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PART ONE
the proposal
FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 14
 BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS
JULES CASSIDY WAS NERVOUS.
After years of working for the FBI, nervous didn’t happen to Jules very often anymore. At least not in a situation with nary a hostile gunman, armed terrorist, angry insurgent or crazed hostage-taker in sight.
As Jules effortlessly caught a taxi at Boston’s Logan Airport, as he settled back in his seat for the stunningly traffic-free ride to the downtown hotel, as the relentless, weeklong autumn drizzle that had plagued the entire east coast from Virginia to Maine finally stopped and the clouds opened in a late afternoon blast of sunlight suitable for accompaniment by a full choir of angels, he had to smile.
His entire impromptu trip north from Washington, D.C., had been a piece of cake—chocolate and practically dripping with strawberry-flavored easy.
Sign from God, anyone?
And yet, Jules was still undeniably nervous.
Some of it was from the taco Jules had grabbed in the airport. God, what a mistake. He’d thrown it away after eating only a few bites, but the portion he’d consumed had become his traveling companion—a lump of lead in his stomach.
Of course, some of what he was feeling came from the adrenaline surge of anticipation at the thought of seeing Robin after too many days apart.
Hey, babe. It’s me again. God, I miss you. Call me back. And oh, may I state for the record that this phone-sex thing is no longer novel…?
No kidding.
These past two weeks had been the longest the two men had gone without seeing each other since former A-list movie star Robin Chadwick had gotten out of rehab.
And no, Jules’s nerves weren’t from worry or fear that Robin had fallen off the wagon. Robin’s commitment to his ongoing sobriety was steadfast. Same as his commitment to their still fledgling yet extremely solid romantic relationship.
Yeah, and okay, there was that shifting-of-the-taco twinge of nervousness again. What if Jules was wrong, and it was too soon for this? What if Robin wasn’t ready?
What if Jules’s last-minute, cancel-all-his-meetings-and-take-Friday-off, spur-of-the-moment, rush-up-to-Boston-uninvited trip came across as needy and possessive? Desperately needy and possessive.
God, he wished there was a thought-vacuum that could suck the unwanted yet still persistently loud voices of cheating ex-lovers from the caverns of one’s mind. It had been years since Jules had shared both his home and his life with his ex, Adam, and yet he could still hear the son of a bitch’s voice. You don’t own me, J., although you’d like to, wouldn’t you? You’d like to lock me away…
In truth, Jules hadn’t wanted to own Adam or lock him anywhere. But he definitely hadn’t wanted to share him, either. And if that unwillingness to share was defined as being needy and possessive, so be it.
It was the desperation that he hoped he could hide today—assuming Adam had been right and Jules was, in fact, desperately needy and possessive. Desperation was unattractive—so cloying, so unpleasantly pathetic. So obvious. You could smell it on a man in about a half-second of face-to-face.
Jules did a quick sniff check of his armpits. But all he could smell was that hideous taco. He definitely had a fantasy going involving a shower in his immediate future. Like, fifteen minutes after he got to the hotel. He’d change out of his FBI costume—as Robin called his collection of conservative dark suits and ties—and into jeans and a T-shirt. And there he’d be when Robin returned from the set. In bare feet and home-from-the-office hair, coated in exactly zero desperation.
It helped to remember that Robin wasn’t Adam. Thank you, baby Jesus. Robin truly loved him—quite possibly as much as Jules loved Robin.
“Hey, babe, I got big news.” Robin had left Jules a longer message in lieu of his standard brief morning I’m thinking of you voicemail. “Good news. Great news, actually.” His expressive voice was laced with even more excitement than usual. Robin’s mundane, day-to-day existence registered at a passion level of about fifteen on a scale from one to ten. This morning, however, he’d been up well past twenty and that had made Jules smile. “Art’s writing another story arc for my character—they want me back. At least ten episodes this time, maybe even more. They totally love what I’ve been doing.”
Yeah, like the entire world hadn’t noticed that Academy Award nominee Robin Chadwick was not just acting rings around his cast mates in Boston Marathon, but was bringing them and the entire HBO TV show up to an entirely new level. Damn straight writer/producer Arthur Urban wanted him back for more. And yet Robin’s surprise was genuine. He honestly didn’t realize how amazing he was.
Robin had been bouncing back and forth between D.C., where Jules worked, and Boston, where the HBO series was in production. It had started as several intensive days of work a few months ago, when Robin was first cast in a relatively small role—a minor character for a mere two episodes. But Art Urban knew greatness when he bumped into it on his set, and he’d expanded and stretched out Robin’s role over another six episodes.
It was doubly gratifying, because the character Robin was playing, Jefferson O’Reilly, was straight. It was pretty stupid, but gay actors in Hollywood rarely were cast as anything other than gay characters.
This job did, however, mean that Robin was spending more and more time in Boston. Apart from Jules.
“Don asked for way more money,” Robin’s voicemail had continued, “and they agreed. They didn’t even fucking blink. They want to put me in the credits, which is, well…it’s nice. I feel very Sally Field, you know?”
Jules did know. They liked him. They really liked him. And Don, Robin’s agent, no doubt liked him, too. And for more than just the bigger paycheck. Robin’s sister, Jane, was a Hollywood insider, and the last time Jules had spoken to her on the phone, she’d told him that Robin was garnering some early Emmy buzz.
“I haven’t said yes,” Robin had reported in his message. “I wanted…Well, I wanted to, you know, talk to you about it first, because…shit, it’s Boston. If it was D.C., I’d’ve already signed, but…” He’d gotten quiet. “I really miss you, Jules. Call me back, okay? I need to hear your voice.”
Jules had called him back. Repeatedly. But every time Jules had been free, Robin’s phone had been turned off. And vice versa. They’d phone-tagged seven times before Jules had cancelled his lunch, his two o’clock, his four-thirty, and his six-fifteen and hopped the shuttle to Boston.
He checked his phone in the cab, only to find he’d missed three more calls from Robin. He dialed, but was bumped right to Robin’s voicemail as the taxi driver took the exit from the highway.
It was then that his phone rang.
But it wasn’t Robin. The call was from Alyssa Locke who, along with her former-SEAL husband Sam Starrett, were Jules’s best friends.
“Are you there yet?” Alyssa asked. She knew he was heading to Boston. She also knew his evening’s agenda. God help him.
“I’m at the traffic light at Arlington and St. James,” Jules reported. “It’s just a few more blocks to the hotel.”
“You’re not going to believe where I am.” His former partner in the FBI was now the XO—second-in-command—of Troubleshooters Incorporated, the most prestigious personal security firm in the United States. Alyssa could well be anywhere in the entire world. Or quite possibly orbiting the moon.
“Can you give me a clue?” Jules shifted to try to find a position where the taco didn’t burn at his stomach lining quite so much. “Like, which time zone?”
“Same as you,” she said.
“You’re in the trunk of the cab that I’m sitting in,” he guessed as he popped a few more antacids from the roll he’d picked up on his way out of Logan. “Which would put Sam in the glove compartment.”
Her laughter was rich and musical. “No, but you’re close. We’re over at the Sheraton, on Boylston Street.”
No way.
“It was a last-minute courier thing,” Alyssa told him. “Atlanta to Boston. Dave Malkoff was going to do it, but he had a family emergency.”
“Dave Malkoff has a family?” Jules quipped. Dave was a former CIA operative who’d been working for Troubleshooters since close to its inception. He was one of those guys who never seemed to go home. The few times Jules had been to the TS Inc. office in the wee hours of the morning, Dave had been there like some kind of permanent fixture, slouched behind a desk, baggy-eyed but alert, mug of coffee steaming.
“Sam and I were relatively near Atlanta,” Alyssa reported. “And since we were available…”
“On vacation in Florida is available?” Jules asked.
She laughed. “We’re going back. It actually worked out. After three days on the beach, Sam was…Well, antsy isn’t quite the right word…”
“Looking to blow shit up?” Jules suggested.
“That probably would’ve helped,” she agreed with another laugh. “This trip north has been a good enough distraction—no C4 necessary. We’re having fun in an Oh my God, we’re in Boston way. We’ve already made the delivery so the work’s done—and we got what I think was the last hotel room in the entire city so…Hang on. Sam’s shouting something from the bathroom.” There was a pause, then, “He wants to know if you want to get together for dinner.”
“You didn’t tell him.” Jules didn’t so much ask it as state it.
“Because you told me not to.”
“Yeah, but it’s Sam,” Jules pointed out. “I figured you told him everything, regardless.”
“Yeah, well…”
“What?” Jules asked, even though he already knew the answer. “You think he’s not going to approve.”
“I think,” Alyssa said carefully, “that the last thing you need is Sam getting up in Robin’s grill, threatening to break him in two if he hurts you. At least not until after you’ve…initiated the discussion.”
“I wish Sam didn’t feel that way.”
“He loves you,” Alyssa said simply.
“Then I’d think he’d want me to be happy,” Jules countered.
“He does. He’ll come around,” she reassured him. “Neither of us really know Robin. I’m sure when we—”
“Wait a minute,” Jules said. “So are you saying that you have reservations, too?”
“Of course I do,” she answered, with a silent but heavily implied you lummox. “Robin’s got some pretty serious, well, flaws.”
“And Sam-the-caveman’s perfect?”
Alyssa laughed. “Touché.”
“I know what I’m doing,” Jules told her quietly. “I know Robin and…I’m not perfect either, Lys. We just…” He tried to find the right words. “We fit.”
“Then I support you completely.” All uncertainty was gone from her voice. “And Sam will, too. We should plan to get together—the four of us. That’ll help.”
“Not tonight,” Jules said, and the taco tangoed. He dug for more of his Rolaids.
“Are you nervous?” she asked.
“No,” he lied.
Amusement thickened her voice. “Are you lying?”
“Yep.”
“Good,” she said, in her sternest former naval officer voice. “You should be. This is no cakewalk. It’s going to be hard work—and worth every ounce of sweat you put into it. I’m not talking about tonight. I’m talking big picture.”
“Yeah, I got that,” Jules said. “Thank you so much, oh ancient wise woman, who’s been married all of, what is it? Four years?”
“I’m just trying to keep it real, my gay brothah.”
“Thanks oodles, my hetero sistah, but I’m at the hotel.” The taxi braked to a stop. “I gotta go, babycakes.”
“Call if you want to have brunch tomorrow,” Alyssa said. “And Jules?”
“Yeah?” Jules asked as he dug for his wallet to pay the driver.
“Robin’s crazy about you. He’s going to say yes.”
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Robin was in luck. There was no one in the taxi line, and a cab had just pulled up right in front of the hotel entrance.
His suitcase bumped and whirred as he wheeled it across the cobblestone sidewalk even as the doorman opened the cab’s rear door for the exiting passenger. “Where ya heading today, Mr. C.?” he asked Robin in his emerald green brogue.
“Logan Airport, please, Mr. Dunn.” Robin surrendered his suitcase as he dug into his pocket for his cell phone, which was wailing the theme music from Buffy the Vampire Slayer—which meant it was Jules on the other end. Finally. For privacy, he turned slightly away from both the doorman and the cab. “Hey, babe. Damn, it’s been a freak show and a half, trying to reach you today.”
“Robin, oh, my God.” On the other end of the phone, Jules started laughing. “Look up. To your left.”
Robin turned and…
Jules was standing on the sidewalk, right in front of him. He was grinning from ear to ear as he closed his cell phone and put it in the pocket of his pants.
He looked unbelievably hot. He had the whole rumpled FBI-agent thing going, jacket off and sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Of course, Robin had come to associate both that and the loosened tie with the hey-I’m-home-from-work expectation that the entire suit would soon be coming off as Jules changed into something more comfortable. Which sometimes meant no clothes at all. Which translated to very hot, indeed.
But then Jules’s arms were around him, and as Robin held him just as tightly, it wasn’t about sex at all. It was about…everything suddenly being extremely right. He had to fight the nearly overpowering urge to burst into tears at the sudden supreme rightness of the entire world. “God, I missed you,” he breathed.
“I blew off the Secretary of Defense,” Jules admitted. “Yashi took the meeting for me.”
God bless Joe Hirabayashi. As Robin pulled back to look into Jules’s face, into his incredible melting-chocolate brown eyes, he said, “My shooting schedule changed. I have the rest of today off instead of tomorrow.” Tomorrow’s schedule was light, but crucial, which was a crying shame. “I was going to fly down to D.C. to see you—take the booty back in the morning.”
Between the pair of them, they’d racked up some significant frequent-flyer miles on the pre-dawn flight that Jules had so aptly nicknamed “the booty shuttle,” for somewhat obvious reasons.
Jules laughed as he gave Robin another hug. “Wow, I’m glad you didn’t catch an earlier flight. We could’ve passed in midair.”
“That would’ve sucked,” Robin agreed. Jules would’ve been in Boston, and Robin in D.C. But it hadn’t happened—they were both right here, right now. He could feel himself leaking happiness from every pore.
Jules backed off to look at him. “I like the hair.”
Robin self-consciously pushed it back from his face. “I don’t know—they won’t let me cut it, and it’s getting to that obnoxious place—”
“It’s hot,” Jules said, and their gazes locked. And yeah. It was definitely time to go inside the hotel.
No doubt about it, even though Robin was already having the best weekend ever, it was about to get significantly better. But then he realized that weekend was an assumption that he really couldn’t make. Jules’s work schedule was as crazy as his. “Can you stay until Sunday night?” he asked.
Jules gave Robin a sidewalk kiss—eye contact that dropped down to and lingered on Robin’s mouth. But then he smiled as he looked back into Robin’s eyes and gave him an even better gift. “I took Monday off, too. I’m here until Tuesday morning.”
A long weekend.
It was stupid as shit, but Robin’s eyes actually filled with tears at the idea of four whole days with Jules.
Jules, gallant as always, pretended not to notice. “We’re going to need his suitcase back out of the cab,” he announced, and then proceeded to tip both the doorman and the driver liberally. His hand was warm and wonderfully possessive against Robin’s back as he ushered him into the hotel lobby, trusting Dunn to deliver their bags back to Robin’s room.
“I’ve got to check back in,” Robin said, detouring to the front desk instead of letting Jules steer him to the elevators. “I checked out—I thought I was going to be in D.C. tonight.”
“Uh-oh,” Jules said.
“Uh-oh?”
“Let’s just…check back in quickly,” Jules told him. “Rumor has it there’s a hotel room crunch in Boston this weekend.”
Words that were tragically confirmed, mere seconds later, first by Melinda of the front desk, and then by the hotel manager, Mrs. Hanniford, who was a daughter of the American Revolution, related to John Adams on her mother’s side, a PFLAG mom, and in possession of one of the most ridiculously broad Boston accents Robin had ever heard. He usually loved hanging with her, just listening to her talk, but today he didn’t like what she had to say.
Not only were there no rooms in this hotel, but there was nothing available anywhere in the city, including Cambridge and various suburbs all the way out past Framingham. It was, Mrs. H. told him, parents’ weekend at nearly all the colleges in the metro Boston area. During this one weekend in the fall and graduation weekend in May, there was always a hotel shortage in what was undeniably the biggest college town in the nation.
“Pretend I didn’t check out.” Robin gave Mrs. H. his most win-some smile. “It’s been, what? Ten minutes. I wasn’t supposed to check out, and I’m coming back tomorrow. The maid probably hasn’t even made up the room. I’ll just go back in. You don’t even need to change the sheets. We can just trade towels…”
“But you did check out. The computer already processed it.” Mrs. H. liked him. She did. She often worked the night shift, and had invited him into her office for tea on quite a few occasions. She obviously hated the fact that she was now royally fucking him. “We have a waiting list. I could put you on it…?”
“Mrs. Hanniford,” Robin said. “Betty.” He leaned closer. Lowered his voice. “See the incredibly gorgeous guy talking on his cell phone over there?” He gestured with his chin toward Jules.
Mrs. H. looked and then nodded.
“That’s Jules.” He’d talked and talked and talked about Jules during their tea parties. Mrs. Hanniford could have been given a pop quiz on All That Was Jules, and gotten an A-plus. “I checked out of the hotel because I couldn’t bear to be away from him for another minute, only he surprised me by flying up here to see me. I’m pretty sure that one of the things I’m going to do tonight is ask him to marry me. Please don’t make me do that while we huddle together for warmth in the train station, breathing through our mouths to avoid the persistent and incomparable stench of urine.”
“Laronda’s got nothing,” Jules said as he came toward them, smiling a warm greeting at Mrs. H., despite his obvious frustration, disappointment and fatigue.
Robin looked at Mrs. H. and briefly put his finger on his lips. She nodded, wide-eyed, but then shrugged apologetically, shaking her head. She still couldn’t help him, regardless of how much she wanted to.
“Laronda is Jules’s boss’s administrative assistant,” Robin explained to the hotel manager. “She’s, like, the queen of his office. If there was a room in Boston, she would have gotten it for us.” He knew Laronda well. Some days he spoke to her on the phone more often than he spoke to Jules.
“Sometimes the…organization has a hotel room on reserve, but not tonight,” Jules explained, obviously not wanting to say the Bureau or the FBI in front of Mrs. H. He was clearly tired and even slightly pale. What he needed, Robin knew, was about eighteen hours in bed.
Robin needed that, too, but not because he was tired.
“Laronda also told me there’s a run on rental cars,” Jules continued. “Apparently a semi went off a bridge onto Amtrak’s main tracks to New York. Trains are shut down. She couldn’t even rent us a moped. I was thinking we could drive up to Manchester, or out to Hartford if we could get a car.”
“We have sister hotels in both Manchester and Hartford,” Mrs. H. said helpfully. She went tappy-tap on her computer. “There are rooms available in each.”
“But no cars to get there,” Robin reiterated.
More tapping and…
“None available from this hotel,” Mrs. H. confirmed. “I’m sorry. Maybe there’s a car service that could…?”
“I already tried that,” Jules told Robin quietly, shaking his head as Mrs. H. bustled back into her office to answer a phone call. “But everything’s booked. I was trying to think outside the box. A limo. You know, at the very least take a lengthy ride around the city.”
Robin had to laugh, in part at Jules’s subtle yet suggestive eyebrow waggle. The first time they’d hooked up, they’d been in a limo, privacy shield up and radio blasting. But apparently that wasn’t even an option today.
“I completely screwed us,” Robin whispered. “Didn’t I?” Jules had left him a voicemail saying that he was coming. If he’d taken the time to go through the twenty-something messages that had cluttered up his cell phone, and if he’d done it before he’d packed his bags and checked out of the hotel…He and Jules would’ve been up in his room, right now, exchanging long, slow, deep kisses…
“Actually,” Jules pointed out sotto voce, laughing at the absurdity of their situation. “I’m feeling extremely unscrewed.”
It was hard not to laugh, too, when Jules was laughing. Still, Robin shook his head. “Maybe we could catch the shuttle to New York, get a room down there—”
“And wake up at three thirty to get back to Boston in time for you to get to work?” Jules countered.
“I’ll get up at three thirty,” Robin said. “You can sleep in, catch a later flight.” Jesus, Jules looked so tired.
But he was shaking his head, no. “I wanted to go with you to the studio,” he said. “I mean, if that’s okay with you.”
Robin’s heart flip-flopped. It was amazing. His relationship with Jules had lasted longer than any other relationship he’d ever had, yet the man could still make him feel like a giddy kid with a crush. “Really?”
“If it’s okay,” Jules said again. He touched Robin’s hand, interlacing their fingers. It was a daring public show of affection for Jules—considering they were well outside of the South End, Boston’s gay neighborhood. “The unscrewed thing was just a joke. You know that, right? Sweetie, I love making love to you, but…right now I’m just ecstatic we’re in the same city. We can go have dinner and…It’ll be tomorrow before we know it.”
And it wouldn’t be the first time they’d talked through the entire night.
Mrs. H. had come back to the desk. She was hovering uncertainly, desperate but powerless to help.
“Hey, Mrs. H.,” Robin said, his eyes never leaving Jules’s. “My life partner’s a little shy, but I’m feeling a righteous need to kiss him. Do you mind if we step into your office for, oh, two minutes?”
Mrs. H. was silent, and he finally turned to look at her. She was obviously thinking…
“Mind out of the gutter,” he chastised her, laughing. “Two minutes? I’m good, but I’m not that good.”
Jules was laughing, too, but he leaned forward and kissed Robin. Right there in the lobby. His mouth was soft and warm and so, so sweet…
“Come on,” Jules said, with so much love in his eyes that Robin’s heart nearly burst. “Let’s check our bags and find someplace quiet to have dinner.”
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“We could get take-out,” Robin suggested, his hands jammed into the pockets of his jeans as if it were cold out. With the wind sweeping in off Boston Harbor, it was a little nippy, but Jules was warm. Maybe too warm.
“And take it where?” Jules asked. Find someplace quiet to have dinner—hah. The city was overrun with students and their parents, all dining out. They’d walked all the way down to the waterfront, by the Aquarium. And now they couldn’t even find an empty cab to take them…Where indeed? Was there really any point going back to the hotel, where they didn’t even have a room?
God, he needed to sit down.
Somehow Robin knew that, and was there, helping him toward a bench.
“Let’s just get in line at the Union Oyster House,” Jules said. The wait there was over ninety minutes, but the food and ambiance would be worth it. Besides, it wasn’t as if they were rushing to get anywhere else.
“You’re sweating.” Robin’s tone was accusatory. He’d been asking Jules if he was okay ever since they’d left the hotel. “You’ve been lying to me, haven’t you?”
“I’m fine,” Jules lied yet again. But it wasn’t just to Robin, it was to himself, too. He didn’t want to be sick. He couldn’t be sick. Not this weekend. He’d wanted this to be special…
“Jesus, Jules, you’re burning up.” Robin’s hands felt like ice against Jules’s forehead.
“I’m just a little…uncomfortable. Gastronomically. I had this taco as sort of a pseudo lunch,” he tried to explain. “I think it was bad.”
“You think you have food poisoning?” Robin’s eyes were filled with such concern.
“No,” Jules said. Please, God, no. “It’s just indigestion.”
“Maybe we should go to the hospital.”
“For indigestion?”
“For food poisoning.” Robin was exasperated. “Just because you don’t want to call it what it is, babe, doesn’t mean you get to change the facts.”
The wind blew, and suddenly Jules was freezing. “Oh, shit,” he said as he started to shiver violently. Just as suddenly, the taco made its play for escape. Jules barely managed to turn away from Robin as he got fiercely sick, right there on the sidewalk.
But Robin didn’t recoil. In fact, he got closer, putting his arms around Jules, trying to stop his shaking. “All right,” he said. “Okay.” He took out his cell phone. “I’m calling an ambulance.”
“No,” Jules managed to say before the taco tried for an encore. “Use my phone. Call Alyssa.”
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Sam Starrett was a sympathy vomiter. It didn’t take him much to join the Technicolor interpretive dance, so he backed way off as Robin pretty much carried Jules into the hotel room.
“Bathroom’s this way.” Alyssa took charge. Or at least she tried. Robin refused to relinquish control, even when, from the sound of things, Jules lunged for the toilet and started singing the age-old hymn to the porcelain god.
“Lys, you all right?” Sam called.
“I’m fine,” she called back. What a difference the time of day could make.
Feeling a tad green himself, Sam stepped out onto the balcony, closing the slider tightly behind him.
This was going to be an interesting night. When Robin called, Alyssa had been in the middle of trying to get Sam naked—which was not really that difficult a task. Sam had never been much of a challenge to his incredibly gorgeous wife, particularly in the let’s delay dinner to make love department.
It had been something of a mood-changer, though, when she’d suddenly turned away from him, reaching to answer her phone. Like, there was anything in the world more important than this…?
But then he’d recognized the jaunty melody, too, as being Jules Cassidy’s emergency ring tone. And the chances Sam was going to get some before dinner dropped to a solid “probably not.”
Jules and Alyssa had been whispering together a lot recently. Alyssa didn’t want to talk about it, but Sam was pretty sure it had something to do with Robin, who was a dysfunctional emotional time bomb, just waiting for the most inopportune moment to explode.
From her seat on the edge of the bed, Alyssa said, “Oh, my God,” and “Of course,” and “A taco? Oh, no. Poor Jules,” and then? The kicker. “We’ve got two double beds—there’s plenty of room. Definitely. Bring him here. The Sheraton. Room 842. Do you need me to come to the lobby?”
Sam let his head flop back against the pillow of one of their hotel room’s beds. The place had been out of kings, which was a shame because he was tall and his feet dangled off the end of a double.
But that wasn’t as big a shame as the fact that he was not only not getting some tonight, he was going to have to endure Jules’s misery as he attempted to dry out his alcoholic fuckwad of a boyfriend, who’d no doubt gone off on another binge from hell—his first since getting out of rehab.
“Okay,” Alyssa said into her cell phone. “But if you need any help…” And then she totally surprised Sam with her next words. “Robin, shh, sweetie, it’s really okay. We’re glad you called. Honestly. Just get Jules over here as quickly as you can.”
Sam sat up. “Jules is bingeing?” It was a stupid thing to say—he knew it as soon as the words were out of his mouth. Jules wasn’t a big drinker to start with, and ever since Robin had gone into rehab he’d cut himself off, too, in solidarity.
Fortunately Alyssa was accustomed to Sam’s occasional idiotic verbal explosions.
“Jules has food poisoning,” she informed him as she closed her cell phone. “They couldn’t get a hotel room, so they have nowhere else to go. Robin just managed to get them a ride—I think he stood in the street and stopped traffic. They should be here in about ten minutes.”
You better get dressed. Sam waited for the words, but they didn’t come. Instead, Alyssa smiled at him, heat in her ocean green eyes.
Sam thought his wife was achingly beautiful when dressed in bulky cammie-print BDUs. She was gorgeous in jeans and a T-shirt, too, with her long legs, perfect breasts, and athletic build, without even a hint of makeup on her mocha-colored skin, her dark hair cut short and sleek, capping her African-princess face, framing her huge, otherworldly-colored eyes.
She was beautiful, as well, when she dressed up for dinner or a party—his favorite was that red dress with the short skirt. Shee-yit.
But Alyssa, wearing only underwear that she’d clearly bought for his pleasure…
By all rights, Sam should have been struck blind.
But that smile was loaded, and there was no doubt about it, it was his turn to talk, and perhaps say something brilliant this time. “I can name that tune in ten minutes.”
She laughed—which created a phenomenon in Sam’s chest that he thought of as a pulmonary triple lutz. “Yeah, but can you do it in five?”
He reached for her, and she slipped into his arms.
Short answer? Yes.
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Jules wouldn’t stop apologizing.
In fact, the very last thing he mumbled before falling asleep, after the gastrointestinal explosions had stopped, after Robin had gotten him cleaned up, into a borrowed and much too large pair of Sam’s sweatpants and a T-shirt, and tucked into bed, was “I’m so sorry.”
Robin sat with him for a while, just stroking his hair and watching him in the light from the bathroom.
Alyssa was curled up in the other bed. Robin thought she was asleep until his stomach growled loudly.
She chuckled. “Amazing that you could actually be hungry after that,” she said, speaking quietly so as not to disturb Jules. “I may never eat again.”
Robin laughed softly, too. “Thank you so much for letting us come here.”
“Please,” Alyssa said. “If you’re going to be spending time with Jules, you need to understand that there is nothing Sam and I would not do for him. Are we clear on that?”
“Thank you,” Robin started, but she cut him off.
“No,” she said. “The correct response is yes, ma’am, I understand.”
“Okay,” he said. “Now you’re scaring me a little.”
She laughed, but she was still looking at him pointedly, so he said, “Yes, ma’am, I understand.” But then he added, “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do, either. I know you probably don’t believe that yet. You have reason to mistrust me—”
Alyssa interrupted him again. “Once when Jules and I were overseas, he got this really awful stomach virus. It was…bad. I wanted to help him, but he wouldn’t let me near him. He can be so stubborn and…I was impressed tonight at the way you just shouted him down. You wouldn’t take his shit.” She laughed. “Okay. Bad choice of words.”
Robin laughed, too. “Yeah, well…”
Just stop, Robin had told Jules at an unfortunately higher volume than he would have liked when Jules had tried to push him away. I’m not going anywhere, so just fucking get used to it.
Of course, maybe bellowing Why? Because I love you, okay? at the top of his lungs, in front of Jules’s skeptical best friend, had helped lower her skepticism a little.
“Sam went out to get some sandwiches a few hours ago,” Alyssa told him as his stomach rumbled again. “He thought you might be hungry after the…fireworks ended. He’s still out on the balcony, because he’s…well…”
“He’s Sam,” Robin finished for her. “I know.” Jules had told him all about Sam’s tendency to lose his lunch in response to brutal injury or death. It was kind of funny, actually—the big, tough Navy SEAL, on his knees…Of course, during the violence, he was always in the thick of things—kicking ass and saving the day. But after it was over? Vomit time.
He was also, Jules had said, prone to the dread chain reaction. If someone else entered the vomitron, Sam would climb right in, too. Which was why he’d scrambled outside when Robin had carried Jules in.
“If you want,” Alyssa said, “I’ll keep an eye on Jules while you go out there and get something to eat.”
Jules was breathing slowly and steadily. He’d been tired before the fireworks—good word for it—and now he was completely wrung out. Robin leaned over and kissed him gently on the forehead before standing up.
“Thanks,” he said, even though he was thinking, A sandwich with Sam. Oh, boy. Sam was even scarier than Alyssa. He had this way of looking at Robin as if he were fresh birdcrap on the windshield of his recently detailed sports car.
Still, Robin was going to have to sit down and have a conversation with the big former SEAL one of these days. Why not right now?
He grabbed his jacket as he crossed to the slider. But before he got there, Alyssa said, “Hey, Robin?”
He turned to look at her in the dimness.
“I understand, too,” she said. “How much you love Jules. And for the record? I think it’s great. He’s been waiting for you, his entire life.”
“That means a lot to me,” Robin managed to choke out, and great. Now as he pushed past the closed drapes and stepped out into the chill of the balcony, he had fricking tears in his eyes.
Sam had the light on out there, and as Robin closed the slider behind him, the former SEAL put down the book he’d been reading.
And there it was, that birdcrap-on-the-windshield withering look.
Jesus, Robin needed a drink.
And okay. Great. Maybe this wasn’t the right time for this altercation, if it meant he was going to start thinking that kind of bullshit.
“Alyssa said there were sandwiches?” Robin made it a question, but there was an obvious deli bag on the table next to Sam. Maybe the man would just point to it, and let Robin eat in silence, after which he’d go back inside and curl up in that bed, with his arms around Jules.
And sure enough, Sam pointed. But he also said in his Texas cowboy drawl, “Turkey and swiss, roast beef, or veggie wrap. I wasn’t sure what you’d want.”
“Turkey’s perfect,” Robin said, digging through the bag. “Thank you so much.”
“There’s soda, too.” And there was, indeed, a second bag on the floor. “Or bottled water. Have a seat.”
Robin sat, because that was an order, not a request. But he’d never been particularly good with authority, which was probably why he said, “No beer or wine coolers, huh?”
And okay. He was now disgusting purple birdcrap.
“I’m curious,” Sam said when he finally spoke. “Why do you think that’s funny? Because I don’t find it funny at all.”
“It’s not funny,” Robin agreed. “You scare the hell out of me, and not just because you could probably kill me with your pinky finger. I’m well aware that you don’t like me—for good reasons and…You know, I could really use a meeting.” He looked up from his sandwich and said around it, “Alcoholics Anonymous. I go. A lot.”
“I know what a meeting is.” Sam managed to look even more annoyed. “I’ve been to plenty. Both AA and Al-Anon.”
Robin just looked at him.
Sam shrugged. “My mother,” he said. “She’s been sober for over a decade. She’s still involved in the program, so yeah, I’ve been to my share of meetings.”
“I didn’t know that,” Robin said.
“Jules told me,” Sam said, “that your mom didn’t make it.”
This was surreal. Of all the topics to broach among relative strangers…Still, Robin managed to nod. “DUI and DOA when I was eleven.”
“Fuck.” The word was heartfelt.
“She left me long before that,” Robin said. For years, he’d said those same words, but it was only recently, after going through rehab and fighting to stay sober, that he really understood what it meant.
Sam put his cowboy-booted feet up on a little side table. Clunk and clunk. “My mother pretty much checked out when I was…Hell, it was before third grade. I was, what? Nine?”
“I don’t remember a time when she wasn’t drinking,” Robin confessed. “I mean, I try, but I just don’t remember. She must’ve, you know, been okay enough to take care of me back when I was a baby. I mean, obviously she fed me—I didn’t starve to death.” Then again, he could remember getting his own dinner when he was in nursery school, so…
“I remember having corn flakes for dinner,” Sam drawled. “I knew when the breakfast cereal came out, I was in for a bad week or so.”
“Yeah.” Robin had been there, done that. “I think I learned to read so I could use the microwave and have something hot for a change.”
“Another sign that she was on a binge,” Sam said, “was the empty lunchbox. It’d be out on the kitchen counter, and I’d grab it and go and then…I still remember the feeling in my stomach when I opened it in the school cafeteria and realized it was empty…That sucked—that sense of unavoidable doom.”
Robin nodded. He could relate. “She hit you?” he asked.
“Nah,” Sam said. “That was my father’s job. He traveled a lot, though.” He looked at Robin, and his blue eyes were actually warm. Sympathetic, but without pity, which was pretty remarkable.
Jesus, they had way more in common than Robin had ever dreamed.
“Did your mom hit you?” Sam asked him quietly.
Robin looked down at his sandwich, lying there on a piece of white deli paper.
“Mine used to just go upstairs into her bedroom and close the door,” Sam continued, “while my father was kicking the shit out of me. She never stood up to him. Parents are supposed to protect their kids—not the other way around.” He sighed. “Then, when I got a little older, I used to beat myself up for not being able to get her sober. It took me a long time to learn that not only was I a kid—what could I do?—but that she was the only one who could make herself stop drinking.”
Robin nodded. “That was one of the bonuses of rehab for me,” he told Sam. “I let go of a lot of guilt I was carrying about my mother. I should have been able to save her. Stuff like that.” He met Sam’s gaze. “And yes, sometimes she hit me.”
His mother hadn’t hit him often—just enough. And more damaging than the actual blows had been her inconsistency. Robin had never known when she might scream at him and knock him across the room. And then cradle him in her arms afterward, weeping and apologetic.
“I haven’t, um, told anyone that before,” Robin continued. “Not outside of therapy.”
“Not even Jules?” Sam asked.
“No,” Robin admitted. He looked down at his sandwich again. His appetite was definitely gone, so he wrapped it back up. This was beyond strange.
“You should tell him.”
“Yeah,” Robin said. “It’s just…That part of my life is over, you know?”
“I hear you, but…” Sam didn’t sound convinced that it could be that easy. “It’s still part of who you are.”
“It’s just that Jules…He’s so…” Robin struggled to find the right words. “Unbroken.”
“So…what? You don’t want him to know how broken you are?” Sam was starting to look less friendly again.
“I don’t want to ruin his day,” Robin corrected him. “He knows I’m crazy-glued together. He knows exactly who I am and…If you want to know the truth, I’m too busy being happy to dredge up old crap like that, okay?” He forced himself to meet the SEAL’s gaze. “For the record, I like making Jules happy. And I do. I make him very, very happy.”
And now it was Sam who looked away. “I bet you do.”
Robin had to laugh. “I’m not talking about sex.”
Sam met Robin’s gaze. “Maybe we should. Talk about sex. I mean, sure, we could sit here and ignore the fact that you and Jules have…that kind of relationship. We could go that way, if you really want, but I’d prefer to throw it out on the table, look each other in the eye, man to man, and acknowledge the fact that you’re getting it on with one of my best friends, which, yes, freaks me out a little bit, but I’m a grown-up—I can deal.”
“Well, good,” Robin managed. “I hope things are going equally well for you and Alyssa.”
It was definitely time to stand up and go back into the hotel room, but Sam wasn’t done.
“What I can’t deal with,” the SEAL continued, and his eyes were arctic again, “is you stepping out, or messing around, or doing some backroom hustle with someone who isn’t Jules. It’s not just a matter of breaking his heart, it’s an issue of health. You put him at risk, I will rip out your lungs.”
Son of a bitch.
“With your pinky finger,” Robin said, as his outrage came to a boil. “Right? It’s a little detail, I know, but it helps build the right amount of terror in me. I mean, because without that paralyzing fear holding me back, I just might go out and fuck random strangers.”
Sam was clearly a little taken aback at his vehemence.
But this time Robin wasn’t done. He let Sam have it, death by pinky finger be damned. “Don’t you have the tiniest clue, you fucking homophobic Neanderthal, how completely you just insulted me? I’m gay—I must be promiscuous, right? Oh, and you can deal with the idea of Jules and me making love—aren’t you courageous to have to face that, you poor thing?”
“That’s not what I meant,” Sam protested.
Robin pushed the deli bag toward him. “Here you go—just in case you need to throw up at the thought of—”
“Jules and I have been friends a long time,” Sam was getting mad now, too. “Way longer than you’ve known him.”
“I was unaware this was a contest,” Robin threw back in his face. “You’ve known him longer, but I’ve known him more intimately. Hmmm, I wonder who wins. I’m feeling pretty certain it’s me, because damn, your good friend Jules? He’s freaking great in bed.”
“If that’s all he is to you—”
“Fuck. You,” Robin said, fumbling in his jacket pocket for the jewelers box he’d been carrying around for the past three days, since he’d gotten the crazy idea to…No. It wasn’t crazy at all. It was the most sane idea he’d ever had. He put the fuzzy little box somewhat forcefully on the table in front of Sam. “And fuck your holier-thanthou bullshit, too. I’m the one who said I make him happy. You’re the one who made it be about sex.”
Sam looked from Robin to the jewelers box and back. He picked it up and opened it and…
Sam looked at him. Jules was always saying that Sam was extra smart for someone who wore cowboy boots, and Robin could see from his expression that he knew exactly what he was holding.
Wedding rings.
“You can threaten to rip my lungs out if you want,” Robin told him more quietly now. “It’s not going to change a thing. I want Jules. Only Jules. And I want him forever. I love him—I don’t give a damn if you don’t believe me. The only one who needs to believe me is Jules.”
Sam snapped the ring box closed. “I don’t think you’re promiscuous because you’re gay,” he said just as quietly. “I think you’re promiscuous because you’re a drunk.”
Robin felt sick, because he knew that there wasn’t much he could say in response to that. There was a seven-minute-long digital video, showing Robin on his final and most famous drunken binge, that was still enjoying a record number of weekly hits on YouTube and proving Sam’s point.
“I also think,” Sam said, holding out the ring box for Robin, “that you really want to stay sober.”
“And we both know,” Robin couldn’t keep himself from saying as he put it back in his pocket, “how well your threats will help me do just that.” He stopped himself. Took a deep breath and exhaled hard. “I know I’ve earned your mistrust. I understand that. I accept it. What I don’t accept is your disrespect of Jules—as if you think he’s unable to take care of himself, so you’re going to do it for him.”
To Robin’s surprise, Sam actually nodded. “You’re right, I definitely crossed the line. I apologize.”
“That makes it all better.” Robin stood up, brushing the crumbs from the sandwich off of his jeans. “Excuse me. I’m going to go check on my lover.”
“I love him, too,” Sam said. “If that’s worth anything.”
“Sorry,” Robin said. “You’re hot, but I’m not into three-ways.”
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
“Yeah, well, I just thought I’d get that out on the table,” Robin retorted.
Sam actually laughed. “You’re okay.”
And that was the final straw. “Oh, good,” Robin said. “I was worried that maybe you thought I wasn’t okay. I’m so glad I passed your test. But guess what, asshole? You’ve got a long way to go before you pass mine.”
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So Sam had really fucked that up.
The last thing he’d wanted was a serious rift between himself and Jules’s significant other. And yet he had doused himself in some serious holier-than-thou during their little talk. Robin had gotten that right.
But Sam had lived through the final few months of Jules’s relationship with Adam. He’d watched his friend get destroyed again and again as he’d discovered Adam’s countless infidelities.
Jules had assured Sam that, despite living together, he and Adam had never reached a point of trust sufficient to go bareback—which was gayspeak for having sex without the protection of condoms.
Yup. That had been one hell of a conversation. Still, Sam had brought it up because he needed to make sure Jules was being smart and safe.
But that was then, and this was now, and Sam suspected that things would be different between Robin and Jules in terms of trust, and yeah, that scared him.
Less so now, though, after Robin’s outburst.
Still, a drunk was a drunk, and if Robin slipped and relapsed, God only knew what he’d do.
But Robin was right. The decision to trust Robin—or not—was going to have to be Jules’s. Not Sam’s.
With a sigh, Sam turned off the light and went inside.
It was freaking dark in there, and he felt his way to the bathroom, where he relieved himself, washed up and peeled down to his shorts.
Then it was another fumble back through the pitch darkness to the bed where Alyssa was fast asleep.
Sam quietly slid in beside her, aware as hell that he could hear Alyssa breathing, and he could also hear Jules. The fact that he couldn’t hear Robin meant the movie star was probably still awake.
And probably still pissed from their little heart to heart.
Maybe if Sam just said, Look, I meant well, but I’m scared that you’re going to hurt my friend, so I fucked it up but good, and I’m sorry about that. Can we maybe start over?
Alyssa shifted in the bed, spooning against him, which was nice, but would have been nicer without the other slumber-party guests in the room. And of course, since the option of having sex with his wife was completely off the table, Sam now found himself unable to think of anything else. He’d had similar trouble sitting across the conference table from Alyssa during Troubleshooters briefings, or riding in the elevator with her at the headquarters of one of their corporate clients. He had to work very hard to concentrate on anything besides how sweet it would feel to slide into her tight heat.
He’d told her about it once, and she’d laughed, thinking he was kidding. He’d managed to convince her that he wasn’t.
“Robin?”
Sam froze as, in the darkness, from over in the other bed, Jules stirred.
“Shhh,” Robin’s voice was gentle. “I’m right here, babe. What do you need? What can I get you?”
“Oh, God,” Jules said. “My mouth tastes like…pigshit.”
Sheets and blankets rustled, Jules said, “Oh, ew, don’t—” and then there was something that sounded like…Yup, it was definitely kissing. If Sam could’ve squinted with his ears, he would have.
But then it stopped and Robin whispered, “I don’t know about pig. Dog, maybe.”
Jules laughed. “Shut up.”
The bedcovers rustled some more. “Here, take a sip of ginger ale. Just a little one—we don’t want to get the fireworks started again.”
That got another weak laugh from Jules. “God, I’m so sorry. This was supposed to be—”
“Shhh,” Robin said again. “We’ve got a long weekend, remember?” There was a clunk as he put the glass of ginger ale down and then…“Mmmm. Now you taste like dog crap with a zesty ginger sauce.”
“Fuck you,” Jules laughed again, but then he stopped and drew in a hard breath. When he spoke again, his voice sounded different. It was breathless and low, with an undercurrent of urgency that Sam had never heard coming from his friend before. “Better yet—”
“Whoa,” Robin spoke over him. “Jules—”
Oh, shit.
“I’m feeling much better,” Jules said.
“I can see that.” Robin’s voice sounded choked. “But, alas, babe, we are so not alone.”
In the other bed, about four feet away from where Sam was lying next to his wife in the pitch darkness, Jules got extremely still. For several long moments, the only discernable sound in the room was Alyssa’s slow and steady breathing.
“I have no idea where we are,” Jules admitted. “Are we…” He sucked in his breath, and when he spoke again, there was wonder in his voice. “Do I remember seeing Alyssa?”
“Yes, you do,” Robin said. “We’re sharing a hotel room with her and Sam.”
Jules started to laugh. “Oh, crap,” he said.
“Yup,” Robin said.
“Hi, Sam,” Jules said.
“Yeah,” Sam said. “Saying hi at this point seems…woefully inadequate.”
That got the pair of them laughing, but it was the way a couple of kids might’ve laughed at a sleepover. They were trying to be quiet so as not to wake Alyssa.
These days she could, however, sleep through a storm.
“I really didn’t know you were here,” Jules apologized.
“Yeah, that’s kind of clear,” Sam said. “I’m, uh, glad you’re feeling better.”
They were laughing again, and now it reminded him of the way he and Alyssa laughed when they were giddy just from being together, particularly after spending weeks apart.
“Thank you for rescuing me, SpongeBob,” Jules said, when he caught his breath.
“I didn’t do anything, Squidward,” Sam said quietly. “It was all Robin. He’s, um…He takes good care of you.”
“Yes, he does,” Jules agreed.
“He really loves you,” Sam said.
“Thank you, Cyrano,” Robin said. “But it’s going to take way more than that to pass my test.”
“What test?” Jules asked.
“I’m just keeping it real,” Sam said. “Telling it like I see it.”
“We were, um, kidding around before,” Robin told Jules.
“I insulted Robin,” Sam corrected him, “and he’s now being gracious, trying to fool you into thinking it was just a joke, when I was really pretty damn rude.”
“Oh, good,” Jules said. “Thanks so much, Starrett.”
“It’s what I do best.”
“I apologize for bringing logistics into this conversation,” Robin said, “but it looks like it’s almost dawn. Are you and Alyssa checking out today or…?”
“No, we’ve got the room until Sunday,” Sam told him. There was definitely light leaking beneath the heavy drapes. “We’ll be getting up and out at around nine—we’re visiting Lainey and the kids. My sister, Elaine, and her husband live out in western Mass,” he explained to Robin.
“Crap,” Robin said, but then added, “Okay. That’s okay. I was hoping you guys could stay with Jules, but…I’ll just call Art. They’ll reschedule the shot.”
“I’m really feeling much better,” Jules said. “Now that the Death Taco’s gone.”
“I’m not leaving you alone.”
“Don’t be silly—”
“This is not open to discussion.” Robin was serious.
Jules apparently didn’t know the meaning of not open to discussion. He began to discuss. “You said it was a really important shot, but that it wouldn’t take long,” he pointed out. “I think it’s probably smart if I don’t do much of anything today, but I’m certainly feeling well enough for you to—”
“They’ll have to reschedule.” Robin was adamant.
Jules tried reason with a little admonishment this time. “This can’t be the best time for you to diva up,” he told Robin. “You’re in the middle of negotiations—”
“No,” Robin said. “I’m not.”
“What?” Jules shifted in the bed, no doubt so that he could see Robin in the growing but still dim light. “You made the deal? I thought you were waiting to, well, talk to me.”
Oopsie, as Jules sometimes said.
“No,” Robin said. “I mean, yeah, I was waiting, but what’s to talk about? What’s the point? I hate this—me in Boston and you in D.C. It sucks. It was fine for the short shoots. A day or two, maybe three? That was working. But this…” He shook his head. “So I’m just going to tell them no. No deal. No more. I’ll finish out my contract, but then I’m coming home.”
Jules sounded bewildered. “But you love this job. You said you loved playing Jeff O’Reilly.”
“It’s a great role,” Robin agreed. “And maybe in a year or two…But right now…I just want to be with you.”
“I want to be with you, too,” Jules said quietly. “Which is why, I, um, well, I got the ball rolling to, uh, get transferred up to Boston.”
“No fucking way.” Whoops. Sam hadn’t intended to say that aloud.
“Yes, fucking way,” Jules retorted tartly. “And since it’s not your fucking business, Mr. Insult-My-Partner—”
“Max is never going to let you go, Cassidy.” All right, so this was really dumb. Shutting the fuck up was what he should be doing, not arguing with Jules, who was already pissed enough at him to use the word fucking twice in one statement.
“Max thinks it a good idea,” Jules defended himself.
“Yeah, because it means that you’re out of the running as his replacement. He doesn’t have to come up with some other excuse for why you’re not going to be promoted.”
And yes, that was indeed a very cold silence that was suddenly nipping at Sam’s nose, considering that the real reason why Jules wasn’t going to get that promotion was lying beside Jules right that very moment, and everyone in the room knew it, too.
“Sorry,” Sam added.
“You don’t really want to be transferred out of D.C.,” Robin said quietly. “Do you?”
“It’s a temporary position,” Jules said just as quietly. “It’d be for a year—maybe two at the most. And I’d still be part of Max’s team. Yashi and Deb and even George would come with me. I’d still have to travel every now and then—that wouldn’t change. Plus I’d be making a lot of day trips to D.C. But when I was home, I’d…be home. With you. We could actually have a home. You know, something that belongs to both of us, instead of you moving into my apartment—which is fine, if we end up doing that, but…”
Sam was silent. Robin was, too.
“What, no comments or criticisms from the peanut gallery?” Jules was clearly asking Sam.
“I’m just wondering what the hell Robin is waiting for,” Sam finally said. “An engraved invitation? You going to speak up there, Boy Wonder? Jules just asked you to make a home with him. You need something more than that?”
“God, I love you,” Robin breathed.
“Aw shucks, I love you, too, pumpkin,” Sam said.
“He was talking to me,” Jules said.
“Yeah, I was just practicing being an asshole. It takes hard work and constant dedication to my craft to excel the way I do. But FYI, Robin has something else to ask you.”
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Robin asked Jules.
“That wasn’t it,” Sam said.
“I’m very sure,” Jules said. “Zip it, Starrett.”
There was silence then, and Sam closed his eyes, because he knew that Robin was kissing Jules again.
It was then that Robin finally asked for what he really wanted. Well, after Jules gave him another honking good segue.
“Life partner.” Jules was a little out of breath. In fact, he sounded a lot like he’d sounded when he’d said I’m feeling much better…
And that was making Sam a little nervous. He glanced over at Alyssa, who was still sleeping like a baby, just as she’d been when this conversation, as it were, had started.
“When we were talking to the hotel manager,” Jules continued, “you called me your life partner. Did you mean it?”
“Yeah,” Robin said. “I did. I do. I want to spend my life with you.” It was then, finally, that he took a deep breath and said it. “Marry me, Jules.”
Jules laughed, but not because he thought Robin was funny. It sounded to Sam as if he were completely surprised. “Wow.”
“Seriously,” Robin said. “If we’re moving to Boston, we can really get married.”
“Yeah,” Jules said. “I know and…Wow.”
“I want to marry you,” Robin said. “I want to make a home with you, and grow old with you and—”
“Yes,” Jules said. “Absolutely, positively, yes. God, Robin, I want to marry you, too.”
And there was that silence again. Which, oddly enough, seemed kind of sweet this time. But still, enough was enough.
Sam leaned over and kissed Alyssa. “Wake up, sleepyhead,” he said, and her eyes opened.
“Hey.” She smiled at him, the way she always did, even when he woke her up at oh-what-the-fuck-hundred.
“Throw on some clothes,” he told her. “I got this crazy urge to take an hour-long walk along the Charles River. We’ll be back in an hour,” he repeated just in case he hadn’t been clear enough.
Alyssa was an experienced operator. She could go from sound sleep to completely alert in a flash. True to form, she didn’t disappoint. She didn’t need another word of explanation. She just moved. She pulled on her jeans, jammed her feet into her boots, slapped a hat on her head and grabbed her jacket, even as Sam threw on the clothes he’d left in the bathroom.
They were out in the hall, door closing tightly behind them in a matter of seconds.
It was only then that she questioned Sam. “He did it, didn’t he? He asked Robin to marry him?”
Sam nodded. But then he realized what she’d said. “You mean Robin asked Jules.” And besides, how did she know?
“Robin asked Jules?” she repeated, breaking into a wide smile. “Jules was planning to ask Robin. Tonight, as a matter of fact.”
So that was what they’d been whispering about over the past few days. Sam pulled her toward the elevators. “Robin was planning it, too,” he told her as he pushed the down button. “He showed me these rings he got. They were…nice. Kind of gay, but that works, because they’re gay, so…”
“You’re okay with this?” Alyssa asked. “I know you had your doubts about Robin being good enough for our boy.”
“He’s pretty young,” Sam pointed out as the elevator door opened and they got in. “My mother was what? In her fifties, when she stopped drinking. He’s not even thirty.”
“Everyone follows their own path.” She pushed the button for the lobby. “He really loves Jules—I don’t doubt that. And Jules…” She laughed. “He was miserable tonight, Sam. I’ve never seen him that sick. And yet…Everything was okay, because Robin was with him.”
Sam pulled her tight and she nestled close, her head against his heart. “I know the feeling,” he whispered.
“Robin was so patient and…tender,” Alyssa said. “And he made Jules laugh, even as sick as he was.” She shook her head. “Everyone comes with some kind of baggage.” She looked up at Sam, amusement in her eyes. “You yourself aren’t exactly low maintenance. But you always make me laugh.”
He kissed her. “That’s nice to know.”
“They really love each other,” Alyssa told him, and he realized she was still trying to convince him.
“I’m good with it,” Sam said. “I am. Yeah, I’d feel better if Robin had five years of sobriety under his belt, but…As Boy Wonder himself told me tonight—he makes Jules very, very happy. I don’t doubt that at all.”
Alyssa smiled at him. “I’m glad.”
Speaking of making Jules very, very happy…Sam was pretty sure, that back in the hotel room, the happiness index was currently off the scale for both of his friends.
And he also knew that, despite their rocky start, all was forgiven. Yeah, no doubt about it. Sam had just passed Robin’s test.
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