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CHAPTER ONE

The Ask
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The email arrived at 4:47 PM on a Tuesday, which meant Judith Calloway had been drinking since lunch.

Nolan read it three times, each pass tightening the knot between his shoulder blades by another degree. The subject line was Family — Vermont — Important, as though any combination of those three words had ever produced something that wasn't a slow-motion catastrophe.

My darling Nolan,

I hope this finds you well and not buried under spreadsheets, though knowing you, it's probably both! I wanted to confirm that the cabin is booked for our annual two weeks beginning this Saturday. Margot and Derek will be joining, as well as Aunt Helen and the cousins. I've taken the liberty of planning a few group activities — nothing too strenuous, just some quality family time.

I do hope you'll consider bringing someone special this year. It's been ages since we've had the chance to meet anyone important in your life, and I think your father would have wanted to see you settled. But no pressure, of course!

Love always,

Mom

"No pressure, of course," Nolan muttered, pressing two fingers against the bridge of his nose. "She cc'd Aunt Helen."

He had, in fact, been buried under spreadsheets. The Calloway Capital third-quarter review was hemorrhaging his will to live one pivot table at a time, and his assistant had quit two weeks ago — the fourth in eighteen months, which Nolan suspected said something about him that he wasn't ready to examine.

His office occupied the northwest corner of the forty-second floor, all glass and steel and a view of Midtown that he'd stopped seeing approximately eleven months after moving in. The desk was immaculate. The shelves were organized by color, then by height, because Nolan's therapist had once suggested he "examine his relationship with control" and Nolan had responded by organizing his bookshelves so precisely that a single misplaced volume would be visible from across the room.

He'd stopped seeing the therapist. He had not stopped organizing.

His phone buzzed. Jamie.

Nolan answered on the second ring because answering on the first would communicate eagerness and answering on the third would be rude, and the space between those two things was where Nolan Calloway had built his entire personality.

"Tell me you got the email," Jamie said by way of greeting.

"She cc'd Aunt Helen."

"She cc'd me, and I'm not even blood. The woman's assembling a tribunal." Jamie's voice was warm and distorted by a bad connection — Dubai, where he'd been running a consulting project for the past three months. "Two weeks. In Vermont. With your mother. That's not a vacation, that's an endurance test."

"It's tradition," Nolan said flatly.

"It's punishment."

Nolan leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. The ceiling was, predictably, flawless. "I can't skip it. She'll—"

"Weaponize your dead father's memory? Imply you're abandoning the family? Make that face that looks like she smelled something but is too polite to say so?"

"All of the above."

"So go. But for the love of God, bring backup."

"Backup." Nolan almost laughed. Almost. "Who? I'm not dating anyone. I haven't dated anyone since Marcus, and the last time I brought Marcus, she called him 'your friend' for four straight days and seated us in separate wings of the cabin."

"Separate wings. Your mother is an artist."

"She's a war criminal."

Jamie snorted. There was the sound of shuffling, a door closing, the ambient noise shifting. "Look, I'd come myself, but I'm stuck here until the fifteenth minimum. I already told her—"

"You're on speaker," a second voice said.

Nolan blinked. "What?"

"Hey, Nolan." The voice was low, easy, tinged with amusement. Theo. Jamie's younger brother. "Sorry. Jamie left his phone on the kitchen counter while he went to piss. I heard the whole thing."

Something flickered in Nolan's chest — a quick, involuntary tightening that he attributed to surprise. He hadn't spoken to Theo in months. Not since Jamie's birthday in March, where Theo had shown up in a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows and Nolan had spent an unreasonable amount of time studying the tendons in his forearms before deciding he needed another drink.

"Theo," Nolan said. Clipped. Professional. The way he said everything. "I didn't realize you were in Dubai."

"I'm not. Jamie's got me on a video call. I'm in Stowe."

"He's eating my groceries remotely," Jamie called from somewhere in the background.

"I'm house-sitting," Theo corrected. "Jamie's place up here needed someone to keep the pipes from freezing. And I heard you need a boyfriend for two weeks."

The silence that followed was loud.

"That's — no," Nolan said. "That's not what—"

"I'm free. I already know your family. I can hold a conversation about wine without making shit up, and I'm—" There was a grin in his voice. Nolan could hear it. "—convincingly boyfriend-shaped."

"Theo."

"I'm serious. Your mom's met me before. I was at the thing three Christmases ago, remember? She called me 'the large one.'"

"She was referring to the sweater. It had a moose on it."

"It was a reindeer, and it was magnificent." Theo paused. "Nolan. You need someone there who's got your back and won't flinch when Judith does her thing. Jamie can't go. I can."

Jamie's voice returned, closer now. "Honestly? It's not the worst idea."

"It's an insane idea," Nolan said.

"It's a great idea," Jamie said. "Theo already knows the family. He's been to Vermont a dozen times. He's likable—"

"Extremely likable," Theo added.

"—and your mom will spend the whole trip trying to figure out whether he's good enough for you instead of spending it dismantling your self-esteem one canapé at a time."

Nolan pressed his thumb into the tension point above his right eyebrow. The headache that had been simmering since 4:47 PM was now fully operational. "I can't bring your brother as my fake boyfriend to my family's holiday trip. There are at least nine things wrong with that sentence."

"Name three," Theo said.

"It's dishonest. It's absurd. And you—" Nolan stopped.

"I what?"

You look at me sometimes, Nolan almost said, and then didn't, because the thought was ridiculous and half-formed and he didn't know where it had come from. Theo looked at everyone the same way — warm, open, like the world was a golden retriever and he was personally delighted by every single thing in it.

"You have a life," Nolan finished. "I'm not going to ask you to waste two weeks pretending to be something you're not."

"You didn't ask. I volunteered." A beat. "And I'm between gigs. Ski season doesn't kick up for another three weeks. I've got nothing but time and an uncomfortable amount of flannel."

Jamie laughed. "He's got you, man. Just take the lifeline."

Nolan closed his eyes. He thought about the cabin. The long dining table where Judith held court. The way his mother's voice could peel paint off walls without ever rising above a conversational tone. The empty chair where his father used to sit, which Judith left empty every year like a shrine to guilt.

He thought about two weeks of that, alone, with no buffer. No one to look at across the table when Judith started in about legacy and expectations and what your father would have wanted.

"There would be rules," Nolan said.

Jamie whooped. Theo was quiet for a moment — just a moment — and when he spoke again, his voice had dropped half a register. Nolan noticed. He told himself he didn't.

"Whatever you need," Theo said. "I'll take care of it."

* * *
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They spent forty minutes on logistics.

Nolan outlined the parameters with the precision of someone drafting a term sheet, which was, in fact, exactly how he was approaching this. Theo listened. Jamie occasionally interjected with commentary that was neither helpful nor requested.

The cover story: they'd been dating for four months. They'd met through Jamie, which had the advantage of being technically adjacent to the truth. They'd kept it quiet because Nolan was private and they hadn't wanted to make things weird with Jamie.

"Things are already weird with Jamie," Jamie said. "Jamie is on the phone."

"Jamie should stop referring to himself in the third person," Nolan said.

The physical boundaries: minimal public affection. A hand on the back, maybe. Sitting close at dinner. Enough to be convincing, not enough to be performative.

"So, like, a firm handshake and aggressive eye contact," Theo said.

"Like a normal couple."

"Nolan, when's the last time you were in a normal couple?"

The silence on the line answered that question comprehensively.

Theo cleared his throat. "Sorry. That came out wrong."

"It came out accurate," Nolan said. "Which is worse."

"It's going to be fine." Theo's voice had gentled, which was irritating because Nolan hadn't asked for gentle and didn't know what to do with it. "I'll pick you up at Burlington on Saturday. Send me your flight info. I'll handle the rest."

"I don't need you to handle—"

"Nolan." Patient. Steady. Like talking to a horse that was about to bolt. "Let me handle the logistics. You handle the spreadsheets and the existential dread. Division of labor."

Jamie was laughing so hard the phone was shaking. "God, this is going to be incredible. Theo, behave yourself."

"Always," Theo said, and something about the way he said it — light, easy, a single word carrying no weight at all — made Nolan's stomach tighten in a way he absolutely was not going to examine.

He hung up. Set his phone face-down on his desk. Pressed both palms flat against the cool surface and stared at his own reflection in the polished wood.

Four months, he told himself. That was the story. Four months of a relationship that didn't exist with a man he barely knew — Jamie's kid brother, the one with the crooked grin and the big hands and the unshakable calm that made Nolan feel, paradoxically, like he was standing on unstable ground.

He could do this. Two weeks. A performance. He was a Calloway — performance was the family business.

Nolan pulled up the third-quarter spreadsheets, adjusted his cuffs, and got back to work.

He didn't think about Theo's voice again.

He didn't think about I'll take care of it or the way the words had landed somewhere low in his chest, warm and unfamiliar, like a hand pressed against skin.

He didn't think about it.

He thought about it for the rest of the night.

* * *
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The apartment was too quiet when he got home.

It was always too quiet — three thousand square feet of steel and glass on the Upper East Side, curated by an interior designer Judith had recommended and furnished with the kind of taste that communicated wealth without personality. The kitchen had never been used to cook anything more complex than coffee. The living room looked like a spread from Architectural Digest and felt like a waiting room.

Nolan dropped his keys in the ceramic dish by the door — handmade, Portuguese, a gift from his mother that he suspected was also a passive-aggressive commentary on his empty dining table — and shrugged off his coat.

He ate leftover Thai standing at the kitchen island, scrolling through his phone. Two emails from the board. A text from Margot: Mom says you're bringing someone!! 👀👀👀 Is he hot?

He typed back: He's Jamie's brother.

Margot's response was instantaneous: THE BIG ONE?? Nolan omg

Then: He's so hot what the hell

Then: Wait is this real or is this a bit

Nolan stared at his phone. He typed It's real and then deleted it. Typed It's complicated and deleted that too. Finally, he sent: Please don't make this a thing.

I am ABSOLUTELY making this a thing, Margot replied. Does Mom know?

She will on Saturday.

Oh my God. Christmas came early. I'm bringing wine. Multiple bottles. This is going to be a SHOW.

Nolan set his phone down, pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, and exhaled.

This was fine. This was a strategic decision made by a rational adult to mitigate an unpleasant family situation. Theo was doing him a favor. Nothing about this was complicated.

His phone buzzed again. Not Margot this time.

An unknown number. Vermont area code.

Hey. It's Theo. Got your number from Jamie. Just wanted to say — I know this is weird. But I've got your back. You don't have to perform for me.

Nolan read the message four times.

You don't have to perform for me.

Nobody had ever said that to him. In thirty-two years of performing — for his mother, his father, the board, the family name, every man he'd ever shared a bed with — not a single person had ever looked at the show and said you can stop now.

He typed back: Thank you. Saturday, 11 AM, Burlington. Delta.

Professional. Clean. No emotion leaking through the cracks.

Theo's reply came with a photo — a selfie, grinning, standing on what appeared to be Jamie's porch with snow dusting his hair and his cheeks flushed red from the cold. He was wearing a flannel so aggressively plaid it looked like it had been designed as a personal attack. The caption read: Your boyfriend's ready. Try not to fall in love with the shirt.

Nolan almost smiled.

He saved the photo to his camera roll — for reference purposes, he told himself, in case Margot asked what Theo looked like — and then stood in his too-quiet kitchen in his too-empty apartment and thought about the fact that in four days, he was going to share a cabin with a man who smelled like pine soap and spoke to him like he was someone worth being gentle with.

Strategic decision, he told himself.

Rational adult.

Nothing complicated.

He went to bed at midnight, set his alarm for five, and lay in the dark listening to the silence of a home that had never once felt like one.

On Saturday, he'd walk into his mother's gauntlet with a fake boyfriend and a fabricated love story and the desperate, bone-deep hope that for once — just once — he'd have someone in his corner.

He didn't let himself think about why the idea of Theo being that person made his pulse do something it hadn't done in years.

He didn't let himself think about it at all.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Cabin
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Theo had been in love with Nolan Calloway for seven years, and in that time, he'd gotten exceptionally good at pretending he wasn't.

He'd perfected the casual glance — the one that landed on Nolan for exactly the right amount of time before sliding away. He'd mastered the friendly hug — brief, back-patting, the kind brothers gave their brothers' friends, nothing lingering, nothing that betrayed the fact that every point of contact lit up his nervous system like a switchboard. He'd learned to say Nolan's name without his voice doing anything weird, to laugh at Jamie's jokes about Nolan's type ("uptight guys in finance, apparently, it's a whole thing") without his face revealing that he'd spent the better part of his twenties being desperately, silently, pathetically in love with exactly one uptight guy in finance.

Seven years. Since Jamie's graduation party, when Theo was nineteen and dumb and standing in the backyard with a Solo cup of warm beer, watching a drunk twenty-five-year-old in a rumpled Oxford shirt kneel on the grass and recite Yeats to a golden retriever.

Had I the heavens' embroidered cloths, Nolan had said, dead serious, both hands cupping the dog's face, I would spread the cloths under your feet.

The dog had licked his chin. Nolan had laughed — a real laugh, startled and loose and nothing like the tight, controlled sound Theo would later learn was his default — and Theo's entire chest had cracked open like an egg.

That was it. That was the whole story. Seven years of loving a man who called him "Jamie's kid brother" and looked through him like glass.

And now Theo was standing at the Burlington airport arrivals curb in twelve-degree weather, waiting to pick up his fake boyfriend, trying very hard not to think about the fact that he'd volunteered for this with the enthusiasm of a man diving on a grenade and calling it a favor.

I'll take care of it, he'd said on the phone. Like a psychopath. Like a man who had any business taking care of Nolan Calloway, who was thirty-two and ran a private equity firm and probably hadn't needed anyone to take care of anything for him since he was old enough to knot his own tie, which — knowing the Calloways — was probably age six.

Theo's truck idled at the curb. It was a 2019 Tacoma with 140,000 miles, a heater that worked when it felt like it, and a crack in the windshield he kept meaning to fix. The passenger seat had a Patagonia fleece balled up on it, two empty coffee cups in the holder, and a dog-eared copy of Lonesome Dove wedged between the seat and the console. He'd cleaned the truck this morning — vacuumed, wiped the dash, hung a new air freshener from the rearview — and then felt immediately stupid about it.

The automatic doors slid open, and Nolan walked out.

Theo's hands tightened on the steering wheel.

He was in a charcoal wool overcoat. Of course he was. Leather gloves, a scarf that probably cost more than Theo's monthly mortgage, and a rolling suitcase so sleek it looked like it had been designed by someone who hated fun. His dark hair was combed back, his jaw was clean-shaven, and his posture was so rigid it looked like someone had replaced his spine with a steel rod.

He was the most beautiful thing Theo had ever seen, and he looked like he was walking to his own execution.

Theo leaned across the cab and shoved the passenger door open. "Hey, boyfriend."

Nolan stopped. Stared at the truck. Stared at Theo. His eyes tracked from Theo's face to his flannel shirt to the cracked windshield to the empty coffee cups, and his expression performed a complicated journey from apprehension to resignation to something that might have been reluctant amusement.

"You couldn't have rented something?" Nolan said.

"She runs great. Get in. Your ears are turning red."

"My ears are fine."

"They're the color of a stop sign. Get in the truck, Nolan."

Nolan got in the truck. He placed his suitcase in the back seat with the precision of a man defusing a bomb, then settled into the passenger seat and immediately began adjusting the vent positions. Theo watched him angle each one with surgical exactness and felt a wave of affection so intense it made his teeth ache.

"Seatbelt," Theo said.

"I know how a seatbelt works."

"And yet."

Nolan pulled the belt across his chest with a look that suggested he was cataloging this interaction for a future grievance. The click of the buckle seemed to satisfy some contractual requirement, because Theo pulled away from the curb and merged onto the road without further comment.

They drove in silence for the first five minutes. Vermont in late November was all bare trees and gray sky, the mountains hunched against the horizon like sleeping animals. Snow was coming — Theo could smell it, that flat metallic edge to the air that meant six inches by morning. He'd grown up reading weather like other people read newspapers.

Nolan broke first. "We should review the parameters."

"The parameters." Theo bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. "Go ahead."

"Four months. That's how long we've been together. We met through Jamie — he introduced us at a dinner in the city in July. We kept it quiet initially because of the Jamie connection and because I'm—"

"Private."

"I was going to say cautious."

"Sure." Theo glanced at him. Nolan was sitting with his hands folded in his lap, fingers interlaced, the way he probably sat in board meetings. "What else?"

"Physical affection should be restrained. Appropriate. We're in front of my family — we don't need to—"

"Climb each other like jungle gyms. Got it."

"I was going to say overdo it."

"Same thing." Theo signaled and took the exit toward Stowe. The road narrowed, flanked by snow-dusted pines. "So, what's appropriate? Hand-holding? Arm around the shoulder? Casual ass-grab in the kitchen?"

"Absolutely not."

"Which one?"

"The last one. Obviously."

"So hand-holding's on the table."

Nolan turned to look at him. His gray-green eyes were sharp, assessing, the way they probably were when he was scanning a balance sheet for errors. "Are you taking this seriously?"

"Dead serious." Theo held up one hand — palm out, scout's honor. "I just want to know where the lines are. Because your mom is going to be watching, and if we look like two guys who shake hands after sex, she's going to know it's bullshit."

The word sex landed in the cab like a dropped glass. Nolan's jaw tightened. His gaze cut back to the windshield.

"We don't need to discuss that."

"We kind of do, though." Theo kept his voice easy. Neutral. The voice he used with skittish beginners on the mountain — calm, no sudden movements. "Not the sex. The intimacy. Couples have a rhythm, you know? They touch each other without thinking about it. Hand on the knee under the table. Fixing each other's collar. That stuff. If we have to think about every touch, it'll look rehearsed."

Nolan said nothing for a long moment. Then: "Fine. Use your judgment."

"My judgment."

"You're the one who volunteered for this. I'm trusting you not to make it a spectacle."

I'm trusting you. Three words that shouldn't have meant anything, delivered in Nolan's flattest, most transactional tone, and Theo felt them settle in his ribcage like a coal.

"I won't," Theo said quietly. "I've got you."

Nolan's fingers twitched in his lap. He didn't respond.

They drove the rest of the way in a silence that was almost comfortable, broken only by Theo's occasional commentary on the landscape ("That barn's been leaning like that for twenty years, I keep waiting for it to commit") and Nolan's occasional noise of acknowledgment that Theo chose to interpret as amusement.

When they turned onto the long private drive that led to the Calloway property, Nolan's entire body changed. Theo watched it happen in real time — the shoulders pulling up, the spine going straighter, the hands in his lap pressing together until the knuckles went white. Like someone was slowly turning a dial, and every foot closer to the cabin ratcheted Nolan tighter.

Theo reached over and put his hand on Nolan's knee. Didn't squeeze. Didn't rub. Just rested it there — warm, heavy, steady.

Nolan looked down at the hand. Looked at Theo. His lips parted slightly, like he was going to protest, and then he closed them again.

"Practice," Theo said.

"Right," Nolan said. His voice was slightly uneven. "Practice."

He didn't move Theo's hand. Theo didn't take it back.

* * *
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The Calloway cabin was, in Theo's professional opinion as a contractor, absolutely fucking absurd.

It wasn't a cabin. It was a six-bedroom timber-frame lodge sitting on fifty acres of private land, with a wraparound porch, a stone chimney the size of a Volkswagen, and a great room with thirty-foot ceilings and enough exposed beam work to make Theo want to weep with envy. The property backed up to national forest on three sides and a private lake on the fourth. There was a hot tub on the back deck, a woodshed bigger than Theo's first apartment, and a detached garage housing what appeared to be two snowmobiles and an ATV.

"Cabin," Theo said flatly, parking the truck.

"It's rustic," Nolan said, without irony.

"There are heated walkways."

"It snows."

"Nolan, there is a turret."

"That's the reading nook."

Theo stared at him. Nolan stared back. Something flickered behind those gray-green eyes — self-awareness, maybe. The ghost of a smile that Nolan killed before it reached his mouth.

"Your family is insane," Theo said. "I mean that with great affection."

"Save the affection. You'll need it."

They got out of the truck. The air hit Theo like a wall — clean, sharp, single digits. He inhaled deeply and felt his lungs expand. This was his weather. His altitude. He'd spent his whole life in these mountains, and every cell in his body recognized the snap of Vermont cold like a homecoming.

Nolan, by contrast, looked like a man reconsidering every life choice that had led to this moment. He'd pulled on his leather gloves and turned up his coat collar, and he was staring at the cabin's front door with the expression of a soldier about to go over the top.

"Hey." Theo came around the truck and stood in front of him. Close — close enough that Nolan had to tilt his chin up slightly to meet his eyes. The height difference was significant. Theo had six inches and probably fifty pounds on him, and this close, with Nolan's face turned up and his breath making small white clouds in the frigid air, the reality of that difference was suddenly, viscerally present.

Nolan's eyes widened a fraction. Just a fraction. But Theo caught it.

"Breathe," Theo said. "It's two weeks. You're not alone this time. Whatever she throws, I'm right there. Yeah?"

Nolan held his gaze for a beat too long. Then he nodded once, sharply, and turned toward the cabin.

The front door opened before they reached the porch.

Judith Calloway was sixty-one and looked forty-five. She was slender, silver-blonde, dressed in cream cashmere and pearls that Theo was fairly sure cost more than his truck. Her smile was the kind of weapon that should have required a permit — warm on the surface, surgical underneath, calibrated to communicate welcome while simultaneously cataloging every detail for future use.

"Nolan, darling." She descended the porch steps and pressed an air kiss to each of Nolan's cheeks. "You look thin."

"I'm the same weight I was in September."

"Hmm." The syllable managed to convey doubt, concern, and accusation simultaneously. Then her gaze shifted to Theo, and her smile adjusted by approximately two degrees — still present, but cooler. Appraising. "And this must be your... friend."

"Boyfriend," Nolan said. The word came out tight, like it had to squeeze past something in his throat. "Mom, this is Theo Davies. Jamie's brother."

"Oh, I remember." Judith extended her hand. Her grip was dry and brief, the handshake of someone touching something she wasn't sure was clean. "The ski instructor. From the Christmas party a few years back."

"The very one." Theo smiled — full wattage, the grin that got him tips from ski moms and free drinks at the bar in town. "Great to see you again, Mrs. Calloway. Thanks for having me."

Judith's gaze tracked from his scuffed boots to his flannel shirt to the beanie he'd pulled over his hair, and her expression performed a subtle but unmistakable recalculation. Theo could see it happening — the mental sorting, the placement. Ski instructor. Blue collar. Jamie's little brother. He didn't fit the picture, and Judith Calloway did not like things that didn't fit pictures.

"Of course," she said. "We're delighted. Though I do wish Nolan had given us more notice — I would have prepared the guest suite."

"The guest suite isn't necessary," Nolan said. "We'll share a room."

"Well, that's the thing." Judith's smile went butter-smooth. "Aunt Helen arrived early — she took the guest suite. And Margot and Derek have the east room. I'm afraid the only room left is the blue room upstairs."

Nolan went very still. "The blue room has one bed."

"Does it? I hadn't realized." Judith pressed a hand to her sternum, the picture of innocence. "I'm sure you two will manage. You are together, after all."

Theo watched the exchange with the focused attention of a man who'd just realized he was standing in a minefield. Judith's tone was light, but the move was precision engineering — put them in a room with one bed and see if they flinch. If they protested, it proved the relationship was fake. If they didn't, she still got to watch them squirm.

He slid his arm around Nolan's waist.

The contact was deliberate. His palm settled against Nolan's hip, fingers curling around the jut of bone through the wool coat. Nolan's breath hitched — a tiny, involuntary sound that Theo felt more than heard, a vibration against his side.

"One bed's perfect," Theo said easily. "Wouldn't have it any other way."

Judith's smile flickered. Recalibrated.

"How lovely," she said. "I'll put fresh towels out. Dinner's at seven."

She turned and walked back into the cabin, and Theo kept his arm exactly where it was until the door closed behind her. Then Nolan stepped sideways, out of his grip, and Theo let him go.

"She did that on purpose," Nolan said. His voice was low, controlled, but there was a thread of heat underneath it. Anger, Theo thought. Directed at Judith. Or maybe at himself, for not seeing it coming.

"Obviously."

"She wants us to crack."

"So we don't crack." Theo shrugged and reached into the truck bed for Nolan's suitcase. He hoisted it one-handed — the thing weighed nothing, because Nolan probably packed like he did everything else, with a color-coded inventory and maximum efficiency — and grabbed his own duffel with the other. "It's a bed, Nolan. I've shared beds before. I promise I don't snore."

"Everyone who snores says that."

"I'll let you judge for yourself." Theo grinned and headed for the porch. "Come on, boyfriend. Let's go unpack."

* * *
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The blue room was small.

Not small by normal standards — by Calloway standards, which meant it was only about the size of Theo's entire first floor. But the bed dominated the space with the gravitational authority of a black hole, and there was precisely nowhere else to sleep unless one of them wanted to curl up on the window seat like a housecat.

King bed. White duvet. Mountain of pillows. The kind of mattress that probably cost five figures and slept like a cloud.

One bed. Two men. One of whom had been in love with the other for the better part of a decade.

Great, Theo thought. This is fine. I'm fine.

Nolan was already unpacking with the efficiency of a man who alphabetized his spice rack — which he absolutely did, Theo would bet money on it. Each shirt came out of the suitcase pre-folded and went into the dresser in what appeared to be a chromatic gradient. Slacks were hung. A toiletry bag was placed in the bathroom with the orientation of a surgical instrument.

Theo dropped his duffel on the floor, unzipped it, and shoved the contents into the remaining dresser drawers in a single motion.

Nolan watched this with visible pain.

"What?" Theo said.

"Nothing." Nolan closed his eyes briefly. "Nothing at all."

Theo sat on the edge of the bed and bounced experimentally. The mattress was, as suspected, absurdly comfortable. "We should talk about sleeping arrangements."

"We're two adults. We'll manage."

"I run warm."

"I've noticed."

"And I'm—" Theo gestured at himself, at the general reality of his body. "A lot. In a king bed. I take up space."

Nolan's gaze traveled over him involuntarily — shoulders, chest, thighs. It was fast. Barely a flicker. But Theo caught it because he'd spent seven years learning the landscape of Nolan's micro-expressions, and that one — the quick downward sweep of his eyes, the almost imperceptible tightening of his throat — was new.

"I'm aware of your dimensions," Nolan said. Dry. Clipped. The voice of a man who was absolutely not going to acknowledge that he'd just checked out his fake boyfriend's body.

"We can do a pillow wall if that makes you more comfortable."

"That won't be necessary."

"You sure?"

"Theo." Nolan turned to face him fully. In the soft light of the blue room, with the snow-filtered afternoon pouring through the window behind him, his features were sharper than usual. More exposed. The dark hair, the gray-green eyes, the jaw that could cut glass. He looked like a painting of someone who'd been told not to feel anything. "I agreed to this. I'm not going to be precious about sharing a bed."

"Okay." Theo held his gaze. Steady. Warm. Giving Nolan the same energy he'd give a mountain — respect, patience, the understanding that beautiful things were often dangerous and you didn't rush them. "Then we'll figure it out."

The moment stretched. Nolan broke first — he always broke first — turning back to his suitcase, aligning a pair of cufflinks on the nightstand with the focus of a jeweler.

Theo lay back on the bed, arms behind his head, and stared at the ceiling.

Two weeks. One bed. A hostile family. A fake relationship with the only man he'd ever loved, who didn't know — couldn't know — that every casual touch was a live wire and every night in that bed was going to be an exercise in exquisite self-control.

He could do this. He'd waited seven years. He could wait two more weeks.

But as he lay there, listening to the precise sounds of Nolan Calloway organizing his life into perfect, controlled rows, Theo allowed himself one private, dangerous thought:

What if I don't have to wait at all?

* * *
[image: ]


Dinner was a performance, and Judith Calloway was the director.

The dining room was a cathedral of dark wood and candlelight, a twelve-seat table set with china that had been in the family since before Nolan was born. Judith sat at the head. Aunt Helen — a softer, rounder version of Judith with the same sharp eyes — sat to her right. Margot and her husband Derek occupied the far end, Margot already two glasses of wine deep and vibrating with barely contained glee. Two cousins Theo vaguely recognized filled the remaining seats.

​
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