rebuilt. The majority of them were immigrants—Italian, Irish, Eastern European—too poor to afford the new housing the city put up and were forced to move to the suburbs.”

      “That’s horrible.” Endre’s breath turned to steam in the cold air.

      “My grandfather worked as an electrician at the time. I was surprised when my brother bought here. I thought he’d pick a place closer to Berklee. It’s like a fucking ghost town, barely any life, let alone nightlife. Lots of doctors, though.” Mass General was an easy commute from the skyscraper condo.

      “Maybe he had a mind for investment. The prices of these places are astronomical.”

      “Heh, tell me about it. I just got the place appraised.” The condo had more than doubled in value since Mazi had bought it, despite its lack of upgrades. A pipe leak in the bathroom forced Tate to buy new paint and flooring, but the kitchen needed remodeling, not that he used it much.

      The building’s entryway doubled as a cozy space for residents to gather and sit by a fireplace. Tate seldom saw anyone there. In fact, the place had an eerie, desolate vibe. They rode the elevator to his floor and walked the long hallway to the condo.

      “It’s like a maze in here,” Endre said as Tate unlocked the door.

      Tate shrugged and flicked the lights on. “You get used to it. Make yourself at home. I’ll get us some dishes.” He kicked off his boots and hung his coat, then set the food on the coffee table, preferring to eat in the living room.

      The condo’s gray walls with white trim were lighter and more home-like than the cottage Endre’s mom had rented. The sofa was new, but the end tables and coffee table were Mazi’s, as was the two-person kitchenette set. He’d come close to renting or selling the condo, but it was the last place Mazi had lived. Some of his belongings were in a box in the small storage space in the bedroom, too precious to throw away.

      For all the cobbled-together decor, Tate was proud of two things: his flatware matched, and the dinnerware was a complete set. No candles, though. He’d forgotten to pick those up on the way home. The lamp lights would have to do.

      “This is a serious amount of food.” Endre looked at the five containers set out on the table with wide eyes. Maybe it was a tad excessive.

      “I, uh, wasn’t sure what you could eat, so I just…” Tate nervously ran a hand over his head. “I picked a bunch of dishes. Not sure if they’re all vegan. All’s I know is there’s no meat in them. I couldn’t remember if you were vegan or vegetarian. I always get those two confused.”

      Endre smiled, something he had been doing more frequently, and the rose-colored curves of his cheeks bulldozed Tate’s ability to be coherent. “Vegans stay away from eating animals and fish, as well as anything produced by an animal. I like butter too much to quit all dairy. But I don’t eat beef or drink milk.”

      “Good to know. I got you some herbal tea, or there’s soda if you want it.” Tate pointed his thumb to the kitchen, proud he thought of buying tea. He never drank it.

      Endre bit his bottom lip, the corners of his eyes crinkling as his lips twisted up in amusement.

      “What? Do I have something on my face?” Tate wiped his cheek.

      “No, you don’t. Just...” Endre rested his hands on Tate’s chest and kissed him on the lips, casual and quick.

      “So, uh. Food. I call dibs on the yellow curry ’cause that’s about all I recognize.” Tate put the container on his plate.

      “The man who has no fear of fire is afraid of trying new foods?” Endre added the veggies and noodles to his plate and sat on the sofa.

      “I know you think our age difference doesn’t matter,” Tate said, sitting next to Endre, “but my gut disagrees. I swear, half the battle of getting older is figuring out what foods you can or can’t eat and weighing what you should eat against the suffering that happens if you eat something you want to eat.” He ordered the curry mild after last order’s stomach-upsetting spiciness.

      “You are not that old.”

      “Yeah, I suppose. Wanna try some?” He offered a spoonful of curry to Endre.

      Endre leaned forward and wrapped those drop-dead gorgeous lips around the food, leaving no doubt that Tate had developed a lip fetish for one particular set of lips alone. Endre was still chewing when Tate kissed him. Curry tasted so much better on Endre’s lips and gave Tate ideas that involved food and nakedness. “Damn, you make eating sexy. I hope you got time for breakfast tomorrow.”

      Endre laughed, covering his mouth with his hand as he finished chewing. “My class starts at nine.”

      “Plenty of time, then. Are you teaching all day?” Tate had the day off, and if Endre was around, maybe they could take in some of the sites of the city.

      “No, but my mom and I are going Christmas shopping again during my afternoon break because she didn’t find everything she wanted, and then I have my usual evening class. What are you up to? Getting blown up again?”

      “Naw, I’m going to my dad’s house to throw away shit that’s outlived the dinosaurs. That man’s got a serious pack rat problem, and I figure with him outta town, this is my one chance to clean it.”

      “Won’t he notice if something is missing?”

      “If you saw his place, you wouldn’t be asking me that. There’s shit piled up to the ceiling in his cellar and stacks of lord knows what piled all around his house. It’s fucking dangerous.” A hazmat suit might be needed. Or at least a face mask.

      “Is that why you stay here instead of his house?” Endre twirled a noodle onto his fork.

      “His place has too many ghosts.” Not that Mazi’s condo didn’t have ghosts. There just weren’t as many.

      “Figurative or literal ghosts?”

      “Eh, who knows. Probably both. Dad’s got one room, our childhood bedroom, that’s like a shrine to Mazi, and it makes it hard to be around.” Tate chomped another bite of curry, staving off the wave of unexpected grief. He’d tried to stay at his father’s house after Mazi died, when they needed each other’s company. That morning years ago, half-awake, Tate thought Mazi was in the bed across from him as usual and everything was right, perfect. A casual moment taken for granted as so many moments had been with Mazi, ruined when Tate opened his eyes and looked across the room, the empty bed shattering him all over again.

      Endre poked at the food on his plate. “My bio dad died when I was an infant. I don’t remember him at all, but Mom said he was a good friend of hers.”

      Why did having a dead parent have to be their common ground? Freaking morbid and oddly comforting.

      Tate didn’t want to be the asshole that left Endre hanging and not share something personal about his mother, even if he had nothing nice to say about the alky, batshit-crazy-ass woman. “My mother died. She wasn’t no mother of the year, but Mazi, God rest his soul, stood by her to the end.” And she fucking killed him. Not because she was trying. The whole scene was declared an accident, but Tate never forgave her. He couldn’t. If she had been sober, Mazi would still be alive.

      Endre brought both feet onto the sofa and hugged his knees, resting his chin on top of them. “If you don’t mind me asking, how old were you when she died?”

      Tate recognized the mixed look of curiosity and sympathy after years of telling people his mother and brother were dead, and dammit, this conversation needed to end before he got all into his feels.

      “Twenty-four.” A month later, instead of celebrating a belated birthday with his brother, he’d buried him alongside their mother. Sometimes when Tate talked about their deaths, he felt detached, as if the tragedy happened to someone else. This wasn’t one of those times.

      Tate looked at his curry, dodging the sympathetic look on Endre’s face. If he looked, the tears he fought to hold back would spill, and that shit was not going to happen. He knew it was utter bullshit to believe real men didn’t cry, but that crap was so ingrained. Too many years of hanging out with men who dared Death for a living.

      Tate had attended his fair share of funerals and seen some pretty fucked-up injuries. He’d suffered burnt flesh, broken bones, and the nightmares that went along with them. No, he wouldn’t cry over that shit. Not anymore. The only time he’d wept for Mazi was after the funeral, snotty sobs and crying so hard his stomach muscles hurt. Eventually, exhaustion claimed him as he curled into a ball on the floor of their childhood bedroom.

      “I’m sorry,” Endre said, unfolding himself and taking Tate’s hand. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      Tate grabbed one of the napkins and blew his nose. “It’s all good,” he said when the sting subsided. “My parents divorced when we were kids, and Ma wasn’t around much. Dad kept the house, and I don’t think the man has thrown out a scrap of paper since.” Tate shoveled in more curry, done talking about his parents.

      “My mother is the opposite. She fit my childhood belongings into one container when she and Lara downsized and moved into a townhouse.” Endre added honey to his tea and took a sip, eyes sweeping the living room. “Is that you and your brother?” He lifted his chin toward the built-in shelves where the television, books, and framed pictures were.

      The photograph of Mazi and Tate as little boys on their first camping trip was Tate’s favorite. Sunshine, silly grins and tanned skin, they stood proudly with their fishing poles. They hadn’t caught anything that day, but they’d wrestled each other in the water and dared each other to swim farther and farther into the lake. Their dad had kept an eye on them from the boat.

      “Yeah. Mazi was a funny kid. I gave him shit that trip because he was so dedicated to playing piano, he didn’t want to go unless Dad helped him find a place to practice. I just wanted to be a kid, you know? Explore, swim, help our Dad build fires, learn how to fish, or whatever. And Mazi insisted on getting an hour or two of practice time in every damn day. So, I had to stop whatever I was doing and walk with him to the church and wait for him while he played for hours on this broken-down piece-of-crap piano. He sucked then. So bad, and I hated him for it. Just a little. He didn’t get really good until middle school.”

      “He…played…piano?” The words were disjointed.

      “Mm-hmm. Sang, too. And oh, man, if I didn’t give him shit for that. But he had a good voice. He really did.” Tate would give anything for another day to razz his brother about his singing. “Anyway, you all done with your food?”

      Endre’s focus was still on the picture. He blinked and picked up his plate. “I’ll help you clean up.” He stayed quiet as they put the food away. Talking about dead relatives didn’t make for sexy times, and Tate really wanted to have sexy times.

      “We can go out or watch a movie or go out to a movie, or… I don’t know. What do people even do on dates anymore?” If he were in LA, he’d take Endre to paintball. That shit was fun. He and Draven would get the crew together and shoot the hell out of one another.

      “A movie here sounds good, if that’s okay?”

      “Fine by me.” Tate gathered the remotes and turned the television on.

      Endre’s phone buzzed on the table, flashing Jackson’s name. He glanced at the phone and sighed through his nose. Jackson’s interruption was as convenient as a case of Norovirus while on vacation.

      “Tell me if you don’t want to talk about it, but I heard what you said about him over Thanksgiving, obviously. It seems unfair that he’d talk to that company when you already said you weren’t interested in selling.”

      “He said I was too emotional—cruel and reactive were his exact words—and couldn’t handle a meeting.” Endre looked down. “I’m not incompetent,” he added, like an afterthought. Endre brought his hand to his mouth, chewed on his pinky nail, and stopped abruptly.

      That belittling, controlling bullshit was as uncomfortable as shitting razor blades. No one was immune to a friend or lover they trusted, and unfortunately, the outcome sometimes turned up in black-and-blue violent betrayal. Manipulative psychos slowly buried themselves under the skin while the victim says that’s just how so-and-so is. Strong people fell victim to these master manipulators. Even Xander Engstrom had suffered at the hands of his ex-boyfriend, and he was an A-list star while it’d happened.

      Dial it down a notch, Tate.

      “Let me get this straight. Your boy negotiated a deal with this corporation without your consent because he thought you’d get too emotional over it, a deal you told him you didn’t want in the first place? Who the hell wouldn’t be upset or emotional by that? I’m upset, and it’s not my business. You want my advice? Distance yourself. But do it slowly. You don’t want him thinking anything is up—that’s when people get desperate and do desperate shit. You feel what I’m saying, Drey?”

      “Drey?”

      “Yeah, I was trying it out. Whaddya think?”

      “Drey.” Endre twisted his lips from side to side as if swishing the word around in his mouth. “I like it. But you’re wrong about Jackson. You make it sound as if he’s going to go Lizzie Borden on me while I’m sleeping, and he’s not like that at all.”

      “I hope the hell not. Look, your boy could be the greatest guy in the world. I don’t know him, and let’s face it, I don’t really know you. But to me, what he did is seriously whack shit and raises all kinds of what the fuck vibes.” Maybe he was being too harsh and overstepping. Better to be too cautious than not cautious enough.

      “I’ve been friends with Jackson since freshman year of college, and he’s seen me at my worst and my best, stayed a friend even when I was using and after rehab both times, and he took a chance going into business with me after all of that. It doesn’t give him the right to make unilateral business decisions, I agree with you there, but he’s not some psycho trying to control my life.”

      “That’s good to know he’s been with you through thick and thin.” Probably wasn’t easy standing by Endre when he was in his addiction, and it raised Tate’s opinion of Jackson a little. God knows it hadn’t been easy on Mazi looking after their mother. Jackson was still a d-bag for negotiating business deals behind Endre’s back.

      “It is. This whole thing leaves me up in the air, the business, my living situation. You’re the only good thing that’s happened to me, and you live clear across the country.”

      “Hey,” Tate said, brushing a wayward curl off from Endre’s forehead. “It’s gonna be okay. It’s a lot of change to go through at once, but you’ll get through it.” Shit. He was going to say this. “Look, there’s something between us, and I see us staying friends for a long time, even if this friends-with-benefits thing we got going on fizzles out. So, if you need me, I promise I’ll do whatever I can to be there for you. You just gotta call, aight?”

      Endre grabbed Tate’s shirt and pulled him to him, fusing their mouths together in a wet, spicy kiss that left Tate wondering what in the hell had happened to the demure guy who looked one step away from dissolving into a miserable puddle on the sofa. Fuck. He could kiss Endre for eternity. Those lips were pure heaven, so supple, and his mouth so inviting.

      Tate hadn’t intended on a thank-you fuck. Sure, they both knew they were DTF tonight, but this kiss, this sudden onslaught of lust seemed out of place, almost like Endre was doing it out of obligation because Tate had offered to help.

      “Hey, hey. Time out. Slow down a sec.” Tate fashioned his hands into a T shape.

      “What’s wrong?” Endre’s eyes, obsidian surrounded by olive green, shined with a combination of lust and concern.

      “Nothing. Yeah, no, I…” Tate swiped a hand down his face. Why couldn’t he just enjoy the hot man instead of getting a conscious about fucking? The night’s mood had bounced from up to down to up again, disorienting his perspective. That was probably why. “Never mind. It’s nothing.”

      Endre scrunched his face up in the cutest way. He nuzzled up to Tate’s neck and nipped at his earlobe. “Good. Because I’ve thought about riding that thick cock of yours all day.”

      Well, that comment obliterated Tate’s concern that Endre’s switch to lust was born out of gratitude.

      Tate’s dick twitched, obviously liking the idea. “Dayam. I love a guy who can talk dirty.”

      “Then why don’t you show me where your bedroom is?” That wicked smirk could burn down a house with how hot it was.

      Tate groaned and adjusted his cock and cursed his conscious again. There was nothing really wrong with having a good time to forget the world sucked, but a fuck felt empty, a means to an end. Sure as hell didn’t mean he’d say no. He wasn’t an idiot.

      “This way,” the non-idiot directed Endre to his bedroom.
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      The musty smell was permanently lodged in Tate’s nostrils after spending the afternoon sorting through the decades of garbage in his father’s cellar. Cobwebs from long-dead spiders hung from every corner. Mildew and mold coated the shelves of papers, boxes, and holiday decorations leftover from when he was a kid.

      Tate had thrown out three trash bags full of water-damaged magazines, moldy toys, and long-forgotten clothing that had gone out of style with polyester bell bottoms. All that junk equated to one stack of shelves, a small dent in the landscape. A dumpster’s worth of crap remained, and maybe if his dad took an extended vacation with Genella this summer, Tate could finally rent a dumpster and finish the job.

      He shoveled more useless papers into the garbage bag at his feet and tied the top, and after dressing for the icy cold, brought the bag outside. The overstuffed garbage barrel protested as he shoved the final bag down. If it weren’t so cold outside, he would air out the house and sit on the deck, away from the captured memories that hung in the hallways and rooms.

      He grabbed a rake from the garage and raked the damp leaves around the house and the trash bins, the activity keeping him warm but offering no protection from childhood memories. Year after year, their father suckered him and Mazi into raking the yard, and year after year, the gigantic pile of leaves became a favorite place to jump in before they brought them to the corner of the yard for composting.

      The backyard had been a land of make-believe: the deck had been a stage where they put on rock concerts—Mazi’s idea—the backyard was an alien planet where they fought evil forces just like their favorite comic book heroes. As they outgrew boyhood, Tate competed in martial arts, and Mazi found his passion in music. Tate spoke his mind, often without thinking first, whereas Mazi was more sensitive and hypercritical of himself and sometimes others. The bittersweet nostalgia was almost too much.

      Tate piled the leaves in the compost heap, then went inside and made coffee, the one food item his father stocked without fail. Coffee in hand, Tate fired up his computer and went on the Om Away From Home website, curious to learn more about the troubled business since he had hours to kill before going into the city to meet Endre. The professional site, done in peaceful blue, green, and cream tones like the studio, contained select photos of services on the home page. Most of the information about the studio he’d learned from Endre. He clicked on the instructors page and almost busted a nut.

      “Holy shit.” Tate’s jaw dropped at the sight of a shirtless Endre in the tiniest pair of spandex shorts that gave him a visible, drool-worthy penis line. Another photo in the same tight shorts showed off a butt so gorgeous Tate wanted to plant himself between those cheeks and never come up for air.

      In addition to the paragraphs describing the basics of how and why Endre got into yoga, there was a link to Endre’s vlog, and what Tate discovered down that rabbit hole was visual confirmation of Endre’s drug use and his depression. It gripped Tate, filled him with the urge to protect and comfort the kid in the video. He thought back to what Endre had said about Jackson being there for him through the worst of his addiction and after rehab, and it clicked why the whole situation rubbed Tate the wrong way: Mazi tried to be that person for their mother.

      Freaking Freud. Everything really does go back to your childhood.

      Endre, younger, scattered, looked emaciated and so sickly and pale that Tate hardly recognized him. Soulful eyes tinged with tears faced the camera. Endre expelled a puff of air through chapped lips and began to speak in a shaky voice.

      Someday I’ll have the courage to put this video out there. It’d be nice to think that what I went through, what I put myself and my friends and family through, might help someone else. I don’t know how I’m going to get my life together. I feel so different, so raw. But that’s the way, isn’t it? Sobriety brings back all the issues, emotions, and feelings in a jumbled state after using drugs to numb them. I’m left gathering up the pieces of my former life, trying to fit them together, and they don’t fit the way they used to. I don’t feel the way I used to, and I don’t really know who I am anymore. All I can do is follow the advice my counselor gave me: take life a second at a time. Anyone can do something for a second, so all I have to do is hold on until the next second comes along.

      Tate stopped the video, burning with a need to wrap Endre in his arms and tell him everything would be alright, that he would take care of him and make sure of it. All fucking lies. That shit was not in his power. If it was, Tate’s mother would’ve been okay, and she was never okay. Not even her husband’s love or her sons’ love had taken away her reasons for diving into the bottle again and again.

      “He’s not your mother for fuck’s sake. He’s got his shit together.” To affirm the difference, he searched for a recent video. Years of vlogs were at Tate’s fingertips, each with a thumbnail of Endre in various emotional states. Some distraught, some smiling. A virtual library of all things Endre was a click away.

      Tate hovered on one titled Yoga and Depression. He hesitated, uncertain if he wanted to know the truth behind the prescription he had seen at Endre’s apartment without hearing it from Endre himself. Tate decided, as a matter of education, to watch.

      Endre’s curly hair was styled much the same as its present state, but his green eyes were weary and shadowed. Marginally healthier with more weight on him than the rehab video, but no less distraught, Endre spoke directly to the camera.

      I’ve had many low points where I’ve questioned the purpose of life and thought about death. I’ve even thought about taking my own life, which my therapist said are traits of a major depressive disorder. I’m not alone. According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, millions of people each year experience one major depressive episode. I’ve talked about this before, I know, but depression and a history of substance abuse go hand in hand.

      Endre took a deep inhale and exhale. He dug the heel of his hand into his eye, struggling to hold back tears. I felt as long as I was functioning, like meeting day-to-day and long-term goals, exercising, going to work—normal things—there was nothing wrong with me. As devastating as some of my thoughts were, I accepted them as normal. I believed everyone shared the same existential and somewhat nihilistic outlook on life that I did, until my counselor in rehab said that wasn’t the case.

      Endre scoffed, mirthless and hollow. I’d love to be able to say those dark days are behind me, but I can’t, obviously. He pointed to his face with a tissue in his hand.

      High functioning depression isn’t an official diagnosis but is often lumped together with PDD, persistent depressive disorder, and MDD, major depressive disorder, and as a general rule, the symptoms match mine, where it looks on the outside like you’re winning at life, but on the inside, you’re going through the motions.

      Some days, it’s a battle to get out of my mind and onto my mat, but it’s important to me that I do. He wet his lips and swallowed. Yoga is not a cure, but I can say asana, pranayama, and meditation have calmed me, and in conjunction with professional treatment and proper medication, I have more days where I feel mentally, spiritually, and physically better. I can create distance from harmful thoughts and understand that they are just thoughts and not my reality. A sort of pause button before I spiral down too far.

      His rich voice grew steadier as he spoke, as if reaching out to the strangers beyond the camera gave him strength.

      Don’t give up. If you need to speak to someone, call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline. I’ll include the links and the numbers in the comments below. Please know that by watching this video, you’ve made a huge difference in my life, and I am so grateful for you. Namaste.

      Endre’s perception of his depression and his coping mechanisms were far healthier than the vodka Tate’s mother had used. Endre recognized no pills, achievements, or amazing sex or cuddles were a sure-fire cure, that he had to work hard at maintaining mental and physical health, a difference that had saved his life. Hearing Endre say he had suicidal thoughts was the kind of talk that used to keep Tate up at night, the kind that sent him back to the boy he once was, to the drunken speeches of his mother blaming him for her shortcomings, and the helplessness when she continually refused professional treatment, choosing booze over her family again and again.

      Tate pocketed his phone, shoving the new knowledge about Endre aside, and cleaned the coffee mug and the small pot he’d used. Endre’s class started in an hour and a half. He needed to breathe him in, hold him in his arms, not so much to comfort Endre, though he would if Endre asked, but to affirm Endre was alive and not in a state of distress, and to wipe away the lost and unhealthy version of Endre stuck in his mind from the video. A soul like Endre’s shined and spread its light to people, and Tate had not been immune.
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      Yoga had never been Tate’s thing. Weightlifting, running, sparring, grappling, bouldering, and scuba diving, sure. He’d poo-pooed vinyasa flow until he’d taken Teagan’s class at X-Trips. That class kicked Tate’s ass in a way that left him sore for two days afterward. But Endre’s class was better, and not just because the instructor was hot as fuck. He directed his students using brief but effective cues, and the music was dope.

      Who was Tate trying to kid? Seeing Endre in his element made the workout secondary. When Endre demonstrated the poses, gliding in and out of them with the control of a Cirque du Soleil performer, Tate’s mouth watered at the contour of those muscles at work.

      Jackson wasn’t working when Tate arrived at the studio. He’d hoped for another chance to speak with Jackson, figuring he’d been too quick to judge him after seeing Endre’s fragile state in the videos. Tate had given up on his mother, but Jackson had never given up on Endre. A brunette checked him in. She’d been in Endre’s class with Tate. Amanda was her name, if Tate remembered correctly.

      The heated floors in the yoga room were a slice of heaven after being in the cold. With an unintended loud crack, Tate rolled out the mat, drawing the attention of a small group of women, Christine among them. She waved and crossed the room.

      “It’s good to see you again,” she said, her smile as sparkly as the galaxies on her yoga pants. “My friends and I always get here a little early to chat and stretch. Endre strolls in at five exactly. He’s punctual.” She bounced on her toes and twirled the ends of a blue streak of hair. “I have a confession. Before I knew you two were dating, I used to invite my gay friends to Endre’s class, hoping they would go out together. Jackson told me to mind my own business, but Endre is gorgeous and so sweet, and I just wanted him to find someone to love. Is that so bad?”

      Was Tate the kind of person for love? A quick fuck, hell yes. But love? He didn’t know the answer to that. Not for sure. “I’m sure you meant well.”

      “I really did.”

      Tate shrugged. “Just don’t set him up anymore, and we’ll be good.”

      “I would never.” She looked back at her friends. They were engrossed in conversation and paid no attention to her. “Has Endre said anything about this place switching hands? There are rumors that he and Jackson are selling it.”

      “I don’t know,” Tate replied, playing stupid. If Endre hadn’t said anything to his class, then Tate wasn’t going to confirm the rumor.

      She rolled on her tiptoes again and said, “As long as he’s teaching, I’ll keep coming.”

      The lights flickered, and Endre’s lyrical tenor filled the room. “Alright, everyone, let’s begin in child’s pose.” He looked healthy. The light played upon the apples of Endre’s cheeks, and a hint of stubble shadowed his chin and upper lip. His eyes were bright and alert. Tate took his first deep breath since he’d left his dad’s.

      “I mean everyone in child’s pose. That means you, too,” Endre teased when Tate remained standing. The warmth from Endre’s playful smile sent a rush of warmth throughout his body. Tate winked at Endre and went down on his knees and into the position.

      After mindful breathing, stretching, and a million freaking sun salutations, Endre led them through a sequence full of balancing, a task that proved more difficult than Tate had expected given his physical training.

      “Breathe into the posture,” Endre encouraged.

      What the fuck did that even mean? Tate stood on one leg, the other kicked out straight behind him, and his arms extended by his side. Really? Breathing was the only advice Endre had? Tate wobbled when Endre approached.

      “Draw the right hip in and imagine pushing the floor away with your standing foot.” F-uhhh-ck. Endre put his hands upon Tate’s hips, leveling them parallel to the floor, causing Tate to lose his balance again. Endre let go, and Tate, determined as hell to impress his sexy teacher, regained his balance.

      “Looking good guys,” Endre said as he walked over to assist another student.

      As the session progressed, Tate decided twisting half-moon, a one-legged pose that required twisting his torso so the opposite hand and foot touched the ground, belonged in a game of Evil Twister.

      “Concentrate on your breath,” Endre said again, as if the freaking breath were some magical harness that steadied his students and prevented them from falling. “Feel it expanding in your lungs and grow tall through your body all the way from your head to the bottom of your raised foot.”

      Sweat dripped off Tate’s forehead and onto the hardwood floor as he breathed, only realizing after a few inhales and exhales that he had been holding his breath earlier and muscling into the poses, exactly what Endre had warned the class not to do. Tate, now focused on his breathing, held the twisty pose steadier—until Endre brushed by him, flaunting that sweet ass in front of his face. To save himself from falling, Tate put his lifted leg down and stood. Endre, looking over his shoulder, tossed Tate a smirk, then walked away.

      Bastard.

      Endre cooled the class down with several forward bends and twists while seated. “Gently roll yourself onto your backs for final resting pose.”

      Thank fuck. Tate felt more relaxed, more balanced, more at peace. Drenched in sweat and stinky, he melted into the heated floor below…and woke up to the light chime of finger cymbals and Endre’s voice guiding the class into a cross-legged position. A wave of pride swept over him as he looked at Endre, sitting contented and with eyes closed, drawing his hands to his chest in prayer position, a man so different from the person in those post-rehab videos. Tate admired Endre’s determination to endure the physical training to become a yoga teacher, to take on the challenge of running a business, and how outspoken he was about managing his depression.

      Tate had been so enthralled by Endre and the aftermath of sensation that he’d missed the parting words. “Namaste,” he replied, catching up with the class, and bowed to Endre, showing respect. Endre most certainly deserved it.
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      Endre drew on the fogged passenger side window as Tate drove them to his condo, not paying much attention to the design until he realized he’d subconsciously drawn a heart. He scrubbed it away. He liked seeing Tate in his class, enjoying himself and following the cues with determination. It showed trust in his teaching abilities, giving Endre a sense of much-needed validation from a man he admired. Mutual respect seemed a rare thing these days from the people he loved. Jackson second-guessed him, and his mother seldomly voiced her praise.

      “So, I did something,” Tate said, driving, an unusual edge to his voice.

      “Let me guess. You ordered the entire restaurant again?” Endre teased.

      “Naw, not tonight. I was looking at the yoga studio’s website and fell down a rabbit hole and found your personal vlog posts.”

      “You stalker!” Endre attempted a teasing tone, but even to his own ears, it sounded too nervous to be believable. Those videos were revealing, capturing his lowest moments. Endre waited for the rejection. Tate wasn’t cruel. His goodbye would be kind and swift.

      With a side-glance, Tate added, “You get really personal in those things.”

      “I do,” Endre admitted. “When I’m on camera, I feel like there’s someone who cares about me, watching and listening, and it gets me out of my head. It helps, especially when I’m not in the best headspace. Which videos did you see?” He put his foot on the car seat to curl into himself, then quickly set it down, leaving a wet spot from the slush on his boot. He mopped up the water with his mitten.

      “One you did after you got outta rehab. You got this thing, this genuine shine when you teach and when you talk to people. But that guy in that video was so freaking raw and nothing like the person I know. I fucking ached for you, man.”

      The unexpected praise and compassion stunned Endre. But Tate was wrong; Endre was still that raw inside. He didn’t outwardly show it most days.

      “In rehab, everything was done on a schedule and there was order and routine. When I got out, I had numbers to call and meetings to go to, but everything was chaotic, and I had no one to hold me accountable. I couldn’t focus. Noise, feelings, thoughts, everything was amplified, and most days, I didn’t want to leave my bedroom. I didn’t want to talk, not really. But I needed to, so I just turned the camera on.”

      The videos had been Endre’s confessional in the beginning, a way to curb his impulse to give in to his addiction and swallow pills. He revealed his darkest thoughts, the ones that dragged him under and made him itch for something to numb the condescending voices in his head. He also spoke about the victories that had kept him sober day-to-day.

      “Must have helped because you have a lot of videos. Mind me asking how you got addicted?” he asked with curiosity, not judgment, in his tone. You’re not like that anymore, right? You have help. Those were the comments Endre expected and had heard after people watched his earlier videos. Not Tate, and for that, he liked the man more.

      “I was prescribed Vicodin after I was hit by a car, and Xanax because I had crippling anxiety around traffic and intersections.” He no longer felt like that person, though the repercussions of those days—permanent damage to the dopamine receptors in his brain, and the way his mom and Jackson treated him, expecting him to fall off the wagon when life grew difficult—lingered.

      “I spiraled from there, dropped out of college, ended up accidentally overdosing on Oxy, and went to rehab for the first time. Jackson found me and saved me and stuck by my side through treatment both times. I’d probably be dead if it weren’t for him.” It was easier to talk about his history with Tate focused on the road than if they’d been in a quiet room without distractions.

      “I know a few guys in my industry who got hooked on pain meds after an injury and took a similar path,” Tate said with a quick glance. “Pretty incredible you were able to break the cycle. It kinda makes sense why Jackson’s overprotective of you.”

      Endre relaxed, relieved and astonished by Tate’s compliment when he’d anticipated rejection. “It does, but he still thinks he needs to take care of me.” Jackson had said as much.

      “I know you guys are bros, but even if he dragged your ass off the floor, you did the work to stay sober, not him.” Endre could argue Jackson provided the extra nudge to stay sober.

      Tate signaled and got into the next lane with a fast jerk of the wheel, squeezing between two cars with admirable skill that left Endre somewhat aroused. “We all have our ways to handle what life has thrown us, and as hard as it was to see you so…”

      “Fucked?” Endre supplied, keeping his tone light.

      “I was gonna say upset. But yeah, that too. It takes more guts to bare your soul like that then it does to set yourself on fire.”

      “I don’t know about that.” He bared his soul because when life got difficult, he knew it was healthier for him to talk about it, a cathartic and necessary purge.

      “Well, you’re lucky because I do,” Tate affirmed.

      “What do you do when life gets difficult?”

      “Fight. Not like, go to a bar and start a random fight. I practice fighting form, sometimes with Draven or Steel, if they’re around. It’s like yoga in a way.”

      “How?” Endre tried to put the two together.

      “In martial arts, you focus on different parts of the body and you practice the same routines over and over again until each move and sequence become automatic. There’s a rhythm and flow to fighting, whether it’s with a person or just beating the crap outta a bag. And form is important, too, like yoga. Misalign your foot or your hands and you’re gonna get knocked off balance and punched. And there’s discipline. Yoga is a practice, right? Well, so is martial arts.”

      “Maybe you could show me basic moves sometime?”

      Tate’s mouth drew up in a boyish grin. “I’d love to. Next time I’m visiting, we’ll do it.”

      Endre settled into his seat, his heart filled with the promise of a future with Tate in it.
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      The morning had been bittersweet, a round of desperate shower sex followed by kisses that tasted of goodbye. This was it, their final day together and the end of their long weekend only hours away. Endre would miss Tate. How quickly he’d grown to enjoy Tate’s company, his off-beat humor, and oh god, the sex that supplied permanent spank bank material. He’d gone months without sex, but after the action he’d seen this weekend, his dick stiffened with nothing more than a glance from Tate.

      “We got this. Don’t worry,” Tate said, mistaking Endre’s sullenness as concern for the post-date interview with the radio station as they stood in line at the coffee shop.

      The coffee smelled heavenly, but the noise was disturbing and distracting. He missed the quiet morning hours when he had lain in bed in Tate’s arms.

      “I’ll order for you, if you want to find Tyler,” Tate offered.

      “No, that’s alright. I’ll stay.” Socializing with a stranger was more taxing than waiting in line for a hot chocolate. They got their drinks and easily spotted the purple mohawk on the radio intern. They joined Tyler at a corner table, the light bouncing off his bright purple nail polish, several shades lighter than his hair and leaving no doubt what his favorite color was.

      “Hey, guys. I’ll keep this short and brief, promise.” Tyler set his phone to record and made introductions. “Alright, so we’re here with Tate and Endre, the lucky winners of our Holi-Date contest, and it looks like you two are pretty cozy together. Endre, you called into our contest because your mom was coming into town and she thought you had a boyfriend. How did Tate measure up?”

      Tate sought out Endre’s hand under the table and squeezed it, sending him one of those glances that perked up Endre’s dick. Endre couldn’t resist; he put Tate’s hand on his hardening dick. His cheeks burned when Tate, without acknowledging he was feeling him up under the table, acted like nothing devious was happening under the poor intern’s nose.

      “He pa-played the role perfectly,” Endre said, his breath catching when Tate applied a beautiful amount of pressure to his dick while simultaneously sipping his coffee.

      “So, does your mom think the two of you are dating?” Tyler asked, bemused. He must have had an inkling of what was going on underneath the table.

      “She told me to hang on to him, so yes.” A future with Tate as his boyfriend seemed impossible given the miles between them, and the relatively huge problem that Endre was out of a job and an apartment if he didn’t find a way to save his business. There were bigger issues to face than holding on to Tate.

      “She did? You didn’t tell me that,” Tate said, lightly bumping his knee against Endre’s.

      “And Tate, what was it like to jump into a relationship with Endre? Any surprises?”

      “Yeah, actually.” Tate eyed Endre with the same mischievous sparkle he used when he’d purposely misaligned a yoga pose and wanted Endre to adjust him. He relinquished Endre’s dick and set his hand upon his thigh. “I hadn’t expected to like him so much. He’s a pretty remarkable man.”

      Endre didn’t feel remarkable. He was poorly stitched together with loose threads sticking out everywhere, and a tug away from falling apart, knowing Tate’s flight left within hours. He shouldn’t have felt this way. He shouldn’t have needed Tate, not like this. Endre forced a smile in return, but he ached everywhere. His heart, his head, his muscles.

      “Am I sensing a real relationship, or…?” Tyler asked, brown eyes darting back and forth from Tate to Endre.

      “No…well, definitely a friendship.” The word friendship tangled in Endre’s mouth. Friendship didn’t adequately encapsulate his feelings toward Tate, but it would have to do.

      “Yeah, we hit it off, for sure. I don’t live in the area, or even on the same coast, so…” Tate voiced Endre’s thoughts, proving they were in synch.

      “No long-distance relationship for you, then? That’s too bad,” Tyler finished, the remark sinking Endre further. “What about the upcoming holiday? Is Mom looking forward to seeing you and your boyfriend again?”

      “She is,” Endre affirmed. He hadn’t mentioned to Tate that his mother had invited them to spend Christmas in Colorado. Flying from LA to Colorado would be asking too much.

      “Tate, will you be joining Endre again?” The prospect made their host happy. He had a cute smile that showed off skewed bottom teeth.

      “I wouldn’t turn him down if he’d asked.” Tate elbowed Endre. “I’ll be back in Boston to spend Christmas with my dad. Hint. Hint.”

      Endre hardly believed Tate offered to spend another holiday with his mother, yet it seemed genuine.

      “Oh, this sounds promising,” Tyler teased. “Endre?”

      “I’d like to see him again, yes.” He kept his answer vague but true for the radio interview. Maybe they would have a few days together before Endre left for Colorado.

      Tyler turned the phone onto himself. “There you have it, another successful Holi-Date story from WANK radio. Be sure to subscribe to our YouTube channel and check out more behind-the-scenes videos to see the latest shenanigans of your favorite DJs.” He shut the phone’s camera off and dropped the enthusiastic performance. “Alright guys, that’s it. We’re finished. I’ll email you the links once the edits are up.”

      Tyler left them, which meant the hardest part of his day was next. His limbs grew heavy and there was a weight pressing upon his chest as Tate drove him home.

      “Did you want to come up?” Endre offered, not knowing if Jackson was there. They’d been avoiding each other, so chances were the apartment was empty.

      Take checked his phone and frowned. “Shit, it’s later than I thought. I should get going. But did you mean it when you said you’d like to see me at Christmas?” There would be no better gift than spending Christmas Eve with Tate. They could get a tree, decorate Tate’s condo, curl up by the fire, maybe watch a holiday movie—it’d probably be Die Hard for the stunts, and Tate would explain how the actors performed them, something Endre found fascinating.

      “I would, but I’m visiting my mother in Colorado.” His heart wanted something that was never going to happen. It couldn’t. Too many miles between them, too many issues with the business and Jackson. Now, when people asked about his boyfriend, he would always picture Tate, proving karma had a twisted sense of humor.

      “Ugh. I gotta stay local for Christmas since my rat bastard Dad took off to Florida to get some from his girlfriend for Thanksgiving.” Tate’s loving tone had no anger behind it. “Seriously, Colorado? Let me know when you’re going and how long you’re there for. I’ll see if I can stop in for a day or two.”

      “You’d do that?” A fizzy sensation tickled his belly. Had he been wrong? Did Tate want a Christmas together too?

      “What can I say? I like adventure.” He shrugged, lips drawn in a side smile.

      “I’ll send you the info once I book my flight.” Endre fidgeted with his mittens and cast a mournful look at his apartment building, reluctant to get out of the passenger seat. He wanted a goodbye kiss, but he wasn’t sure if he should ask for one.

      Tate removed his glove and stroked his index finger along Endre’s cheek. “I’ll text ya when I get to LA. And, you know, it won’t seem like I’m that far away.”

      Endre saw his own neediness reflected in Tate’s gray eyes. He took Tate’s face between his mitten-covered hands and kissed him, sadness growing like a balloon in his throat as he molded his lips to the ones that had explored his body hours earlier. Tate held on to Endre’s wrists as his tongue met Endre’s with languid strokes. If only Endre could freeze this moment, but even as the thought appeared, reality sunk in and the kiss ended.

      Endre opened the passenger door and choked on a goodbye. If he were the type of person to see the glass half-full, he would be happy they’d made plans to see each other again, and that Tate seemed enthusiastic about the idea. But he wasn’t that person and all he saw was an empty bed and an empty space where Tate used to be. Maybe Jackson was right and he shouldn’t have grown so attached to Tate. Pffft. As if he ever had the option? He’d tripped head over heels when he’d met the stuntman.

      He waved, unable to tear his eyes away from Tate’s rental car as it drove away.

      Climbing the flights of stairs to his apartment was the equivalent of scaling Mount Washington. He managed, but only just. He took off his boots and jacket by the front door and went to his bedroom, where he got into bed and under the covers, pretending he was still in bed with Tate and they still had all morning together. Endre fell asleep imagining Tate had called “big spoon” and was behind him, keeping him safe and warm.
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      Christmas music played through the speakers of the coffee shop, a place where Endre had spent more hours than his apartment since Tate left a week ago. Did friends kiss goodbye with fervent desperation and watch, bleary-eyed as one of them drove away? Did they answer their phone with heady excitement, hoping the text or phone call was from them? Or dream of fireside cuddles under a fluffy blanket? Of course not. Those things implied something beyond friendship. The best thing to do was enjoy the emotional ride without judgment or attachment, for those things caused suffering, not the experience itself.

      Pfft. He’d be gutted if Tate couldn’t meet him for Christmas.

      The whirlwind days together during Thanksgiving would have seemed like a dream if it weren’t for the promised texts and phone calls continually and irrationally sending Endre’s heart into happy palpitations. He’d sent his flight information to Tate as promised, and Tate responded with, I’ll see what I can do. He looked forward to showing Tate his hometown.

      The barista, a girl with yellow and orange highlights, flirted with him, and he flirted back. In fact, he’d noticed more strangers smiling and speaking with him lately. Probably because he was smiling and more open lately, all Tate’s fault.

      “Endre?” Looking up from his phone, he saw Christine. Gold glitter dusted her cheeks and she had colorful bags hanging off her arm. “I just wanted to say hi. I won’t bother you.” Christine wasn’t her bubbly, assertive self, prompting Endre to ask if everything was okay.

      “I’ve got so much holiday shopping to do, cards to buy, and every other day there’s some office party or a friend’s get-together, and I have to buy them gifts and bring food. It’s exhausting. How about you? Have you finished your shopping yet? I bet you’re missing your boyfriend.” She pouted her lips in sympathy, the gesture overdone and mildly annoying, but she meant well.

      “I do,” he replied in earnest, picturing snuggling up in bed with Tate, Christmas lights strewn around the room, cocoa-flavored kisses, and sex so hot he wouldn’t need socks to keep his feet warm.

      Uninvited, Christine stuffed her bags under the table and sat. So much for not bothering him. “Is he coming back for the holidays? If not and you need someplace to go, my door is open. My roommate is in Michigan until next semester and it’s just me and my cat.”

      “What about all those parties?”

      “Oh, um, they aren’t on Christmas Day. My family lives in Florida and we’re not exactly close. I usually have a Lord of the Rings marathon and make gingerbread cookies.” She hid her face in her hands and mumbled, “It sounds so pathetic out loud.”

      “Jackson would love that! He went as Gandalf for Halloween three years in a row. Gandalf the White once, and Gandalf the Grey twice—he changed the staff and hat. I thought he’d get into LARPing Gandalf when we were in college, but he never did.”

      “That’s what I named my cat, Gandalf the Grey. He’s gray with a little white,” Christine said with a shy grin. “Jackson’s more than welcome to join me as well.”

      “You should invite him the next time you see him.” Jackson had been staying on and off with his sister and they’d not spoken much since their last fight. “I’ll be in Colorado for Christmas. Tate’s supposed to meet me there.”

      “Tate?” Her eyebrows launched toward her hairline. “I thought his name was Nathan.”

      He’d slipped up and had to think quick: continue the lie or tell the truth. “We met from a radio dating contest,” he sheepishly confessed, deciding the truth would reveal itself sooner or later.

      She chewed on her lip, contemplatively. “I know. I’ve known. I listen to WANK and I saw the videos.” Right. The behind-the-scenes videos. The radio station said they were putting them on their website in December. “But you acted so natural, as if you’d been together for a while, and you seemed different, lighter. I thought the radio contest was scripted and you were getting paid, like they do for reality shows.” Her imagination ran wilder than Endre’s.

      “That’s kind of you to say. But I can’t imagine anyone not having fun around Tate. He has such a positive outlook on life and a warped sense of humor.” Endre’s cheeks had hurt from smiling so much during their weekend together. And the swoon-worthy casual signs of affection still sent a warm rush through him when he thought about them. Like when Tate had held his hand all through Thanksgiving dinner, or when he kissed his temple, or intentionally messed up a yoga pose so Endre would correct him.

      Softer, she added, “I never meant to make you feel bad about being single. If I did, I’m sorry.” She’d had a similar discussion with Tate; he’d given Endre the highlights. She shuffled through her purse, dug out a business card, and handed it to him. “If your plans change, here’s my number.” He had no idea she was the CEO of a skincare company.

      Endre’s phone rang as he was putting the business card in his wallet. Clara Bloomfield, his tax attorney, was calling. He’d been dreading this phone call, for if she advised him to accept the corporation’s proposal, he knew he would. She had been a friend of Lara’s, though kinder to him than his stepmother and more generous in advice and time. He apologized to Christine for the interruption and answered.

      “If I were in your position,” Clara said after they exchanged pleasantries, “I would take the deal.” She summarized the pros and cons of doing so, advising him to make an appointment once he decided how to proceed.

      “What if I don’t sell?” Would selling the business make him a failure or a smart businessman? That was the question.

      “Then you don’t sell. I might be able to find investors to buy Jackson’s share, but with the financials you sent me, you would make more in the long run from selling it to the corporation. I know what I’m saying can’t be easy to hear. Whatever you decide, I’m here for you.”

      He set the phone on the table and scrubbed a hand down his face. He felt Christine’s gaze upon him, and for once, he didn’t mind. “Can I ask you a hypothetical question? If another business approached and wanted to buy your skincare company, would you sell it to them?”

      Christine sat back in her chair and lazily crossed her legs. “It would depend on the offer and if I liked the company. If both were agreeable, I would sell it and take the money and travel to Italy or France or go on a yoga retreat to Costa Rica.” She hesitantly asked, “There’s truth to the rumors, then? You and Jackson are selling the yoga studio?”

      “We might need to, and I-I think I want to. The offer is decent, and as far as big corporations go, this one isn’t terrible,” he conceded. “Am I a failure if I walk away from something I put so much of myself into?”

      “Life is about learning, changing, growing, and in order to do that, we have to let go of a part of our life that no longer serves us. Sometimes it means leaving a job, or moving to a new city, or something more subtle like surrendering a belief that’s holding us back from achieving a dream. It’s human, Endre. It’s not failure. Try looking at it this way: maybe this opportunity came along because you’ve grown and are ready for something new. Like you tell us in class, it’s all about perspective.”

      “What if by selling it, I’m making the wrong decision?” Even if he stayed and worked for Drishti, it’d kill his spirit not seeing the logo he and Jackson picked out.

      “Imagine how you’ll feel once you’ve made the decision. Picture what you’re doing and where you’re living with as much detail as you can. It’s worked for me in the past.”

      Palm trees, sunshine, and miles of ocean surrounded him as he taught yoga on the beach. The oppressive weight upon his chest burned away with the sunshine vision. Maybe California was the ideal place to start over.

      “Must be nice, whatever you saw,” Christine said, a corner of her mouth upturned in a hook of a smile.

      “Lots of beach and sunshine.”

      She looked out the window, where the overcast sky loomed gray and uninviting and people bundled in winter coats hurried to wherever they were going. “If surf and sand were in my future, I’d smile too.”
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      After talking with Christine, Endre went home, contemplating a future of palm trees and sunny beaches. And Tate. Was it stupid to want to relocate three thousand miles because he liked a guy? He entered his apartment, hung up his coat, and kicked off his boots, noting a large duffle bag by the door.

      “Sorry if the bag is in your way,” Jackson said from the sofa. He closed his laptop and set it on the coffee table, his brow pinched. “I was hoping we could talk. We’ve been acting like strangers, and I know that’s my fault.”

      Reluctantly, Endre took the seat farthest from Jackson on the sofa, not sure what to say that hadn’t already been said, or if they were capable of a discussion without an argument. He put his feet up and wrapped his arms around his knees, recalling a day toward the end of summer when they’d lazily spend the entire day watching horror movies, Endre’s favorite, together. Summer seemed like years ago.

      “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking lately, and I realized I’ve made most of my decisions with you in mind—becoming a certified yoga instructor, setting up a yoga business, getting an apartment within walking distance so you didn’t have to drive because I know you hate driving in the city. I’ve done what I could to make your life as easy as possible, so you don’t…” He clapped his mouth shut.

      “Say it,” Endre growled, disgusted. If Jackson never wanted to open a business or become a yoga instructor or live close to the studio, then he should’ve said so, not resent Endre years later, or expect something in return.

      “So you don’t hurt yourself again.” Jackson got to his feet and paced. “I made sure that you ate, got out of bed. But I can’t keep looking out after you, Endre. I’m sorry, but it’s not fair to me.”

      A dull pain made itself known at the base of Endre’s skull. He was so tired of fighting with Jackson, of hearing the things Jackson had kept from him throughout the years.

      “You haven’t done those things since I got out of rehab. I’m much better now,” Endre grumbled as culpability settled in. Those early days had been rough, and he’d been grateful for Jackson’s support and encouragement. “And you are not now and never were responsible for me. I am. If you didn’t want to start a business or be a yoga teacher, then you should’ve said something, not blame me for your decisions three years later.”

      Jackson lightly shook his head, seeming to fight whatever was going on in his mind, and sighed. “I know that, and I don’t regret being there for you. I naively thought you’d see the things I did and fall in love with me. But then you met Tate, and I saw that I didn’t have a chance. That I never had a chance.” He paced some more, gesturing with his arms when he spoke. “I think your whole spiel about relationships being too complicated was a front because you never got over Zac. And now you’ve fallen for a guy who looks like an older version of him.”

      Endre had noticed the resemblance and heard it in Tate’s singing voice, but the similarities stopped there. Zac was soft-spoken, almost shy and polite, opposite of Tate, who had no problem entertaining an entire yoga class with stories about his job. Maybe they were close in height, Endre couldn’t remember, but Tate’s poster-worthy, muscular body put Zac’s moderate build to shame.

      “That’s ridiculous, Jack. I was single because I wasn’t ready for a relationship, and it had nothing to do with pining away for some guy I hung out with a handful of times ten years ago. And as for Tate and Zac looking alike, that’s a coincidence. I had no idea what Tate looked like before I met him.”

      Jackson picked up his computer and shoved it with unnecessary force into his satchel. “Lie to me all you want, but don’t lie to yourself about why you’re with Tate.”

      “I’m not with him because he reminds me of some lost opportunity ten years ago—do you even hear how pathetic that sounds?” Endre jolted up, frustrated, following Jackson into the kitchen. “You’re jealous and hurt, and you’re seeing only what you want to see. If you’d spent more than two minutes around Tate, you’d see he’s nothing like Zac.”

      “If you say so.” Jackson hastily put his boots and jacket on. “I’ll manage the studio from my parent’s house, and I’ll talk to Amanda and have her fill in for my classes. If anything urgent comes up, she knows how to reach me. Take care of yourself.” He picked up the duffel bag and paused, as if waiting for Endre to say something.

      A sting as sharp as an ice pick lanced at the base of Endre’s skull. “You’re leaving? Just like that?” He froze, shocked. Years of friendship gone, and nothing would fix it. Not this time. Jackson wanted the impossible.

      “I have to,” Jackson said coldly. “We have until the beginning of the year to consider the deal from Drishti. If you don’t sign, then we’ll need to start the paperwork for you to buy out my share of the business.” This was the cruelest Jackson had ever been.

      “Can’t you just stay on as a silent partner, or whatever it’s called, and let me have the studio?” he begged. “Why do you have to be mean and force me out of our business, our home?”

      “I’m not being mean, Endre. I’m moving on with my life, that’s all, and you’ll have to do the same. You have options with the business, and I’m sure you can find another roommate easily.” He huffed a sigh from his nose. “Look,” Jackson said, forehead lines relaxing and tension in his shoulders lessening. “I know this is hard. But please, just try to see it from my point of view?”

      He stared at Jackson’s pleading face, digging around for sympathy, getting tangled in barbs of hurt and self-righteousness. “Which point of view, Jack? The one where you accuse me of ruining your life? The one where you didn’t bother consulting me about selling the studio? The one where you think you need to keep looking after me?” Fury overrode the throbbing in his skull.

      “No, Endre,” Jackson said, the sharpness gone from his tone. “The one where I am your friend and I’m hurting. I should’ve talked to you about my feelings and the business long before it got to this point, but I thought I was okay. I thought I could handle it until I couldn’t, and I’m sorry. I tried. I tried so hard.” He flushed red and looked away, eyes brimmed with tears.

      Endre deflated, sympathy for his friend piercing his heart. “I hate this,” he said, closing his eyes, rubbing his temples. “I hate fighting with you. Do whatever you need to do to not hurt.” He heard Jackson move about in the kitchen, opening a kitchen cabinet and the faucet turning on and off.

      “I hate fighting with you, too. Here,” Jackson softly said, handing Endre his pills and a cup of water. Endre, chin trembling, eyes watering, pulled Jackson into a hug.

      “Thank you. Not just for getting me the pills, but for everything.” Endre slid his arms around Jackson’s waist and held him tight, resting his chin upon his friend’s shoulder. He felt Jackson’s arm around him.

      “Goodbye, Endre.” Jackson kissed Endre’s hair and let him go, his eyes glossy. He picked up his duffle bag and left.

      Endre stared at the door while a hurricane of sadness, hurt, anger, love, swirled higher and higher until it tore out of him with a shattered scream. He picked up a kitchen chair and threw it, sending its rickety legs in all directions, then went into the living room and tore the cushions off the sofa, kicking the remaining frame.

      “Fuck you for ruining everything!” He wasn’t sure if he was yelling at Jackson or himself. Yelling just felt good, necessary. But it wasn’t enough.

      Endre pulled his hair, pacing the apartment, questioning how he was going to keep going, though reason had long gone.

      It’s pointless. Everything is pointless. Why bother when it’s all going to go away again? Fuck this.

      He went to the medicine cabinet, where he kept a backup bottle of his antidepressant medication. Taking too many wouldn’t kill him, but it certainly would do something. He hurt, and he wanted to stop hurting. He wanted to stop feeling so much. It was too much. All of it. He wished he could reach out to Tate and find some comfort, but the man with whom he’d had the best weekend of his life with lived miles away and had done nothing to solidify their plans to meet again.

      No one wants to deal with someone who’s as fucked up as you are. Not your best friend, not your mother, not Lara. Your yoga studio failed because you’re a terrible business owner who can’t take care of himself. You’re a fucked-up failure, nothing more than a useless addict. No one will care if you die. They won’t even miss you. They’ll probably be glad you’re gone.

      The mirror swung back into place, and he saw a wild-eyed, angry, out of control young man. He recognized this person. He was the same one who’d been lost in active addiction and blew through his entire college fund on drugs, and who’d spent years at bay, waiting for a weak moment to break free and devour him.

      In a month, he’d have nowhere to live. No studio. No Jackson. No one. He’d been delusional in thinking he could pick up and move to LA and start over.

      No one will hire you. Just look at yourself. You’re supposed to be a vision of positive inspiration, a guru for your students, and here you are a fucking mess. You’re nothing, and Jackson and your mother think so, too. And Tate? Once he realizes you haven’t changed from the person he saw in those videos, he’ll want nothing to do with you. No one has time for your crazy. Your life is pointless.

      Oxys were definitely out. Withdrawal had nearly killed Endre. A hundred times worse than the flu. Body aches. Pins and needles. Stomach cramps. And his body had been so heavy, tired and desperate for another rail to keep going. But these pills? They’d take the edge off, and if he were lucky, let him sleep for a long, long time.

      With the bottle in one shaking hand and a pile of pills in the other, he paused and looked, really looked in the mirror and saw the path ahead. Hospital. Psych ward. Rehab. More therapy. Trapped living with his mother. Jackson would blame himself. He’d think he never should’ve left him alone. If Endre took all these pills, Jackson would be right: he did need a babysitter.

      “Fuck you!” He threw the pills at his reflection. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What the hell am I doing? What the hell am I doing?” He clutched the edge of the sink, the hardware and drain in need of a good cleaning. Breathe. Just breathe. Nothing else in his life was controllable, only his breath. He focused on the sensation of air as it passed through his mouth, the cool inhale, the warm exhale, over and over, like he’d practiced in countless yoga classes until the toxic thoughts dispersed and rationale slowly returned.

      Jackson should do something that brought him happiness.

      His mom loved him and did not see him as a failure.

      Tate would contact him soon about the trip.

      Those thoughts helped. But he needed to talk and be heard.

      Endre ran into his bedroom and pressed the record button on his video camera.
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      “Unh!” Tate yelled as his foot hit Draven’s chest with nothing more than a tap. Draven stumbled, exaggerating for when the cameras were on them. Righting himself, Draven rushed at Tate. He stepped out of Draven’s direct path, grabbed his right arm, and pulled Draven forward, using Draven’s momentum against him. Tate kneed him in the stomach, intentionally stopping before contact, then lightly elbowed him between the shoulder blades.

      Boom! Draven went down. Tate went to give him another kick just as Draven rolled to his side. He grabbed Tate’s shoe and twisted, forcing Tate to spin backward and land on his back. Draven, and all two-hundred-something pounds of him, landed on Tate.

      Fucker is heavy!

      Draven threw several punches, none of which hit Tate. They weren’t meant to. Fights scenes were more like a well-rehearsed dance. Camera angles and editing made the stunts look realistic while keeping the performers safe. Tate blocked the final punch while lifting his hips, throwing Draven’s balance off, thereby giving himself seconds to get away. He crawled to the nearby stairwell—because at this point in the fight, the character should be damn tired, and Tate was damn tired after running through this fight scene for the fourth time—and used the railing to get to his feet.

      Draven, being the villain that miraculously never seemed to tire or die, staggered to Tate with hell and fire in his eyes, poised to kill his enemy. Lucky bastard had an on-screen part in the independent movie and was working on his acting chops. Tate, however, was filling in for an actor who also would perform the fight scene for close-up shots. After the holiday, they would teach the routine to the actor.

      “Alright, guys, stop. Stop,” Steel said, holding his hand up. The other rested on his cane. Tate had gotten used to that stern take no shit glare of the stunt choreographer and respected it. Steel’s perfectionism had made Tate a better fighter on- and off-screen, and it prevented any X-Trips choreographed fight scenes from being less than exceptional.

      “The ground fight isn’t right yet,” Steel firmly said, fishing his phone out from his pocket. He sat on a wooden stool and propped his feet up on the rungs. He set his cane across his lap and pointed his phone at them to record, as usual. “Do it again and give me more defense, Tate. Start at the takedown.”

      Most fight scenes were broken down and filmed in small segments. This one would be shot at a distance, and their goal was to make it flow from start to finish. It meant the actors had to know the fight better than they knew their lines or someone could get hurt, and they had to build up stamina to shoot the scene at least twice.

      Tate’s day had begun at eight in the morning with a prerecorded online yoga class led by Endre that he would never confess to Draven he’d done every morning since leaving Boston, followed by a light three-mile run, weights, and blocking for two upcoming movie shoots. It was nearly seven at night and Tate’s old ass was tired. And hungry. He collapsed on the ground when Steel called it a day.

      “Alright, boys. Good work,” Steel said, heading toward the exit. “I’ll send you a link to the video so you can check it out and see where you can make improvements. See you tomorrow.”

      Tate needed a hot shower, food, and sleep. He checked his texts and email on the way to the locker room, most of which were work-related or junk mail, and saw that a new video had been uploaded to Endre’s YouTube channel days ago. So much for punctual notifications. He clicked on the link, and his blood turned to sloshy ice at the sight of Endre sitting on the floor of his bedroom, complexion blotchy and olive eyes red-rimmed, holding back tears.

      Tate was thrown back to a day in his childhood when his ma, stinking of booze and cigarettes, cried and screamed she’d never wanted him or Mazi, and that she’d had enough. She ran into the bathroom and slammed the door in his face. Whatever happened behind that door kept her away for a blissfully quiet month—not long enough in Tate’s young opinion. Mazi, on the other hand, missed the waste of a woman and was happy when she’d come home.

      Tate tapped the play icon, fearing Endre had relapsed and he was going away—just like Mom. He mentally chucked the finger at the unfair comparison.

      Today was a bad day, in case you couldn’t tell. Endre pointed to his face. He bit his trembling lip and lowered his head, shoulders rising and falling, chest expanding.

      I haven’t been this close to relapsing for such a long time, and it’s a little frightening—or was. I’m doing better now. Endre sniffled, wiping his nose with a tissue, leaving the edges faintly pink.

      Tate ached to see Endre’s smile, to see joy in his eyes and to get assurance that the man he had left in Boston was still in there and not devoured by a monster of despair. But the smile never came. He touched the screen where Endre’s lips were.

      See, I got into a huge fight over… He paused, debating what to say next. Things I’ve been shoving aside for too long because they are unpleasant. But I was forced to face them today, and I reacted by spiraling downward, giving in to the standard pity party, poor me thoughts I have, the ones that say I have no power and I deserve the bad things that are happening. He rolled his eyes, flashing his annoyance. Sorry, I don’t mean to make light of this, but there comes a time when I get sick of my own bullshit, and I’ve reached my threshold.

      Endre had to be talking about Jackson. Did people really get that freaking upset when shit didn’t go their way? Not someone like Endre, the confident yoga teacher, the lover who had held Tate through the night with contented sighs and occasional kisses and who’d comforted him after his nightmare. The guy who’d wiggled his way under Tate’s skin like one of his tattoos, possibly just as permanent as one.

      As much as it ripped at his heart, Tate continued watching.

      The point is, what was said and what was done today hurts because I feel like I lost something.

      Endre hugged his knees as if he were holding himself together and barked a humorless, inappropriate laugh. Patanjali says, “If you feel you have suffered a loss, ask, ‘Who is the loser?’ You’ll find that you are still here, that you didn’t lose yourself, but just something you had.”

      Resting his chin between his knees, Endre sat still. Sometimes the things we believe we cannot live without are the same things that hold us back. He paused, then stretched his legs in front of him, arm by his side. I wish you a happy and safe holiday season, and I’ll see you in the new year.

      The screen went to a default picture of Endre’s logo and prompts reminding viewers to like and subscribe.

      “What the fuck!” Tate tossed his phone. It slid across the tiled floor and landed by Draven’s feet. Shit. Tate thought he was alone.

      “What’s a matter? The results from your anal probe come back with bad news?” Draven asked, picking up the phone, then handing it to him. A new crack shattered its corner, but the screen remained undamaged and working.

      Tate scratched the back of his head. “Something like that. Thanks.”

      “We kicked ass on that scene today. I checked out the video, and we nailed it. Steel’s suggestions were spot-on, as usual.” Draven opened his locker and peeled off his sweat-drenched T-shirt, revealing taut muscles he maintained through weights, gymnastics, and martial arts. Blond hair, blue eyes, and a strong jaw, Draven was a testament to his Viking roots. “Are we going over the car chase tomorrow with the newbie—what’s his name, Dakota?”

      “Yup,” Tate answered. Shit. He sounded tired.

      Draven sat on the bench, leaving ample room between them, and removed his shoes and socks in silence, leaving it up to Tate to continue the conversation. Draven seldom pried into people’s business unless a dare was involved. That was his way.

      “You looked good out there today,” Tate said, going for something lighthearted. “I can tell you’ve been working on your fighting form.”

      “Thanks, man. Going back to the basics with Steel’s class. Dude likes to use me as a test subject.” Steel might have used a cane, but he was one skilled fighter and could wipe out a small village in a matter of seconds with nothing more than a flick of his pinky.

      “Mm.” Tate turned his phone over in his hands, itching to call Endre yet uncertain if he should. Get blown up, set on fire, tossed off a high rise? No problem. Listen to a friend lose their shit and threaten to hurt themselves? That terrified the hell outta him. What if he said the wrong thing and tipped that fragile balance in the wrong direction?

      “Can I ask you something personal?” Tate brought up Endre’s name in his phone’s contacts. He stared at the receiver icon and swallowed. Christ. His gut churned worse than the minutes before he’d performed his first on-camera free fall, and he’d almost puked then. He fucking hated falling without a parachute.

      “All ears. Go for it.”

      Tate clicked the side button and put his phone to sleep. “Would you ever go out with someone who wasn’t exactly mentally stable?”

      “Are we talking like, ‘murder you in your sleep’ or ‘goes through all your emails and texts’ unstable?”

      “We’re talking self-harm unstable.”

      “I can’t answer that one for you,” Draven said, leaning back, resting on his hands.

      “Oh, but the murder me in my sleep scenario was clear?”

      Draven gave him a side-glare that had dumbass written all over it. “I think the answer to the murder and the invades your privacy is pretty obvious.”

      “Truth,” Tate agreed.

      “Best advice I can give you is to talk to someone who knows more shit about this than I do. But if something happened where Jules was in that frame of mind, I would do anything to stay with him and make sure he got the help he needed.”

      Did Endre have any help? Was he seeing a therapist? Did he have friends besides Jackson to turn to or any family that lived locally? The thought of Endre alone and suffering seeped into Tate’s bloodstream with every heartbeat, spreading to every organ and limb. It. Fucking. Hurt.

      “Remember what you told me when I did my first BASE jump?” Draven asked.

      “That’s dredging up ancient history. No.”

      “You said, ‘As stuntmen, we go against our fear.’”

      “That’s some deep shit right there.” Tate shook his head, the memory of the sunny day atop the Perrine Bridge, one of the only legal places for BASE jumps in America, returning. Tate had also said no one in their right mind BASE jumped. A gust of wind in the wrong direction could slam you into whatever you jumped from, or the parachute might fail to open, leaving you nothing but a splat mark on the ground. He had done several jumps for certification and then some legal and not-so-legal ones with Draven. But BASE jumps were in his history, the adrenaline junkie side of him calmer since the big three-oh. He’d still perform a BASE jump over a free fall. One word: parachute.

      “Yeah, well as deep as that shit was, it was sound advice,” Draven said, wiping his hands together. “You might want to figure out what the hell scares you about this person’s instability and face it before your phone dies a horrible death.” He slapped Tate on his back and went into the adjacent room to shower.

      Endre had filmed the heart-wrenching vlog entry days ago. Days that had gone without communicating. Days that he wanted to call or text but resisted, concerned he’d come off too strong and scare Endre away. Days that Endre had been suffering, possibly alone.

      Without hearing Endre’s voice, Tate couldn’t be sure Endre was…alive. He shook off the thought. Endre was alive. He had to be. And, most likely, Endre expected phone calls from friends and loved ones after releasing those emotional videos.

      It was the not knowing, the sliver of doubt that Endre hadn’t reached out to his support team or done whatever he usually did beyond the vlog entry to help his mental state, that made caring about Endre more frightening than a BASE jump off El Capitan.

      We go against our fear.

      Tate jumped—the biggest leap of faith he’d ever taken—and called Endre. What would he do if Endre was still hurting? He’d want to hold him, comfort him, listen to him, but those things might not be best for Endre or even what Endre wanted. Maybe all Tate could do was stay put and have faith his friend would pull through.

      The call went right to voicemail, and the annoying generic voice told him to leave a message after the beep.

      “Hey, I, uh…saw your video. Could you call me? I just… I’d like to hear your voice. Shit, that sounded cheesy. When you get a chance, call, okay? Okay. Um. Bye.” Tate cursed. The beep had fried his brain, obliterating his ability to form a sentence. Was a voice message and a text too overbearing? Probably. It pissed Tate off when people did it to him. Maybe Endre was teaching. No harm in checking that out. Tate searched for the yoga studio’s number and called. A woman answered.

      “Hi, I was wondering if you could tell me if Endre is teaching today?” Please tell me he’s okay. Tell me his phone died. Tell me he never wants to talk to me again, just as long as you tell me he’s alive.

      “I’m afraid he’s out for the day, but we have a wonderful sub filling in for him,” the woman said, adding emphasis on wonderful. She was selling the class, that was for sure.

      A pit formed in his stomach. “Look, um, my name is Tate, and–”

      “I’m Amanda,” she perked up. “I think I met you around Thanksgiving. Endre came in this morning and did some office work, but he’s not here now. I can leave a message to call you if you’d like?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Thanks.” He threw up a silent thanks to whatever deity was listening and hung up.

      But why didn’t he take my call?

      He snorted and told himself to quit being a whiny, insecure dickhead. There were a ton of legit reasons why Endre hadn’t picked up the phone, and none of them had to do with Tate. But if Endre didn’t text or call by the end of the day, Tate would own that needy dickhead status and text him.

      “That shower felt good,” Draven said, padding into the locker room with a towel around his waist and bringing Tate’s focus back. “Are you going to see your dad for Christmas? Xander and Quinn are having a party on the twenty-first, and he said you and a plus-one are invited.” Draven dropped his towel and dressed, proving his pubes were seriously bushy, and sending Tate a smirk that said he knew exactly what he was thinking.

      “I’ll be there. Dad and his girlfriend bought me a plane ticket.” Tate’s father had surprised him this morning with the news that his tech-savvy girlfriend had booked a flight. Colorado was on the way, and Tate planned on arranging a slight detour on the way back to LA to see Endre. He would have to spend Christmas with his father and Genella and miss out on waking up in Endre’s arms on Christmas morning, which sucked donkey balls, quite frankly.

      “He figured out how to do that? I’m impressed. You remember the time you booked a flight to LA for him, and he tried to print the itinerary and…” Draven laughed, interrupting himself. “It sounded like the printer was running away!”

      Any time Tate’s dad tried to do something with technology, he ended up calling Tate to solve the mystery of, “What’s a matter with this piece of shit?” Draven thought Tate was exaggerating on how anti-tech his father was until Tate put the old man on speakerphone so Draven could hear the wonder for himself. The printer incident was the pinnacle of stories. He could still hear the old man swearing and tearing paper as the printer begged for mercy.

      “He still talks about it,” Tate said. His dad was good-natured and laughed at his own incompetence.

      “The ‘fah-kin’ print-ah’ incident was epic,” Draven quipped, imitating Tate’s father’s Bostonian accent. He finished dressing and slung his gym bag over his shoulder. “I’m heading out. I’ll let Xander know you’re on for the party. Is there a plus-one?”

      “Naw, just me and my onesome.” Endre would be in Colorado.

      “Alright, then. If you do decide to invite the wallflower, there’ll be a spot for him. Later.”

      Tate showered, keeping an ear out for his phone. There were no text messages or voicemails after he finished showering and dressing. Not. One. They weren’t lovers. They were barely friends. They had a fuck-fest of a weekend and that was it. So why the hell was he obsessing unnecessarily like some clingy boyfriend? He hated that shit. Endre was a grown-ass man and he could handle himself. If Endre called him back, great. If he didn’t, well, Tate had a life. A lonely life that sent him all over the world and put him in some hairy situations, but it was his life, and he loved it. He didn’t need anyone to snuggle under a blanket of fluffy goodness to be complete. Not even on freaking Christmas morning.

      Tate slammed his locker shut. Endre better call me the hell back.
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        ENDRE

      

      

      The stench of rotten garbage, sour milk, and oily air grew stronger as Endre descended the stairs to the T, where a violinist played a heartfelt melody on the subway’s platform, oblivious to the stench. Her expressive face mirrored the music as if she were living the story of the song, each note a poignant step of the journey. He peeled a couple of ones from his wallet and tossed them in her case, closed his eyes, and listened.

      The dank subway atmosphere drifted away the more he focused on the melody. Quieting the mind was the ultimate purpose of yoga, and through practice, Endre had learned that simple things, such as directing his focus to beautiful music, let him create mental space from the negative and often self-deprecating thoughts and find gratitude and stillness.

      You didn’t hurt yourself. You went to a meeting. You saw your therapist. He’d had a weak moment, and instead of sinking into unhealthy behaviors, he’d reached out to his support system. Often, the most challenging part of depression was asking for help; a close second was finding the will to get out of bed. To the outside world, he functioned, played the role of Endre perfectly, strived to be the best teacher and person, an all-around perfectionist who made sure his classes were planned in advance and the classrooms were spotless, while internally, exhaustion and malaise gripped him. He pushed forward, determined to get through the day without making a fuss, recognizing his energy and moods fluctuated, and if he held on, the emotional weight would lighten. If it weren’t for rehab, his depression would’ve remained undiagnosed, and he’d still be stumbling along in life and probably hating his job as a lawyer. The storm ripped him apart, but he chose how to put himself back together. He’d heard that somewhere.

      A hiss and a blast of warm stale air tussled his hair and clothes, signaling the arrival of the subway. He blinked his eyes open, calmer and ready to return to the yoga studio.

      “Tate called, looking for you. I think he was worried,” Amanda said while unboxing T-shirts and scented candles, possibly the last order for their studio.

      “He did?” Endre pulled his cell phone from his coat pocket and sighed, annoyed he’d forgotten to turn it on after the meeting. As he listened to Tate’s uncharacteristic message, he chewed on his pinky nail while his insides quivered with unease. The stuntman showed unusual restraint as he struggled with what to say.

      Jackson was right; Endre was a handful. He’d caused Tate, a man who did life-threatening stunts for a living, stress and worry. Guilt tightened his chest.

      “Thanks, Amanda. I’ll call him back,” Endre said, thrumming with a strange mixture of excitement and dread. With a deep breath, he prepared himself for Tate’s reaction.

      His vlog entry might have jeopardized their friendship—relationship—or whatever they were calling it. But the vlog was part of him, and sacrificing pieces of himself for someone else never ended well, a lesson poor Jackson had recently learned.

      “Hey,” Tate answered, more a sigh of relief than a greeting. Strange how one small word expressed so much by its inflection. Even stranger was the soothing effect Tate’s smokey voice produced.

      “Hey back.” Endre went outside and walked with no particular destination in mind, too restless and worried about what Tate thought of the video.

      “How ya doing?” The implied question was, are you still upset? Tate’s evasiveness was precisely why Endre tried to normalize mental disorders by vlogging his ups and downs.

      “I’m okay. I’ve been busy with meetings, therapy, and teaching, trying to get— Not normal. Normal isn’t the right word. Balance back.” Next time, because there was always a next time, he would warn Tate about videos like that one. If Tate chose to stay part of his life after this. Talking about it made some people uncomfortable. Like his mother and Jackson. Conversations with them over the past few days had been strained. Jackson waited after a class to ask how he was doing and for once they didn’t fight. Endre’s mother acted like he belonged in a psych ward and spoke to him like he was a child, all kid gloves and too much positivity. But talking about his depression was necessary and what his therapist recommended he do with the people he cared about in his life.

      “That’s good, right? You’re doing what you gotta do to feel better,” Tate said.

      Better was relative. Endre wasn’t upset or in a dire state or numb. He was existing, doing things that he needed to do, like meetings and therapy. Yes, he was better, but not in an entirely healthy mindset as he went through the motions of living.

      “I am, more or less. I’m over the worst part, anyway.” He held his breath, bracing for Tate’s response, the passing seconds deafening. A car horn beeped from across the street. He jumped, shocked by the obtrusive sound, and placed a hand to his chest, feeling the thudding of his heart through his winter coat. The hood of the car that had hit him and its loud horn flashed in his memory.

      “Did you…did you want to hurt yourself?” Tate asked, full of apprehension.

      “I…” Endre stumbled, the truth rested as a firm maybe—that split second when he balanced the pills in one hand and stared at his reflection. He’d suffered a setback, and it most certainly wouldn’t be his last.

      “Jackson and I had gotten into another fight, and then he left for good. So I have no best friend, no roommate, no business partner, and possibly no job unless I sell the studio or find another investor that I like. I probably should find a new roommate or another place to live, too.” He felt exhausted thinking about it. “When huge changes like the ones happening now come into my life, I get scared and I don’t want to face them. I don’t want to hurt myself or anyone around me, but it’s like all my thoughts become loud and crowded and I just want peace. So, no, I didn’t want to kill myself, not really. I felt trapped, stressed, and scared.” On the other end of the line, jazz music played low, a slow tune, the only noise assuring Endre that Tate was still there. “Tate?” he said softly. He expected Tate to say that it’d been nice knowing him, but he didn’t have time to deal with Endre’s mental baggage, or something like that. He wouldn’t blame Tate. Most days, Endre didn’t want to deal with his own mental baggage.

      “Yeah, sorry. I… I’m gonna fuck up here, I know it. But I gotta tell you something. Well, more like want to tell you.” He let out a heavy breath. “My mom tried to kill herself when I was a kid. She wasn’t well, and she wasn’t the sort of person to admit anything was wrong.”

      If there was a rock to crawl under, Endre might have done that. How could Tate even stand to talk to him after he’d rehashed such a tragedy? “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “Naw, that’s not necessary, but thanks. I never got along with her. I probably gave her constant indigestion when I was in the womb. Anyway, when I hear you talk about depression and suicide and addiction, it’s hard, not going to lie. I know this isn’t fair and I don’t mean to do it, but I can’t stop comparing what you go through and how you manage your depression to the way my mother did, or didn’t, rather. But it’s also let me recognize how freaking amazing you are.” Endre had met parents in rehab who told stories about leaving their kids in cars or with strangers in less than safe circumstances while they drank or got high, stories that had gutted him. Tate and his brother might have endured similar situations as those children and suffered the bone-deep scars.

      “Amazing?” Endre scoffed. Not amazing, no. He’d screamed and cried, acted like an overgrown child because he didn’t like what Jackson had to say and because he didn’t want to deal with change.

      “Yeah, amazing. You get your ass to meetings, therapy, record videos—all these things because you are committed to your… What’s the right word? Health? Recovery? You care about yourself. You fall down and you jump right back up and do the work. And with all the shit that’s going down in your life right now, it’s really fucking impressive.”

      Traffic buzzed around Endre, the noise too loud, his thoughts too loud. His therapist said that healing wasn’t linear, and it was normal to fall back on old behaviors and patterns of thinking. Two steps forward, one step back. Nothing about his recent behavior was awesome or impressive. He did his best, that was all.

      “I don’t know if there’s anything I can do,” Tate said, cutting through the noise, “but if there is, let me know, aight?”

      There was one thing, though Endre was reluctant to ask in case the answer was no. Better to get the bad news done with. “Are you visiting Boston for Christmas?”

      “Shoot. I didn’t get back to you about that, did I? I’m there from the twenty-first until New Year’s. If you’re in Colorado, I can get a couple days off to stop in on my way to Boston, like we’d planned.”

      Tate was visiting and he was willing to take a detour to Colorado. Endre hardly believed it.

      “I’m not leaving until Christmas Day, so you don’t need to make a special trip.” It would’ve been nice to show Tate his hometown during the holiday. Maybe someday he’d get the chance. For Tate to make an extra trip when they both would be in Boston seemed too much of an ask.

      “Sweet. I’d love to see ya if you want to meet for breakfast after I land. I’m taking a red-eye and I’m gonna need a serious cup of coffee.”

      “Send me your flight details and I’ll meet you at the airport.” Endre tempered the ballooning happiness. Anything could delay the flight. Or Tate might cancel last-minute. Until he saw Tate at the terminal, he would keep his happiness in check.

      “Perfect. The twenty-first can’t get here soon enough, but, ah, you know, if you wanna chat before then, give a call,” Tate said, uncharacteristically insecure.

      “Feel free to do the same. I’ll see you soon.” Endre hung up, smiling. It felt good. Handing his heart to a guy who lived miles away was bound to backfire sooner or later, but he’d deal with it until then the best way he knew how: one day at a time.
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        TATE

      

      

      The picturesque landscape of miniature snow-covered trees and streets provided a minimal distraction from the barrage of memories landing at Logan International Airport invariably generated, the timeless intersection of Before and Now.

      The early hour and lack of sleep had Tate in a fog, though he no longer expected to find Mazi leaning against a wall in his usual spot in the baggage terminal, waiting, wearing a goofy grin that matched Tate’s when they spotted each other. He wasn’t sure if he was grateful or saddened by his revelation, but he didn’t dwell upon it. Someone else was waiting, and he looked gorgeous.

      Bundled in a winter coat and a knitted rainbow hat, brown curls sticking out from under it to form a halo of sorts, Endre waved and mouthed hello.

      Relief spilled over most unexpectedly, the sudden onslaught of emotion catching in his throat. Tate sprinted, snatched Endre up in his arms, and spun him around.

      “I take it you’re happy to see me?” Endre asked, laughing. Tate cherished the taste of his lips, the scent of his skin, and the feel of him in his arms, beautiful things that could have disappeared forever. He ended the kiss and just held Endre, resting his face in the crook of Endre’s neck, breathing him in, unwilling to let go.

      “Are you okay?” Endre asked, rubbing Tate’s back.

      Tate nodded, not ready to speak. Not yet. Just needed to hold him a little longer.

      The conveyer belt alarm buzzed, startling Endre out of Tate’s arms. He let out the cutest nervous laugh, a priceless gift not to be taken for granted. Tate wanted to bottle that laughter up and keep it with him everywhere he went.

      “You’re lucky you flew in today and not tomorrow,” Endre said as luggage came down the conveyer belt and circled the carousel. “There’s a big snowstorm coming. It’s supposed to start Christmas eve.”

      “Maybe you’ll get stuck with me for Christmas then.” Tate spotted his suitcase and grabbed it off the belt.

      “I’m rooting for a nasty storm and grounded planes. My mom said she’d understand if I wanted to visit when the weather is better.”

      “Does this mean I get to wake up with you on Christmas?” Tate asked. The automatic doors opening as they exited, the icy bite of winter air shocking him awake faster than a double espresso.

      “We can even pick out a tree, if you’d like.”

      “Can’t remember the last time I bothered getting a tree. Let’s do that. Do you have plans tonight? A bunch of my friends are having a dinner party, and I was hoping to bring you as my plus-one. These bitches get together and have brunch on the regular. They’re all in their twenties, but I swear they act like they should be wearing adult diapers and throwing horseshoes.” Tate dug a skull cap from the pocket of his jacket and put it on as they walked to the shuttle stop for the car rental office.

      Endre snorted. “That bad?”

      “Naw, I love those fuckers. You will, too. They’re good people. Draven and his husband, Jules, will be there, so you’ll know someone besides me.” Inviting Endre to the dinner party was next level and something his friends would point out without tact.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to don adult diapers and play horseshoes. It’s not really my kink,” Endre said, nudging Tate’s elbow playfully.

      “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

      Endre laughed, raspy with a small squeak and so fucking adorable, Tate wanted to take that sweet face between his hands and kiss it over and over to taste Endre’s happiness.

      “Alright. I’m in.”

      And so was Tate—all in. Endre was alive, happy, and beside him, and Tate had never felt more grateful, a Christmas wish come true.

      If Tate were into that sentimental crap.
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        ENDRE

      

      

      Heavy rain turned to sleet, covering the roads with an icy sheen on the drive to Newburyport. Endre was grateful Tate drove. One hand on the steering wheel, attention on the traffic ahead, Tate remained unaware of Endre’s gaze. He’d missed Tate.

      “The road’s a little bumpy through here, or at least it was before Thanksgiving. They may have fixed it since then,” Tate said, turning into a driveway long enough to be a road in most cities. At the end of the tree-lined road was a sprawling French Tudor home with a stone facade and a turret with a forest of evergreens behind it.

      “What does your friend do that he can afford a place like this?” Endre asked, clutching the small gift they’d brought for the host, sizing up the mansion.

      “He’s an actor. Starred in the Terminal Risk series,” Tate said as he parked behind a newer model pickup truck.

      “You don’t mean Xander Engstrom? Please tell me you don’t. There’s no way he dons adult diapers and plays horseshoes, Tate.” The A-list actor, born in the greater Boston area, had become a local hero, the classic story of a hometown boy getting famous, or infamous since Xander’s ex awaited trial on counts of revenge porn and drug possession.

      Endre cared less about the rumors or the video. What he did care about was being in the presence of someone so famous. Hollywood stars, movie sets, and elite dinner parties, Tate’s life was entirely out of Endre’s league. One look at his off-the-rack clothes and his messy hair, and Tate’s friends would deem him unworthy.

      “Hey, Xander’s a good guy. You’ll see. He’s like the nicest person. Super friendly. No ego. He’s a local boy and hasn’t lost his homeboy roots like some people do when they get famous. I promise you’ll like him, and he’ll like you. But you say the word, and we’ll split. I got ya, okay?”

      “I-I don’t think I fit in,” Endre stuttered.

      “Let me lay something out for you,” Tate said, cupping Endre’s face in a gloved hand. Tate was tactile, and Endre liked the contact. It soothed him. “Tonight is supposed to be fun, and if it’s not fun for you, then I’m all for turning the car around. These guys won’t care. I mean, they’ll be bummed we didn’t show, but they won’t hold a weird-ass grudge about missing their Christmas bash. Like I said, they’re good people. Good friends.”

      Tate was a good person, so why wouldn’t his friends be good people? Seriously, if there was something to overthink and get worked up about, Endre’s brain said, “Gimme” and tormented him.

      “Okay.” Endre clutched the wine bottle tighter. Interacting and staying attentive to a group of people often drained him. It was hit or miss, depending on the crowd and his mental state, and he worried this dinner would be a miss, but he refused to ruin the evening. Tate had invited him to be a part of his life and meet his friends, and Endre would be disappointed in himself if he didn’t go to the party. He had to try, anyway.

      “Aight. I meant what I said, though. You say the word and we’re gone. Let’s get outta the car before our tits freeze. It’s freaking cold and damp out here.”

      Pea-sized sleet pelted them as they dashed to the shelter of the front porch. Tate grumbled about the weather as he rang the doorbell. “I’m gonna save up this year and fly everyone to Cancun for Christmas next year. This sleet shit is for the birds.”

      The door opened, and Xander Engstrom stood in front of them with a welcoming grin. Short brown hair expertly styled, sun-kissed skin probably from a recent trip to California, and tailored shirt and pants made of expensive materials, an undeniable air of sophistication and elegance enveloped the actor. Endre gripped Tate’s hand tighter, starstruck and bombarded by the insecurity he’d just overcome.

      “Tate!” Xander’s smile widened as he leaned for a hug, the close proximity sending a waft of luxurious cologne in Endre’s direction. “So glad you could make it. And you must be Endre!” Xander proffered his hand. Endre took it, noting its smoothness and how much warmer it was than his own.

      Was Xander always this welcoming to strangers, or was this a facade? He was an actor, after all. Maybe he feigned the welcome and really didn’t want a stranger in his house, sharing a holiday dinner. Or you’re overthinking things and he’s genuinely a nice guy.

      The house was filled with the unmistakable odor of cinnamon and cloves and a mouth-watering aroma of dinner. Electric candles decorated the foyer beyond the mudroom, and somewhere deeper inside the house, Christmas music sung in an unfamiliar language played.

      “By the way,” Xander said as he took their coats and hung them in the mudroom, “we’ve got guest rooms ready if you don’t feel like driving in this weather after the party.”

      Anyone else would kill to stay at Xander Engstrom’s house, yet Endre obsessed over whether he’d be able to sleep in a strange bed, how disheveled he’d look in the morning compared to an actor, and decided he’d prefer to take his chances with the weather rather than face that embarrassment.

      “That’s nice of ya, thanks,” Tate answered. The tight fit of his plum sweater accentuated his broad chest and slim waist and distracted Endre. He’d never seen Tate in anything so elegant, and the rich purple shade did dazzling things to Tate’s eyes, turning the gray irises into a striking teal.

      “You keep staring at me like that, we’re gonna have to find an empty room.” Tate lifted his chin, lips drawn in a one-sided smirk.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Endre felt heat rise around his neck, and he suspected he’d turned a little pink.

      Xander led them into the living room, where an impressive Christmas tree stood. Decorated in jewel-toned glass ornaments and gold ribbons, the enormous tree almost touched the ceiling. Several stockings hung from the mantle of a massive stone fireplace that occupied an entire wall. Its firebox came just below Endre’s shoulder. In the middle of the hearth, two small gargoyles dressed in Santa coats and hats oversaw the room. Endre bet there was a story behind those peculiar figurines.

      The guests gathered on the luxurious sectional couch, creating a magazine-worthy scene. Two elegantly dressed women holding hands, one with midnight black hair, the other pink, had the attention of the group. Beside them sat a man in a maroon suit, and another person in a billowy red skirt—who looked vaguely familiar, but Endre couldn’t think from where—laughing at something the woman with the pink hair said.

      Endre glanced down at his shirt and pants, criticizing the choices. He stopped himself from biting his nail and smoothed the front of his button-down instead, deciding the cotton fabric was nice and wrinkle-free, so maybe, just maybe, his outfit wasn’t so bad.

      Tate circled an arm around Endre’s waist and whispered in his ear. “You look gorgeous.” Endre went to protest, but Tate’s enamored gaze stole his breath and his argument. He showed his appreciation through a slow kiss, lips melding together for a heavenly moment before pulling away.

      “Asshole! You made it!” Draven appeared from an adjacent room, then slapped Tate hard on his back, making him cough.

      “Fucker!” Tate said, laughing. He went to slap Draven’s chest, but Draven darted out of reach, his form a blur, and blocked him.

      “You’re getting slow in your old age,” Draven ribbed.

      “Yeah, right. I was going easy on your ass.”

      Draven dismissed Tate with a doubtful glare. “If you say so.” He brought his attention to Endre. “It’s good to see you again, wallflower. I give ya credit for putting up with this jackass.” Draven motioned to Tate with his thumb.

      “Wallflower?” Endre preferred the nickname Drey, but only because Tate had called him it. The less menacing “wallflower” probably suited him, but he didn’t care for it much and might have been offended if Draven wasn’t such a jovial sort of guy.

      “You stood off to the side on the set, like a wallflower,” Draven said with a shrug, unfazed. “Hey, shnookums,” he yelled over his shoulder to the group sitting on the couch behind him.

      “Yes, boo bear?” the brunet in the suit and glasses answered and got to his feet. The rest of the group followed.

      “Come meet Endre, the guy Tate’s all lovey-dovey about.” Draven batted his eyelashes at Tate, and Tate responded with an eye roll.

      “You’ll have to excuse his lack of maturity,” Tate said to Endre. “Dude’s landed on his head one too many times lately and can’t help regressing to pre-pubic-hair mentality. Honestly, I’m kinda surprised he doesn’t fling his shit at people like a monkey.”

      “Hey, I stopped doing that months ago, thank you very much. And I can’t believe you’re still talking about pubes. You are seriously obsessed.” The brunet in the suit joined them, and Draven shifted his focus to introductions. “Endre, this is my husband, Jules.” He hooked a possessive arm around Jules, hugging him closer and closer until Jules lost his footing and almost tumbled over.

      “Nice to meet you,” Jules replied, chuckling as he secured his balance, dimples on display. Though soft-spoken, he maintained a self-assured yet gentle presence. Endre liked him immediately.

      “This is Yumi and her wife, Sasha,” Xander continued the introductions. Yumi was almost a foot shorter than her pink-haired wife, and her dark green pantsuit was a flattering contrast to the patterned dress Sasha wore.

      “And this gorgeous person is the love of my life, and Jules’s brother, Quinn,” Xander said, beaming as he placed a hand on his partner’s lower back.

      “You were in Terminal Risk! The hacker guy,” Endre blurted after trying to place where he’d seen Quinn before. “Sorry, I knew you looked familiar, and I figured out from where, and… I’ll just be quiet now,” he trailed off, done embarrassing himself. He’d also read from somewhere that Quinn was a high fashion model extraordinaire, whatever that meant, and used he/him pronouns. Endre assumed from Quinn’s red dress that it entailed wearing artistic clothing too expensive and strange to appeal to the general public.

      “It’s quite alright. I’m flattered you noticed. It’s nice to meet you,” Quinn said, his voice a rich baritone. He had prominent ears a tad too large for his head and cheekbones so cut, all Endre could picture was Ben Stiller’s Blue Steel face, adding a shred of credibility to the movie’s interpretation of fashion models. Quinn wasn’t someone Endre would call pretty, but he certainly looked unique.

      “Can I offer you something to drink?” Quinn asked. “Dinner will be ready in about an hour.” He stood with flawless posture and a humble smile.

      “A soda would be good, thanks,” Endre answered, going for the fake it till you feel it approach by intentionally infusing more confidence in his voice.

      “Beer. Whatever brand you’ve got,” Tate said.

      Quinn turned to Xander, placing a hand on his partner’s upper arm. “Love, would you mind helping me?”

      “Yes, my prince.” Xander took Quinn’s hand and kissed the back of it. “I need to check on the food anyway. Be right back. Make yourselves at home.”

      Draven started talking about meals Xander had cooked in the past, and soon everyone reminisced about their favorite foods, Xander and Quinn joining in after they brought the promised drinks.

      There were no behind-the-scene stories about celebrities, movie shoots, or fashion shows like Endre had anticipated. Past holiday celebrations, if apple pie was better than pumpkin—Tate didn’t think so—and the beautiful house decorations, the ordinary topics infused a touch of humanity to these larger-than-life people.

      Endre sipped his drink without participating in the conversation, listening like the wallflower Draven had accused him of being.

      “Tate hasn’t brought a guy around in like…oh, ever,” Draven said, eyeing Tate.

      “Yeah, well, no one fit the bill before.” Tate swiped a hand over his hair and sent a boyish grin in Endre’s direction. Endre loved that grin.

      “You mean no one would put up with your crap,” Draven countered. “Endre, you must be some sort of angel to deal with this guy.”

      “Har-har-har. Aight, you guys had your fun. Endre just has better taste than you, and you’re all jelly.” Tate pursed his lips and flipped an imaginary strip of hair off his shoulder. Draven burst into laughter, nearly spewing his drink. The others smiled, shaking their heads as if they were used to Tate’s antics.

      “Actually, Tate’s the angel for putting up with me,” Endre mumbled, not expecting anyone to hear. His throat tightened as all eyes focused on him. Give him a yoga class, or even an entire auditorium full of people, so long as he knew the topic he was teaching or lecturing on, and he was fine. But in front of Tate’s upper-class friends, he resorted to self-deprecation. Why did he even open his mouth if nothing good was going to come out of it?

      “You just wait until you’ve had to share a hotel room with him, or a trailer. Man, this guy is a disaster,” Draven said, challenge in his quirked brow.

      “At least I know what soap is, jackass.” Tate’s glare was full of humor.

      The two continued taking jabs at each other, and all but one pair of eyes were focused on their antics. Those intense icy blues were trained on Endre and widened when Quinn realized Endre was looking back.

      “Forgive me,” Quinn said with a small bow of his head. “I don’t mean to stare. You simply have a wonderful look to you, and I was thinking how photogenic you must be. Don’t you agree, Yumi?” The room quieted down, and Endre wished for a couch to hide behind as he was, once again, the center of attention.

      All this time, he’d worried Tate’s friends would find him lacking, and here was the eclectic beauty of a fashion model complimenting him.

      Yumi glanced at Quinn, a loving smile on her face. She seemed down-to-earth, and like Endre, content to follow the banter of the group rather than interject. “I think you’ve embarrassed him. But yes, Endre, you do have lovely features. Have you ever modeled?”

      “A little for the company that makes the mats and yoga props I use at my yoga studio. Mostly yoga poses and such.” Endre felt the color draining from his face. He used to feel so proud, so willing to brag about the studio, and now the mention of it reminded him of the challenges ahead.

      “That counts as modeling. Where’s your yoga studio? Someplace local?” Yumi asked, keeping the attention of the group. The loud whooshing of his blood pumping swallowed all other sounds.

      It’s a simple question. As subtly as he could, he took a long inhale through his nose and opened his mouth for the exhale, letting the breath calm him. Only it wasn’t working, and his heart thundered in his chest. He couldn’t panic, not here. That would embarrass him—embarrass Tate. He had to pull himself together.

      “The Back Bay,” he managed. He went to draw his hand to his mouth, ready to chew a pinky nail, and stopped when Yumi’s eyes dropped to where his hand was.

      “Oh? I have a condo in that area. Which yoga studio is yours?” Jules asked with genuine interest, and Endre told him.

      Sasha took her petite wife’s hand, twining their fingers together. “That is such a cute name. Too bad my brain thrives in a scattered state and it takes something more invigorating than yoga, like kickboxing or weight training, to calm me down.”

      “Endre’s class is a butt-kicker,” Tate jumped in. “Left me a sweaty mess.” Sexual subtext broadcasted in Tate’s devilish grin as he lightly bumped Endre’s shoulder, unaware of the mental crisis brewing. The memory of their post-class shower should’ve pulled Endre out of this anxious state, for Tate had been a glorious sweaty sight and he’d tasted even better. But the circumstances causing upheaval in Endre’s life rushed at him with the crushing force of a tsunami. His stomach churned. He wiped his forehead and considered finding a bathroom to regain composure.

      “Next time I’m in the city, I’ll take one of your classes,” Yumi said, resolute. She curled a finger under Quinn’s chin, gently forcing him to look at her. “Can I convince you to take Endre’s class with me if there’s a trip to your favorite cafe afterward, Boo?”

      “Very tempting,” Quinn answered, then kissed her fingers. The intimate gesture was something lovers did. Endre knew Quinn and Xander were partners, and Sasha and Yumi were married, but there was clearly love between Quinn and Yumi. Then again, it was possible the lot of them were banging each other like shutters in a hurricane, and who the heck was he to judge?

      “Did Teagan tell you the studio where she works is starting an online channel and looking for yoga instructors? Not sure if it’s something you’d be interested in,” Draven said, the sound distant and not…right. No one else seemed to notice. Which probably meant Endre was sliding into a panic attack or getting overwhelmed or some other unfair mental state that would make him look like an idiot if he didn’t get it under control.

      Teagan had sent a text with the info about online teaching, but the climb back to his levelheaded and confident self after an episode of depression took some time. “I’ve been meaning to call her back,” Endre said, half-aware he had wrapped his arms around himself. His clothes felt tight and hot.

      A strong arm landed around his shoulders, and the warmth of Tate’s breath hit his ear. “Want to go take a look at the tree?”

      “That’d be good.” Endre leaned into him. Tate was like the blanket of fluffy goodness, all soft and cuddly and warm. And safe. He breathed a little easier.

      Tate excused them with a comment about picking out the best present under the tree so he could sneak out with it later, and they walked the short distance to the festive display.

      Shame crawled under Endre’s skin for taking Tate away from his friends. If he could just get his damn self together.

      No shame, remember? You have an illness.

      An illness that makes you look like a codependent freak.

      “I’m sorry,” Endre blurted as they stood in front of the tree. “I don’t know what happened back there. Everyone was looking at me and I… I’m sorry.”

      “You got nothing to be sorry about. This is a dope Christmas tree and deserves our inspection.” Tate gave the impressive tree a once-over. Giant pinecones dusted in fake snow, paper snowflakes, white lights, and a thick gold ribbon, the picture-perfect tree stood well over ten feet tall and had a rich pine fragrance. The decorations were uniform until the bottom branches, where felt trees with multicolored buttons that doubled for bulbs and deranged googly-eye Santa heads hung. “Heh, I like the googly-eyed Santas. They’re a little creepy. I bet Quinn’s son made them.”

      “You don’t have to do that, you know,” Endre bristled, ashamed he’d embarrassed Tate in front of his friends. He slid out from under Tate’s arm, undeserving of his patience and kind reassurance. The comforting touch only made him feel worse about his behavior.

      “Do what?”

      “Try to make me feel better by pretending I handled things well with your friends. I know I screwed up.”

      Tate stayed quiet for a heartbeat. “My brother was a musician. I told you that. He loved music, especially Count Basie. Even named his dog after him. Thing was, he puked before every gig. Hated every minute before getting out on stage.”

      “Stage fright isn’t uncommon.” Endre remembered the first class he taught as part of his certification. His hands wouldn’t stop shaking. He thought everyone could see the junkie he’d been, knew that he’d stolen from friends and strangers to get a fix, and thought he had no right to teach yoga, for he was anything but a yogi. No one knew the truth, and his mentor had praised his alignment cues when he’d finished teaching.

      “Nope, it’s not. And he got through it. He ate up the attention after the shows, but he used to tell me he wanted to hole up for days afterward. Like being around all those people took something from him and he needed to recharge. Point is, everyone’s normal is different, and there’s nothing to be ashamed of. You kill it in your classes, like Mazi did when he performed. So what if you need a little break to recharge after meeting a bunch of new people?” Tate shrugged, his nonchalance irksome. Endre refused to forgive his own behavior and didn’t understand Tate’s tolerance.

      “These aren’t just a bunch of normal people,” Endre grumbled, clasping his elbows. “They’re movie stars, models, fashion designers. A whole other caliber beyond normal. And above all that, they’re your friends, and I’ve embarrassed you in front of them.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t embarrass easily. Besides, needing a breather isn’t anything to be embarrassed about. And those guys?” Tate nudged his chin toward his friends. “They take a crap like everyone else.”

      “Oh my god, that’s so gross.” Endre laughed anyway. When it seemed impossible to find something to smile about, Tate always managed to draw out a laugh from him, a magical ability for sure.

      “My point is,” Tate said, taking Endre’s hand, features softening, “these guys are chill. Draven’s like a brother, and Jules is as boring as a vanilla shake but a levelheaded guy. Xander doesn’t have a pretentious bone in his body, and I’m sure you remember all that publicized bullshit his ex put him through.” He grimaced comically. “Quinn’s a little stuffy, but if you ever see him with his son, it’s the cutest freaking thing in the world. He and Yumi are divorced. I guess they were in a relationship with Sasha—not sure how that all worked out and it’s not really my business—and Sasha and Yumi are a fashion power couple, but they’re down-to-earth and just said they might take one of your classes.” Tate pulled Endre closer, the arm around his shoulders a grounding force. “What I’m saying is, I’ve been to their weddings and birthday parties, hung out with them here and in LA, and they’re the best group of friends a guy could ask for. They’ve all dealt with their fair share of crap, too. Being famous or whatever didn’t give them an issue-free life.”

      “I suppose,” Endre conceded, feeling remotely better though not entirely convinced he belonged among them. “I mean, it’s good you have each other.”

      “It’s nice being here with you. Last time I hung out with them, I was the odd man out.” Everyone at this intimate holiday party had their significant other with them. How had Endre missed that?

      He might regret asking about Tate’s exes, but he had to know. “Have you ever brought a boyfriend to a holiday party before?”

      “Naw. I work too much. Makes it hard to get involved with someone or find someone I want to introduce to my friends.” Tate shrugged, maintaining his tough-guy edge. But Tate had brought Endre to meet his friends and they weren’t pretending to be in a fake relationship.

      “You’re wrong.”

      Tate tilted his head, questioning. “I am?”

      Endre brought Tate’s hand to his chest, feeling its warmth above his beating heart. “You’re involved with me.”

      “Well, fuck.” Tate sighed dramatically, shoulders sagging.

      “Why fuck?” Had he been wrong? Did Tate not feel the same mental and physical attraction that had been impossible for Endre to ignore?

      Tate grinned. “Looks like I got myself a boyfriend.”

      The arm around Endre’s shoulder tightened, and he found himself in a kiss unlike any other. Bone deep, far beyond brushes of lips and tongues, this was the most terrifying and most wonderful of any kiss, for this kiss tasted of love.
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      “No, no, no!” Tate thrashed, the blankets falling off him, the nightmare holding as he woke up in the familiar surroundings of his Boston condo, the space beside him empty. Broken bones, concussions, burns, torn muscles, Tate had healed from all kinds of physical injuries. It was the damn mental one that festered. His restlessness from the stupid fucking nightmares probably sent Endre running for the second night in a row. Groaning, he got up and went to the bathroom, splashed water on his face, and took a piss.

      An out of control blaze. Mazi unconscious on the floor of the living room. Their mother passed out in her bedroom, consumed by flames. Blinded by smoke and screaming for Mazi, Tate crawled across the floor and tried to wake his brother. Smoke burning his lungs, scorching heat growing hotter and hotter.

      Coughing and eyes watering, he tore at the material pinning Mazi to the floor, the fire approaching steadily, stealing the oxygen from the room. Out of time and with no way to escape, Tate cradled Mazi’s face, protecting him from the debris that had started to float through the air, the fire eating up the apartment. They were all going to die.

      But that was a dream. The reality was less dramatic but no less deadly.

      Work was a fantastic distraction, and the often strange and long hours combined with lots of physical activity left him exhausted and dreamless, with no time to dwell upon his failure as a brother. Except he had Endre, his boyfriend, and working endless hours had less of an appeal, and it meant more restless nights and more nightmares. Relationships weren’t supposed to start out with someone sleeping on the couch every night—that came after years together or a fight.

      Or if he ate bean burgers…

      The point being, he was in a relationship, and kicking his boyfriend out of bed the first week they were officially together sucked.

      Endre had stepped up when they’d gone to dinner at Xander’s. He’d stayed until dessert, and it’d taken about that long for the tension lines on his forehead to iron out. Tate would never have believed Endre had social anxiety, not with the cool as a cucumber way he taught his classes. New environments triggered him sometimes, Endre explained on the way home. He’d willingly talked about his depression, triggers, addiction, things that most people cast aside due to the stigmata that society put upon them, normalizing those issues by openly talking about them. Endre was amazing like that. Tate, not so much. He’d kept his secret locked up tight, always feeling a stab of guilt when he looked at his dad’s eyes and saw sadness there, that loss of a son who would never come home. It was Tate’s turn to talk, to tell Endre why he screamed for Mazi.

      He changed his damp shirt and headed to the living room to find Endre.

      Snow fell in small flakes from dark gray clouds, the predicted storm well underway, bringing a cleansing feeling to Christmas morning. Families in the neighboring condos were preparing holiday dinners while children played with their new toys. Or if they were anything like him and Mazi, they constructed forts out of the boxes the toys came in. Lovers snuggled, reluctant to leave the warmth of their blankets and brave the weather to visit their families. Jealousy slithered around Tate’s heart, for he’d been looking forward to a Christmas cuddle with his new boyfriend. But nope. Freaking nightmare.

      Endre yawned, stretched awake, and righted himself on the sofa. The fairy lights on the Christmas tree illuminated him in a golden glow. “Merry Christmas. I couldn’t sleep, so I made some tea and read.” He motioned to the empty cup on the table and the book by his side.

      They should’ve spent the morning spooning, enjoying soft kisses that led to hot sex while the storm went on outside, then making breakfast while listening to jazz and swing versions of carols, opening presents and small stockings they’d stuffed with silly dollar store gifts they’d bought yesterday.

      Tate scratched the back of his head, relieved Endre had stayed but disappointed the morning hadn’t gone as planned. He shuffled to the sofa and sat beside Endre. “Merry Christmas. Sorry if I booted you out of bed. I’ve been back home a million times and my nightmares have never been this bad.” The confession caused a minor twinge of embarrassment.

      Endre curled into Tate and trailed his hand down his chest, resting it above his heart. “I heard you calling your brother’s name while you were sleeping,” he said in a delicate timbre. “You did the same thing in November. Do you want to talk about it?”

      Tate shrugged. Why get into the poor me, my brother died dialogue for the billionth time? Fuck the damn nightmares for ruining his Christmas morning. He didn’t want to talk about it after all.

      “It might help if you do,” Endre pressed.

      “Talking about it isn’t gonna change anything, and you got enough going on. You don’t need my crap on top of it.” The pain from the nightmares wasn’t anything new and it would pass. It always did. There would be another day that wasn’t Christmas to talk about it. “I’m gonna make some coffee. You want some or—”

      Endre scooted away from Tate, scowling as he looked straight ahead.

      “What? You looked pissed. What’d I say?” Tate went to touch Endre’s cheek, but Endre dodged his hand. “Endre?”

      “I’m not going to break,” he gritted, annoyed like a feral kitten.

      “I never said you were.”

      He trained his eyes on Tate, a furious glare. “You think I can’t handle what’s bothering you because I have my own problems. You’re doing the exact same thing Jackson did for the exact same reasons. Poor pathetic Endre can’t handle being a grown-up and needs to be taken care of. Well, screw that and screw you for thinking it.” Endre stood, took two steps, and stopped. He lowered his head and sighed.

      Dammit. Tate got off the sofa and gently took Endre’s hand. “I shouldn’t have said that, you’re right. Talking about my nightmares isn’t something I’ve done before with anyone, and I was deflecting. I’m sorry.”

      Endre turned around, head still down. “I’m emotional, I know that. But what kind of relationship will we have if you censor what you say in order to protect me?”

      Well, aight, if he wants to go there. Tate would lay it all out so Endre could see what a shitty person he was.

      “In my dream, I saw Mazi dying, and it’s like a fucking hellish version of Groundhog Day because I couldn’t save him in real life either. I tried. God, I fucking tried. But the line at the car rental took forever. If I had gotten to my mom’s damn apartment minutes sooner, Mazi would’ve lived. I could’ve saved him.”

      Endre asked in a voice just above a whisper. “How did it happen?”

      Tate swiped a hand across his lips. No one but his father knew the details about that day. Endre couldn’t absolve Tate, yet looking into those soulful eyes, absolution waited just the same.

      “Like I’ve said before, my mom’s blood type was alcohol and she was legit unstable. But for some fucking reason, Mazi thought he could save her. No matter how many times she stole from him or called him to pick her up from wherever the hell she’d wound up, he was there for her. Well, Ma being Ma, forgot to pay her rent and got an eviction notice, so Mazi thought he’d move her into his condo—this place. Mazi was too damn talented to waste his life on a woman who was too drunk or high or whatever to remember his name, or mine for that matter, and I told him so. Get her into rehab, into therapy, I said.”

      Tate had replayed the last conversation with Mazi over and over in his head, holding on to it like it was sacred. His voice, once so familiar and unmistakable, sounded more and more like Tate’s inner voice rather than Mazi’s thick and unmistakable Bostonian accent.

      “You’re not a horrible son. Ma is sick. It’s not on you. Hell, it’s not really on her either. She was born this way, Mazi. She needs to get sober and get on meds, and then she might get to live on her own, or with you at that point. But until then, it’s too hard on you, bruh. I can hear it in your voice.”

      Mazi had been the more sensitive and quieter of the two of them, always trying to please Ma or Dad and looking after the family, too afraid to make waves. Tate had no fear. He went in with verbal grenades and told their parents like it was from day one. He had been called an old soul for being so aware as a kid, but he called it reality. He saw his parents as people, not superheroes, unlike most kids, and it spared him the shocking reality when they colossally fucked up like grown-ups were prone to do.

      “I think I’m coming down with something. I’ve been sick all day with a headache and nausea, and I’m so tired,” Mazi sounded weak. “I’m supposed to meet this guy later tonight, but I feel like shit. Maybe you could fill in for me?”

      “You have a date? Mr. My Life Is Too Complicated?” Tate asked, not even a little bit upset Mazi had scheduled a date the same day Tate arrived. Mazi’s love life was another thing that had suffered because of their mother’s illness, and Tate couldn’t be happier Mazi had met someone.

      “I know, right? He’s a little young. Super cute. And for some reason, he hasn’t given up on me even though I’ve turned him down before. I’m afraid if I don’t meet him, he will give up, and I want a chance with him, you know?”

      “Aight. I’ll cover for you just this once. I gotta go, but I’ll see ya soon, bruh. Crash until I get there, aight?” Tate planned on telling Mazi’s date the truth: that Mazi was sick and that he really wanted to meet him. If the guy were decent and worth anything, he’d understand and get Tate’s approval. If he got pissed, well, then, Mazi deserved better.

      “Anyway, I was in town visiting, and Mazi was staying with Ma, helping her pack up her apartment. Mazi used to say we had a psychic twin-link—he was way into metaphysical stuff. The twin-link is bullshit, really, but my gut never lies, and I knew something was fucking wrong when I’d called him from the airport. He sounded like… I don’t know, not drunk, but not completely coherent, either. It took almost an hour to get the rental car and then drive to my ma’s apartment. No one answered when I got there.”

      The story poured from Tate, a release valve opened, the pressure of guilt and desperate confession too great to contain. He shifted his weight, his legs unsteady as he flashed back to the worst moment of his entire life.

      “I called and heard his phone ringing from behind the door. The lock was flimsy, so I broke down the door and found Mazi on the sofa. I thought he was sleeping, but who the hell sleeps through a door being busted down? He didn’t wake up when I called his name or when I shook him, so I called for an ambulance. He had a pulse, weak but there, and he was breathing, so all I could do was fucking wait until the EMTs arrived.” He scratched the back of his head, pausing as the chaos of that horrible day replayed. Firefighters fighting to keep Mazi alive, Tate helpless, enraged, and heartbroken as they worked.

      Faint heartbeat. Unconscious. Possible heart attack or seizure.

      Ma dead in the bedroom.

      Headache and nausea gripping Tate as he begged for his brother to hold on, the same symptoms Mazi had mentioned when they’d spoken.

      The ancient heater and lack of ventilation.

      The firefighter telling everyone to clear out.

      “My ma’s apartment was a run-down piece of shit with a landlord about as handy as tits on a fish. He never repaired anything. Turns out, there were extremely high levels of carbon monoxide coming from a leaky heater, and it killed both of them.” The landlord had failed to put in the proper fire alarms with CO detection required by the state. Tate sued for negligence and won. Some victory.

      “Mazi thought he was coming down with something, complained of a headache and nausea.” Tate let out a bitter laugh. He flopped down on the sofa, grief and guilt slamming into him. “He even asked me to stand in for a date he had that night because he felt like shit. In the hour it took me to get from the airport to Ma’s apartment, Mazi had passed out. So, yeah, if I had gotten there sooner, I could’ve saved him.”

      “What makes you so sure? You could’ve been poisoned, too.” Endre held on to his elbows, folding into himself the way he did when his confidence waned.

      “I started to feel sick while I waited for the EMTs. Didn’t think much of it until the firefighters showed up. They figured out pretty quickly what was going on with the CO levels and told me to get the hell out of the apartment.” He rubbed at his eyes, the sting of tears looming. “I lost more than Mazi that night. I lost half of me, and there’s been a void ever since. I keep this place because of him, because it was ours, and I… It’s like, when I’m in LA, I can trick myself into thinking he’s still here in Boston, doing his thing, playing out in clubs. It’s fucking stupid, I know. But it helps sometimes.”

      Endre slowly walked over to Tate, a question poised on his lips and eyes as he put a knee beside Tate’s thigh on the sofa, then straddling his lap when he received no protest. “It’s not stupid at all,” Endre assured and hugged him. “I’m sorry, Tate.”

      “You had nothing to do with it. But thanks.” Was talking about it supposed to make him feel better? It didn’t. But Endre in his arms made him feel better.

      “Where was your mom? Did she…”

      “Dead in the bedroom. Coroner said she had excessive amounts of opioids and booze in her system, and the carbon monoxide poisoning finished her off. It’s her fault Mazi’s dead, and I will never forgive that bitch.” Tate used to feel guilty for not mourning the death of his mother, then he decided he didn’t give two shits. She was lucky Dad insisted on interring her ashes. Tate would’ve dumped them in a garbage heap.

      Endre cupped Tate’s jaw, thumbs stroking his cheeks in soothing caresses. “My heart hurts for your loss and for what you suffered. Thank you for telling me.”

      Guess talking made Endre feel better. That was something. “You’re welcome.”

      Endre kissed him, slowly and gently, tracing the contour of his lips before pushing his tongue inside. This was how Tate wanted Christmas to start.

      Tate rested his hands on Endre’s hips, the fabric of his pajama pants silky to the touch, thumbs brushing the pronounced hip bones and toying with the elastic waistband.

      “Too much clothing?” Endre asked and peeled off his shirt, revealing a smattering of chest hair and nipples, large brown disks Tate longed to suck. The flesh pebbled under his tongue, growing taut with each lick and nip. His cock thickened, the friction heightening his desire for the striking young man on his lap.

      “This has to come off,” Endre said, cheeks glowing in the soft light as he lifted the hem of Tate’s shirt.

      “Couldn’t fucking agree more.” Tate took off his shirt and tossed it aside. Endre smoothed his fingertips over a thatch of dark chest hair, down the six-pack of Tate’s abdomen, stopping when he reached the waistband of his pajamas.

      “Lemme guess. The pants have to go, too?” Tate raised his hips, letting Endre slide the material down his legs. The cool temperature of the room hit, unpleasant without Endre on his lap, providing warmth. Tate gave himself a couple of strokes as Endre undressed.

      Endre bent down and placed featherlight kisses along Tate’s neck. “I’d like to give you your Christmas gifts.”

      “Now you’re talking.” Tate angled his head, enjoying the nips and flicks.

      “Not here, though.” Endre kissed him on the lips, then went to the Christmas tree. The view was nice. Endre had sculpted back muscles, not overtly pronounced, more like a swimmer, and a round, bite-worthy ass. He scooped up a small gift from under the tree and headed toward the hallway, tossing a come-hither look over his shoulder. “In your bedroom.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        ENDRE

      

      

      Few personal touches decorated Tate’s condo, most of them in the built-in bookshelf in the living room. Framed family photos from years ago and books about martial arts, the history of New England, and ghost stories were among them. Plush furniture and the solid wood tables hinted at Tate’s preference for simple, luxe pieces, and the bed Endre had reluctantly left in the middle of the night, when Tate rolled over and unknowingly smacked him in the face, was ridiculously comfortable, not too stiff and not too mushy.

      Endre swore the place held echoes of its deceased owner. Not real, not ghosts in the spectral sense, yet Mazi haunted Tate here. How many moments had they shared in the condo, watching television, eating dinner, hanging out, and doing whatever brothers did? An only child, Endre would never know what it was like to lose a sibling, and the death of a twin seemed far more heartbreaking.

      He set the present on Tate’s bed, second-guessing the contents. He wasn’t sure how to act, what to think, what was appropriate to do after listening to Tate talk about how Mazi died. The present seemed pathetic by comparison, but it, and his love, was all he had to give.

      His boyfriend entered the room, carrying a gift slightly bigger than the one Endre had bought, wrapped in shiny red paper with a gold bow on the top. Endre reached for Tate. The bumpy skin on the back of Tate’s hand felt strange, but Endre liked it. The burn scar was evidence of the risk he took pursuing his dream, and he wore it like a badge.

      Tate nuzzled Endre’s neck, scratching it with the stubble that had grown overnight. The sharpness sent a thrill through Endre. A little pain brought pleasure. His knees nearly buckled when Tate’s slick tongue parted his mouth—the man knew how to kiss, and Endre had no problem voicing his appreciation for that skill with a moan.

      “Wait, wait.” Endre broke away. After all, it was Christmas morning, and gifts were supposed to be exchanged. He picked up the present from the bed. “Open this first, then me.”

      Tate chuckled. “Deal. But open your gift first. It’s not much.” He handed him the present apologetically.

      “I’m sure I’ll love it.” Endre pulled apart the bow and tore the paper. Inside was an engraved wooden block. The light in me thinks the light in you is freaking awesome. It was the most wonderful and thoughtful gift.

      “Is it okay?”

      “It’s incredible.” Endre traced the engraved lettering. “It’s perfect really.”

      “Yeah? It’s not stupid? The lady said it’s a desk sign, which is probably modern speak for paperweight. I don’t know. But I do think the light in you is freakin’ awesome.”

      His legs no longer stable, Endre sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the desk sign in his hands because looking at Tate was too much. He felt too much, like he might burst into pieces. Tate was the one perfect thing in his life, and it scared the hell out of him. Perfect never lasted.

      Tate sat beside him, mattress dipping under the weight. Endre mustered up his courage and conveyed how he felt with a kiss and gentle flick of his tongue. This, right here, right now, was perfect. He’d worry about tomorrow, tomorrow.

      “Mmm, I like that.”

      “There’s more after you open your present.” The gift seemed silly. But then, Tate loved to laugh, so maybe he’d appreciate it.

      Tate tore through the paper and laughed when he saw the mug. “Stuntman fuel! I love it. Come here, you.” Endre did as Tate asked, thick, muscular arms embracing him, so strong and safe. “I’m the luckiest bastard alive,” Tate said, tucking what must have been an unruly strand of hair behind Endre’s ear.

      “How so?”

      “I get to be with you.” Tate’s intense gaze pierced into the fragile organ beating within its cage. Endre leaned back, bringing Tate’s full weight upon him and slid his hands down Tate’s neck to the expanse of muscle and bone in his broad shoulders, hardly believing this man was real—that this man was his.

      “Kiss me,” he demanded, then did it without waiting for Tate to respond. Desire burned like never before. Writhing with need, the friction maddening and nowhere near enough. As though Tate read his mind, he reached for the lube and condoms on the nightstand. Tate moved between Endre’s thighs, holding one open, watching with a hungry look. Legs splayed for his lover, Endre made a show of prepping himself, though self-conscious about doing so.

      “Fuck, that is incredibly sexy. Look at you,” Tate said. Endre flushed under the praise. “You ready for me?”

      Lube tossed aside, Endre brought his knees toward his chest as an invitation, and Tate eagerly accepted, lining up his sheathed cock and pushing past the tight ring of muscle, the large broad head bringing a delicious burn. He hooked his legs around Tate’s back, urging him into his body until he was seated, filling him completely. He needed this, needed Tate in a way that went beyond words. All sensation, all emotion—want, desire, love—all of it seemed impossible to contain in his physical form. They were so much bigger, so encompassing.

      Slowly, Tate withdrew, leaving just the tip inside before gliding back in, setting a slow rhythm, sinking deeper with each thrust until all of his length was inside, lighting Endre up over and over with an electrified sizzle that began in his groin and quickly spread through his limbs.

      “Tate! Fuck. Right There!” Spine bowed, he threw his head back, clawing the firm biceps beside his head as Tate fucked him, the pace ravishing. “Don’t stop! Please don’t stop,” he pleaded, driving his ass up to meet each thrust, the springy mattress below assisting. He was lost to sensation, losing control. The sole thing grounding him was the blissful expression on his boyfriend’s face. He looked as if he’d found heaven. Awed, Endre touched the corner of Tate’s mouth, his finger met with a kiss, a tender pause in the fervent storm.

      “Doesn’t make me want to rush to the end. Not when the view is this good.” Tate smoothed a hand along Endre’s shin, down the back of his thigh, while dragging his cock in and out at a leisurely pace, eyes roaming shamelessly over Endre’s body. “I gotta tell ya, you look freaking cute worked up like you are now. Sexy, too.”

      Aflame with want and need, Endre groaned and threw Tate a protesting glare. “Ugh. No fair. You’re torturing me.” He squeezed around the cock inside of him, ushering a delightful moan from Tate.

      “Aight, you asked for it.” Faster than Endre had time to process, Tate grabbed Endre’s hips and flipped him over onto all fours, ass high in the air. He scrambled to stay on his elbows while Tate spread his knees wider and breached his hole with an unrepentant thrust. Endre cried out, pleasure ripping through his body... So close. He needed something more to send him soaring—a little pain. He looked over his shoulder to see Tate. Insides trembling, the demand on his lips too much to ask. “Please,” was all that came out.

      Tate’s mouth split into a wicked grin. “Please? This isn’t enough for ya? What about if I call you naughty and spank you? Would you like that?”

      “Do it. Spank me,” he said, feeling embarrassed and ridiculous, but the sharp thrill that came with the resounding smack was worth it. Tate spanked him ten more times, five on each cheek. Endre counted. His ass cheeks stung, the tender flesh burning, taking him higher and higher. He grabbed his cock and stroked to the rhythm of Tate’s thrusts.

      “Fuck! Tate! Oh… Yes, yes!” Endre cried, ass clenching, balls drawing up. He spurted, cum covering the blankets below, legs shaking and giving out. He collapsed on his stomach, the press of his lover pinning him into the mattress, Tate pulsing deep in his ass.
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        TATE

      

      

      Sex with Endre had been the most amazing Christmas gift. The little bit of spanking, even better. Hell, he pretty much loved everything about Endre. Which was why he was lying naked in bed with the most handsome man in his arms, contemplating how to make their long-distance relationship work.

      “Have you ever thought about leaving Massachusetts? Like, teaching a seminar or class or whatever it’s called, about using yoga to help manage depression, say in Los Angeles?” Those who’d suffered the most were the most compassionate. Tate read that somewhere. That was Endre. He made those videos, taught yoga at the rehab center, and showed empathy to those who suffered the way he did. And he did suffer. But helping others helped him. He’d said as much, and he was damn good at it. Tate had read the comments and heard nothing but praise for him from his students.

      “Where’s this coming from?” Endre propped his head on his hand, sweat and sex wafting from the below blankets.

      “I was thinking about us. About our future.”

      “Future?”

      “Yes, future. Don’t act like you’re all surprised. You are officially my boyfriend now… Partner? I think there’s some line after thirty where boyfriend starts to sound a little creepy. Anyway, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with thinking about a future with my partner. Whaddya think?” He brushed aside a sweaty curl from Endre’s forehead, a temptation he could never ignore.

      Tate wasn’t about to get into his feelings and then get shut down. It was Christmas, for fuck’s sake. Only dickheads ruined Christmas and trampled all over a good thing—damn. He already did that between pushing Endre out of bed and the downer of a talk this morning. Okay, only dickheads ruined Christmas after Christmas nookie. Maybe he should’ve kept his mouth shut about their future until after the holiday.

      The deep inhalation wasn’t a good sign. “That’s a huge change.”

      “Hey,” Tate said, turning onto his side and reaching for Endre. “I didn’t mean to scare you off.”

      “You didn’t scare me off.” Endre brought his hand to his mouth and chewed his fingernail for an instant, pulling his hand away when he realized what he was doing. “I’ve been thinking about moving. Jackson’s gone from the apartment and the yoga studio, which leaves me little choice in the matter. The truth is, I’m doing good right now mentally, but a huge change like moving cross-country and not having a steady job or a place to live or any security whatsoever, coupled with unfamiliar settings, I’m bound to freak out, and…well, you saw. It’s not pretty.” Endre had looked like a stressed cat hovering over a tub of water in the recent video.

      “And you don’t want me to see you like that in person?” Tate guessed.

      “It’d be inevitable and totally unfair to you.”

      “Lemme let you in on a well-known secret: nothing in life is fair. So just forget about that. As your boyfriend, partner, lover, whatever…” No wonder why Draven and Julien called each other stupid nicknames like shnookums and honey bear; none of the possessive descriptors felt right. “As someone who is important to you and the guy who just spilled his guts about the shittiest day of his life, you gotta trust me with all of you. I’m in this for good or bad, Drey. But this shit only works as long as we keep it real between us and not protect each other from less-than-perfect versions of ourselves. You’ve been real with me so far with everything. Just keep doing what you’re doing and we’ll manage.”

      “What if you don’t like everything you see?”

      Tate shrugged. “I’m no relationship expert, but I’m pretty sure no one likes everything about another person. It’s overlooked because the good stuff is like glue binding them together.”

      Heh. That sounded like some wise sage-like shit.

      “Look,” Tate continued, “I’m not saying I’ll know what to do if you get upset like you did in the video, but I’m willing to do my best to bring out your best. So here’s what I’m offering. You can stay here, in this condo, if you need a place, and we can visit each other whenever we get the time to do so. Or you can move to LA. We can live together to make the transition easier on you, but if you decide you want your own place in Cali, that’s cool, too.”

      “You’re serious? I don’t know if I could afford rent here or LA.” Endre looked around the room. “Let me think about it, okay? Thank you, though. It’s a generous offer.” Endre was talented and more people needed to see him, take a class from him. He had a gift to share, and people would pay for the kind of knowledge and lessons Endre taught. He just needed the right connections and his career would take off in LA, something Tate learned years ago when he was a nobody in Hollywood.

      “Yeah, of course.” It wasn’t no, and Endre had even considered moving to LA, which was a win in Tate’s book.

      “Are we going over to your father’s house? Looks like the weather’s better,” Endre asked, motioning to the window where light snowflakes continued to fall.

      Tate rolled with the topic change. Endre said he needed time, and Tate would give it to him. “Naw, we’ll go tomorrow. He stayed with Genella last night because of the storm, and he’s still at her place.” Genella lived with her daughter’s family, and they all seemed friendly enough, but Tate had no idea if she knew he was gay and coming out to a bunch of strangers on Christmas was the equivalent of sticking the tip of a Christmas tree up the crowning angel’s ass without lube: uncomfortable and guaranteed to rub him raw.

      “Breakfast, then? I’m craving pancakes. Sex makes me hungry,” Endre said, getting out of bed and pulling the covers off Tate, the smile returning to his eyes. A little up, a little down, Endre was beauty and sadness entwined.

      Draven’s mom had once said, “The heart wants what the heart wants,” and Tate’s stupid heart wanted Endre. He had fallen in love before, but not this strong, not this quick, and if things went south…

      If things went south, it wouldn’t matter. If he sat with this thumb up his ass and didn’t try to make a thing of him and Endre, he’d be a coward and an idiot. And an asshole at this point. Besides, as the saying went, a life without risks isn’t worth living. Might as well be a stunt performer’s axiom.

      He swung his legs over the edge of the bed and pushed to stand. “Then let’s make some pancakes.”
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      “I gotta warn ya. The old man, he’s accepting of my sexuality, more or less. But he’s still awkward. I only brought a guy over once before, and he just sort of…well, you’ll see. It’s awkward.” His father never said anything unkind about the first boy Tate had brought over and introduced as his boyfriend, but he didn’t have to. The old man went through a metamorphosis of shock and grief before finding a neutral face, and never used the word boyfriend.

      “I understand. I’ll be on my best behavior,” Endre said as they drove up to the snow-covered two-story gambrel home. A fresh paint job last year and a new roof five years ago, Tate’s father kept the hundred-year-old house’s exterior in good shape. “Is this the house you grew up in?”

      “Yeah,” Tate said and pulled into the driveway in his usual spot beside his dad’s van. When he got out of the car, a fire alarm buzzed through the air, along with the yapping of his father’s dog, Lady. Tate’s heart double-timed. The alarm was coming from his dad’s house.

      “Stay back and call 911. Tell them there’s a fire and an elderly man is in the house,” he said to Endre, adding the address. Maybe the alarm was triggered by Dad’s cooking. He hoped this was the case, since there were no signs of smoke or fire, but he wasn’t going to take any chances.

      Tate was never a firefighter, but he’d studied fire and knew each fire was a unique bitch. If a firefighter read the situation wrong or incorrectly ventilated an area, it meant the difference between life and death. Flashovers happened in less than ten seconds.

      The small cellar windows and the larger living room windows were dark. Didn’t mean there wasn’t a fire happening. The porch seemed safe for now. Tate knocked and rang the doorbell. Lady’s yapping continued, but his father didn’t yell at her, and he didn’t answer the door. The world around Tate slowed.

      Adrenaline thrumming, he put his hand to the door, then tested the doorknob. Both were cold. He smelled the air. No indication of anything burning. But that was the way. Insulation kept the cold out and the heat in, the tight seal trapping the fire until it burned through all the oxygen. And if Tate opened the door and the fire was decaying, the replenished oxygen would cause an explosive backdraft.

      But the dog was yipping. One dog. Not Count. There was still oxygen in the house wherever Lady was, then. Where the fuck was his father? Where the fuck was Count?

      He used his key and unlocked the door but didn’t go inside. A steady light, not the flickering of flames, shone from beyond the entryway, coming from somewhere in the kitchen.

      “Dad?” he yelled, just as the small dog dashed outside. He scooped up the furball.

      “911 is on the way,” Endre said, appearing out of nowhere. Or at least that was how it seemed.

      “The fuck? I told you to wait by the car! If there’s a fire, it’s not safe. I need you safe, you hear me?” He hadn’t meant to yell at Endre. The unexpected outburst proved he was too jumpy. But shit, if anything happened to him...

      Tate needed to calm down. Be rational. Fire demanded respect, and dealing with it required a level head. Whether the threat to his father and the house was real or not, he preferred to act with caution.

      “I’m sorry, Drey. I shouldn’t have yelled. Here, take the dog. Get in the car and move it the hell away from here. I’m going to see if I can find my dad and Count.” He handed over the car keys.

      “Be careful,” Endre told him.

      “I plan on it.” Tate scanned the hallway, a quick glance at the stairway to his right and the living room to his left showed no signs of smoke or fire or anything. Maybe he was blowing this whole thing out of proportion.

      “Dad!” he called for the old man and received no answer back. He probably can’t hear me with that damn alarm blaring.

      Tate went deeper into the house and into the kitchen, where his father balanced on a step stool, swearing at the blaring detector as he struggled to remove it.

      “Stupid freaking fire thing,” his dad grumbled, plucking out the batteries. The alarm fell silent. He got down from the step stool and tossed the smoke detector on the table. “A spider probably got into it.”

      Unease thundered with each thump of Tate’s pulse, his gut telling him this wasn’t over, not yet. Another alarm, slightly muffled, pierced through the air, and a small puff of smoke rose from behind the basement door.

      “Dad, get the hell out of the house now!”

      “Why? What the hell’s a matter?”

      “There’s a fire in the cellar!” Tate regretted not throwing out more shit when his father had left for vacation. They didn’t have much time. Basement fires were the deadliest, and his father’s basement had plenty of fuel to get the temperature ripping hot, potentially burning the floor right under them.

      Tate opened the back door, shoving his father outside onto the back porch. “Endre, a friend of mine, he’s called 911 already. He’s out front in my rental car. Wait for me there. Where’s Count?” Tate was not leaving without his brother’s dog.

      “Damn dog is deaf as a haddock. Maybe he’s on his bed in the living room or upstairs. His dog bed’s there,” his father said, forlorn. “Tate, son. Don’t go back in there. Don’t risk yourself. I can’t…” He didn’t have to finish.

      “I’ve got to get him,” Tate said and turned away from his father’s tortured look. It was so fucking stupid to run back into the house. So, so stupid.

      Sirens blared in the distance, the firefighters on their way, and Tate went back inside. Black smoke crawled across the ceiling by the cellar. He yelled for Count, deaf or not, as he went farther into the house to the living room, frantically searching and coming up without a dog. He had no choice but to search for him upstairs.

      He coughed, the air heavy, becoming toxic as he went into the hallway. Shit was not good. Not good at all. The smell, worse. The burning materials posed a hazard but carbon monoxide, odorless and deadlier, killed faster than flames, a fact Tate wished he hadn’t learned firsthand.

      He tossed those dark thoughts aside and ran up the stairs.

      Piles of clothes, paper, and useless items were stacked in the second-floor hallway. Containers completely blocked a guest bedroom. No way Count was in there. The other bedroom was Mazi’s, the untouched shrine of assorted achievements and possessions, the items he left behind when he’d moved out. Tate couldn’t go in there. Not now. Not with the memories of his brother surrounding him, all those treasures bound to be destroyed by the looming flames. He’d want to save them all. Save his brother the only way left to do so.

      “Count!” Oh, god. Mazi. Please. Please help me find your dog. He had to find him. Had to save him. Had to do for Count what he’d failed to do for Mazi.

      The master bedroom. The old boy had to be there. He dashed into the room, overwhelmed with relief to find the shepherd in his dog bed, struggling to stand when he saw Tate, the frailness ripping Tate’s heart apart. Count had been okay the other day; the arthritic legs worked pretty well once he got them going, good enough to climb the stairs. But Tate didn’t have time to wait for the dog’s frail legs to function properly.

      “There’s a good boy.” Tate ran to him, pushing back the emotion clogging his throat. Count had to live. He just needed to get him out of the house and to the vet, and he would be fine.

      “Fuck it.” Tate scooped the eighty-something pounds of dog into his arms, the stench of piss assaulting his nose as he struggled to loop the dog over his shoulders. The dog refused, so Tate held on as best he could and headed down the stairs. A long plume of thick smoke snaked up the stairwell, the pungent fumes an assault.

      There were thirteen steps. Thirteen steps he used to play on with Mazi. Two large landings, the first three steps down from the second floor, where they used to pile pillows and blankets, then run and jump into them. The next nine steps were a favorite to slide down using the blue plastic snow slides.

      Tate counted each step. One, two, three, landing. Four, five, six…

      A loud crack thundered through the house. Count jumped, whining and struggling to break out of Tate’s grip. “Easy, boy. I got you.”

      Nine…

      He toed at the landing he knew should be there, his view blocked by the shepherd in his arms. Just a little farther…

      He slipped. Panicked by the abrupt movement, Count attempted to leap, body twisting, sending Tate toppling forward. Sharp reflexes honed from years of training kicked in, and with Count locked in his arms, Tate landed on one leg, knee slightly bent to bring his center of weight closer to the ground, a skill used to enhance balance when fighting, or in this case, falling.

      An icy breeze of fresh air blew in from the open front door and swirled through the smoke. Dad always complained about letting the cold air in whenever he had to open the door in wintertime. Now, it was saving his and Count’s lives.

      Tate set Count down in the entranceway. The dog scrambled to his feet and whimpered, favoring his left hind leg. He stood by the front door, looking at Tate, loyal, waiting.

      “Get outta here! Go!” Tate wheezed, then covered his mouth with his coat sleeve. Count didn’t budge. The damn dog was as stubborn as Tate’s dad and refused to move until Tate took him by his collar and went outside.

      “That a boy,” Tate’s dad said, petting Count. The dumbass—Tate’s father—had relocated to the front porch instead of moving across the street where Endre and the car were.

      “Dad, what part about the house being on fire don’t you understand?” Tate wrangled his dad and Count and guided them off the porch. Count hobbled along, putting little weight on his hind leg, trying to follow Tate’s dad. Poor ole bastard. Tate scooped the shepherd up in his arms again and brought him across the street and put him in the backseat of the rental car. Endre had kept the engine running, saving them all from hypothermia. Thank fuck.

      Count whined and lay down in the backseat. Lady sniffed at him and licked at his muzzle. Where were the firefighters and EMTs? Most of those guys had a good heart and would make sure the dog was okay, or as healthy as Count could be. Some even had oxygen masks for pets.

      “He needs to go to the vet.” Tate coughed, his throat hoarse and his voice gravelly. His eyes itched and burned, too, and he had to do his damnedest to not irritate them further by rubbing them.

      Count wasn’t immune to the hazardous chemicals and needed medical attention for that and his leg. Tate choked on his sadness and wiped his eyes. This was not the time to lose his shit. The fucking house was burning down.

      Endre got out of the car and threw his arms around Tate’s neck. “I thought something happened to you in there.”

      “I’m alright, Drey,” he said, holding the trembling younger man. He’d had closer calls on movie sets. Probably not the thing to say to put Endre’s mind at ease. Many gags required Tate to act against instinct, dodging the basic urge for self-preservation. Like jumping off a high-story building or, say, rushing into a burning house.

      “I thought something happened to you, and I got scared.” Endre, keeping his arms around Tate’s neck, looked up. Damn, those beautiful olive eyes and that sweet face.

      “That shit is scary, and we’re not safe yet.” He took Endre’s face in his hand, grazing his thumb along his pink cheek. Tate wanted to kiss his worry away.

      But it was all fucked up.

      The house was on fire.

      Count was sick.

      Dad was in the car, waiting for them.

      And sirens blared from the neighborhood.

      “C’mon,” Tate said, “let’s get in the car before we freeze our balls off. You want to drive, or do you mind getting in the backseat with Count?” The alternative was sitting next to Tate’s father, who occupied the front passenger seat with Lady in his lap, the dog no longer content to be with her elderly brother in the backseat.

      “I’ll get in the back. It’s fine.”

      They settled into the car. The heat felt good. The smell of dog breath and piss was not pleasant, and Tate had to crack a window.

      Black smoke came from behind the house, just beyond Tate’s line of sight.

      Tate pinched the bridge of his nose. How dare the universe do this to his family? Hadn’t they suffered enough? Did they have to lose everything? What if he hadn’t gotten there in time to save his father or Count? What if the fire had traveled faster? What if… His life was a series of what-ifs.

      “Mackenzie was gay. Did you know?” His dad needed a target for the hurricane of emotions that watching a lifetime of memories burn down produced, and apparently, Mazi’s sexuality was it.

      “Yeah, Dad. I know. I knew in middle school.”

      No one spoke. Minutes ticked by. Might as well have been hours before the firefighters showed up. Tate spoke with one of the crew and told him his father and his dog needed oxygen, only to find himself under respiratory care, watching helplessly as the crew devised a plan to save the house. Windows broken. Hoses engaged. Flames leapt here and there. By the time the fire was minimized, the house had suffered water, smoke, and fire damage. They wouldn’t know the full extent or be able to go inside until the fire inspector assessed the house.

      Tate functioned with the same impartial, pinpoint clarity that kept him focused while performing stunts until the firefighters told him to go back to his car, where his father stood, eyes fixed on the ruined house, devastation written all over his face, an expression he’d witnessed once before and hoped to never see again. His dad’s eyes watered, and if so much as a teetering drop had spilled down his father’s cheek, it would have propelled Tate’s own waterworks. But his dad refrained, machismo ingrained and intact.

      He hugged his old man, grateful the fire hadn’t taken everything he loved. They parted with a pat on the back. “Dad, we gotta get Count to the animal hospital. You think Genella will be cool with you hanging with her until I get him sorted?”

      “Yeah, she’ll be fine with that. Let’s get the old boy some help.” His dad cast the old dog a sidelong look.

      Genella met them at the emergency vet hospital, where Count was diagnosed with a slight tear in his kneecap, given oxygen and fluids, and sent home with the instructions to keep him off the leg for at least two weeks. Count was a fighter. Count would live.

      Dad went home with Genella and the dog, assuring Tate they would gather the information on what the next steps were—calling insurance, police, and finding out when the house would be safe to enter to salvage important documents, if possible. Everyone was safe for the evening and that was the most important thing.

      Tate shook, his limbs heavy as sandbags. Fuck, he was exhausted. He’d been like this after close calls at work and knew he needed water and sleep. Worrying about his dad, Count, and what he should or shouldn’t have done to keep the house safe would have to wait until tomorrow.

      Streetlights blurred as Tate drove into the city to drop Endre off at his apartment. He could fall into Endre’s arms, fuck away the sadness, guilt and shock, a temporary solution delaying the inevitable onslaught of misery. Tate needed to grieve alone.

      “Do you want to come up?” Endre asked. “I could make us some chamomile tea and give you a back rub—or a foot rub.”

      “As good as that sounds right now, it’s been a really long night, and I’m fucking beat. I need to go home and get some rest.” His throat felt raw, and his eyes itched from the smoke, plus he kept blinking to stay focused. Good thing it was a short drive to the condo from here. “I’ll catch up with you tomorrow, though. Aight?”

      Shoulders slumped, Endre looked away and mumbled, “Alright.”

      “Hey.” Tate lifted Endre’s chin and turned his face toward him, unsure what was going on in Endre’s head but confident the night’s events contributed to his gloominess. “Talk to me. What’s up? I know that was one helluva way to meet my dad. Probably the most epic of all parental introductions.” He snorted, and the corners of Endre’s mouth upturned in a weary smile. If ya can’t laugh about bad shit, then life gets hard really quick.

      “It’s one I’ll never forget,” Endre agreed, melancholy and sarcasm intertwined. He continued, a serious expression overshadowing his amusement. “I’d never been more scared in my life than when you went into your dad’s house. I didn’t know if I’d see you again and…” Gaze averted, he brought his arms around himself and swallowed. “And you have to be hurting so much, and I thought maybe I could hold you and take care of you tonight.”

      “Bring it in, Drey.” Tate opened his arms as wide as he could in the car’s confined space. Endre unhooked his seatbelt and went to him, the angle awkward, but the feel of his boyfriend in his arms mitigated the severity of the evening. He hadn’t anticipated that, convinced nothing would ease the anguish, but he welcomed the solace, content to linger in their embrace.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Endre asked, pulling his head back, the glow of the porch light casting his face half in light. Tate kept a hand at his neck, rubbing his gloved thumb along Endre’s stubbled jaw.

      “Sure. Eventually.” He yawned, jaw cracking. This time, Endre slipped out of his arms, hand sliding down to rest on Tate’s chest.

      “Get some rest. I’ll be around until three tomorrow—”

      “Shit. That’s right. You’ve got your flight.” Tate swiped a hand down his face, defeated. Endre was flying to Colorado in the evening, and with the upcoming production schedule, Tate wasn’t sure when he’d see his boyfriend again.

      “I can stay if you’d like. For moral support,” Endre offered, plush mouth slightly agape, almost as if he were eager to stay. That wouldn’t bode well with Naomi Michel, and Tate wasn’t about to get on her shit list.

      “No, go see your mom. Dad and I will manage.” If he had an ounce of energy, he would go up to Endre’s apartment and spend the night. But he didn’t. He also saw a long night in his own bed, staring at the ceiling, wondering where his dad was going to live, how Count was doing, what was going to happen to the house, and if anything was salvageable. “I do want to see you before you go, so how about I swing by in the morning and we can get breakfast together?”

      “I’d like that.” A little sparkle cut through the sadness in his eyes.

      “Aight, I’ll see you in the morning, then.” Tate kissed his boyfriend goodbye and watched until Endre was safely inside the apartment building.
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        ENDRE

      

      

      A dusting of wet ash covered the New England style gambrel house, where Tate and his father sifted through the wreckage with the fire chief and boxed the salvageable memories. Marks scorched the beloved home, stretching like black tongues from first-story windows to the second story. The back of the house suffered the majority of the fire’s wrath, reducing the structure to a skeleton of charred wood and soggy debris where the kitchen and den once stood. A lifetime reduced to ash and rubble and a bone-chilling reminder of the impermanence of life.

      Teary-eyed for their loss and frustrated, for there was nothing he could do to help apart from waiting, Endre leaned against the car, arms wrapped around himself, his breath forming clouds.

      Breakfast had been interrupted when Tate’s father called, asking him to grab boxes and meet him at the house. The fire inspector, a family friend, was able to assess the damage and stay with them to ensure their safety while they collected their remaining possessions.

      The old man shoved the final box of items into the back of his ancient van. With one hand on the door, he paused, then he shook his head and slammed the door closed, watery eyes too stubborn to spill over with tears. “Well, shit,” he said, taking off his baseball cap and scratching his head, mannerisms Tate had inherited. “Is that all you want? That photo?” he asked his son.

      Tate held on to the unframed photograph, untouched by the flames but wavy, most likely from water damage. “Yeah, this’ll do me.”

      His father nodded and put the cap back on. “I—” he began and shook his head. His attention flickered to Endre, then back to Tate.

      Endre braced for harsh words of disapproval.

      “Dad, we have bigger things to worry about,” Tate said, strained and exhausted, extending his arm and pointing to the partially ruined structure behind him.

      “Yeah, I know, I know. Lemme say what I gotta say.” His father took a fortifying breath and continued, “I love you, and I know this guy, Endre,” he looked at Endre and offered an apologetic smile, “is someone special to you because you never bring anyone to meet me.”

      Tate shifted, his awkward stance conveying how uncomfortable he was with the sentimental exchange. He went to speak, but his father stopped him.

      “What I’m trying to say is, I want you to be happy. I want you to know what it’s like to love someone and be loved by someone, and if you two have that kind of relationship? Well, then I’m happy for you. You both will always have a place at my table or in my home, wherever that may be.” His dad glanced plaintively at the house.

      “Bring it in, old man.” Tate hugged his father, giving him a squeeze and a clap on his back before letting go.

      “Alright, now get the hell outta here, the two of you. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Tate’s father waved and got into the van. The engine turned over, releasing a cloud of white smoke from the exhaust, and he backed out of the driveway.

      When they got into the rental car, Tate collapsed in his seat, tossing his head back on the headrest as he brought the picture he’d been carrying to his heart and clung to it. A smudge darkened his cheek from where he’d wiped it while recovering items from the house.

      “It’s all gone. All of Mazi’s trophies. His music. It’s like he fucking died again. I thought his death would stop fucking hurting at some point. But it doesn’t, and it’s not going to. And I don’t know…” Tate puffed out a breath. “I don’t know how the fuck to keep going on like this.”

      Endre recognized that depth of pain, the kind of ache that fundamentally changed your perspective and soured your will to live. “One second and one breath at a time,” he said, rubbing Tate’s shoulder, imparting what comfort he could.

      His nose and cheeks still pink from the cold outside, Tate sniffled and wiped his nose with his sleeve. “Is that some yogi bullshit?”

      Endre recoiled. “It’s not bullshit. It kept me alive and keeps me going during moments I feel lost and hopeless.” He resisted pulling his legs up and resting his feet on the seat. He really wanted to. That position was safe.

      Tate closed his eyes and swallowed. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” Endre faltered, second-guessing his right to offer any advice.

      “I’m sorry. I just can’t believe my dad’s home is destroyed, and I don’t know. It’s like I’m trying to wake up from one of my nightmares but can’t.” Tate put the photograph he’d been clinging to on the dashboard.

      No. That can’t be… Dazed, Endre picked up the photograph, staring at the twins, who stood arm in arm, wearing graduation garb and matching smiles.

      “This is you and Mazi?” Cold seeped into his veins. Tate’s hair was short, similar to the style he wore now. Mazi’s hair was long and sleek, black silk that Endre had dreamed about touching, but their faces were eerily similar, a mirror image apart from the hairstyles and Tate’s broader nose.

      “Yeah, that’s him,” Tate said, sorrow in each syllable. “He had such an amazing singing voice. I have recordings. Songs he’d written and covers he did.” Tate swiped a hand over his head, knocking the knitted hat off, short brown locks a mess. He fumbled with the hat and brought it to his lap. “I haven’t had the balls to listen to them, though.”

      Endre had known there was a similarity between Zac and Tate, and that similarity had drawn him to Tate. Even Jackson had pointed it out. But the weathered, handsome man sitting in the driver’s seat bore little resemblance to the spirited young man in the photograph.

      A tendril of grief squeezed his heart as he reluctantly asked, for he feared the answer, “Did Mazi ever go by the name Zac?”

      Tate jerked his head, penetrating gray eyes wide and fixed on Endre. “You think Mazi was the guy you were supposed to meet the night of your accident?” A vain thrummed at the base of his neck. “My fucking identical twin,” he growled, the flash of anger unexpected and frightening. “And you’re just putting two and two together now?”

      Endre shifted closer to the car door. “I was a teenager. He was in his early twenties. Memories fade. And yes, there are similarities, but you…” Aren’t identical anymore. Fearful of snapping the last tie Tate had to Mazi, Endre kept the comment to himself. “I swear, if I had known he was your brother, I would’ve said something to you.”

      Tate’s eyes filled with unshed tears. He averted his gaze and slumped, head down, ringing his hat in his hands. “December 15th,” he muttered after a long silence, his voice shaky. “Mazi. He died on December 15th. I’d just flown in from LA and called him from the airport to let him know I was on my way. He said he wasn’t feeling well and asked me to stand in for him on a date. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      Endre clutched the seatbelt strapped across his chest, hoping it would steady him as he absorbed this strange twist of fate. “That was the same day we were supposed to meet.”

      “Mazi must have really liked you,” he said, continuing to twist the knitted cap. “He was worried you’d give up on him if he didn’t show. Mazi never asked for much. He was proud like that. I planned on telling his date the truth, of course, but…” Tate never finished his thought. “We should get going,” he said, glancing at the clock on the dashboard. The hours had slipped by, and Endre had a flight to catch.

      Endre agreed, but he would have rather stayed and figured out the impact of this new revelation. Was this the end of their relationship or a bump they would work through? Heavy silence accompanied their drive. The quiet let his thoughts spiral, and he was nearly convinced Tate would drop him off and never speak to him again.

      The saying lied; it was not better to have loved and lost. He should go to Colorado and never look back. Forget the studio. Forget about Boston and the men that had brought him so much misery. Move on with his life. The disparaging thoughts stilled when Tate parked in the garage and rode the bus with Endre to the terminal. Nothing was said as Tate walked him to the kiosk and stayed by his side when Endre checked his luggage.

      Endre slung his backpack over his shoulder. “I should…” He motioned to the growing line of the security checkpoint behind him, reluctant to leave so much unsaid. The telltale prickle of a headache revealed itself behind his eye, the worst kind of migraine. He’d take his pills once he got through security.

      Thumbs tucked in his pant pockets, head down, Tate gave a subtle nod, a small gesture with the crushing force of a boulder. He’s just going to let me go, Endre thought as he shifted his backpack on his shoulder. He forced his feet to move. One step, and Tate called to him, gray eyes full of shadows.

      “You gonna be okay? I mean, you got everything you need for the flight?”

      Endre thought of saying something cute like, “Everything but a goodbye kiss,” but the hovering dismal mood stopped him. Words weren’t enough.

      Before his brain registered what he was doing, he hugged Tate, desperation driving him. Tate stood frozen, arms by his side. Like impenetrable ice, he melted, slowly moving and returning the embrace, then tightened to a desperate level, crushing Endre. When Tate let him go, an awkward second passed where Endre thought he might get a goodbye kiss.

      “I’ll catch ya later, aight?” The friendly clap on his arm was not the goodbye Endre had hoped for.

      “Sure. Later,” Endre agreed, wondering when later would come, or if it would at all.
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      The house had received a makeover since Endre’s last visit. His mom’s love of colors and simple comfort showed up in the streamlined furnishings, metal-framed pictures, and select decorations, a departure from the knickknacks that used to occupy every space. This minimalistic interior suited his mother’s tastes.

      His mom’s two gray cats, Luna and Sol, were curled up on the sofa with him and his mom, content and warm, while a movie played on the television and the fireplace took the chill in the air away. The entire scene was serene, minus the whirlwind of unease ransacking his brain.

      “Endre?” his mother said. “I’ve been trying to get your attention, honey. You want to talk about what’s on your mind?” The credits rolled on the television. He stalled. He didn’t want to talk about it. His mother did, and the last thing he wanted was for her to worry unnecessarily, causing her imagination to jump to worst-case scenarios as she tended to do when it came to his mental welfare. His mother waited a minute before speaking again. “Is it the studio or maybe your boyfriend that has you down? Or is it—”

      Endre stroked Luna under her chin. She purred happily, closing her eyes. “I’m not depressed. Well, I am, but there’s a good reason.” His mother needed fact and reason. If he was depressed without external influences, she suggested ways to “fix” it, like he was a broken toy. Her advice came from a place of love but seldom helped during those times.

      “It’s the same issues that bothered me at Thanksgiving. Jackson’s moved out, and I haven’t been able to find another investor. And Tate…” His breath hitched. The uncertainty of their relationship caused his heart to stutter. “We had a falling out and I don’t know if I’ll see him again. I have nothing, Mama. It’s like everything I’ve done to make my life better was for nothing, and I don’t know what I did to deserve it.” Other than fall for a guy. The last time he really liked someone, he’d wound up hospitalized with a fractured spine and a hairline fracture in his hip, confined to bed. Lots of pain medication. Failed out of college. He’d turned his life around until that stupid radio contest.

      Maybe love was a curse.

      Naomi picked up the remote and muted the television, devoting her full attention to him. Stern but loving, she said, “You don’t really believe some cosmic force in the universe doles out punishment, do you? If that were true, the bastards I prosecute would rot in prison or be killed. They would never walk away with nothing more than a slap on the wrist, only to be thrown back in the system months later for committing the same damn crime. I guarantee you, Endre, life does not care, and it doesn’t punish or reward us for our behavior. That judgment is in your head and it has no place there. You are a good person who happens to be going through some difficult times, not a victim. It seems unfair, I know. Figure out what you can do to make yourself happy and fight for it. If it’s repairing your relationship with Jackson and Tate, do it. If it means starting over in Boston or moving to LA, or even moving home, do that. I will support and love you, whatever you decide.”

      “LA?” That surprised him. He assumed his mother would lobby for him to stay in Colorado and rebuild his life.

      She shifted, sitting sideways, knee bent and arm resting on the back of the sofa. “What if you saw this moment in your life as an opportunity rather than a punishment? You said you have some prospects in Los Angeles with that other yoga teacher, Teagan. Plus, if you visit, it’ll give you a chance to patch things up with Tate, if that’s what you want. Unless he’s still in Boston.” Naomi called Sol to her. The cat blinked her yellow eyes open, stretched her paws out in front of her, and after a big yawn, went to Endre’s mother, happily lifting her chin for scratches. “You’re a wonderful teacher, Endre. My friends and I agree. We watch the class videos on your studio’s website.”

      “You watch my videos?” His mother had taken a class here and there, but he never imagined she practiced at home to his videos. Her praise was a boost to his self-esteem, for she was not a person to dole out undeserved compliments.

      “I do,” she said as Sol ate up the attention. “And you truly have a gift.”

      Luna, jealous of her sister, stretched, then went onto Endre’s lap, walked around in a circle, and settled, a purring heap of contentment. He petted her, the fluffy fur along her back smoothing with each stroke.

      Humbled and invigorated by his mother’s encouragement, he said, “Maybe I have been looking at my situation wrong.” He remembered his talk with Christine and the vision of his future full of palm trees and a sunny beach. With little left to lose, aside from the money he’d saved, he decided a flight to LA was in his near future. If he fell apart or failed trying, it was better than complaining and doing next to nothing to improve his situation. That hadn’t been successful so far.
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        TATE

      

      

      Barren trees and skeletal shrubs accompanied the rows and rows of snow-covered headstones. The stillness of winter. With a swipe of a gloved hand, Tate scraped away the slushy snow and read his brother’s name, the date of his birth and death out loud, breath fogging the late morning air.

      “Remember when we were, I don’t know, maybe ten, eleven years old, and we snuck into the cemetery with a Ouija board, and you were convinced we were haunted for weeks afterward when all your stuff kept moving in the middle of the night? You were so pissed when you found out it was me.” Tate couldn’t help but laugh at the memory of Mazi going from shocked to trying to jump Tate and beat him up, forgetting Tate had won several judo competitions by then. The fight was over in seconds, but Mazi had spent months trying to find a way to get Tate back, only succeeding when he put a huge cutout of the creature from Alien—a movie they’d watched without their father’s knowledge—in the shower, scaring the shit out of Tate when he’d gone to the bathroom in the middle of the night. Mazi never let him live down the shrill scream that had woken up the entire house.

      “You always believed in spirits and signs and ESP. Well, I could use something like that about now. A sign that is.” Tate cleared a spot on the ground and sat crisscross, a guarantee his knee would bitch later and require a hot bath or a massage to soothe it.

      “Dad’s house burned down. Our fucking home, Mazi. He left shit everywhere, you remember? That man couldn’t throw away a goddamn thing, and now he’s got nothing but the clothes on his back and a coffee mug. And probably that damn Ouija board.” He let out a sardonic laugh. “Fucking irony, right?”

      A red bird chirped overhead, impervious to the shitty weather. Probably the same little fucker with a morbid sense of humor that had shit on him before.

      “I didn’t get why you stayed with Mom, why you couldn’t just drop her off at a rehab facility or get her committed someplace safe, you know? I think I get it now. I’ve tried for years to clean up Dad’s house. Hell, I even offered to rent the dumpster, have appraisers come by for all that antique crap he’s got piled up in the cellar, and he still refused. Our parents are stubborn people, and they had to learn things the hard way.” He dusted off more snow at the bottom of Mazi’s headstone.

      “I’m just like them, Mazi. I had to learn the hard way. I left you alone with Mom, I left Dad alone, and everyone suffered because I wasn’t there. Yeah, I know you were a grown-ass adult and could look after yourself, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned in the stunt business, it’s that it takes a team to make sure everyone is safe, and that applies to life, too.

      “Dad’s moving to Florida with Genella once the weather is nicer and the house is sorted. Probably May or June, I’m guessing. ’Bout time he joined the rest of the graybeards.” Tate swore every New Englander flocked to Florida after turning sixty like it was some unspoken mandatory rite of passage.

      He switched the crossing of his legs, the cold making his knee and his hip cranky just as he’d predicted. “Do you remember a kid named Endre? He would’ve been about eighteen or nineteen when you met him. He’s so your type—soulful eyes, full lips, and a thick mop of curly hair. I know, I know, not the best of descriptions. You were the wordsmith.”

      Tate had promised to sort through Mazi’s belongings someday. Someday turned out to be the middle of night when the most startling of realizations hit him. He was exactly like his father, storing memories that he never revisited.

      There was a keyboard he had no idea what to do with, old CDs marked with Mazi’s familiar handwriting, a lyric book full of phrases and stream of consciousness writing that made no sense, and a partial song with chords and Endre’s name written sideways on the sheet. Not a mushy love song, but a story of an innocent kid trying to grow up too fast. That innocent teen version of Endre Mazi had written about wasn’t the one Tate knew. His Endre had survived addiction, rebuilt his life, faced his depression with courage and strength, and stood on his own merit. His Endre was a man.

      Mazi must have really liked Endre to compose a song and agree to a date, for he’d sacrificed everything to look after their mother, his music career, his personal life, even his sanity at times. Tate would have given anything to have his brother back, to see him happy, in love and living his dream of being a touring musician. But Mazi had made his choice, and as the saying went, you could take a horse to water, but you couldn’t make them drink. Mazi refused to drink.

      Tate was not Mazi. He wasn’t a suave musician. He wasn’t college-educated. He wasn’t polished or sophisticated. He used “ain’t” and swore with frequency, and he eagerly jumped into situations, risking permanent bodily harm that would’ve made Mazi piss his pants. No, Tate was nothing like his brother, including the way he’d aged—or that he’d aged at all. That realization still hurt. Aside from their resemblance, whatever qualities Endre had found attractive about Mazi didn’t hold true for Tate. They couldn’t. Which meant Endre liked Tate for Tate, and it dulled the initial shock of their missed encounter ten years ago.

      “You were supposed to meet Endre the night you… You asked me to meet him. Flash forward to Dad forgetting I was spending Thanksgiving with him, then Draven daring me to enter that stupid radio contest, and Endre—your Endre—needing a fake boyfriend. I gotta admit it’s a strange coincidence that we ended up together. I bet you’d say it was Fate.” If Tate believed in the same mysterious universe shit Mazi had, he’d be inclined to say he and Endre were destined to meet. Mazi was altruistic, and he’d be happy for Tate and Endre. Hell, if Mazi’s belief in the afterlife and psychic abilities was real, he probably had a hand in getting them together in the first place.

      Patches of blue streaked the sky like claws scratches through the gray clouds, unleashing the absurd thought that maybe it was Fate or Mazi sending a sign of confirmation.

      “He called you Zac. Zac. And I never put two and two together. Why would I? I thought you hated that nickname.” Mazi had wanted Zac Efron’s famous shag cut, a style that had spread through teenagedom like wildfire. After a hairdresser fail, Mazi sported long razor-cut emo bangs instead of Zac’s hairdo. Tate had all their friends calling Mazi ‘Zac’ to make him feel better, some of whom stayed in his band when he went to college.

      “When Endre saw the picture of us in our graduation caps and gowns that Dad had in the kitchen, he figured out who you were. But you wanna know the real kick in the pants? Endre said there were similarities. Fucking similarities to my identical twin, and it hit me with a gut-punch so strong, it knocked the air outta my lungs and I thought I might puke. Because he’s right. We’re not identical. You’re frozen at twenty-four, and I’ve got digestive issues, wrinkles, and a spattering of premature gray hair that will most likely fall out and leave me bald before I’m fifty. You’re forever young, like James Dean, and I’m heading toward middle age. See all the fun you’re missing?” He tore up a piece of grass poking out of the snow and threw it, giving up the fight and letting the tears slide down his face.

      “It’s like you died all over again, Mazi. First Dad’s house—all your awards, pictures, the stuff we shared as kids—gone, and then no longer passing as your identical twin. Like that day at Mom’s when I found you. You still had a pulse, and I thought you’d pull through. You made it to the hospital and…” He looked at his hands, remembering holding Mazi’s limp body, kissing his forehead and never wanting to let go.

      “How do I make it stop? I hurt and I need it to fucking stop.” The wind blew, rustling the dead leaves stubbornly clinging to the branches, and he swore he heard his brother’s voice.

      Tate stood and brushed off the snow from his ass and his legs, knowing exactly what he needed to do. Moving forward meant letting go of the past. Like selling Mazi’s condo. He could take the money from the sale and buy a new place, a better place to stay when he visited Endre or had to work in the area. Maybe a place outside the city. Unless Endre wanted to stay at the condo because it was closer to his studio. Then he’d remodel it however Endre wanted, turn it into a place for them to call home rather than a place of remembrance. The decision felt good, right, and remarkably healing.

      To celebrate, he went to the Ninety-Nine restaurant for nostalgic reasons. The old high school haunt had the best French onion soup and endless memories of him, Mazi, and their father torturing each other with the inevitable gas the delicious soup caused, the inspiration for the endless fart-related birthday cards.

      As he turned off the highway, Steel called, a rare thing. Like the rest of the world, the middle-aged man sent text messages for most communication. Whatever Steel had to say was urgent. Tate answered and asked what was going on.

      “The new guy, Dakota, took a spill off his motorcycle,” Steel grumbled, irritated. “Dumbass was going too fast, splitting the lanes on the freeway. Swear he’s like a fucking cat because not only did he live, he swears he didn’t break anything. You called it.” Nothing pissed off LA drivers more than having a motorcyclist split the lane and zoom ahead of them while they idled on the freeway, and after seeing how Dakota rode his crotch rocket, Tate had bet Steel it’d be three weeks or less before the LA transplant did a bonehead move and crashed it. The new guy wore immortality of youth like a cologne and was just egging for reality to prove he was human like the rest of them.

      “You owe me a hundred bucks, is what you’re saying?” Tate laughed, relieved the newbie hadn’t gotten himself killed. Dakota was a skilled driver on a course and had some major acting credits, but the guy felt like he had a lot to prove, being the neophyte of the LA group. He wasn’t wrong, as far as Tate was concerned.

      “I’m not saying anything of the sort. Listen. I know you have a huge family emergency, and I respect that, but with Dakota out of commission, I need you back in LA. No one knows the routine better than you for Red Obsession, and we’re getting down to the wire.” Tate had choreographed the fight scenes for the high-profile film.

      “Thought you said he didn’t hurt himself,” he half-heartedly protested. There were perks and downsides to owning his own business, and sacrificing his personal life for the privilege of X-Trip’s success was nothing new. As soon as Dakota was healthy, Tate was going to kick the shit out of him.

      “You know how it goes. Never show how fucked your body is or you lose the gig.” Something Tate and Steel had done many times. Probably the reason for Steel’s bum leg or hip, or whatever body part was messed up and left him walking with a cane most days. You worked through the pain. “I’ll figure out how serious his injuries are, but I’d like you to jump into the role in case he doesn’t recover in the next week or so.”

      “Yeah, aight. I can catch a red-eye tomorrow.” The show must go on. He hated that he wouldn’t be around to help his dad sort things out with the house, but he’d understand, too proud of his son’s success and the bragging rights it gave him.

      And then there was Endre. They hadn’t separated on the best of terms, and their newly established boyfriend status was rocky and might require time to patch. Or not. He’d know when he saw him again, trusting his gut to guide him. Yeah, right. Who was he trying to fool? He’d proposed moving in together. His decision had already been made. But with the hours needed to prepare for Red Obsession and living on opposite coastlines, smoothing out the rough patch seemed damn near impossible. But Tate liked a challenge.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Steel said, sounding like the weight of the Staple’s Center had been lifted off his back. “Call me when you get back.”

      “Will do.” Tate hung up and parked the car in the restaurant’s lot, making a mental list of what needed to get done and who to call to help him. He texted Endre, letting him know he was called away for work but would like to talk soon. But Endre didn’t text back. Not then. Not after dinner. And not the next morning when Tate was pulling into his Los Angeles condo. Tate collapsed in bed and fell into a restless sleep. This time, his nightmares were not about Mazi but of Endre’s heartbroken face when they’d said goodbye at the airport.
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      LAX was a never-ending stream of people and cars and noise and commotion, the intense bustle of the airport jarring compared to the serene plane ride. Endre steadied his breath, focusing on his inhales and exhales as he navigated his way outside and boarded the shuttle to the rideshare location. Car exhaust hung in the air, the warm temperature enhancing the pollution. The ride to the yoga studio took a hair-raising hour on the busiest and largest highway Endre had ever seen. He texted Teagan to let her know he was nearby.

      Teagan: Yay! I can’t wait 4 U 2 meet everyone

      Endre: Can’t wait either!

      The clientele of the shop-lined street where the studio resided wore everything from yoga pants to dress suits with an air of sophistication, not so different from the more prestigious Boston neighborhoods, yet he felt like he was visiting a different planet and knew nothing of its people or its customs. It reminded him of the Christmas party at Xander Engstrom’s house. He wasn’t sure he fit in, and this time Tate wasn’t around to shield him. In this foreign environment of palm trees and hibiscus bushes, pride bloomed in his chest. He’d taken a step toward a new future without holding anyone’s hand.

      Endre popped the handle on his suitcase, ready to enter the yoga studio when his phone rang.

      “Hey,” Jackson said quietly. “I was calling to see how you’re doing.” For someone who was trying to put distance between them, Jackson failed. He’d checked in with Endre after the last video, once by phone, then tiptoed around after Endre’s classes, where they’d exchanged not much more than a hello.

      “I’m doing good, actually.” Endre had stepped out of his comfort zone into the California sunshine with no migraine on the horizon, making positive progress.

      “I’m glad to hear that. I was calling to see if I could pick up the rest of my stuff at the apartment. I didn’t want to drop by without asking. Maybe we could get something to eat together?”

      Endre smiled. He missed Jackson. He missed watching movies, playing video games, hanging out in the city, and going to countless renaissance fairs—as close as Jackson could get to Middle Earth. Posters, games, figurines, knives, swords, and various collectibles from the popular series and renaissance fairs had occupied their dorm room in college. Middle Earth never surfaced in their current apartment, and Endre never thought to ask why.

      Maybe their friendship was salvageable after all. “I’d like that, except I’m in LA. Well, Santa Monica, actually.”

      “Oh, right. Amanda said you’d extended your vacation.” Disappointment stained his tone. “Are you going to move there?”

      “It depends on what happens with the studio and if I can find a job here.” And Tate’s reaction once he clued him into his plans.

      “I guess you and Tate are serious then?”

      Endre’s heart pinched at the telltale crack of Jackson’s voice. “I’d like to be. The studio isn’t the same without you, and neither is the apartment, and I don’t know if I want to keep living in Boston without my best friend.”

      “I can’t—”

      “I know. It’s okay.” He stared at the yoga studio in front of him, where Teagan worked. The idea was spur-of-the-moment, but why not? “I might have someone to buy your share out.”

      “Really? Will you get to keep your Om Away From Home brand like you wanted?”

      “Our brand, Jack. It’s ours. And I’m going to ask to keep the name, yes.” He leaned against a palm tree and stared at the enormous fronds that offered little shade for their size, remembering the many times he and Jackson walked to class, complaining about the icy winter winds and dreamed of winter vacations in tropical places.

      “Our brand,” Jackson hesitantly agreed.

      Sweat-drenched people filed out of the yoga studio, happily chattering as they passed him on the sidewalk.

      “Is it okay if I get the rest of my things even if you’re not there? My dad is letting me use his truck today, and I’d like to pick up my bedroom set. You can keep the other stuff if you want, or if you don’t, I can get it another time.”

      “Take whatever you need for your new place.” The less Endre had to move across the country, the better. “This might sound weird, but whatever happened to all your Lord of the Rings stuff when you moved out of the dorm?”

      “Uh, wow. That is a weird question.” Jackson chuckled. “I thought you were sick of seeing it, so I packed it up and stored it at my parent’s house. It’s still there and will probably stay there.” How many pieces of himself had Jackson set aside because he thought it was what Endre wanted or needed without even asking him?

      “The collection was something unique to you, and I missed seeing it.” In a weird way, those figurines and posters had meant home.

      “It’s one thing to have Lord of the Rings merch everywhere in your twenties, but thirty is around the corner, and that might be pushing it,” Jackson said, sounding unconvinced.

      “If it makes you happy, Jack, you should do it.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Jackson let out a sigh. “I still care about you. That hasn’t changed. I wish things could’ve been different, and that I’d handled things differently. I’m sorry I hurt you.” Endre wished a lot of things, too. Most of all, he wished he had his best friend back. He didn’t know if that was possible.

      “Jack, let’s…” He was going to say forget about it, but that was impossible. “Would it be okay if we just moved forward?”

      “We can do that.” The tenuous peace in place, he said goodbye with a touch of glass-half-full optimism.

      After the last of the students exited, he went inside the studio, where an unmistakable aroma of patchouli hung in the air. Similar to his business, the reception area displayed assorted merchandise, clothes, jewelry, books, and crystals. A striking wall of rich indigo stood out against the adjacent white walls in a luxurious ocean theme.

      “Endre!” Teagan sprung off the chair behind the check-in desk and ran to hug him like they were the best of friends. Far better than feeling unwelcome.

      “How was the flight? Not too bad, I hope. And the traffic? It can be terrible at this hour since school’s just getting out. Do you want a drink? We have tea and water.” She looked at him expectantly, blue eyes shining with happiness. He couldn’t determine if her enthusiasm was genuine or compensating for something else. He liked Teagan. She just seemed intense.

      “Water’s fine. Thanks.”

      Teagan went to the water cooler and filled a paper cup. “Let me show you around, and then if you’re up to it, we can head over to X-Trips. I’m teaching a class there and you’re more than welcome to take it or just hang out and watch. Trust me, there are some seriously hawt guys there. But like, I’m sure Tate will be happy to see you and he’d probably be jealous if you checked out his coworkers. I bet that’d be kind of funny to see him get all alpha over you.” She snickered.

      “Tate? Isn’t he in Boston helping his dad?” Tate’s last text said he had to go to work, but Endre assumed it was in Boston since there were no further details.

      “I know, the fire, right? Tate’s poor dad. Draven said Steel needed him in LA, but maybe he hasn’t come back yet.” Teagan looked perplexed, her tiny nose scrunched up and her lips twisted.

      Maybe Endre could talk to him about what happened in Boston. Unless Tate didn’t want to see him. Of course he does. He offered to set me on fire if I was ever in the LA area. That thought wasn’t comforting. He pulled out his phone and sent Tate a text, asking if he was in LA.

      Teagan gave him a tour of the two-practice-room studio and then introduced him to Diane, the owner and yoga therapist to celebrities. A vibrant woman with tightly curled black hair, Diane was present and attentive when she spoke.

      “I’ve watched your instructional videos, and I think our clientele would appreciate what you have to offer,” Diane said, hand on her hip, her full attention upon him. “I’m looking for content creators for our subscription services, and if you have availability during your visit, I’d like to interview you and have you lead a couple of our students for an online class video. Paid, of course.”

      This was the opportunity Teagan had mentioned and his gateway to Los Angeles. If this was to be his new life, he was going to jump in with both feet—even if they were cold.

      “That sounds amazing. Thank you.”

      “Fantastic,” Diane said, lifting her hand off her hip, and pointed. “I’ll let Teagan fill you in on the details, and we’ll be in touch. Teagan, girl, you better get your butt in gear or you’re going to be late.” Diane tapped her watch.

      “Shoot! Let’s go. Thanks, Diane! I’ll see you tomorrow.” Teagan hurried him along to the parking lot in the back of the studio, where she ushered them into a newer, white, muscle car. It even had the new car smell.

      “You should start a paid subscription service and quit giving the good stuff away for free on YouTube. I bet you’d make a ton. You’re super cute and you’ve got a killer teaching style.” She pressed the button for the engine and they were on their way.

      “I do that for my studio, but I might have to take all the videos down if I can’t find a new business partner.” He explained his situation, sitting on his hands so they’d stop shaking. “Do you think either you or Diane would be interested in buying out my partner’s share?” He had to ask. The worst Teagan could say was no. It didn’t stop the flip-flopping in his stomach.

      “I’m interested, never mind Diane!” She laughed, bubbly and sweet.

      “Are you serious?” Teagan’s offer, whether it came to fruition or not, was a godsend, or Fate intervening. And he just knew—call it a gut feeling—they would be able to save Om Away From Home.

      “Hell yes! I mean, I don’t have a ton of money to invest, but let me look into it. I love Boston. I’ve been there so many times to visit my brother. It’s like, the best city ever.” Teagan flicked her attention from the freeway to Endre. He gripped the seatbelt as she cut into a lane, missing another car by inches. Boston drivers were said to be aggressive, but Teagan was giving them a run for their money.

      “I’m so excited! Aren’t you excited?” Teagan bounced in her seat. “You could live here in the mild winters and in Boston when it’s warm. If you wanted, that is. I know my brother’s schedule is insane, and Julien—you met him, right? He misses Draven a lot because he’s always traveling. Tate’s schedule can be just as bad. Sometimes worse, from what Draven says. But like, you could teach online and go anywhere with him. This is us, that beige warehouse.” She turned off the freeway and down a street with warehouses surrounded by chain-link fences and barbed wire. Teagan entered a code and swiped a keycard to open the thick metal gate into the parking lot.

      “Do they really need all this security?” Endre asked. There was no signage, no one running around on fire or jumping off makeshift buildings into airbags on the lot.

      “They have a lot of expensive equipment, firearms, accelerants—basically anything that goes boom or causes bodily harm. I’m sure they don’t want people sneaking into this place at all,” Teagan confirmed and pulled into a parking spot. She quickly grabbed her bag from the backseat.

      Endre checked his phone, disappointed there was no message from Tate. Maybe he was on fire or getting beaten up. Perfectly good excuses for not responding. “Do you think Tate will be upset if I just drop in on him? He doesn’t know I’m in LA.”

      “No, he’ll love it.” Teagan hip-checked the car door shut. “If he’s here, we’ll find him after I teach the class, okay? I’m sort of running a smidge late. It’s my downfall. I swear I could leave an hour early and I’d still be five minutes late somehow.”

      The restoration sequence Teagan taught soothed his aching muscles after a day of traveling and stopped him from thinking about Tate, wondering if he was in the building or on location and if he’d texted back. Steel had taken the class and acknowledged Endre with a nod.

      “How’d you like the class?” Teagan asked, putting away wood blocks she’d used for props. Endre told her he’d enjoyed it, but her attention wavered to an attractive brown-haired man who’d entered the room. Dressed in all black, he headed toward her, favoring his left leg.

      “Kody? Aren’t you supposed to be resting?” Teagan said and gingerly hugged the man.

      “I was, but—”

      “Dakota? What on god’s earth are you doing here, son?” Steel frowned, displeased. Dakota seemed unfazed by Steel’s disapproval.

      “I’m looking for Tate. I need to ask him something about the scenes.”

      Steel ran a hand down his gray beard, sizing up the younger man with a look that called him out as a liar. “Is there something wrong with your phone or your brain, because you obviously didn’t hear me when I told you to stay home. What you need is rest. Tate’s probably beating the shit out of Draven in the gym. That dumbass Viking doesn’t know when to stop.” Steel shook his head, muttering something about brain injuries as he exited, walking with the aid of a cane.

      Tate was here. A thrill of anticipation raced down Endre’s back.

      “So, which is it, Kody? Brains or phone?” Teagan’s sparkly blue eyes gave her away. She was crushing hard on the injured stunt performer. Endre left them and went in search of Tate.

      Steel was in the hallway and pointed to a door with his cane. “Tate’s in this room. Go on in, son.” Apparently, everyone was son to Steel. Endre thanked him and went to the door, hand on the handle and—

      Panicked.

      Did Tate even want to be together anymore? I’ll catch you later was ambiguous. Teagan had said Tate wouldn’t be upset that Endre showed up unannounced, but Tate still hadn’t replied to his text.

      “Yeah, yeah. I know you think you kicked my ass, but you didn’t,” Draven said from somewhere behind the door. The squeak of the handle as it turned snapped Endre out of his panic and sent him scrambling back to the safety of Teagan and the room where they had practiced yoga.

      It was childish to run. Endre should’ve stayed and faced Tate. But everything felt too loud, too chaotic, and he needed a quiet place to think. He asked Teagan where the bathrooms were, relieved when he didn’t need to cross paths with Draven and Tate to get to them.

      “Get ahold of yourself,” he pleaded with his frantic reflection. He splashed water on his face and dried off with a paper towel, then took several deep, calming inhales and exhales, slowing down his racing thoughts. What if instead of being upset Endre was at X-Trips, Tate was happy to see him? Wasn’t that just as likely?

      “I can do this,” the man in the mirror affirmed. He tossed the paper towel in the bin and exited the bathroom, ready as he would ever be to face Tate.
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      Tate’s hip protested overuse. Cranky fucker. It’d been a long day full of blocking scenes and creating choreography with proposed camera angles, and he was tired. Happy, but tired. Last thing he wanted to do was spar with Draven, but the fucker wouldn’t leave him alone.

      He dodged Draven’s punches easily, blocking them when necessary, defensive moves to wear Draven out. After the strenuous day, it didn’t take long. Tate tricked him, a small gesture of his hand broadcasting a punch, only the punch never came. Draven instinctively blocked, shifting his weight forward. A mistake that he’d made over and over again when they sparred. Tate surprised him with a fast kick, taking out his standing leg. Stunned, Draven landed on the mat, wind knocked out of him…and immediately did some weird back spring thing to get on his feet again, huffing with mischief in his eye. Damn gymnast.

      “I know you think you kicked my ass, but you didn’t,” Draven said, grinning.

      “Bruh, at this point, I don’t care. I want food,” Tate grumbled, knowing he did, in fact, just kick Draven’s ass. “Whatever. I’m done.”

      They exited the gym and headed toward the studio, where Teagan was flirting with Dakota as usual. A sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead, and his smile was off, strained. Dumbass was in pain.

      “Tate! Just the guy I was looking for,” Dakota said and winced when he took a quick step in Tate’s direction. He hobbled the remaining distance. The fucking newbie had way too much enthusiasm and not enough common sense. If Steel hadn’t vouched for him, Tate would’ve relegated Dakota to the C-Team, or had him shadow the B-Team. But no. Dakota had been with X-Trips for less than two months on the A-Team, and that boneheaded motorcycle move on the freeway cost Tate time he should’ve had with his father, sorting through insurance claims and whatever the hell else there was to do after a house fire.

      “Have fun,” Draven said, well aware of the ass-chewing about to happen on the rookie, and slapped Tate on the back. “Teagan, what do you want for dinner? I’m starved.” He eyed Tate as he said the last part, trying to goad him.

      Oh, that fucker.

      “I went to the location the director asked us to check out for the car chase,” Dakota said, wiping his brow. He was an attractive guy. Thick brown hair strategically styled, pale-colored eyes that contrasted his light brown skin, and a nice build and average height. A welterweight fighter, if Tate had to guess.

      “Thanks, man. Send me an email with the video and your questions, and I’ll catch you later. I’m about to get some food.” Before I turn into a real dick, all hangry and not quite myself.

      Dakota wiped his forehead again, casting his eyes downward.

      “You did get video of the location for us to check out, right?” Tate spoke slowly, letting each word sink in. Who the hell drives hours and hours to a location and forgets to get video?

      “Yes, sure. Of course.” Dakota stuffed his hands in his pants pockets and rocked back on his heels. He aborted a pained sound, mid-squeak, injuries from the accident making themselves known.

      “Uh-huh. Look, be upfront. Did you or did you not get the video?”

      “I did,” he admitted sheepishly. “But my phone was smashed in the accident, and I didn’t upload it to the cloud. I can drive back out and—”

      “That’s not necessary. Go home. Get rest. I need you healed and ready to go. If I see your ass here at any point in the next two weeks, I’ll make you scrub the toilets with a toothbrush.” Tate folded his arms, puffing out his chest a smidge.

      “You can’t do that. Isn’t it against SAG rules…?”

      Tate pinched the bridge of his nose and peered at Dakota. Sarcasm was lost on this guy.

      “Oh, you’re not serious. Right. I’ll just go home.”

      “Do that, aight? Laters.” Tate, idly wondering how many times the newbie got dumped on his head as a kid, gathered his gym bag of workout clothes begging to be washed from his locker and slammed it shut. He hefted the bag over his shoulder and headed toward the door, stopping short, stunned by the man in front of him doing the cute thing where he bit his nail like the dude from Austin Powers, though on Endre, it was less creepy villain and more adorable awkwardness.

      “Either I’m so tired and hungry that I’m hallucinating, or you’re really here.” It may have come out harsher than he’d intended, but what did he expect? Endre at X-Trips was like two worlds colliding and the force threw him.

      Endre dropped his hand and a delectable smile graced the lips Tate could spend endless hours kissing. “I took Teagan up on her offer and decided to see what the yoga scene was like in LA. She showed me the studio where she works and then she asked, well, more like insisted I take her class at X-Trips. So, yes, I’m really here.”

      Tate put his bag down and hugged Endre. Dayam, Endre felt good, and he smelled of patchouli and musty sweat, a stink Tate recognized from the endless hours he’d spent training and teaching in the same room Teagan used for the stunt team’s yoga class.

      “I thought you were in Boston, helping your dad,” Endre said, chin on Tate’s shoulder.

      “I got called back because our newbie stunt guy put our asses between a rock and a hard place, and if I didn’t fill in for him, X-Trips would be fucked. It’s not like I wanted to leave my dad, but he gets it.” The X-Trips crew back east were a godsend, more than happy to pitch in however they could to fix up the house. One guy even offered to buy the place as is, an offer Tate’s father was seriously considering.

      “I’m sorry. It must be hard on you and your dad.”

      Jesus, did this conversation turn dark quick.

      “It’s weird to know the house isn’t there anymore, and weirder still because my dad is moving to Florida with Genella.” Tate didn’t know how to describe how he felt about his father leaving New England, or about the damaged house. Hollow? Empty? Or maybe more like an abscess that had popped, allowing the wound to finally heal. He let Endre go but hooked their fingers together. “It’s a good thing for him to move on,” he decided.

      Endre hummed sympathetically. “That must be hard on you.”

      “Yes and no. It got me thinking about how I was no better than my dad, holding on to scraps of Mazi—the box in the condo and even the condo itself. He’s not coming back, and really, the only place that he exists anymore is in my memory and some videos. If Dad can let go of Mazi’s ghost, then I can, too.”

      “Are you considering selling it and moving to Florida, too?” Endre meant it as a joke, but Tate didn’t want Endre to worry about where he would live.

      “The condo is yours if you want to stay in Boston, for however long you need a place, and we can remodel or decorate however you’d like. But here’s the thing. Remember how I said no guys can handle my cray-cray schedule?”

      “Um, I don’t remember the cray-cray part, but yes.”

      “Well, I’d like you to try to see if you can handle it. I mean, really try. I like you, Drey, and I think we’re good together, and I want to start someplace new with you, someplace without the ghost of my brother hanging on. So we’ve got a decision to make.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah. We can sell the condo and buy another place in Boston. I won’t be able to visit you a whole lot, and that pretty much sucks donkey ass, but I get that your home and your business are there. Or you can move into my condo here. I think you’ll like it, but if you don’t, we can sell that, too, and find something better.”

      “We?” Endre blinked. “You want to move in together? Buy a place together? Isn’t that a little, I don’t know, fast?”

      Was he getting rejected? Seriously? “I’m not getting any younger, and I like you. Let’s be cray-cray and do this.”

      Endre scrunched up his face. “Can you stop saying cray-cray? It’s…weird.”

      Tate tugged at Endre’s hand. “Come on. Whaddya say?”

      “Are you sure you can put up with me?”

      “Hell no. And you shouldn’t be so sure you can put up with me either, but what the hell? If we don’t try, we’ll never know. Let’s do this.”

      Tate pulled Endre into his arms, more certain than ever that he belonged there, and kissed him, a slow press with a hint of tongue and a nip of that full bottom lip Tate couldn’t get enough of.

      “Has anyone told you you’re cray-cray?” Endre laughed, and man, Tate had missed that laugh.

      “Is that a yes?”

      “It’s a yes. Yes, let’s move in together and be crazy together. I’m tired of being crazy alone,” Endre said with a pointed look.

      “That’s not— Shit. I’m sorry.” Tate swiped a hand over his head.

      “I’m not. Crazy, that is. I’m messing with you. Too soon?” Endre’s tease was genuine, but it unearthed the worst sensation.

      “Promise me something, aight? Promise me that if you ever get down like you were in that video, you will get help. If you’re struggling and there’s anything I can do, promise me you’ll let me know. I’m asking a lot for you to move to a new city, and I don’t mean to make light of how big of a change this is. You said before you weren’t sure if you could handle it, so let’s get a support system in place before you move, so you have people to turn to.”

      The playful glean evaporated. “I really scared you, huh?” Endre said, hooking his arms around Tate’s neck.

      “Yeah. In case you haven’t noticed, I want you around for a wicked long time.”

      “I promise to do all those things, and I intend to be around for a wicked long time,” Endre said. “After all, someone has to correct your asana alignment.”

      “Baby, you can correct my ass-ana anytime.”

      Endre scrunched his face, looking a little bit like a rabbit but completely adorable. “What does that even mean?”

      Tate shrugged. “I don’t know, but whaddya say we get some food? I’m freaking starved.”
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      The last traces of winter collected in melting clumps of dirt-stained snow piles, the ground muddy, saturated with its remnants. Clouds streaked across the otherwise blue sky, songbirds chased each other in flight, and small buds grew on the trees. Tate’s two-bedroom condo in Southern California was nice and even had a small yard, but nothing compared to the variety of greens and giant trees of New England. Endre would miss them when he moved this summer, after the yoga studio settled into its new partnership with Teagan. She even showed up on time for her classes, a minor miracle, according to her.

      Jackson had relocated to Western Massachusetts, a beautiful part of the state with lush landscapes, and worked at his cousin’s gym. He stayed in touch by sending memes and funny texts almost daily. They may never return to the friendship they once had, but at least they were communicating.

      Endre tucked his hands in his coat pocket, silently reading headstones as he and Tate approached the one they came to visit. Zac—Mazi’s headstone was granite and gray with delicately engraved music notes on the upper right-hand side. Pretty, if a grave marker could be described as such.

      “So, uh, this is where he is,” Tate said, as he gestured to the headstone engraved, I’m free and unafraid in this new life. “Not the most poetic lyric Mazi wrote but the most poignant. I’m pretty sure he paraphrased Jim Morrison. Anyway, I’ll give you a minute with him.” Tate stepped away, scratching the back of his neck like he did when he was nervous about something.

      Endre had never spoken to a headstone before. Existential thoughts ran wild as he attempted to comprehend the man he had heard playing piano and singing, who’d promised him a night out and was now a pile of ash interred in the family’s plot. Endre had asked to see Zac’s grave, hoping it would bring closure, the goodbye he never got to say.

      “Hey, Zac—er, Mazi. Tate showed me the song you wrote for me. I liked it,” he said, entirely too self-conscious considering no one could possibly hear him. No one alive, anyway. Tate had shown Endre the lyric book and the page with his name scribbled on the side. He’d found a recording among the box of items stashed in the condo and they’d listen together. The lyrics conveyed an envy of freedom and the immortality of youth that a nineteen-year-old Endre had when they’d met, something Mazi clearly longed for, having been burdened with his mother’s care.

      “I have to admit something, and it’s ugly. I don’t like myself much for thinking it, but here goes. For the longest time, I thought if you hadn’t ghosted me at the club, I never would’ve been hit by a car and developed a pain med addiction. You had this enormous pressure looking after your mom, and you were with her that night…” He couldn’t say it. “I’m sorry I blamed you. I didn’t know.”

      Endre scanned the grounds, finding Tate two rows away, hand shielding his face from the sun, squinting at the sky where a cardinal flew overhead. He lifted his chin and smiled when he caught Endre watching him.

      “Your brother is loud, obnoxious, and funny. He can’t cook and he eats entirely too much fast food. He’s also a slob, which you would know because you lived with him. But I love him. I haven’t told him that yet. I will soon.” The strangeness of talking to a piece of granite lessened, as did the guilt he’d carried. He could almost believe Mazi forgave him and was happy for him and Tate.

      Footfalls through the muck signaled Tate’s approach. Composed and grinning, he asked, “Did he talk back?”

      “He agrees that you’re a slob and says you should really put your clothes in the hamper.”

      “That sounds about right. But it was always much more fun to leave my dirty skivvies on his pillow. Mind if I have a second alone?” Tate jutted his chin in the direction of Mazi’s grave.

      “Of course not.” Endre gave Tate’s hand a gentle squeeze, letting their hands slide apart as he walked away.
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      Tate’s conscious remained quiet, and he wasn’t sure what to think about that. Years of soul-sucking guilt for moving out-of-state combined with failing to save Mazi’s life typically assaulted him whenever he visited Mazi’s grave. But not today.

      Several feet away, Endre walked past the headstones to the street, hands in his pockets, nose pink, and a pensive expression. Three months into their relationship and Tate hardly believed how much love he felt toward the younger man and how happy they were together. With Endre, everything in life seemed better, brighter, easier. That included the stupid shit, too, like grocery shopping, or folding laundry. And the sex was incredible. Two words: Yoga teacher. Dude was incredibly flexible and strong.

      “Hey, fucker,” Tate said to the slab of stone. “I don’t know what dirt Endre was dishing about me, but I hope it gave you a laugh anyhow. I was so fucking wrong to worry about him, Mazi. I can’t believe I ever thought he would be like Ma. He’s nothing like her. He gets counseling, does things to keep his mind and body healthy, and knows when he needs to rest. He’s so fucking strong, and I never thought I’d love someone like him. Heh, who am I kidding? I never thought I’d fall in love with anyone. Or that anyone would put up with me for that matter.”

      He traced the engraving of Mazi’s name, getting out the debris that had settled in. “Get this. We’re heading to Xander’s house for his birthday. Did you ever think I’d be rubbing elbows with movie stars and models—hoity-toity people—and eating brunch? Yeah, me neither.” He could almost hear his brother’s laugh.

      “Count is doing much better, but he’s getting old, and as much as I hate to admit this, he will probably join you soon. Bet you miss him, though.” The pee smell had been nothing but a urinary tract infection, but like most older dogs, his back legs and kidneys were weak. The hardest part about living so far away from family was not knowing if he would see them again, Count included.

      “The condo sold, by the way, to a smart woman. She’s a doctor at Mass General. I think you would’ve liked her, so don’t haunt her ass.” It’d be like Mazi to come back from the grave to haunt a person for a bit of fun. “And it looks like we’re going to a wedding in Florida this summer. Dad and Genella are getting hitched. They’re happy, and I’m happy for them. It’s like we’re all moving on with our lives, and I…” He choked, the hardest words forthcoming. “I gotta move on with my life, too.

      “I love you, Mazi, and for far too long, I’ve beaten myself up for not being there to help you while you looked after Ma and for not…” He sniffled and wiped at his eyes and forced air into his lungs to finish what he had to say. “For not saving you.” What he wouldn’t give to hug Mazi one more time...

      “I’ve carried this guilt around for too long. It’s like all that crap in Dad’s cellar—necessary at some point, wanted even, but ultimately it grows mold and gets yellow and—I don’t know where I was going with that, but I think you know what I’m trying to say. I gotta let that guilt go, Mazi. I have to forgive myself and hope that you forgive me, too.”

      A dried leaf swirled around and around, carried by wind gust until it fell on top of the headstone. Tate smiled. “Yeah, aight. I hear ya. Look, I gotta split. I love you, bro. Talk soon.” Tate patted the top of the headstone and joined Endre.

      The sun cut through the clouds, casting shadows of the overhead branches onto the street as they walked to the car. Tate liked the way the sunlight brought out the golden undertones in Endre’s curly hair.

      “You’re doing it again,” Endre said, his mouth twisted in a whimsical smile. “You’re looking at me weird.”

      “That’s your fault for being so damn gorgeous.” Endre laughed, a beautiful sight Tate never took for granted after witnessing the depths of sadness his boyfriend possessed.

      “Ever hear of pyrophytic plants?” Tate asked. “They’re plants—eucalyptus is one of them—that actually need the chemicals from the heat of fire to reproduce.”

      “Um, no, and this is an odd, out-of-the-blue conversation.”

      “Just hear me out for a second, aight? When my dad’s house burned down, I thought it was the end, and it was in a way. But like those resilient fucking plants, something grew out of that fire. Something more beautiful and more incredible than I ever could’ve imagined. Something that never would have been possible if the old debris hadn’t been torched.”

      Tate paused, waiting to say about the corniest fucking thing he’d ever said in his life. Birds fluttered by, chirping happily, sunlit dew shone on the trees and grass and reflected off the polished grave markers, the idyllic scene a morbid version of a Thomas Kinkade painting.

      He took Endre’s hand and lifted it up over his head, forcing Endre to spin around and laugh as he fell into Tate’s arms. “Wanna know what it is?” Tate whispered. “Love. And not just any ordinary love, no. This is some epic once-in-a-lifetime kinda love.”

      Endre, staying in Tate’s embrace, pulled his head back, soulful eyes wide and staring.

      “I love you, Drey. Fuck, that feels so good to say. I love you!” He picked Endre up and spun him around, their laughter out of place in the somber location. But no one was around to care, and to Tate, the sound was glorious. He set Endre down and kissed him, sweet pecks on his lips and his face that left Endre giggling. “I fucking love you.”

      “This is the strangest place to say I love you for the first time, don’t you think?” Endre said, his smile bright. Tate basked in it.

      “Nothing like a cemetery visit to really make you appreciate life and the people in it. So, to me, this is a perfect place to tell you I love you.”

      Endre rested his forehead against Tate’s, arms around his neck. “I fucking love you, too.”

      “I love it when you swear.” Tate kissed Endre again, soft lips and wet tongue, the taste of home sweet home.

      Endre startled, jumping out of Tate’s arms and wiping his cheek, his mouth contorted in disgust at the yellow-white substance on his fingers. “What the heck?”

      Tate followed Endre’s gaze to the tree above them and laughed. “I knew that cardinal had a wicked sense of humor.”
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