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January 30, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

Ian opened the car door and got out, coming around to join Michael and their real estate agent, Tracy Fox on the other side of the car. He considered again the idea of house hunting in the dead of winter but he and Michael wanted to find a place before they left for Australia in two weeks. Weather aside, driving up from Baltimore every weekend was also starting to be a drag.

He realized that Michael was looking at him and shrugged. “Sorry, just thinking.”

“I just wanted to know what you thought of this one.” Michael pointed to the house in front of them.

Ian turned his attention to it and stopped at the sight of the large multi-turreted facade. “It’s a Victorian.”

“It’s in our price range, it has enough bedrooms and it’s in the right location.” Michael pointed out. “It won’t hurt to take a look.”

“Okay, I’m game.”

Tracy led them up the drive and pointed out the two car garage attached to the house along with the additional three car garage further up the drive. Tracy had been showing them houses for almost a month and he’d learned to point out key features that were important to them.

“The house was built in 1860 and has six bedrooms, five full and two half baths. There’s over twelve thousand square feet including an in-law suite and a professional office on the other side of the house. It was totally remodeled less than six years ago but most of the period details were kept intact.”

Tracy unlocked the door and stepped in, holding the door for them. “Let’s take a look around.” Tracy had also learned that they didn’t need a sales pitch and only followed them to answer any questions.

Ian stepped into the entry hall and took in the ornate staircase and hardwood floors. The living room was off to the right and the dining to the left. Michael went to the right and examined the room.

“Nice fireplace and it’s a big room.”

Ian nodded and stepped over to the window seat, looking out over the wide front lawn. Michael continued through the double pocket doors.

“This is nice, Ian. I think this is the library, there’s lots of shelves. It would make a nice study for you.” 

Ian walked over and had to agree. It was a very nice room for study. “There’s enough light despite the dark wood. Is that a solarium through there?”

“The info sheet does mention a sun room so that must be it.” Tracy said, looking down at his clipboard.

Ian slid open the door and found a large room that spanned the back of the house and looked over the back yard. “Is the yard fenced?”

“It’s fully fenced with gates on each side of the house.”

They both liked the kitchen which was larger than the ones in either Michigan or Caringbah. 

“The island is nice and it all seems to flow well, doesn’t it?” Michael commented and Ian agreed.

After a peek into the breakfast nook they walked through a butler’s pantry and into a large dining room with built in corner cupboards.

“Are there any stairs aside from the center hall?”

“There’s a mention of a servants stair; it’s probably off the kitchen.”

Michael went back to look and found an enclosed stairs that twisted up. “They’re kind of neat. You want to try going up them?”

“Sure.”

It wasn’t easy but they made it up and came out in the upper gallery area. 

“Hey, there’s a stained glass window over the front door. I didn’t even notice that when we came in,” Michael pointed out.

They quickly toured the four secondary bedrooms and the in-law suite before ending up in the Master bedroom. 

Ian was impressed with the size of the room and walked over to a circular area in one of the turrets which would make a nice place to put a chair or two while Michael checked out the fireplace.

“Is this gas?”

Tracy bent down and confirmed it was. “It must have been put in with the remodel but it’s nice for a second floor bedroom; you wouldn’t have to carry wood up the stairs.”

“Ian, would our bed fit in here?”

“It would fit but it would look out of place with the white bead board. It’s nice that this bedroom is in the back of the house though.” 

The bathroom also had the bead board along with a large whirlpool tub, two sinks and a separate shower stall.

“The skylights are a nice touch, don’t you think Ian?”

“Yes, it’s not bad.” They walked back into the bedroom. “Where’s the closet?”

Tracy opened a door and showed them the walk-in closet with a dressing area; not as nice as the closet in Ann Arbor but still workable.

“We can always store our out of season stuff in one of the other bedrooms.” Ian noted.

“Guys, the laundry is down the hall and we still have the attic and basement to look at.”

“Lead on, Tracy.”

The laundry was adequate but Michael loved the attic. It wasn’t finished but it was wired for light and heat. The rounded and pitched ceilings made for perilous walking but the windows all looked out over treetops.

They trooped down the main staircase and down to the basement which was unfinished except for a wine cellar and a finished room on the far end with double French doors that opened to a patio.

“I think the previous owner used this as an office. There’s a walkway down to the street through the gate there.” Tracy pointed out.

“What about the security system, Tracy? I’ve seen the panels in various rooms but does it work?”

“It is listed as fully functional, Michael and there’s a video interface for the front and side doors. It’s also an intercom system that extends to the garage.”

“Okay. Ian, you want to look at the garages with me or stay here?”

“I’ll stay here and poke around.” Ian took another look at the basement, trying to imagine his gym equipment here and wondered how much it would cost to finish the room off while Michael went off with Tracy.

He realized that Michael liked the house but he wasn’t sure. It seemed their only options in Philly for more modern dwellings were condos which were too small or houses out in the suburbs. He’d never imagined living in a Victorian or any house that was older than he was but he could deal if Michael wanted it.

He went up the stairs and looked around again; noticing that the secondary bedrooms were quite large and the in-law suite would work nicely for any extended guests.

He met Michael and Tracy in the kitchen where Michael was looking at the listing sheet. 

“So Michael, what’s the verdict?”

“I like it but what do you think?”

“I could live here. It’s not what I imagined living in but it has a good layout and large enough rooms.”

“I do have two other houses to show you today if you want to think about it for a while. The house has been on the market for a couple of months so you do have some time.”

“All right. Do we have time to get lunch before we look at the other two places?” Michael asked.

“We do. Where would you like to eat?”
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Four hours later, Tracy opened the door and let them in for a second look. Neither of the other houses did anything for them. One had a pool and the other was just too up chopped inside despite the square footage.

This time they lingered in each room and walked out in the backyard, noting the landscaping and space. Tracy was waiting for them in the kitchen when they returned forty minutes later.

“Well guys?”

“Get out the contract; we’re going to make an offer.” Michael announced.

Tracy looked surprised but pleased. “Great, what kind of number are we looking at?”

&&

Michael and Ian were back on the road two hours later after signing what seemed like every piece of paper in Philadelphia. 

“I hope they accept the offer.” Michael commented as he got onto the southbound lane of I-95.

“I do too. It’s a fair offer, just under the asking price; I only hope the inspection doesn’t turn up anything odd. It’s an old house.”

“True. Is it just me or is it kind of weird how many houses here have pools?”

“It’s not just you. I’m glad that Tracy finally figured out we weren’t kidding when we said we didn’t want one.”

“I know. Just because we swim doesn’t mean we want a blue kidney bean in the back yard. You can’t do laps in those things.”

Ian laughed and pulled off his coat as the car warmed up. “There are other uses for swimming pools, you know that, right?”

“Not any that matter.” Michael said as he changed lanes. “Go on and get out the list.”

Ian considered asking ‘what list?’ but Michael knew him too well. He pulled out his planner from the back seat and flipped it open, turning on the small light that illuminated the pages. Ian ran his hand over the leather binder, enjoying the grain and smell. “Have I mentioned how much I love my planner?”

“Once, maybe twice but certainly no more than forty times since I gave it to you for Christmas.”

“I’m going to keep saying it.” Ian warned as he flipped to the right page. “Okay, let’s say they accept our offer on Monday. That would bring our closing date to the middle of March at the earliest. We’re leaving for Sydney on the eighth and closing on the Caringbah house on the fifteenth; which would hopefully give us time to pack the rest of my stuff up.

“If Chris has the baby on time, we’ll be back in Ann Arbor by February twenty-sixth. We can stretch it to the first of March if needed. We can put the house there on the market when we get back and pack everything before coming back there for the closing.” Ian underlined a note.

“And then begins the fun of moving in. What if the house in Ann Arbor sells quickly?” Michael asked.

“All the better, we don’t have to be there for that and Brenda’s moving on the first or second week of February. This will give her a couple of extra weeks in case her condo isn’t ready. Now, are we painting or replacing any carpet? Did you see anything you couldn’t live with?”

“I’d like to paint our bedroom and maybe the bath. The bead board is okay but that wallpaper is too girly.”

“Okay. I’m putting my vote in for dark green or dark blue paint. And we’re hiring someone to do it.”

“No argument from me and I’ll vote green.”

“Good. That’ll take a week so we’ll be in before the end of March which will give us just about a month and a half to get settled before you start the summer term at Arcadia. I’ve got the pre-term seminar June fifteenth and you’ve got the science semester in July. The fall semester begins September eighth for both of us.”

“Ian! You forgot the best parts!”

“I did? Oh right. We’ll drive to New York on the August twenty-fourth and arrive in Montreal the evening of the thirty-first. In between we’ll manage to squeeze in a wedding or something of that nature.” Ian said with convincing nonchalance.

“You know I’m not afraid to pull over and spank you.” Michael jokingly warned. “What happens if we don’t get that house?”

“Then we rent an apartment, put most of our stuff in storage and keep looking. It’s not the only house for sale and we could even look in neighboring towns if we had to but we both liked Chestnut Hill the best.”

“Are you sure you’re okay with buying it?”

“I wouldn’t have signed the contract if I wasn’t. It was starting to grow on me by the end and we’ll finally be able to get a dog.”

“I’d kiss you but I’m a little busy right now. Will you give me a rain check?”

“Absolutely.”
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April 3, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

Michael looked down at his clipboard, thoughtfully provided to him by Ian, and directed the moving guy to the proper room by matching the color codes, also provided by Ian. He wiped his forehead and checked the water supply in the cooler next to him. The day was unexpectedly warm and he didn’t want one of the crew to keel over from dehydration.

He hadn’t realized how much stuff they’d accumulated until two moving vans arrived. Of course one was from Michigan and the other from Australia and neither was close to full but still. How much stuff did two men need?

The next mover walked in backwards carrying one end of Ian’s leather sofa and Michael heaved a sigh of relief. If they were starting on furniture, they only had an hour or so to go. 

Ian arrived ten minutes later and took over the clipboard while Michael went upstairs to unpack the bare necessities they’d need to spend the night in the house. At one, the moving vans pulled out and Michael found Ian in the kitchen after he’d walked through the first floor.

“God, is this place a disaster or what?”

“It’s not so bad. We’ve got all the furniture in the right rooms and it looks worse than it is because nothing’s in the right place. You want to help me wipe out the cabinets?”

“Sure. Is the guy still coming to give us an estimate on finishing the attic and the basement?”

“He’ll be here around three.”

Michael took the sponge from Ian’s hand and set it down. “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t we walk over to Osaka before we get all grungy and pick up some lunch?”

“I’m always ready for sushi.”
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They didn’t hold hands as they walked down the street; the area was known as gay friendly but how friendly they weren’t sure.

“You’re going to have to help me put the bed together, you know.”

Ian gave Michael a look. “You need my help?”

“It’s too big for one person to handle. I have it all laid out, you just have to pick up one end and put the bolts in the slots. And don’t give me that line about brains versus brawn.”

“I was going to say that I’m retired and can’t be expected to do those physically demanding tasks anymore but I suspect you’d make me sleep on the floor.”

“You suspect right. How long do you expect us to take getting the house in order?”

“I don’t know. How long are we going to live there?”

“You mean you don’t have a list for this?”

“I haven’t married you yet, you can still be replaced.”

A few minutes later, Michael opened the door of the restaurant for Ian and they walked up to the counter. Ian spent a little time talking to the hostess in Japanese before their order was ready and they were on their way back to the house after a short wait.

“Ian, can I ask you a question?”

“They’re cheap today, ask two.”

Michael nudged him with a grin. “Settle down, Uncle Miltie. Do you realize we picked out our house because you wanted to live close enough to walk to a good sushi place?”

Ian clutched the bag of takeout protectively. “What’s your point? Chestnut Hill is a lovely neighborhood; just because there’s a sushi place here means absolutely nothing. Do you even know who Uncle Miltie was?”

“Sure, Milton Berle. I’m not a complete neophyte.”

Stopping in the middle of the sidewalk Ian stared at Michael. “My god, give the man a college degree and he’s suddenly throwing words like ‘neophyte’ around.”

“Heh. I’m just surprised you understood it.” Michael smirked and then stepped away to avoid Ian’s hand. “Watch it; you’ll drop your sushi.”

^^
Friday, April 10, 2009

Dusting off the final picture frame Ian set it in place on a shelf of his new study. He was quite happy with how the desk from Ann Arbor worked with the chairs from Australia and how all of his books and knick knacks looked in the floor to ceiling units. 

“Hey baby?” Michael yelled from upstairs.

“Use the intercom!” Ian yelled back.

“That’s why I’m yelling. The buttons aren’t labeled.”

Ian went out into hall to see Michael standing at the top of the stairs. “What do you mean they aren’t labeled?”

“The intercom in our bedroom isn’t labeled. What about the one in the study?”

Ducking back into the room to look, Ian returned to the hall a moment later. “The buttons are labeled down here. Do you want me to make some labels for upstairs?”

Michael came down the stairs. “I guess that will work. I thought this place just looked big without any furniture in it but it’s still pretty big.”

“We’ll fill it up eventually and then we’ll have to haul all that stuff around with us too.” Ian pulled out his label maker and started pushing the buttons oblivious to Michael’s look of amusement.

Michael dropped into one of the chairs. “So we’ve managed to unpack just about everything. Are you ready to talk about cars?”

Ian smirked. “You’re just dying to spend more of your Speedo money, aren’t you?”

“I’ll confess that I’m sort of boggled by all that money sitting there now. I thought we’d need it most of it for the wedding and the house. I never expected Speedo to offer to pay for the charter.”

“I didn’t either. I know they’re probably going to get some kind of tax write off since we are doing that seminar on board the first two days and they’d have to pay for the entire week anyway.”

“It was still way more than I expected. What kind of thank you note do you write for that?”

“Is it bothering you that we accepted?” Ian asked as he sat down in the other seat. “You know they would have been spending a lot more money if you’d taken that option on your contract.”

“I know and Tim was really shocked when I didn’t but they’ve been really good to me since the beginning and it didn’t feel right. They already gave me the bonus. Then Pamela told Joe I was asking about the cruise for the wedding and the next thing I know, Joe’s offering to pay for the whole thing. ”

“We can still change our plans and just do the seminar.”

“Then I’d feel bad that they went to all this trouble over it. And it’s not like they expect us to invite everyone in Speedo to the wedding, just the people I know.”

Ian kicked back and put his feet up. “You know, the folks at Adidas were a bit peeved that no one there thought of it first.”

“I know. It was bad enough that Speedo arranged for suites for my family after they heard what Adidas was doing for your family in Beijing.”

“It’s all part of doing business. Is that part of the problem? That it makes our wedding into a business deal?”

Michael squirmed for a minute. “I suppose.”

“Then we can always reimburse them. We do have the money and the cruise line was going to give us a great deal.”

“It’s a lot of money to spend on a wedding.”

“True but the guest list has expanded to almost four hundred and fifty people and we’ve both got security concerns.”

“Argh! We haven’t even looked at invitations or tuxes or flowers or cakes and I’m already stressed. Why are we inviting all these people again?”

“Because we want all our friends and family to come and we know a lot of people who’d be upset if they weren’t invited. We both agreed asking people to travel to the wedding would be too expensive for some of our friends; we’d either have to pay for hotel rooms or do the cruise.”

“Okay. You’re right. I’m going to stop complaining about it. I don’t want to insult Joe by going back on our agreement and I’m just going to consider myself really lucky he’s doing this for us.”

“Good. Now back to the car thing which ought to cheer you up. Are you going to trade-in the SUV?”

Michael sighed and gave Ian a look. “Well that thought doesn’t cheer me up but I suppose so. Its nine years old and it sucks on gas mileage.”

“Since we’ve already sold the DeVille in Ann Arbor that leaves us with two vehicles to purchase. I could probably get along on the bus most days but I’d like a car for the weekends. How about a hybrid SUV for you and something small that gets good mileage for me?”
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Three hours later, Ian pulled up the drive in his new Ford Surge SUV-HEV

Ian climbed out of the vehicle and went to open the garage door only to find an almost identical vehicle already inside. Michael looked up from organizing his tool kit and other things he kept in his vehicle with a smile. 

“Hi, what did you end up getting?”

Ian gestured behind him without a word and Michael walked over only to drop the box he was holding. “How did this happen?”

“I was looking at sedans at the Honda dealer; saw this on the next lot and walked on over. No wonder the woman at the payment counter kept giving me strange looks. Did you buy yours at West Motors?”

“Yep and I almost bought that one but I liked the blue finish better.”

“And I liked the green. I must have been there only a few minutes after you left.”

“Probably. I was really expecting you to call and ask me to pick you up but this works. At least we didn’t do this on purpose.”

“Like anyone’s going to believe that.” 

Michael’s rejoinder was cut off when the doorbell sounded. They both stood for a moment before realizing it was the doorbell. 

“Hey, we’ve got our first visitor!” Michael exclaimed as he headed for the kitchen and front door.

“It’s probably a salesperson of some sort.” Ian remarked as he followed behind.

“It’s still our first visitor.”

Michael started to open the door and Ian reached out for his wrist. “Use the video, love.”

“Oh. Right.” Michael hit the button on the panel next to the door and saw a woman holding a floral arrangement standing at the door, two children were standing next to her and looked to be arguing. “Well I don’t recognize her, do you?”

“No but that’s the little boy who was playing next door the other day.”

“Must be a neighbor.” Michael opened the door with a friendly smile. “Hi.”

“Hello. I’m Bettina Kline, I live in the white house next door and these flowers were delivered while you were out.” She said as she handed over the arrangement.

“Hi, Mrs. Kline. Thanks for taking the delivery for us.” Michael took the bowl. “I’m Michael Phelps and this is Ian Thorpe, nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you too. This is my son Michael and my daughter Linette.” She prodded the children who both said hello but were clearly uninterested in any delays if their goggles and swim fins were any indication.

“It looks like you’ve got your hands full. Thanks for taking care of the flowers.”

“Yes, we’re going over to the YMCA for their lesson. Welcome to the neighborhood.” She waved good bye and followed the kids as they ran off.

Michael and Ian waved and Ian shut the door. “Who sent us flowers?”

“Here, take the card.” Michael handed it over and walked to the kitchen. 

“It’s from Tracy. ‘Congratulations on your new home, may you be happy for many years to come.’ There’s also a gift certificate for Bredenbeck’s Bakery; they have wedding cakes. That was nice of him.”

“Yes it was.”
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Monday, April 20, 2009

Michael pulled the last towel from the dryer and folded it neatly. He was finally done with the laundry and it was only ten am. Then again, he’d been up since six so it wasn’t surprising. 

So he was a little bored. It was harder than he thought, trying to fill the hours previously taken up by training. He couldn’t even go find Ian and bug him because he was off meeting with his advisor.

The next few hours stretched out before him and he was at a loss. He put the towels and sheets away and looked in the closet. He’d been hitting the pool at Arcadia University for an hour or two almost day so his gear was tidily stowed in his bag; maybe it was time to get back to training. He grabbed the bag, wrote a note for Ian and went out the door.

He was halfway to campus when it occurred to him that Bob was several states and hundreds of miles away. He checked his watch and pulled out his cell phone after he found parking.

“Bob Bowman’s office.”

“Hi Jennifer, its Michael Phelps.”

“Michael! How have you been?”

“I’ve been fine. Is Bob around?”

“Hang on a minute and I’ll get him.”

Michael waited while the hold music played.

“Hi Michael.”

“Hi Bob, how have you been?”

“Good. How’s Philadelphia?”

“Great. We’ve got the house sorted out.”

“Why am I not surprised? Have you sent the invitations out yet?”

“We’re going to look at samples next week; don’t worry you’re definitely invited.”

“I hope so; I’m looking forward to it. Now, why did you call?”

“I can’t just call to see how you are?”

“You could but you wouldn’t call me in the middle of the day.”

“Oh right. Listen, I think I overlooked something regarding this big move I’ve made.”

“Oh really?” Bob said semi sarcastically. “Would that be your coach perhaps?”

“Don’t give me a hard time. I was too excited about getting accepted into grad school and graduating and all that. There, are you happy?”

Bob laughed and Michael heard the creak of his chair. He could clearly see his coach leaning back and putting his feet on his desk as he had so many times before.

“Michael, you’re ready to start training again aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I feel like I’m just sitting around doing nothing.”

“Well hell. I thought you’d last until June. Now I owe Ian fifty bucks.”

“You and Ian had a bet?”

“Just a small one. He said you’d be ready before the end of April and here we are. Just shows which one of us knows you best and that brings me to your dilemma. You know you have a perfectly good coach right under your nose.”

“Ian? You think Ian should coach me? Have you two talked about this?”

“No we haven’t discussed it and I meant you, you knucklehead.”

“Me? Coach myself?”

Bob exhaled. “Michael, you’ve been coaching yourself your whole life. Sure I’ve been there to help with the details and refining but you’re the one pushed yourself, especially these last couple of years. Having Ian around to check how you’re doing is a good idea but you’re capable of doing most of the work yourself.”

Michael thought that over for a minute. “Not that I don’t believe you but how would that work? I don’t know the first thing about how to enter competitions or any of that stuff.”

“I’ll send you the packets with copies of your past entries. You can call if you have any questions. Talk it over with Ian.”

“So you’re cutting me loose?”

“Pretty much. There’s eight months until the US Open in Dallas. Were you planning on competing there?”

“I have no idea.” Michael said as he chewed a fingernail.

“I know you’re shocked Michael but you can do this. You have everything you need right inside yourself.”

“I don’t really have a choice, do I?”

“Well you’re starting school there in a month so I’d say no. I’m always going to be here, just a phone call away. Don’t think if it as me cutting you loose, think of it as the biggest leash in existence and if you screw up, I’ll be sure to give you a couple of yanks.”

“Woof! Okay Bob, I’ll give it a try.”

Three hours later Michael poked his head out of the water to see Ian sitting at the side of the pool, his legs dangling in Michael’s lane.

“Bob called you, didn’t he?” Michael swam up and hung on the lane divider.

“Of course he did. He wasn’t expecting to have that conversation with you so soon.”

“I’ve always done things earlier then he expected.”

“This is true. How are you?” Ian said as he leaned down and gently removed Michael’s goggles.

“I’m okay. I wasn’t okay when I got in the pool but I thought it over. I didn’t forget to think about it intentionally but I’m not going to be swimming for the rest of my life. I can’t put everything on hold to stay in Michigan with Bob. I’d like to have an actual career before I’m thirty.”

“And he knows that love. He’s not happy that you had to go but he understands.”

“It’s going to be weird seeing him at meets and not having him nagging me. Well, he’ll still nag but it won’t be the same.”

“Growing up sucks, doesn’t it?”

“This part does. So are you going to coach me? I promise to do everything you say.” Michael fluttered his eyelashes up at Ian.

“I’m not falling for that you obstinate brat. I think we could work well together but I’m not sure how it would affect the rest of our relationship. I’d much rather be your-” Ian paused. “Well. We’re getting married but will we be each other’s husbands?”

“I guess so.” Michael tilted his head and tried it out loud. ‘Have you met my husband, Ian?’ ‘Ian, my husband.’”

“Hm. ‘This is my husband, Michael.’ That sounds weird. Why does that sound weird?”

“I don’t know. ‘my spouse, Ian.’ How’s that?”

“Spouse? ‘My spouse, Michael.’ That’s not bad. But back on the subject; I’d much rather be your spouse than your coach if I only had to chose one.”

“What if I wore a little cheerleading outfit?” Michael asked with a comical leer.

Ian kicked out with his foot and sent a spray of water at Michael who promptly ducked and swam several feet away.

“Hey! No splashing!” A young guy in shorts, an Arcadia Athletes T-shirt and a whistle around his neck said as he walked over with an officious look on his face. “You can lose your swim privileges for that. And get your legs out of the water.” A group of guys in swimsuits followed him over.

Ian shot a look at Michael for getting him in trouble and stood up. “My apologies; we’re new members and I haven’t had a chance to look at your guide.” 

One of the swimmers jolted and gave Ian a look of recognition behind the back of the man who had spoken. 

“I’m the swim coach here, Justin Collins, and we’re getting ready to start practice so you’ll have to leave the pool.”

“No problem. Michael?”

“I’m coming.” Michael swam back to the edge and hoisted himself out. He pulled off his cap and turned to Justin with his hand extended. “Hi, I’m Michael Phelps. Judy Travers said I should look you up about arranging times to use the pool.”

“Uh. Hi. Judy said? You’re really Michael Phelps?” The poor guy looked flabbergasted and most of his swimmers were also.

Ian snorted. “Please, with those ears? Who else could he be?”

“Ian, you’re standing awfully close to the edge of the pool to be insulting my ears.” Michael let his hand drop when it became obvious Justin wasn’t going to shake it.

Grinning Ian shoved his hands in his pockets and moved one step back. “I’m not worried; I’m still faster than you are.”

“But you’re getting slower every minute, just keep that in mind.” Michael smiled sweetly before turning back to Justin. “I guess you haven’t had a chance to talk to Judy but I’ll be attending grad school here this fall and I’m taking a couple of summer classes too. Since you’re just starting practice, can I stop by your office tomorrow?”

“Uh sure. I’ll be there after one.” Justin looked back and forth between Michael and Ian and seemed to pull himself together and extended his hand. “Nice meeting you.”

“Nice meeting you too.” Michael shook Justin’s hand and then waved to the guys standing a few feet away as he turned away to walk with Ian towards the locker room. “Have a good swim!”

“Michael, I’ll meet you back home?”

“I’ll be out of here in twenty minutes. Do you want me to pick up dinner or are we cooking?”

“Cooking. How about burgers?”

“Okay. See you in a bit.” Michael gave Ian a quick peck as they separated.
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Michael showered and changed; waving again to the swim team as he left. He and Ian would need to talk seriously about the coaching thing but he knew they’d work something out.
Buttercream Ballet

August 22, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

“Take the next right, honey. Michael said it should be the fifth house up and we won’t be able to miss it.” Debbie said as she looked up at the road.

Ryan took the right and slowed down as the speed limit dropped. “Are you nervous?”

“Yes. I wish we’d come up sooner to see the house but the boys were so busy with summer classes.”

“Well we’re almost there. How are you kids doing in the back there?”

“We’re fine, Ryan.” Whitney said as she looked up from her conversation with her boyfriend, Craig. 

“I’m a little nervous about meeting them but Whitney said she’d protect me.”

“Have Fred and Jackie caught up yet?”

Whitney looked behind them. “No Debs. I think they’re still a few miles back. Do you want me to call them again?”

“No, let’s give them fifteen minutes. Oh, that’s got to be it.” Debbie pointed to the large brown Victorian. “Yes, that’s it, number forty five.”

Ryan turned up into the drive and took a look. “You know they said it was Gothic but I never imagined them living in something that-.”

“Ugly? Michael calls it Vicky’s Horror House but they seem to like it anyway. Oh god, they got matching cars?” Whitney jumped out of the car as it came to a stop. “Neither one of them mentioned that.”

Debbie laughed and said as she got out, “Do you blame them? You and Hilary would have given them hell.”

“I still will!” Whitney ran over to the front door and knocked.

A minute later Michael pulled open the door and grabbed her for a big hug. “Whit!”

“Mikey!”

The siblings jumped up and down as they hugged, excited to see each other as Ian slid around them to welcome their other guests.

“Hi, Deb. Hi Ryan.” He gave Debbie a kiss and a hug and shook Ryan’s hand.

“Ian, this is Craig Holcomb, Whitney’s boyfriend. Craig, this is Ian Thorpe, Michael’s fiancé.”

“Hi Craig, nice to meet you and welcome.”

“Nice too meet you too Ian. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“If it was from Whitney, don’t believe a word!” Ian said with a smirk only to receive a bonk on the head from his future sister-in-law. “Oh, hello Whitney.”

“Ha ha you funny Aussie man.” She stepped over and pulled Craig forward by twining her arm through his. “Michael, this is Craig.”

The two men greeted each other and Michael resisted the urge to give the other man the look of brotherly appraisal. He’d wait until Whitney wasn’t around. He did however greet his mom and Ryan with hugs before they grabbed the various bits of luggage and Ian led them into the house. 

Debbie stopped and looked around, surprised at how homey and comforting it was inside. “Boys, the house looks lovely.”

“Thanks mom. Let’s go upstairs, get you settled and wait on the tour for Dad and Jackie. They called and they’ll be here shortly.”

“Whitney, I hope you don’t mind but we’ve put you and Craig in the attic bedroom. Mom and Ryan, we’ve put you in the Rose room.” Ian remarked as they went up the main stairs.

“The Rose room?”

“Because of the wallpaper. It was in good shape so we didn’t want to strip it off.” Ian turned and opened the first door. “Here it is. Michael, why don’t you take your sister and Craig up?”

“Okay baby. Come on, sis.” Michael strode down the hall and opened the attic entry. 

Whitney went up first followed by Craig and Michael. 

“Hey, this is nice. When you said attic I wasn’t imagining this.” Whitney said as she looked around.

“Neither was I.” Craig added.

“Well it didn’t look like this when we bought it but it’s going to be my office once we figure out how to get a desk up the stairs. Getting that mattress up was no fun. There’s a bathroom with a shower over here.” Michael opened a door. “It’s not very big but it’s better than being next door to mom or next door to dad.”

“Thanks for that little bro.”

Michael led them back down the stairs and met Ian, Debbie and Ryan in the hall as the front door bell rang. Michael ran down to greet his father and stepmother and the round of greetings started up again. After one more trip upstairs and a tour of the house, they all sat out in the sunroom with drinks and snacks.

“What time does your family arrive Ian?” Jackie asked.

“Their flight lands in three hours. We’re going to have to take two vehicles for the six of them and their luggage.”

“It must be tough traveling with a three year old and a baby.” Whitney commented.

“Chris and David were really happy when they got the extra time off to fly with mum and dad. That takes a little of the pressure off.”

The talk turned inevitably to the wedding and the cruise. They weren’t having bachelor parties or any type of wedding shower but there were going to be plenty of other activities. Ken and Margaret were the hosts of the rehearsal dinner the night before the wedding; Debbie and Ryan were hosting the luncheon the day of and Fred and Jackie the brunch the day after.

Michael and Ian left a couple of hours later for the airport, Whitney choosing to ride along with Michael. 

She waited for him to get out on a main road and asked, “So are you excited? Only seven more days!” 

“I can’t wait. It feels like our whole relationship has been leading up to this day.”

“It’s going to be a really nice wedding too. You guys have nice taste.”

Michael laughed as he turned onto Lincoln Drive. “Thanks. You’re only saying that because you got to chose your own dress.”

“Do you blame me? Remember that pink dress I wore for Allison’s wedding?”

“You did look like a pink marshmallow in that.”

“What do you think of Craig?”

“He seems nice. Where did you guys meet again?”

“He works with Katie but I already told you that on the phone. He’s thirty, single, he’s a real estate agent. Remember that conversation?”

“Oh, that conversation. I think I might remember it but it’s hard to say, what with all the squealing you were doing.” Michael said with a smirk.

“Michael! Don’t tease or I’ll start in on the twin cars again!”
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Ian hugged his parents, sister and brother-in-law as Michael picked up Iona. While Whitney and Chris chattered excitedly, Ian took possession of his nephew, Daniel, surprised at how big he’d gotten.

Ken, Margaret, Chris and the baby rode with Ian while Iona and David rode with Michael and Whitney. The trip home didn’t take long and after another round of greetings and another house tour, they all sat down for a simple meal and talked about the wedding.

Bright and early the next morning, Michael and Ian loaded Ian’s SUV and left for New York. Their families would follow the next day, after Ian and Michael’s seminar concluded. Michael made to I-95 before Ian woke up enough for conversation. 

“I love them all but I was really glad to get out of there.”

“Me too. Are you as tired off all the wedding talk as I am?”

“God, yes. Let’s declare a moratorium on all wedding talk until tomorrow night.”

“Thank you. What does that leave us to discuss?”

“As we’re due in New York in four hours to start our lectures, let’s talk about that. You finished your third speech, right?”

“Yep. It’s in my bag right behind me if you want to look it over.”

Ian reached back and pulled out Michael’s notebook. “I’ll read mine aloud when I’m done with yours. Do you want me to turn on the radio?”

“Sure if it won’t bother you.”

Ian leaned forward and turned the dial instead of answering. Twenty minutes later he looked up. “This is really good. I love what you said about training.”

“Thanks baby. That was a hard one to write. I can’t believe we’re going to be talking to all these young kids in a few hours.”

“They’re the best and brightest young athletes in the country.” Ian said and then added sarcastically, “And wasn’t it nice of Adidas and Speedo to make this a joint venture?”

“Now, now. So Adidas had a little problem with you giving a seminar at a Speedo sponsored event. It all worked out in the end.”

“Considering that they horned in on a nice gesture from your sponsor, you’re being very gracious about it.”

“Baby, I thought you’d gotten over that?”

“I got over it but I’m not going to forget it. Want me to read my speech?”

“Okay.”
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Three hours later Michael pulled into the designated lot and turned off the car. He turned to look at Ian. “You know it’s not too late to ditch the cruise and run off to Canada by ourselves.”

“What? Why would we do that?”

“Because I don’t want you looking back at our wedding and resenting it.”

“I won’t resent it and I have gotten over it. We’re going to have a great week and an awesome wedding.”

At Michael doubtful look, Ian reached over and took his hands. “I promise that I won’t let any residual resentment I may be feeling affect our wedding. Once I’ve had a day or two to be extremely polite to the Adidas people, I’ll feel better.”

“That’s your plan of revenge? You’re always extremely polite.”

“Actually I got my revenge last month when I put them all at the same table with your Great Aunt Doris and my Uncle Malcolm.” Ian smiled and gave Michael a kiss as he slid out of the car.

Michael got out a moment later and joined Ian at the rear of the vehicle. “My god. I never realized how diabolical you are.”

“There’s nothing diabolical about it.”

“Right, Great Aunt Doris cleans her teeth at the table and steals food from other people’s plates.

“And Uncle Malcolm thinks his hearing aid means that no one can hear him. I’m sure they’ll all have a lovely time. Can you get that last bag?”
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The captain of the Navigator, Stephen Gwynne, was waiting at the reception desk on deck six as they boarded the ship. After he introduced himself and some of the officers, he turned them over to Marilyn Grasso, the vice president of the charter department.

As she led them up to their suite on deck ten, Ian couldn’t help asking why the special treatment as Marilyn was normally based in Ft Lauderdale.

“Well gentlemen, this seminar has gotten a lot of interest from other companies. We never thought about splitting up a seven day cruise and having two days in port, five days under sail. We’ve already booked six charters next year that will use this format. It’s great for companies that can’t spare all their personnel for the whole voyage. We just want to make sure everything goes smoothly for both yourselves and our company.”

“Oh. Thanks for answering that honestly.” Ian said as he glanced at Michael.

“We know how important it is to be honest to our clients, especially for such a special event. We’ve had weddings on board before but nothing like this. We’re going to be especially careful regarding security.”

“Thanks Marilyn.”

“And here’s your suite. Your bags should already be here and Philip will be by shortly to take care of anything you might need before your seminar starts.

“Philip? From Beijing?”

“Yes, you mentioned to the concierge on the Mariner how much you appreciated Philip’s service and he volunteered to take this cruise. I’ll check in with you tomorrow before your families arrive to go over the final details if that’s agreeable for you.”

“Yes, that’s fine. Thank you for all your hard work.”

“My pleasure.” Marilyn closed the door of the suite behind her and left them alone.

Michael and Ian looked at each other and headed off to large balcony. Michael stopped and got them both a bottle of water and they took their seats, the city of New York spread out in front of them.
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Wednesday August 26, 2009 aboard the Seven Seas Navigator

The last of the teenagers left the lounge at two thirty and Michael collapsed in a nearby chair; he was exhausted by their enthusiasm and questions. Ian walked over, took a seat next to him and held out his hand.

Michael took it and slumped down further. “Wow, I wasn’t expecting that.”

“They asked some tough questions, didn’t they? You handled it beautifully and your speech was wonderful.”

“Thanks baby. Your speech was great too, especially the part about not giving up. I thought the seminar title was pretty hokey but ‘Winning Visions’ did fit in the end, didn’t it?”

“Yes it did. Are you up to meeting with Marilyn?”

“Sure. Just give me a hand up.”

“Always love.”
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Michael and Ian spent the next two hours discussing the ceremony, menus and other various details before having a quick snack and stationing themselves at the reception desk to greet their guests. The ship was scheduled to depart at eight that evening and they wanted to make sure everyone made it on board.

At ten minutes to eight, Pieter van den Hoogenband strode up the gangway with five bags and a smile. Ian gave a huge sigh of relief that their last guest was here but frowned when he didn’t see Minouche.

“Ian, my friend!” Pieter dropped his bags and hugged Ian, lifting him off his feet.

“Pieter, you crazy Dutchman, how have you been? We haven’t seen you since your wedding last year.”

“Fine. Where is your blushing groom?”

“He’s over there talking to Siobhan, his stepsister.” Ian turned and waved, “Michael!”

Michael looked over, caught sight of Pieter and smiled. He excused himself from Siobhan and came over.

“It’s Dr. van den Hoogenband!” Michael said as he hugged Pieter. “We missed you in Beijing but how are you?”

“I wanted to be there for both of your big triumphs but then if I had been there, neither of you would have had such triumphs so it was for the best.”

“Pardon me. Mr. Thorpe, Mr. Phelps, we’re ready to pull the gangway. Have all your guests arrived?”

“Yes, Mr. Durand now that Dr. van den Hoogenband is here.”

“Very well sirs. I’ll radio the crew and we’ll be departing on time.”

“Pieter, you’re up on deck ten with us so we’ll show you the way. Michael do you have his key?”

“Right here baby. Pieter, you can leave your luggage here but how much do you need for a five day cruise?”

“I intend to be the most beautiful person at your wedding; although with you two it will not be a hard task but I still need an adequate wardrobe.”

**
They left Pieter in a suite four door down from their own after reminding him about the dinner they were having for their swimming friends at ten. 

“Where’s Minouche?” Michael asked as soon as he closed the door of their suite behind them.

Ian shrugged. “I have no idea and I’m not sure I want to ask. He looked horrible and I don’t care what he says, no one brings five bags for a five day cruise.”

“Do you think he’s left her?”

“I don’t know. They only got married a year or so ago.”

“Do you want to go talk to him?”

“I would but he’d only clam up if I push him. He’s surprisingly reserved under all that bluster. He might also not want to bring up bad news at our wedding.”

“Well hell. We’re his friends; we’re supposed to be there for him regardless.”

“I know love. But he’s sounded off the last few times I’ve spoken to him so I don’t think this is a new thing; he’ll talk when he’s ready.” Ian put his arms around Michael and held him close.

“Poor Pieter.”

“Now that’s just what he’s probably trying to avoid; he hates being pitied.”

“I know and I’m just getting out of my system before we see him again.” Michael leaned on Ian for a moment. 

“It will be okay, love.” Ian kissed Michael’s cheek. “It’s not the same as us.”

“I’m not worried about that. Can I admit that I never liked Minouche?”

“I like her well enough but I always thought she was behind Pieter’s retirement. She wouldn’t marry him while he was still competing.”

“Definitely not like us. Okay, now we’ve gotten all of our bitchy comments out. Do you want to take a shower first or can I?”

“Go on, I’m going to call Grant and see if he knows anything.”
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Ian stepped out of the shower a half hour later still thinking about Pieter. Grant hadn’t answered his phone but Ian was sure Grant could get to the bottom of the situation. Ian stopped in front of the mirror to shave when Michael appeared behind him.

“Hey baby.” Michael said as he slipped his hands around Ian’s waist.

“You look rather pleased with yourself.”

“I am. I just remembered that I’m marrying this really great guy on Saturday and I haven’t made love to him in over two days.” Michael sucked on Ian’s neck and removed the towel from Ian’s waist.

“Michael, oh.” Ian began to protest but realized he didn’t have to. They were alone and not due anywhere for at least an hour. He reached into the medicine cabinet, set the lube he found on the counter and prepared to enjoy the ride.

Between Michael’s hand slowly stroking his penis and Michael’s mouth sucking on his neck, Ian felt strung up between two points of pleasure. He moaned and rubbed himself against Michael’s erect cock, putting one arm back to pull Michael closer.

When Michael’s lubed fingers entered him, his head dropped and Michael took the opportunity presented and licked Ian’s exposed nape. Ian gasped when Michael’s fingers left him and braced himself against the counter, spreading his legs and thrusting out his bottom.

Michael entered him smoothly and Ian pressed back against the intrusion, loving the feel of the naked cock inside him. Michael straightened up and shifted his stance a little before pulling back and thrusting back in.

“Baby, I love you so much.”

“I love you too.” Ian groaned out as Michael’s hand drifted down to press the spot below his balls. They’d done this a hundred times but it never failed to amaze him how well Michael knew his body. It was hot, fast and hard. Ian clenched the edge of the counter as he came, his ejaculate spreading over the sink and marble countertop.

Michael came a few thrusts later and wrapped his arms around Ian, half to hold himself up but also to keep the feeling of closeness a little longer.
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At one am, Ian tossed his key onto the desk just inside their suite and stripped off his tie as he looked in the fridge for water. He sat down and shook his head, not willing to believe he’d seen what he’d seen.

Michael entered a few minutes later and mimicked Ian’s actions taking the chair across from Ian and kicking off his shoes.

“Well I didn’t see that one coming.”

“Are we in some sort of parallel universe?”

“Ian, are you saying you don’t approve?”

“That would be rather hypocritical of me if I didn’t approve, wouldn’t it?”

“Well they make a really cute couple.”

“But Grant and Pieter. How did that happen?”

Au Jus my baby?

August 26, 2009 off the coast of Maine

Ian felt something touch his nose and irritably rubbed it away. It was much too early in the morning for him and he snuggled back into his pillow. A moment later he felt the bed dip next to him and he reached out to pull Michael towards him. 

He was vaguely aware that something didn’t feel quite right but as he was half asleep, it took a while for the voices in the room to sink in.

“-are you doing in bed with Ian, Pieter?”

“I was just trying to wake him up so I could talk to him and he grabbed me.”

“A likely story. Have you tried moving away?”

“The man has a grip like a gorilla which is surprising when you consider how scrawny his arms are. I’ve always known he was some kind of freak.”

“Well you’d better try a little harder or Michael will follow through on those threats.”

Ian realized he was in bed with Pieter van den Hoogenband and Grant was somewhere near by.  He sat up in a panic at the mention of Michael pulling his arms away from Pieter and stared around looking for his fiancé.

“Pieter, what are you doing here?”

“I came in to wake you up for breakfast and then you pulled me in bed with you.”

“Michael threatened you?” Ian asked, still wasn’t quite caught up with the situation.

“Yes, he said as I was the one who kept you up all night with worry I was the one who must board the deer in his cavern.”

Grant and Ian looked at each other and then looked at Pieter in confusion. 

“What? That’s what he said.”

“Pieter, was it ‘beard the lion in his den’?” Grant asked gently with an amused look on his face.

Pieter made a motion with his hands and shoulders that Ian had never been able to interpret; it could mean ‘whatever’ or ‘there’s a crocodile behind you’. There was no way to tell but it was very European.

“You English with your phrases. They’re both animals in holes.”

Ian shook his head to clear it and tried again. “What are you doing here?”

“Ian, we’re here to eat breakfast with you.  Michael asked if Pieter would wake you for the previously stated reason.  Your butler had just arrived with the food when we got here.”

Ian sprang out of bed. “And you left Michael alone with it?”  Unmindful of his unclothed state, Ian strode out through the living area and out to the balcony.  

Michael who was discussing something with Philip looked up in surprise.  “Uh, Ian. We have guests and we’re outside.”

Ian glanced suspiciously at the seemingly undisturbed plates on the table.  His gaze swept around and rested upon Philip who looked quite amused under his calm expression.

“Good morning, Mr. Thorpe. Are you ready for breakfast?”

“Philip, why don’t we talk later? I’m sure you’ve got other things you need to get to and we can serve ourselves.” Michael said looking at Ian is if his fiancé had gone bonkers.

Philip nodded and excused himself with a slight grin, as Grant and Pieter came out on the deck.  Grant handed Ian a robe and sat down with a chuckle.

“Ian, although we’ve all seen it before there’s no need to flaunt yourself.”

Ian blushed a bit and pulled the robe on with a pout. He’d not only been woken up in the rudest possible manner, he’d exposed himself to the world.  

Pieter slipped in a seat next Grant’s with a worried look. “Were you really up all night because you were worried about me?”

Ian sat down and shot a disgruntled look at Michael. “No, I was up all night because I’m marrying a sex maniac.”

Michael reached out and patted Ian’s hand. “He was really worried but I did my best to take his mind off things.  He was much calmer by the time we fell asleep, so what did you do to get him upset again?”

“He got into to bed with me!” Ian said accusingly.

“It wasn’t like that Michael.” Pieter rushed to explain. “I was trying to wake him up and he just grabbed me.”

“He is kind of grabby so it’s okay, Pieter.”

“Hey! Grabby? I am not grabby!” Ian said.

Grant nodded, “You really are Ian.  I remember one night when you fell asleep holding my shoe.  You wouldn’t let go no matter what I did.” 

“Aw, that’s so cute.  Why did he have your shoe?” Michael asked.

“I have no idea.  I went to the bathroom and came back to find him holding it.” Grant shrugged.

“If you all are done casting aspersions on my character may I have some coffee?” Ian asked plaintively.

“Of course baby.” Michael got up to get the coffee pot and after pouring for Ian, Grant and Pieter he started serving the various breakfast foods.

Ian was on his second cup of coffee and halfway through the meal before his brain woke up completely.

“So, when did you two start dating and what happened with Minouche?” Ian asked as he looked between Pieter and Grant.

“Minouche moved out three months after we were married, it just wasn’t working out.  I didn’t want to say anything to anyone, how can I explain this? She and I had been together for so long but we never should have gotten married.”

“Oh, Pieter. I’m so sorry to hear that.” Ian said sympathetically as Michael echoed him.

“Well, I didn’t even tell my parents for a month; I just kept working on getting my internship completed.”

“And you know I stopped in to see Pieter back in November; it was pretty obvious that Minouche was no longer there.” Grant said.

“I begged Grant not to tell anyone. I was still trying to figure out what to say.”

“But I called him every week to make sure he was okay, he was working so many hours at the hospital.”

“Before we knew it, we were talking to each other every day.” Pieter put his hand on Grant’s arm and squeezed.  “He saved my mind.”

“I finally flew up to see him in March. I spent the flight telling myself that I couldn’t be feeling all of these things.  Until I saw him waiting for me at the airport.”  Grant said, staring into Pieter’s eyes.

“I was shocked when Grant confessed how he was feeling but we’d become so close during our phone calls.  He was very gentle with me and gave me time to think about it.  I was so silly. It was only after he left that I realized how he’d filled my life.”

“I was a little heartbroken on the plane but there was a message from Pieter when I got home.”

“I told him that I loved him and apologized for being so thick.  He was back in Geldrop two days later.” Pieter smiled and leaned towards Grant. “You were so brave, beminde. Coming all that way for me.”

“You said you loved me, everything else could be worked out.” Grant leaned in and his lips met Pieter’s.

Michael, who had been listening to their friends and monitoring Ian, suddenly stood up.  “Would you two excuse us for a moment?  I just realized we need to check something in the bedroom for the wedding.”

Michael manhandled Ian up and off the balcony, through the living area and into the bedroom; shutting the door behind them.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s all rather sweet but…”

“Are you upset because they’re your friends and they’ve been keeping this from you?”

“No.” Ian flopped onto the bed and Michael sat down next to him.

“Are you mad because we’re not the only openly gay couple in swimming anymore?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You’re not shocked that either one of them is with a man because, well, we both know that’s nothing new for them so what’s wrong?  Why do you look so sad?

 “It’s silly.”

“If it’s how you feel, it’s not silly but notice I brought you in here so I’ll be the only one who knows.”

Ian pulled a pillow over his face and mumbled something that Michael didn’t catch.  Michael bent down and peeked under the pillow and Ian mumbled again.  Patting his stomach, Michael sat up. 

“Don’t worry baby, I’ll take care of this.”

Michael went back out onto the balcony and sat down, clearing his throat when it became apparent that Grant and Pieter were not going to stop kissing each other just because he was back.

“I want you two to promise me one thing. When you fight, and you will fight, don’t try to get Ian to take sides.”

 “What? We would never do such a thing.” Pieter exclaimed.

“Is that why he looked so upset?” Grant asked.

“Yes, you’re both his friends and he doesn’t ever want to have to chose between you.”

“That’s why we weren’t going to tell anyone until we finalized our plans.”

“What plans?” Ian asked from the doorway.

“Pieter has been accepted to the residency program at Temple University.” Grant announced proudly.

“In Philadelphia?” Michael asked, astonished.

“Yes.  I applied to eight American programs and was offered several positions but with Grant working in New York, Temple was the closest school to him.”

Ian turned to Grant. “You’re moving to New York?”

“Actually I’ll only be spending a few days a week in New York. I’ve gotten a position with the Australian Consulate but I’ll also be traveling down to Washington DC twice a month.  The rest of the time I will be telecommuting from Philadelphia.”

“Doing what?”

“I’m writing my doctoral thesis on Australian commerce in the United States; the position is through my university so I can gather my research.”

Ian sat down, thoroughly bowled over. “You’re both moving to Philadelphia?”

“Yes. We know it’s a lot to take in but we hope you don’t mind.” Grant said, looking at Ian with concern.

“Mind?” Ian shook his head and smiled slowly. “No, I don’t mind. This is fabulous news. Have you found a place to live? Michael and I have plenty of room if you need a place to stay while you look.  This is fabulous!”  Ian bounced a little in his seat.

“You’re not putting us on? You really don’t mind? What about you, Michael?”

“No, no this is great Pieter. It’ll be really cool having friends in town and of course you can stay with us.” Michael leaned forward with a smile of his own. “We’ve sort of had a hard time making friends in Philly.” Michael paused with a frown. “I’m not sure why but it’ll be great having you there.”
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Pieter and Grant disappeared into their now shared suite after breakfast leaving Ian and Michael alone to discuss the situation.

Ian, after he got over the shock, was enthusiastic about having Pieter and Grant living near by.  Michael was also excited but was a little more suspicious over the coincidence.  Not that he thought Grant or Pieter had ulterior motives but he wondered about it.

“Well, I’m going to venture a guess here. Pieter always intended to do his residency in the States; Grant wants to be near him.  If you were going to live in another country, wouldn’t you want to live near your friends?  I know I would have been much more nervous about moving to here if you hadn’t been from this country.  There’s a world of difference between visiting some place and living there.”
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By three, many of their guests had left for excursions on shore and the pool desk was relatively deserted.  Michael turned over and reached for the sunscreen only to find Ian already holding it and ready to apply it for him.  Michael lay back and basked in the attention, knowing that after tonight they’d have too many activities to have much time alone.

He mentioned that to Ian who nodded. “Yes, it is rather odd that we’ll be doing so much but I gather that’s part of the wedding frenzy.”

“I was excited when we got our license in June.”

“Yes, that was exciting in more ways than one.” Ian said, remembering the nights they spent in their suite waiting for their license to be processed.

“I’m glad we did it because now we don’t have to rush around trying to see things.” 

Ian finished spreading the lotion over Michael’s back and put the cap back on the tube after spreading some over his own shoulders and legs.  He lay back down and naturally reached out to take Michael’s hand.

“Why do you think we haven’t made any friends in Philadelphia?”

Michael turned his head so he could see Ian. “I don’t know. It’s still summer and maybe we’ll meet more people when the fall semester starts.  It doesn’t help that we’ve been so busy with the wedding planning and school.”

“Do the neighbors seem a little standoffish to you?”

“They’re not like the folks in Michigan but it’s a different neighborhood, it’ll just take time.  Maybe we should join the historical society or the community association.  People might just be waiting for us to make the first move.”

“We did get the flyer for the Friends of the Wissahickon that looked interesting.  Could it be that they’re a little wary because of the Olympics.”

“There are also the commercials, the magazine articles and the tabloid stories.”

“True.  All right, I’ll stop worrying about being a social outcast.”

“Good.  Have I thanked you for giving me the week off from training?”

“Why no you haven’t.”

“I’ll have to work on that.”
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Janet Hamlin, the photographer they hired for the celebration, arrived as the last tour group returned to the ship and she was more than happy to sit down over dinner with them and her three assistants to discuss what kind of shots they wanted.

“You’re getting married on the pool deck?”

“Yes, they’ve come up with a stage type thing to put over the pool for the ceremony and the dancing.” Ian answered.

“It’s Plexiglas so we’ll still be able to see the water.”

“The events crew set it up a couple of weeks ago and took these pictures.” Ian opened his planner. “I think it will look nice at night with the pool light on.”

Janet looked over the photos and agreed. “You’re getting married an hour before sunset.  What kind of lighting will there be after dark?”

“White strings of lights on the railings on both decks.” Michael began to explain but Janet waved him off.

“It’s okay. We’ll go up tonight and take a look around.  The events people sent me plenty of pictures but I wanted to make sure you haven’t changed anything.”

“No, we’ve kept everything as planned.  If it gets colder than expected, the crew is ready to move us down to the Lounge on deck six and seven.”

“That’s fine, Ian.  I’ll talk to Marissa about exactly where you’re going to be standing during the ceremony but when are they putting on the pool covering?”

“The crew will close the deck at two on Saturday to start setting things up.”

Janet consulted her notes and looked up at them with a smile. “Well, that’s it.  I think you two are going to have a lovely and elegant ceremony.”

“Thanks.” Michael squeezed Ian’s hand with a smile.  
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Pieter, Grant, Ian Crocker, Aaron, Michael Klim and several others had conspired to throw a rather unorthodox bachelor party that night. They had gathered up over an hour of film on both Ian and Michael and arranged to have the film professionally edited. They then invited everyone on board to come to the lounge and watch the movie at the Seven Seas Lounge which had a theater sized screen.

Michael and Ian were lured there by Grant and Pieter’s suggestion that they all have dinner down at the restaurant on deck five and asking Michael and Ian to show them the casino and lounges on deck six, including Seven Seas, on the way.  It was quite a successful surprise when Pieter and Grant flung open the doors to reveal all their guests waiting for them.

What made the film so special was the amount of time it must have taken to get all material together.  What made the whole thing so funny were the voice overs their friends had done explaining the ‘true’ stories behind each film clip.

Ian’s slip off the blocks in the qualifier before Athens, Michael tripping as he stepped onto a podium, a couple of cut scenes from documentary including Michael bonking himself on the head on a kitchen cabinet and Ian’s hunt for the glasses that were sitting on his head. It all became fodder for the mill.

Lenny Krayzelburg, Kieran Perkins and Alexander Popov contributed a reenactment of ‘The Greatest Moment in Swimming History’ with Lenny portraying Michael, Kieran as Ian and Alexander as Pieter all lying on skateboards to simulate swimming in the 200 meter Free during the Athens games.  Ian Crocker and Aaron Piersol provided the play by play. Amanda Beard, Natalie Coughlin and Katie Hoff also got involved, helping the ‘swimmers’ make their turns. 

The coup de grace was when all the contributors got on stage and serenaded them (badly) with an a capella rendition of the ‘Friends’ theme especially for Michael, who was as famous for hating both the song and the show as Ian was for loving them.

The party then moved to the Compass Rose restaurant which their friends had thoughtfully decorated with stuffed animals in the form of kangaroos and crabs.  The hors d’oeuvres consisted of vegemite on toast, mini crab cakes, Tim-Tams and Berger Cookies and only wines from Australia and Maryland were served to complete the theme.  

Ian and Michael were beyond touched by the planning, time and expense their friends must gone through.  After they searched out and thanked each one, Lenny handed them a copy of the videotape and Amanda informed them that all the stuffed animals would be donated to the Cape Breton Regional Hospital in their names.

“I’m not sure if the kids will understand why they’re getting all these crabs and kangaroos but the hospital was thrilled when we called them.”

Michael hugged the woman he’d wasted so much time disliking. “Thanks Amanda. That was really thoughtful of you guys; this whole thing has just blown us away.”

“Well you guys really made it hard when you said you didn’t want gifts.” Amanda grinned and poked him in the shoulder. “You left us no choice.”
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August 29, 2009 off the coast of Sydney, Nova Scotia

Ian glanced nervously at the clock and bit his lip.  He and Michael were due on the pool deck in twenty minutes and he was suddenly beset with anxiety.  Was he really ready for this?  Would marriage ruin things for them?

He shook his head; he was being silly.  He could not have imagined loving Michael more than he had four years ago when he packed his bags and moved a half a world away from his home.  But their love was ever evolving and seemed to grow every day.  He was ready.

“Baby, are you okay?”

Ian turned and smiled softly at the man he would marry in just a few moments.  “I’m fine love.  Just deep thoughts.”

“Oh. You look great.” Michael smiled and took in Ian’s loose silk shirt and linen pants in a rich cream color with khaki deck shoes and then frowned. “I forgot to pack my shoes and nothing else looks right.”

Ian looked down at Michael’s bare feet and then swept up Michael’s body. Their outfits where similar in color and style but didn’t match exactly. “You look great too.  And I have a solution.”  Ian kicked off his own shoes and nudged them out of the way.  “See?”

Michael stepped forward and embraced Ian. “I knew you’d know what to do.” Michael brushed his lips across Ian’s and confessed, “I’m kind of nervous.”

“Me too.” Ian said, leaning his forehead against Michael’s and taking both of Michael’s hands in his.  They stood quietly just staring into each other’s eyes both relaxing and gaining peace from the other’s presence.

Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door and they walked together to answer it.  The ship’s captain was on the other side, ready to lead the men to the lounge on deck eleven.

Grant, Whitney and Hilary were waiting for them in the lounge, talking quietly. Michael’s sisters looked lovely in their sleeves A-line dresses in blue hydrangea while Grant was dressed in a tan pants with a summer blue silk shirt.  After everyone admired each other and the cream rose boutonnières were pinned to Michael and Ian’s shirts, Captain Gwynne cleared his throat.

“Well, gentlemen are you ready?”

Ian and Michael exchanged a look while nodding.  

“Good.  If you’ll hand your rings to your best person we’ll get this show on the road.”

They reluctantly began to remove their rings and Ian paused with a glance at Grant. “Suddenly I’m unsure of my choice for my best man.”

“Come on, mate! I promise not to ‘accidentally’ lose your ring between here and the pool deck.” Grant swore and crossed his heart.

Michael reached over and gently removed Ian’s ring and turned to Grant. “I trust you, Grant.” He placed the ring in Grant’s hand. “And I know where to find you.”

“Ooh. All right, Michael. I’ll be good.”

“See that you are.” Michael extended his hand to Ian who removed Michael’s ring and handed it to Whitney without a word.

“That’s nice. Don’t say a word to her, I’m hurt.” Grant exclaimed.

“If I lose this ring, Michael will kill whatever is left when mom gets done with me.” Whitney slipped the ring on her thumb and closed her hand around it, picking up her bouquet of cream roses, blue hydrangea and freesia.

“Can we get this show on the road?” Hilary asked as she moved toward the door.

“Yep. Is Iona ready?”

“Yes, she’s waiting at the foot of the stairs with her basket.  She looks adorable in her little dress; I’m glad you guys changed your mind.”

“She didn’t really give us a choice.” Michael said with a grin as he took Ian’s hand. “We’re ready.”

Captain Gwynne nodded and put his hat on to slip down the back way and cue the string trio who were providing music for the ceremony.

Down on the pool deck, the cellist caught the signal and the trio began the processional.  A crewperson nodded to Iona who began to walk up the aisle with her tiny bouquet. Hilary exited the door above and walked down the stairs followed by Grant escorting Whitney.

Their guests rose as the music changed and everyone turned to the stairs.  Ian and Michael walked down together, holding hands. They stopped to greet their own parents and then crossed to greet their almost in-laws before retaking each other’s hands and stepping up on the Plexiglas and joining their wedding party.  

Mrs. Holladay, a justice of the peace from Sydney stood between them and as they’d practiced, they turned to look at each other and clasped their left hands.

“Family and Friends, we’re here today to celebrate the union of Ian and Michael and to honor their commitment. Today, Ian and Michael proclaim their love to the world and we rejoice with and for them.

“In marriage, we give ourselves freely and generously into the hands of the one we love, and in doing so, each of us receives the love and trust of the other as our most precious gift. But even as that gift is shared by two people who are in love, it also touches the friends and family members who in various ways support and contribute to the relationship. All of you are Michael and Ian’s community, and each of you has played some part in bringing them to this moment. This is why gathering as a community is such an important part of a wedding ceremony. Because Michael and Ian are now taking a new form as a married couple, and in this form, they become part of their community in a new way.”  Mrs. Holladay closed her book and looked at Ian.

“I Ian take you Michael to be my spouse. I promise above all else to live in truth with you and to communicate fully and fearlessly. I give you my hand and my heart as a sanctuary of warmth and peace and pledge my love, devotion, faith and honor as I join my life with yours.” Ian choked up a little on the last words and struggled to finish.

Michael smiled and tightened his hand in Ian’s before clearing his throat and repeating the vows.

“I Michael take you Ian to be my spouse. I promise above all else to live in truth with you and to communicate fully and fearlessly. I give you my hand and my heart as a sanctuary of warmth and peace and pledge my love, devotion, faith and honor as I join my life with yours.”  Michael thought for a moment he would faint especially when he heard his mom sniffling behind him but the look in Ian’s eyes pulled him through.

Mrs. Holladay gestured to Grant and Whitney who both stepped forward with the rings.  She made sure both men had their rings securely in hand before continuing.

“For thousands of years lovers have exchanged rings as a token of their vows.  These bands are made precious by our wearing of them. Your rings say that even in your uniqueness you have chosen to be bound together.  Let these rings also be a sign that love has substance as well as soul, a present as well as a past, and that, despite its occasional sorrows, love is a circle of happiness, wonder, and delight.

“Michael please place Ian’s ring on his finger and repeat after me. ‘Just as this circle is without end, my love for you is eternal/ Just as it is made of indestructible substance/ my commitment to you will never fail/ With this ring I take you to be my most trusted confidante and partner for life.’”

Ian grinned as he felt the metal circle slid back where it belonged and then took Michael’s ring, ready for Mrs. Holladay to continue.

“Ian please place Michael’s ring on his finger and repeat after me. ‘Just as this circle is without end, my love for you is eternal/ Just as it is made of indestructible substance/ my commitment to you will never fail/ With this ring I take you to be my most trusted confidante and partner for life.’”

“Ian and Michael, although I'm officiating here today, it is not truly in my power to sanctify, legitimize or bless your relationship in any way, because the two of you have already done that in your hearts. So, by joining hands right now and looking into each other's eyes, let it be known that you are joined, body and soul in this lifetime, and that this bond is sacred and eternal.  And now that you have stood before me and exchanged these rings and these vows, and have agreed to be married according to the laws of the province of Nova Scotia it gives me gives me great pleasure to pronounce that you are now wed.”

Every guest stood and began to clap as Ian and Michael moved together and kissed each other as they each put an arm around the other’s waist.  Only Grant’s not so subtle jab into Ian’s back caused them to pull back and realize that they weren’t alone.

Michael hid his face in Ian’s neck, “I love you baby.” Michael whispered.

“I love you too.” Ian whispered back.

“How soon can we ditch these people and go back to our suite?”

“At least three hours.”

“Damn.  I guess that means you’ll just have to wait to see my new thong, huh?” Michael licked Ian’s neck so quickly that no one saw him do it and pulled away with a cheeky grin.

“Michael!” Ian said, equally shocked and titillated.

Michael only winked and pulled Ian’s hand so they could step down to the pool deck and mingle with their guests.  Despite being asked several times, Ian would not tell anyone just what Michael had said at the end of the ceremony.

Creampuffs and Catastrophes


August 30, 2009 Gulf of St Lawrence

Ian put the phone down and turned to Michael who was lounging on the bed next to him. “That was Philip reminding us that Fred and Jackie’s brunch starts in forty five minutes.”

Michael sighed, “Do we have to go?”

“If you ever want your father to talk to you again, we do.”

Michael shrugged, “Won’t he just blame you? I could live with that.”

“Ha ha. I couldn’t. However, I’m still worried about you don’t move and I’ll see if the ice is helping.”

Michael obliged and Ian lifted the ice pack from Michael’s arm. “The swellings gone down and the ship’s doctor did a good job on the stitches. We could always tell people what happened and that we’re not feeling up to it.”

Shaking his head, Michael carefully levered himself up. “We can’t tell people about this. It’s embarrassing enough that we required medical attention on our wedding night; they’re going to want the details. How’s your wrist by the way?”

Ian adjusted his ice pack and tentatively flexed his wrist, wincing at the sudden pain. “It still hurts. And we had an accident in the shower; it’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“We had an accident. We, as in the two of us. Meaning we were showering together. And somehow ended up with six stitches and a sprained wrist between us which means we were having sex in there.”

Ian put his uninjured hand on Michael’s leg. “But we’re married; we’re supposed to be having sex. And people knew we were having sex before that, we lived together for five years.”

“It’s one thing for people to know, we don’t have to present them with evidence.” Michael tried to stand up and sat right back down. “That local is still making me woozy. At least we had a partial wedding night before this happened.”

“And it was quite a wedding night up until that point. How are we supposed to hide this though? I’ll need to use the sling and you’re going to have to put a dressing on that.”

“I guess we can’t and I don’t want to disappoint my dad by not showing up.”

“That’s my love. Why don’t I call Philip back see if we can get a few snacks to help you shake off the anesthesia?”

“Thanks baby. Here, why don’t I call him while you decide what you want to wear and then I’ll help you dress.

“Thank you love.”

After Michael called in their order of toast and tea, he helped Ian pull on a pair of casual pants and a short sleeved shirt. He went to put on his own clothing when Ian stopped him.

“Do you have another thong like the one you wore last night? I may not be able to do anything about it right now but I can still dream.”

Michael laughed and pulled on a red thong, being careful of his stitches. He found a pair of Dockers and a short sleeved shirt and had just finished dressing when Philip arrived.

Philip was more than happy to put a dressing on Michael’s arm and help Ian put on the sling the doctor had left behind at four that morning. The couple ate and drank quickly and then hurried down to the lounge where their families were gathered.

The sling and dressing were quite a shock to their loved ones but before anyone got too upset, Ian waved his uninjured arm.

“We were in the shower, we lost our balance. I sprained my wrist when I tried to steady us but Michael slipped and cut his arm on the door. End of story.”

“Yeah, Ian has spoken. All heed the Ian.” Michael intoned before adding. “We’re both fine so can we move on?”

Although it was apparent that several people were not happy to let it rest there, they kept their mouths shut. The brunch was quite nice and the conversation turned to other matters. 

Michael and Ian were able to escape a couple of hours later and only wanted to return to their suite and sleep. As they walked down the hall of deck ten, Pieter and Grant were coming out of their suite and stopped to look at them.

“What happened to you?” Pieter asked, immediately in doctor mode.

“Shower, balance, slipped.” Ian said shortly, not wanting to give Grant any material to work with.

Pieter gently examined Ian’s wrist and then turned to Michael’s stitches while Grant strived to look more concerned than amused.

“I’ll say that you two will recover but aren’t you driving back to New York from Montreal? How will you make the journey like this? Ian you can’t drive and Michael, I would not advise that much motion.” Pieter said with a worried tone.

Michael and Ian looked at each other, not having realized what their injuries had done for the travel plans.

“Pieter, we were planning to return to New York anyway. Why don’t we cancel our flight and drive them back?” Grant suggested.

Pieter brightened up and looked between Ian and Michael. “Oh, that will give us a chance to catch up with each other and see the country.”

Ian realized they could either take the generous offer or arrange to fly back to New York which would still leave them trying to get a car back to Philadelphia. He glanced at Michael who appeared too tired to have an opinion.

“If you two are sure you want to do this then we’ll accept your offer. We really need to get some sleep so if you’ll-”

Grant put his hand out. “Here mate, give me your key and I’ll open your door. Pieter, make sure Michael doesn’t run into anything. Come on, Ian.” The taller man gently led Ian down the hall and quickly got him undressed and into bed with a glass of water and his pain medication. Pieter followed and did the same for Michael who was almost asleep anyway.

Pieter sat down next to Michael and checked his pulse, looking increasingly worried. “Michael, are you on antibiotics or pain medications?”

“In my pocket,” Michael mumbled and Pieter dug through Michael’s pants to find the sample packets from the ship’s doctor.

“Are you allergic to any medications, Michael?”

Michael yawned and answered sleepily, “No.”

“Have you taken either of these before?” Pieter asked as he checked Michael’s pupils.

“Pieter, what’s the matter?” Ian asked wide awake now and trying not to panic.

“Ian, did Michael hit his head when this happened?” Pieter slid his hands through Michael’s hair and thought he detected a bump, he pressed on it a little and Michael moaned and tried to swat his hand away. “Did Michael take this pain medication earlier?”

“He may have hit his head but he didn’t say anything. He took a pill after we ate; the label said to take it with food.”

“When did he take this pill?”

“About twenty minutes ago. What’s wrong?”

“I think he’s got a slight concussion and if so, he shouldn’t be taking this pain medication. Grant, can you call down to medical services and get the doctor back up here?”

“On it!” Grant grabbed the phone as Ian fretted.

“Pieter, how bad is it that he took that pill?”

“I’m not sure, Ian. I think he’ll be fine but I would like the doctor to look at him. Michael may not have noticed his head injury due to the cut he sustained but concussions and pain medications should not be mixed.”

Twenty minutes later, Dr. Piccoli confirmed that Michael might indeed have a slight concussion and advised moving him down to the medical bay for observation. Ian started to protest but reconsidered when Dr. Piccoli pointed out that Ian was hardly in any shape to watch over Michael.

Pieter stepped in. “Dr. Piccoli, I would be more than willing to stay and check Michael every half hour if you would leave your penlight. I’ll call you if there is any change in dilation or any other complications.”

Dr. Piccoli thought it over. “If Mr. Thorpe has no objections, I don’t see a problem with this Dr. van den Hoogenband.”

“Thank you Dr. Piccoli and Pieter. Yes, I’d much rather Michael didn’t spend part of our honeymoon in hospital.”

The ship’s doctor left and promised to return with a few items for Pieter including a penlight. Ian slumped back against the pillows in relief, gazing up at Pieter.

“Thank you. I don’t know how Michael would have handled that; waking up in a strange place.”

“That’s what friends do for each other Ian.” Pieter said.

Ian felt the adrenaline rush begin to ebb and yawned widely. “Still you’ve pulled our butts out of the fire twice today, don’t think I'll forget this.”

“No worries, Ian. Here,” Grant fluffed Ian’s pillows and pulled up the covers. “Get some sleep while you can.”

Pieter checked on Michael and turned off the light, leaving the door half open. He joined Grant in the living area and flopped down in a chair.

“What a disaster for them! To have this happen on their honeymoon.”

“I know poor guys. I’d better go find Debbie and Fred. He is going to be okay, right?”

“Yes, he should be. We’re probably being overly cautious but it that’s a good thing with head injuries. We can order room service when you get back, yes?”

“Yes, I’m starving. I’ll be back shortly.”
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Michael’s parents took the news well but only calmed down when Grant explained that Pieter and he would be staying with the newlyweds and that Dr. Piccoli was standing by to answer any questions.

Grant was delayed slightly as the news spread and people kept stopping him but he made it back just as Pieter was coming out of the bedroom. Pieter smiled and leaned against Grant, kissing him quickly.

“He’s resting quietly. Ian’s all wrapped around him. It makes examining him difficult but it’s quite a charming sight.”

“Good, as it appears the whole ship knows now.” Grant rubbed his nose against Pieter’s and patted his fanny. 

“None of that, I’m on duty. Shall I call for lunch?” Pieter stepped back and reached for the phone.

“Please and you started it.”
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Michael was still sore and a bit cranky as he walked off the ship behind Ian. He’d had such plans for their short honeymoon and then he had gone and ruined it by getting a concussion. The rest of the cruise was spent in bed but not having fun. He hung his head and trudged behind his spouse feeling quite low when Ian stopped, turned and smiled at him.

The black silk scarf did add a certain panache to Ian’s jeans and T-shirt and Michael couldn’t help but answer that wide white smile.

“How are you doing, love?”

“I’m okay. I’m really-”

“No, don’t apologize. If you remember, I was the one who brought the whipped cream in there with us.”

“Whipped cream? Do tell?” Grant said with a grin from behind Michael. He’d been very kind and gentle, as only Grant could be while Michael was incapacitated; however it didn’t mean he would miss an opportunity to tease them.

“Grant! Where did you come from?”

“I’ve been right behind you this whole time. Now back to the whipped cream-. Pieter! Don’t!” Grant ducked from Pieter’s hand flicking at his ears.

Pieter dropped his hand and grinned himself. “Grant we’re going to spend six or more hours in the car with them. Wait until after we’ve got them trapped to ask embarrasing questions.”

Ian put an arm around Michael and mock whispered, “It’s not too late; we can walk can’t we?”
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Three hours later, Grant pulled off I-87 and into a gas station near Saratoga Springs. They’d made good time and despite the threats, the subject of whipped cream did not come up.

He got out quietly as Pieter nudged the occupants in the backseat awake. “We’ve stopped for gas and maybe lunch. Do you need to use the facilities?”

Ian nodded as he sat up and looked at Michael who blinked a few times before answering. “Yeah, that sounds good? Where are we?”

“Near Saratoga Springs. 

“There’s a horse racing track here. We’re about halfway to New York then.” Michael unbuckled his seatbelt, opened his car door and got out, stretching and bending. Ian and Pieter also got out and the three went into the building.

Ian walked up to the counter and got the attention of the clerk, “Pardon me, do you have a restroom?”

“Pardon me?” The girl looked up at him with her mouth agape; Ian was a rather good looking man and she certainly appreciated the scenery.

“A restroom?” Ian repeated and then looked at Pieter for help. The clerk turned followed his gaze unable to believe her luck.

“Miss, do you have a public bathroom?” Michael asked, amused.

She turned towards him and goggled. “Oh my god. You’re Michael Phelps!” She fanned herself and got it together. “Yes, it’s in the back on your left.”

“Thanks.” Ian smiled charmingly and pulled at the back of Michael shirt to move him along. Once they got into the men’s room, Pieter turned to Ian.

“Does that ever get old?”

“What, people recognizing him? It happens to me too.”

Michael shook off and zipped up. “Oh please. She was like ‘he’s pretty, he’s pretty, oh look Michael Phelps.’ You guys get recognized because you’re attractive; I get recognized by my ears.”

Michael washed his hands and came over to wait for Ian to finish. Pieter grinned and slid his eyes at Ian.

“Michael, maybe you should get that operation.”

“Pieter, don’t even suggest it. His ears might be the source of his speed in the water.” Ian said with a chuckle.

“Don’t start with me, funny boy or you can stand there with your business hanging out for the rest of the day.” Michael waved his hand towards Ian's groin.

Ian managed to look contrite and pouted in a way he knew Michael couldn’t resist. “Is this any way to treat your spouse?”

Michael relented and helped Ian zip and button his pants a moment later as Pieter snickered. They all walked out a moment later and stood for a moment considering the food options available. Grant walked up as they stopped and then walked by with a quick grin when he spotted the restroom.

“Does anything look good to you?” Ian asked.

“There’s a McDonald’s next door. I’m going to get a Big Mac and fries. Do you guys want anything?”

Ian considered putting on his coach hat and telling Michael not to get that crap but stopped himself; he wasn’t Michael’s coach right now. “I’ll take the largest salad they have with ranch dressing.”

“Michael, I’ll go with you once Grant is out. I don’t eat McDonalds often but I’m sure there’s something I’ll like. Shall we wait by the car? It’s cold in here.”

They went towards the front door, stopping to sign autographs for Tammy the star-struck clerk when Grant joined them. He also signed the paper and handed it back to the girl.

“Thanks so much. Congratulations on your wedding.” Tammy said as she held the piece of notebook paper reverently.

After a few minutes discussion, they decided to move the car and eat inside McDonald's. They were all anxious to get to New York but no one wanted to eat in the car, least of all Grant.

They were back on the road a half hour later and despite a little rainstorm and some bad traffic in the city, made their way to the car rental office a few blocks from the Ship Terminal. Ian and Michael were doubly glad that Pieter and Grant had made the trip with them when it came time to move their luggage between the rental car, cab and terminal parking lot.

“We should have stopped here first and moved the all luggage over then dropped off the car.” Ian commented from the front passenger seat as Pieter got behind the wheel. 

“Now you tell us!” Grant said from the back seat. “Where was this brilliant idea forty minutes ago?”
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Pieter flipped his turn signal and turned onto the street Ian had indicated. It was almost seven pm and conversation had died out an hour ago. They’d been in the car all day and everyone was eager to get out of the moving vehicle.

“It’s the one up there on the right. The big brown thing.”

“That’s-” Pieter stopped, unable to say something that wouldn’t be insulting in some way. 

“You can say it. It’s rather ugly. Michael calls it ‘Vicky’s Horror House’ however it’s very roomy inside.” As they turned into the driveway, Ian reached up with his good hand and pushed the button on the garage door.

Everyone sighed as the car came to a stop and sat for a moment. “Grant, Pieter thank you. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

“Michael, we’ve said it before. This is what friends do for each other. Besides, aren’t you letting us stay with you next month?”

“I’m too tired to get into this. Let’s go inside okay?”

Their exit from the SUV were much slower as they sorted through their bags. After a mini-squabble, Ian and Michael were allowed to carry one small bag each and they went in the house as Grant and Pieter hauled the rest of the bags.

Ian immediately called for delivery from the local Chinese place and they all went upstairs. Michael and Ian’s suitcases were dropped off in their room before Pieter and Grant were led down to the in-law suite.

Michael nudged the door open and flipped on the light. “Here we go. This is the sitting area and behind those doors there’s a little kitchenette. The bathroom is right off the hall and this is the bedroom. I’m not sure if David and Christina changed the sheets or not but there are some here in the closet.”

“This is much better than a guest room, guys.” Grant commented as he sat on the king sized bed and then pointed the crib in the corner. “Do we get to keep that?”

“Only if it's one of your kinks,” Ian quipped feeling much better now that they were home. “The food will probably take another half hour; shall we all freshen up and then meet downstairs?”
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The rest of the evening was uneventful but relaxing. They sprawled around the family room eating Chinese food and watching TV for the first time in a week. By ten, Michael and Ian were struggling to stay awake and said good night to thier friends before heading upstairs.

“I can’t believe how tired I am from just sitting in a car all day. Maybe we should have flown to New York to spare us all.” Michael mused aloud as he helped Ian undress. 

“We could have but we probably would have been stuck on standby.” Ian gave Michael a little peck on the mouth. “I’m just glad we’re home.”

“Me too.”

“Let’s skip taking a shower tonight and just go to bed. Even if we can’t do anything, I still want to hold you tonight.”

“Okay. I’m just glad we’re on the other side of the house from Grant and Pieter. Did you see the looks they were giving each other?”

“Yes. You know I’m actually glad we drove with them. It was good seeing them together.” Ian said as he went into the bathroom. Michael followed and prepared their toothbrushes. After brushing and visiting the toilet, they crawled into bed and carefully cuddled up with each other and their ice bags.
Potato Polka

September 5, 2009 Philadelphia PA

Michael sighed as he lowered himself on Ian’s cock, tilting his head back and feeling the slight burning sensation.  He squirmed a little, causing Ian to gasp and looked down at his spouse with a grin.

“Okay, Ian?”

Ian grinned back and slid his legs up until his feet were flat and gave a little bounce with his hips. “Feels great, love but would you move please?”

“Bossy man.” Michael said fondly as he bent at the waist and kissed Ian.  He raised and lowered his hips a few times in a teasing manner but he quickly got down to business.  It wasn’t the most romantic love making session they’d ever had but this was the first time they’d managed to have anal sex since the accident and neither was in the mood to linger.

Two minutes later, Michael swung his leg over and lay down next to Ian. He removed the condoms from both of them and disposed of them before lying on his side to look at Ian, resting a hand on Ian’s stomach.

“Not one of our better efforts, was it?” Ian said quietly

“No but it’ll get better and we’ll soon be back to normal.  It was still nice.”

“Yes it was.” Ian picked up Michael’s hand and kissed his finger tips.  “But I was beginning to think that marriage had ruined our sex life.”

“Well it’s too late, you’re stuck with me.”

“Stuck on you is more like it.”

They both looked up at a knock on the door and Michael pulled the sheet over them before granting entry. Pieter stuck his head in and peeked around the door.

“Good morning, Grant and I are going to walk down to the Farmer’s Market. We just wanted to let you know where we went.”

Ian looked at Michael who turned back to Pieter. “Do you mind if we tag along? It’ll take us twenty minutes to get ready to go.”

“Of course not.  We’ll be waiting out on the front steps; it’s very nice outside this morning.”

Eighteen minutes later, Michael and Ian walked out the front door with Michael’s backpack and two tote bags to find Pieter and Grant lounging on the front steps.

Grant rose and pulled Pieter up. “There you are. What’s this Farmer’s Market like?”

Michael and Ian looked a bit embarrassed and Michael confessed as they started walking that they hadn’t had a chance to visit it yet.

“Why not?  You’ve lived here three months and you two like walking, it’s less than a mile from here.”

“Between summer classes and the wedding planning, we haven’t really looked around.  Huh.” Michael paused. “You know, that’s how I met all of our neighbors in Ann Arbor.  Maybe that’s why we haven’t really met anyone.”

“We’ve met the woman who lives next door but only once, when she accepted a flower delivery.” Ian said and then asked Michael, “What was her name?” 

“Bettina something; the kids were Michael and Lynette.  I haven’t seen them much but they’ve probably been at the beach.”

“What beach?” Pieter asked.

“Either the Jersey Shore or the Delaware beaches; maybe even Ocean City in Maryland.  Some people take their kids down for the entire summer if they’ve got a house down there.  It’s only a couple of hours away depending on traffic.  There’s not much surfing but we could go down for a weekend.”

“Is it open year round?” Ian wanted to know.

“Yes but it’s a lot less crowded after this weekend.  The season ends on Labor Day and its kind of neat being down there in the winter.”

“Are there any parks around here?  We both like this area although we haven’t seen much.” Pieter held up his hand. “No don’t apologize, neither of you has been up to playing tourist with us nor you offered to let us borrow a car.  We’ve been happy to have a few days of rest.”

“We’re only a few blocks from Wissahickon and there’s a city park further down the hill.” Michael answered.  “We kept saying we’d get around to checking them out and I’ve driven by both but we haven’t had time.”

They made it out to Germantown Avenue and turned to the left, Michael and Ian walking in front.  

“How was house hunting here?” Grant asked.

“We can give you our agent’s number; he was quite easy to work with once he got over the pool thing.  We had a little trouble because we wanted a house big enough for visitors. With Michael’s family right down the road, we wanted the room.  We’ve been down there a few times but aside from right before the wedding, no one’s been up here yet.”

“Mom told me that no one visited because they didn’t want to just pop in on us and she reminded me that we have cousins here.  One of Ryan’s nephews lives down in Chester County.  We’ve been sort of dumb about all this haven’t we?  They were waiting for invitations.”

“That explains it. Which one of your cousins lives here?”

“Bill and Carol, he works for an insurance company; she’s a bank teller. They don’t have any kids.” At Ian’s blank look, Michael continued. “He’s the golfer and she’s kind of quiet.”

“Ah, I think I remember them now. They seemed nice.”

Pieter stopped to look in a shop window and Grant circled around to pull him forward.  “We can window shop on the way back, Pieter.”

“But there were books in there!”

“Do you want to carry books down and back up the hill? We’ll stop on the way back, I promise.” 

Ian glanced over his shoulder with a faint grin and said to Michael, “Shall we leave them alone?”

“No but we can ditch them on the way back.” Michael suggested and took Ian’s hand.  At Ian’s look he shrugged. “We’re married.”

“So we are.” Ian squeezed Michael’s hand. 
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The market was crowded and busy with shoppers. The two couples split up to look around and Ian was stunned to find a sushi place he’d overlooked. After ten agonizing minutes, he finally chose several varieties to take home and put them in his tote bag. Michael had left a few minutes earlier to check the seafood vendor so Ian wandered over there only to find no sign of Michael.

He walked a bit further to find Michael over by one of the exits. The local SPCA had set up in a vacant corner and there were several pets on display including eight or nine dogs.  After observing or a moment, he joined Michael who was kneeling beside a medium sized black and white dog talking to one of the volunteers.

“-we think he’s a McNab Terrier with some shepherd, retriever or collie mixed in.  He’s a great dog, very friendly and good with kids, other dogs and cats.”

“How old is he?” Michael asked as the dog calmly accepted the petting aside from wagging his tail.

“A year, maybe two. He was a stray but we’ve had him in a foster home for three months.  He’s very trainable, doesn’t bark excessively, housebroken and he’s not a chewer.  We’re hoping to place him in an active home or one with a big yard. He loves to play and liked taking runs with his foster mom.”

After Tiny’s untimely demise, Ian been resistant to getting another dog and Michael had been very understanding. When Ian saw the look on Michael’s face as the dog rolled over for a belly scratch, he knew he couldn’t resist any longer.

“What’s his name?” Ian asked as he crouched down to take a closer look at the animal.

“Oh, hey Ian.  This is Gizmo and the shy little girl there is his sister Gadget.”

Ian looked over to see another dog under the table.  Ian whistled softly and both dogs’ ears perked up. “Gadget, come here girl.” The female dog got up and shyly approached Ian.  She must have found something about him she liked because she immediately rolled over for a belly scratch.

“I think she likes you, she’s usually pretty shy with strangers.” The volunteer commented. “Are you looking for a dog?”

Michael looked at Ian who looked down at the dogs.  “I think we’re looking for two.”  

“Really?” Michael said with astonishment.

“Yes, really.”

“Oh wow!”

“Well now that we have a fenced yard and I have more time, we can take care of them properly.  I didn’t want us to get a dog only to leave it alone all day.”  Ian stood up and Gadget fell in to a heel position behind him, straining at the leash tied to the table. Ian looked down in surprise and then glanced at the volunteer. 

“Both dogs have had some training but I’ve never seen her do that before.  Are you serious about taking both of them?”

“Yes. What kind of paperwork do we need to fill out?  And you’ll do a house visit, I presume.”  Ian moved closer to the table so Gadget could get some slack on her leash.

“Oh, yes.  Hang on a minute and I’ll get the forms.” The woman said before dashing off.

“Ian, are you sure? About getting both of them?”

“Of course. How could we choose between them? They’ve been raised together haven’t they?”

Michael stood and took Ian’s hand. “I’m so excited!”

The volunteer came back and other than an eye flick towards their hands, made no comment as she handed them the clipboard and a pen.

Twenty minutes later, Pieter and Grant found them as the volunteer, Abby Roberts, had just finished talking them into taking the big gray cat that had been fostered with the dogs.

“Excellent. I’ll be by tomorrow for the visit and if all goes well, you can pick up the animals next Saturday.”

“Can we stop in to play and visit them? I don’t want them thinking we’ve abandoned them?” Michael asked as he gave the cat a chin scratch.

“Of course, they’re all at the shelter now; our address and hours are the copies I gave you.”

After twenty more minutes of petting the dogs and cat, Ian and Michael knew they had to leave.  They gave each animal one last pat and walked away quickly. 

Once they were outside, Ian turned to Pieter and Grant. “Go on and say it.”

“Say what? Cute dogs? Pretty kitty?” Pieter asked.

“Really, like we’d pick on you for this when there are so many easier shots we can take?” Grant added.
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September 7, 2009 Philadelphia

Grant closed the back door behind him and waved at Ian and Michael before turning to follow Pieter into the airport.  Michael pulled out slowly and merged into traffic.

“It was fun having them here, wasn’t it?”

“Yes it was.  Hard to believe we’re starting classes again tomorrow.”

“I know. At least the fall semester is going to be much easier than the summer session.” 

“I enjoyed the Russian immersion class but it was a time suck. I have a great idea, love.  Let’s go see the animals and afterwards we can make dinner and go up to bed early.”

“How early?”

“How long do you think it will take me to lick down your back and up your front?”

&&

September 22, 2009

Ian walked down front steps and picked up his spare house key, slipping it in the zipper pocket of his jogging shorts.  He and Michael were busy with school and his training but without the additional stress of wedding planning, they were spending more time with each other.

He reached for the leashes and saw Gadget who was sprawled out in front of the door raise her head and start to wag her tail.

“Yes girl, we’re going for a walk.”

The dog sprang up and came dancing over to get her leash clipped on.  She’d learned that the leash meant a nice walk or maybe even a run although Ian wasn’t sure who was training whom. 

He whistled which brought Gizmo running from the sun room.  Gizmo accepted the leash and Ian opened the door, walking out behind them.  The dogs obeyed both of them but Gizmo was clearly Michael’s dog just as Gadget was his.

They walked out to Germantown Avenue and crossed the street, heading towards Pastorius Park.  It wasn’t a long walk and the dogs had fun in the off leash area chasing after sticks but Ian felt his calves burn a little on the way home.  

He’d been out of the pool for months and had been neglecting his physical condition.  Things weren’t dire by any means, he still had his figure but he knew he’d better start doing something.  That gave him idea and he was happy to see that Michael was home as he led the dogs into the kitchen door.

“Hello love.” Ian said after Michael greeted the dogs. 

“Hi baby. Did you guys have a good walk?”

“Yes. And I came up with something I want to run by you.  Would you mind of I trained with you a couple of days a week?”

“Train?”

“No worries, I’m not going back to competing but I’m losing muscle tone and my energy levels are down.  I feel pudgy.”

Michael tilted his head and looked him over. “Raise your shirt for a minute?” 

Ian pulled up the hem and Michael caressed and rubbed his still taut torso.

“You look great to me but if you want to hit the pool with me I’m okay with it.” Michael kissed Ian’s cheek and then turned back to the pot on the stove.

“Uh Michael?”

“Yes baby?”

“You want come back over here and take care of this?”

“Huh?” Michael glanced over and saw the noticeable bulge in Ian’s loose pants.  “Oh, did I do that?” He tried to look innocent but the way his eyes were glued to Ian’s groin gave him away.

“Michael love. Can whatever you’re making be left for a while?”

Without a word, Michael reached over and turned the burner under the pot down and put the cover on.  He slowly walked over to Ian and traced over the bulge with one finger.

“What’s in it for me?”

Ian grabbed Michael’s hand by the wrist and whipped it around until it was behind Michael’s back.  He used his leverage to pull Michael tight against his body.  “Are you teasing me?”

“What if I am?” Michael answered with a sneer.

“You’re playing with fire, Michael.” Ian warned, his voice deepening.

“Oh yeah? What are you going to do about it?” Michael nudged his groin against Ian’s with a little bump and grind motion.

Ian responded by taking Michael’s lips in a masterful kiss and capturing those wicked hips in his hands.  Michael moaned and wound his arms around Ian’s neck, trying to get closer.  

Pulling his mouth away with difficulty Michael gasped out, “Floor hard. Couch.”

Ian nodded as his mouth attacked Michael’s throat and began shuffling them towards the family room.  Ian’s shirt ended up on the kitchen floor, Michael’s over the arched glass door of the family room. Ian pulled Michael’s jeans and boxed down just enough to bare his groin before pushing him down on the couch. 

Standing over him with sultry look, Ian removed his own pants and underwear, dropping them carelessly on the floor before stepping forward and pushing Michael’s knees apart.

Michael watched the show with breathless fascination, reaching down to stroke himself at the sight.

“None of that.” Ian chided as he lowered himself onto Michael. He captured Michael’s hands in his and held them. “That belongs to me now.”

Michael gave him a stubborn look and stuck his lip out. “Prove it.”

Ian smiled wickedly and began to rub his rigid cock against Michael abs. His position allowed him to not only pleasure himself but he made sure only to brush against Michael’s own cock which didn’t give Michael any stimulus.

“Ian!” Michael moaned when he realized where this was going.  Between his half removed jeans trapping his legs together and Ian’s weight, he could barely move.

“See, this is what happens when you tease me.”

“I promise I’ll never tease again.”

Ian stopped moving and quirked his brow, looking down at Michael. “How am I supposed to believe that?”

“Because you love me?” Michael said in a hopeful voice, trying to look pathetic.

“And?” Ian said patiently.

“Because I love you?” Michael started revving up the puppy dog eyes and Ian’s defenses collapsed.

“Good enough.” He inched down and began moving again, his mouth gravitating to the spot under Michael’s ear. Their cocks were in perfect alignment and it didn’t take long for first Ian then Michael to come.  Between the sweat and the semen they were a bit messy but neither took any notice as they rested.

Michael nuzzled Ian’s shoulder and hugged him close. “I hate to move but I’m losing circulation in my legs.”

“Sorry love. Hang on.”  Ian levered up and snagged his briefs, wiping up the mess between before getting to his feet and pulling Michael up.  He helped Michael get out of his pants and boxers and they both padded into the downstairs bathroom to clean up a little more.

“Oh hell.” Michael said, dropping the washcloth he was using and dashing into the kitchen.  Ian followed and discovered Michael looking into the pot on the stove with an expression of relief.  

“Did it burn?”

“No, its fine but I forgot all about it.”

“Good but would you mind stepping back from the stove?  You’re endangering some of my favorite bits over there.”

Michael looked down and immediately put the spoon down and stepped back.  “Sorry, forgot I was naked.  I guess I’d better go upstairs and put some clothes on before tackling the bacon.”

“Please.  Why don’t you turn it off and go do that. I’ll find our clothes and I’ll be right there.  What are you making by the way?”

“I stopped at the Market on the way home; that’s potato soap from Cosmic in the pot and I was going to make bacon dressing to go with the spinach I bought.  See you upstairs.”  Michael turned the burner off and left the room after bussing Ian’s cheek.

Ian’s stomach grumbled at the mention of food so he quickly tracked down their discarded clothes before going upstairs.  Michael was already out of the shower and pulling on a pair of sweats when Ian walked in and stopped at the sight of the big gray lump sleeping on his side of the bed.

“Was he in here?” If the dogs had adopted them, Flannel the cat had assumed ownership of the house and made himself comfortable anywhere he pleased.

“Huh?” Michael finished pulling his sweatshirt over his head and followed Ian’s gaze.  “You mean Flan?  Yeah he was right there.”

“How does he keep getting in here and why does he always sleep on my side of the bed.”

“Did you close the door when you left?”

“Yes.” 

“It was open when I came up the stairs. Maybe he can open the door. And he’s sleeping there because you don’t want him to.  It’s what cats do.”

Ian grouched a bit and walked into the bathroom.  He turned on the shower and swished off quickly before toweling dry and returning to the bedroom. Michael and the cat were gone so Ian dressed in record time and went to join them.

The animals were lined up and watching Michael’s every move he measured out their food and set their bowls on the floor.

“Do you need help with dinner?”

“Sure. You want spinach or bacon?”

“Spinach.  Hand me the water dishes and I’ll wash and refill them before I start.”

“Okay.”

They worked well together and after dinner, they went in the family room to watch TV with the cat sitting on the back of the couch and the dogs sprawled out under the coffee table.  

Michael reached over to the chair and snagged the throw.  “You want part of the blanket?”

“Yes please.  It’s getting a bit chilly in here.”

After the blanket was arranged to their liking, Ian put his arm around Michael’s shoulders and cuddled up, contented in all ways.

Two to Tango
October 30, 2009 Philadelphia

Michael finished gluing down the last item to a light blue long sleeved T-shirt and cackled maniacally. He thought the little swim fins and snorkel really made the costume.

Grant and Ian, who were relaxing in the family room, looked over at him. 

“He’s clearly gone wacko, Thorpie.” Grant commented out of the side of his mouth. “Be afraid, be very afraid.”

Ian shrugged and grinned. “Michael love, how’s it going in there?”

“Great. I’m all done. You want to see?”

“We’d love to.”

Michael grabbed his costume and disappeared into the downstairs powder room and then reappeared wearing the blue shirt covered in little Barbie toys with blue sweat pants with Hot Wheels running up the sides.

“What am I?”

The men in the living room shook their heads and Michael helpfully pointed to the cars and then to his chest. Grant snapped his fingers. “You’re a car pool!”

Ian laughed in appreciation. “Michael, that’s brilliant. What are you doing for me?”

“I have a lot more Barbie Pool stuff and I was going to do a shirt similar to this one but you’d be wearing jeans. You get to be ‘Gene Pool’.”

Grant started laughing. “I like it. Pretty good costumes.”

“Thanks. Grant, are you sure you don’t want to come to the costume party tonight?”

“I’m sure, that flight wore me out and I’ll be fine here with the puppies and the demon cat. Pieter’s supposed to call around seven anyway.”

“Well, if you’re sure.” 

Michael went back to the bathroom to change and Ian looked at his friend.

“You look a little depressed.”

Grant started to deny it but Ian knew him too well. “I am. I know Pieter will be here in January and I’m going there for Christmas but it seems so far away. Are you guys sure you don’t mind me staying here until then? I don’t want to house hunt without him.”

“Of course not,” Michael said from the doorway. “You’re tidy, you don’t play loud music and you’re willing to walk the dogs. Why would we mind?” Michael sat back down and grabbed the glue gun.

“He’s right. It’s good having you here.” Ian toasted Grant with his glass.

“Thanks. I’ll try not to get underfoot.”

**

Ian admired the costumes on the group of trick-or-treaters as Grant handed out the candy. It was getting late and the kids were coming in dribs and drabs now. They were almost out of candy so Ian considered turning off porch light. The kids yelled their thanks and ran back down the front walk to the adult waiting for them.

“Did I miss anything good?” Michael asked as he came back outside.

“Two ghosts, a bum and a referee. I think all the cute costumes are over; these were older kids.”

“Oh well. How are we doing on candy?”

“Ten pieces left.” Grant said after a quick count.

“It’s almost eight. Let’s give it five more minutes; it’s nice enough out here.” Michael sat down on the step next Ian.

“How’s Deb?” Ian asked after slinging an arm around Michael.

“She’s fine. She warned me that Whitney and Craig might be making a big announcement soon and Hilary’s been dating someone pretty seriously but she hasn’t brought him around to meet the folks yet.”

“I liked Craig; he’s kind of quiet but seemed a steady sort.”

Eight o’clock arrived without another group of kids so Ian turned off the light and they stayed out on the porch for a while.

“What time to you have to be in New York on Monday?” Ian asked after snitching one of the remaining candy bars.

“Before ten and I’ll be back Thursday night. I’ve worked it out and I’ll catch the train down the hill which connects to the New Jersey trains in Trenton. It takes about two hours from here with only one transfer. The trip back takes a little longer and it’s a little trickier but if I use Amtrak, it’ll take two hours too.”

“I always forget how close we are. Michael, we should go up for the weekend.”

“Sure, I’d like to go up and see how the facilities for the Olympics are coming anyway if you don’t mind making a side trip. I still can’t believe they got the bid.”

December 1, 2009 Wharton School of Business, University of PA

Ian shook Dr. Wicket’s hand, picked up his briefcase and left the office. He liked his advisor but the older man was very talkative and he was now running slightly behind schedule. He made his way out of the building and over to Walnut Street. He waited a minute or two, checked his watch and considered calling Michael when he heard the beep of the horn.

Michael pulled up in his SUV with Grant in the back seat and Ian ran around and got in the passenger seat. He leaned over, gave Michael a quick kiss and then buckled in as Michael merged back into traffic.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“No problem, we have plenty of time.”

Ian twisted in his seat to look into the back. “Hey Grant.”

“Hello.” Grant extended a piece of paper forward. “There’s the list and we made sure we got everything.”

Ian took it and turned back around; making sure every item was ticked off. “Looks like you’re good to go then.”

The trip to the airport didn’t take long and Michael pulled up in the departure area, putting the car in park.

“Tell you what, I’ll get our bags while you two say goodbye.” Grant slipped out of the vehicle and opened the back hatch.

“I’m sorry I can’t go with you love.” Ian said after they’d looked at each other for a moment.

“It’s okay. I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m going to miss you too.” They kissed briefly and got out of the car. Grant had gotten his and Michael’s bags out, shutting the hatch behind him as Ian approached.

“Thanks for doing this, Grant.” They shook hands in a manly manner before hugging briefly. 

“No problem. It’ll be weird going to a meet without my bathers but I’ll take good care of him.”

Ian turned to Michael who gave them both looks and hugged him quickly. “Call me when you get in, okay?”

“I will. Don’t let the cat boss you around too much and remember to take out the trash. Love you baby.” Michael kissed him quickly, handed him the car keys and stepped back; they were both taking their first separation since the wedding hard and Michael was half tempted to just stay home.

Ian waved and got in the car, pulling off before he talked himself into blowing of the seminars he had scheduled this week and going anyway. Being a responsible adult really sucked sometimes. He stopped at the mall on the way home and took care of the last of his Christmas shopping. 

He quickly found the sweaters he’d seen in the flyer, picked up four of them in different colors and then picked up two more for himself. He took them up to the counter and waited patiently while the sales clerk dealt with another customer. Finally, the customer walked off and Ian set down his burden. 

“Thank you for waiting sir, will this be all today?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Will you be putting this on your Strawbridge’s charge?”

“No.” Ian pulled out his wallet and handed over his platinum Visa; the one with Michael’s picture on it.

“Do you know that we’re offering a free gift for new charge accounts opened during the month of December?” The clerk asked as she scanned each tag and folded the sweaters.

“No I didn’t but no thank you, I’m not interested.”

The clerk shifted her eyes towards another store employee who was lurking near by and gave him a small moue of apology.

“I understand. Do you need gift boxes for your purchases today?”

“Yes, please. Just four if you would.”

“Yes sir.” Her expression eased and Ian knew without looking that the other employee had left the area. She laid his credit card and sales slip on the counter. “Sorry about that.”

“Quite all right. I understand; you do know the term ‘free gift’ is-” Ian said softly as he signed the receipt and pocketed his card again.

“Idiotic? Yes, that’s why they’re watching me. Can I ask where you got that credit card from? It’s a great picture.”

Ian looked at her and realized he’d once again gone unrecognized. Maybe it was his new short hair cut, or the lack of any blonde highlights. “My spouse does work for the company; I don’t think it’s available to the general public.”

“That’s a shame; my sister just loves Michael Phelps.” The woman handed him his bag with a bright smile.

“Ah. Well, I’ll be sure to tell him he’s got a fan. Have a happy holiday.” Ian said with a wave and walked away. He still had one more present to get.

6:45 PM Dallas, Texas

Michael followed Grant off the plane and down the gangway with a sigh. He already missed Ian and it had only been six hours. Grant paused and waited for him with an inquiring look; Michael just smiled ruefully.

“I know, buck up. It’s only four days.”

“I was going to ask if you’d been here before and knew where the baggage claim was but as your temporary coach, I’ll go with yours.”

“It’s this way, I think. I’ve been here but that doesn’t mean I remember or that it’s still in the same place.” Michael led them down and after following the signs, found the right area. They picked out their bags and went towards the shuttle area.

A representative from the US Swim organization was waiting for them and gave Grant a look of surprise. “I thought Thorpe was your coach?”

Michael and Grant looked at each other and Michael pulled back in fake shock. “You mean this isn’t Ian? I guess all those Australians do look the same.”

“We do actually. Australia is an island after all, must be the inbreeding.” Grant said solemnly.
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Michael threw his bag on the bed next to the window, sat down and looked up at Grant. “Sometimes I’m ashamed to be from this country.”

Grant sat on the other bed, “Don’t worry about it. I’ve been here enough times to know that not all you Yanks are like that.”

“Still. Talking about how foreigners are ruining the country in front of someone from another country?”

“I gather he wasn’t talking about my kind of foreigner, he meant the ones who weren’t white. Which doesn’t make it right but those types of people don’t think beyond their own little worlds.”

“I know but he ticked me off.”

“Well good, he’s got a swimmer in one of your races so make sure you beat the tail off the boy.” Grant kicked off his shoes and made himself comfortable.

Michael did the same. He wasn’t scheduled to be at the pool for another two hours so he could afford to relax a little. “This is going to be so weird; everyone I know has retired.”

“Larsen’s still swimming but it’s the same with the Australians. You’ll probably see a lot of guys swimming today who got into the pool because of you; you know that right?”

“Icky. Don’t remind me; I’m only twenty four.”

“All right but I did try to warn you. You want to get some grub before we head to the pool?”

“Sure, let me call Ian first.”


%%

Struggling not to laugh, Grant watched Michael smile politely, put down his plate and give another autograph to one of the young swimmers who populated the hotel’s restaurant. Michael had been trying to take advantage of the buffet for the last ten minutes without much success. The seat next to him was pulled out and Larsen plopped down with a friendly grin.

“Hackett, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“I’m here with the old guy over there.” Grant nodded in Michael’s direction.

“I heard that Ian was coaching him now.”

“He is but there’s seminar at Wharton that he can’t miss.”

“Oh. What have you been up to since the wedding of the year?”

“I’m working in New York and staying with Ian and Michael on the weekends.”

Larsen laughed. “Okay now I get it. I thought you were still living in Australia. It makes more sense now.”

“You thought I’d come all this way?”

“Well you and Ian are tight, everyone knows that. And you’re both crazy so I think you would have done it if you weren’t here.” Larsen shrugged with a grin.

Michael had finally gotten his plate filled and made his way back to the table. He greeted Larsen as he sat down and picked up his fork only to be interrupted with yet another autograph request.

“Dude, don’t you know you’re supposed to wait until after the meet?” Larsen asked.

The tall skinny kid frowned but Michael graciously signed the magazine. “It’s okay, I don’t mind.” 

After the guy scurried off, Michael finally got a few minutes of peace to eat as Grant and Larsen continued their conversation which mostly consisted of making fun of all the new guys.

9:20 PM Philadelphia, PA

Ian poured himself a cup of tea and made his way into his study, walking through each room on the first floor; he fluffed the pillows on the couch in the family room, straightened the pictures in the dining room, picked up and tidied the newspaper in the sunroom and checked the water in the vase on the hall table. 

Michael always laughed at this evening routine but Ian saw nothing wrong with keeping the place in good order. He was house proud and unashamed of it. Besides, Michael did a similar thing every morning before he left for school. Their families thought it was semi-hysterical that such messy little boys had grown into absolute neat freaks but it was different when it was your own home or that’s how Ian always looked at it.

The dogs had followed along behind him and took their positions in front of the lit fireplace with canine sighs of pleasure. Flannel was already lounging in the leather chair closest to the fire and blinked up at him for a moment before returning to his nap. Ian sat down behind his desk, set his cup down on a coaster and relaxed for a moment before reaching for his journal and pen.

*&*&*&*&*&
From the journal of Ian Thorpe December 1, 2009 Volume III, page 122.

Michael left this afternoon for Dallas and although Grant is with him, I find myself worrying anyway. Will he remember to eat? Will he be able to sleep in the hotel? Will he do well?

I suppose it’s silly to worry that a grown man wouldn’t remember to feed himself, especially Michael, but it doesn’t stop me. I have no worries that he’s not eating the right things because he’s still able to eat anything without apparent effect but he’s been out of competition for over a year.

Who am I trying to kid? He’s the perfect swimmer. He’d no more forget how to compete that he’d forget how to breathe.

As for sleeping, he’ll probably toss and turn a bit but he’ll manage. He’s only swimming three events and he could do that without sleeping a wink the whole time. I’ve always known he was a great swimmer but until I actually started watching him train, I never saw how committed he was to every mind numbing lap.

Bob was right, I’m only the window dressing; Michael is perfectly capable on his own. Although he does seem to appreciate my paltry contributions especially since we started swimming together. It was strange at first, being in the lane beside him and not going all out but he says it calms him to hear me next to him. Since I’m the only one who can keep up with him even during training, I guess I am helping.

We’ve been discussing New York lately. He hasn’t said much but he mentioned he wants to finally go to the Opening Ceremonies. That’ll cut back on the number of events he’ll swim but it’s his last Olympics. He deserves to actually have the time and enjoy the moments.

^&^&^&

Ian put down his pen and reached for his tea, only to discover it had gone cold. Typical. He got up and returned a few minutes later with a fresh cup. This time he sat down and actually drank his tea before returning to his writing.

%^%$%$

I’ve been avoiding thinking of being here alone for the first time since we got married. I do miss him but its four days, I can manage four days. And I’ll just keep telling myself that until he comes back. 

It’s eight in Dallas so he’s at the pool, doing a few laps. Grant promised to yank him out at nine and haul him back to the hotel. If Debbie didn’t have direct evidence of his birth, I’d be tempted to say Michael was part naiad. 

I promised Charles before we left Michigan that I wouldn’t give up writing and that I would use this journal to examine myself and my motivations. I don’t do that very well, not out of the pool anyway and I’m not my favorite subject. Maybe I’ve given too many interviews to ever feel comfortable putting things on paper.

This is the first chance I’ve had since Michael proposed to sit down and attempt to write. That’s not true. I’ve made several attempts. It’s much easier to write about Michael than myself.

The wedding planning got out of hand. It shouldn’t have been so complicated. We agreed on most of the details, we had tremendous help from the cruise line but it seemed like it never ended. If we didn’t have to decide who to invite, we were trying to figure out who got what suite.

Then there was our wardrobe, the flowers, the menus, the decorations; I feel nauseas just thinking about it even now. I got so caught up in having the perfect wedding that I almost forgot I was marrying the perfect man. 

I think it all comes down to the fact that I was ready to get married four years ago and Michael was nowhere near that point. Well I thought I was ready. I was just so happy that I finally had a person to share my life with and I needed to close the deal, so to speak. That’s not really a good reason for marriage.

Two years ago we almost broke up because we didn’t express our insecurities. We didn’t have a total breakdown of communication this time but the wedding did push us apart. Waking up in the dining room with my face stuck to a magazine was the last straw. I was pissed that Michael left me there all night but it got his point across, didn’t it?

I could either spend my time with magazines and color swatches or spent it with him. He didn’t come out and say it like that; he merely mentioned he was more interested in what happened after the wedding than at the wedding. After all, what were three hours compared to the rest of our lives?

I didn’t just wake up that morning; I woke up to the situation I was causing. Again. Why do I keep doing these things to drive him away from me? 

Am I testing him? Giving him chances to fail me?

&*&*

Ian closed the journal and put the pen in the drawer. The fire was almost out so he got up and opened the screen, putting the ashes into the pail and taking them outside after pulling on his jacket. The dogs went with him and got their last run in before bed while he watered the pail and stored it away from the house.

It didn’t take long and he took a few minutes to wash out his cup and clean up the tea pot. He checked the alarm and turned off the lights as he headed upstairs. He brushed and flossed and used the bathroom before getting into bed. It was almost eleven and Michael would be calling soon.

In the meantime he thought about what he’d written. As he absently stroked the cat who’d taken up residence in his lap he knew that he had been testing Michael, pushing him to see how much it would take before Michael threw up his hands and walked away. Sinking back into the pillows he looked over to Michael’s side of the bed.

He pulled one of Michael’s pillows over to him and squeezed it tightly while resisting the urge to wonder why Michael bothered with him. It was that kind of thinking that caused the situation in the first place.

When the phone rang ten minutes later, he was ready.

“Michael?”

“Ian! Hi baby.”

“Hello to you. How’s Dallas?”

“Eh. It’s Dallas, land of rednecks. How was the rest of your day?”

“I did a little Christmas shopping, raked the last of the leaves. The compost pile is coming along nicely. How does the pool look?”

“It’s okay. I remember it being a bit slow the last time I was here but it’ll do.”

“Where’s Grant?”

“He’s downstairs in the bar talking to Bob about horses.”

“What does Grant know about horses?”

“I think he was being discreet and giving us privacy.”

“Ah. I should have known.” Ian squirmed around, “When you get back, can we go out for a walk?”

“A walk? You need to talk about something?”

“Yes.” Ian said, relieved but not surprised that Michael understood what he was asking.

“Okay.” Michael said, sounding unconcerned. “We might have to find a big building to walk around in but sure.”

“Good. Now that that’s out of the way, what are you wearing?”

Michael giggled, “Sweats and one of your T-shirts.”

“Oh really? Which one?”

“The orange one you wore last night. It smells like you.” Michael said with a sigh.

Ian clutched the pillow tighter. “Aw, why did you say that? I was already to have phone sex and you get all mushy on me.”

“Oh please. We’ve never once managed to have phone sex.”

“We haven’t?”

“No, remember that time when you were in LA and I was home? I kept dropping the phone and missed all the good parts.”

“Um. Maybe we should invest in speaker phones.”

“That might work but I think we need to face the grim reality. We’re just not phone sex people; I like watching you and touching you and smelling you.”

“And I supposed video conferencing and webcams are out of the question?”

“I’d say so. Sometimes I do think with setting up the video camera one night so we could watch ourselves but we don’t own a video camera and I have no intention of becoming the next Pam and Tommy.”

“What if we watched it the next morning and erased it?”

There was silence on the line for a full minute. “Are you serious?”

“I kind of like the idea, actually.”

“You’re really serious?”

“Of course, you’re the one who brought it up. Why are you so shocked?”

“I- I just never thought you’d consider it.”

“Don’t tell me I’ve finally managed to shock you?”

“You have. Okay, put that on the list of things we can talk about when I get back. We both need to get some sleep and I need to take care of something before Grant comes back.”

“Hold on there. Are you going to masturbate?”

“Ian! Ah, yes. Okay? I am going to masturbate. Happy?”

“Well no because I’m not there to watch.” Ian paused and considered the situation. “But I’m dropping the subject, you have to swim tomorrow and I don’t want you to get wound up over this.”

Michael gave a huge sigh of relief. “Thanks. I miss you.”

“I miss you too. Love you.”

“Love you too. I’ll call you tomorrow around six your time.”

“I’ll be here. Sleep well, love.”

“You too. Night.”

“Night.”

Ian hung up the phone and reached over to turn off the light.

Dutch Treat

December 6, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

Kicking off his shoes and removing his clothes, Grant turned on the shower and unpacked a few of his toiletries. A minute later he stepped gratefully under the hot spray and felt the goose bumps finally subside. Going from Dallas’ relatively balmy weather to the cold relentless rain of Philadelphia had been an unwelcome experience. 

The rain turned to tiny missiles of ice by the time they’d arrived back to the house in Chestnut Hill and Grant blessed the fact that his friends had a garage. He hated cold weather in any form and as the weather forecast called for sleet through the night; he knew he would not be making the trip to New York in the morning.

His other trips to the city had been quite productive and he had plenty of data to work with so it wasn’t imperative that he be there anyway. The truth was that most of the data could have been gathered by the Consulate staff and sent to him in Australia but he liked doing his own research.

As an assistant to the Assistant Minister of Trade, he had access for his research and a title to get to even more research but it was a job in name only. He didn’t receive a salary and no one expected him to keep regular hours or any hours at all. The payoff for the Consulate would be when he finished his thesis. 

Instead of paying for a study on why certain investments in the US failed while others thrived, Grant was doing the work for them. He knew the deal had only been possible because he was a sports star but he didn’t mind taking advantage of that fact in this situation.

He turned off the water, quickly dried off and pulled on his heavy sweats and thick socks. Even with the heat turned up, it was cold upstairs so he got under the covers and grabbed a couple of pages of data while he waited for Pieter to call.

Thirty minutes later, his cell phone rang and he picked it up in an absent manner. “Hello?”

“Grant?”

“Pieter!” Grant sat up and set aside his paperwork. “Sorry, I forgot you were calling.”

Pieter laughed knowingly, “You were fiddling with your numbers again, weren’t you?”

“You make it sound so dirty.” 

“With you it almost is beminde. How was Dallas?”

“Warmer than here. Michael did well, he set another record for the 200 meter fly and he wasn’t even breathing hard afterwards.”

“I saw and may I mention how dashing you looked when you congratulated him?”

“That was on TV there?”

“No, it was on the front page of the sports paper. Along with speculation regarding you and Michael.”

“Oh. But I was only there because Ian had to be here.”

“We know that but you know how the press is; any chance to make a scandal. I know you’re long over your little crush on the man.” Pieter said teasingly.

“Very funny. How are things there?”

“Much the same. She’s being very stubborn; the mediator is ready to tear her hair out. Remind me again what an idiot I was not to have a pre-nuptial.”

“You weren’t an idiot, you were just hoping for the best. Is there any chance she’ll finally give in?”

“Not until I give her what she really wants this is not possible. We can’t go back and undo what happened. So she will drag this out until the bitter end.”

Grant paused and then made the offer he didn’t really want to make, “Should I not come there for Christmas?”

“Why would you not come? Has something happened?” Pieter asked in a panicked voice.

“No, I just thought if she’s that mad; it might not be wise if I was in town.”

“Grant, please come. She will just have to deal with it; you did nothing wrong. I’m trying to be a gentleman about the situation but she’ll have to find out eventually.”

Sitting up, Grant tossed the covers aside and got up to pace. “She doesn’t know about us?”

“Of course not. You think I want to add insult onto injury? She knows I’ve found someone else but not who. She’d kill both of us.”

“I guess she would.” Grant sat back down. “So you’ll pick me up on the nineteenth?”

“Yes. I can’t wait to see you again. You have no idea.” 

“You think I don’t? After living here with the lovebirds? You’ll need to check me for diabetes by the time I get there.”

Pieter laughed and said with a suggestive tone that Grant read loud and clear. “That’s not all I’m going to check.” 

“Oh, tell me more my little witch doctor.” Grant settled down for a nice long talk.
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Michael looked up from his reading when Ian walked into the room. “Hey baby.”

“Hello, love. The dishes are done and I’ve locked up everything for the night. Have you finished reading it yet?”

“Yep.”

“Okay then.” Ian sat down a few feet from Michael and crossed his legs under him, stealing the end of the blanket Michael was using. They stared at each other for a minute and then started laughing when they realized they were each waiting for the other to start.

“It’s my journal so I’ll go first.” Ian offered.

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Right. I’m going to apologize for what I was doing before the wedding. I used our wedding for my own selfish purposes and I’m sorry. I also want to thank you for stepping in and giving me that wake up call.”

“I accept your apology but as my intervention was a bit too passive aggressive, I’m giving you a pass on the gratitude.”

“That’s awfully big of you. Now that we’ve got the Oscar portion of this event over, let’s move on. On some level, I knew what I was doing but I just couldn’t stop myself. I guess that’s an improvement over two years ago or it could just be a sign that I’ve spent way too much time in therapy.”

Michael waved his hand with a small grin, “Oh! Do I get a vote?”

Ian grinned back and squeezed Michael’s foot. “No comments from the peanut gallery. I’m also going to admit that if I really wanted to, I could have gotten out of the seminar on Friday but I wasn’t ready to face going to a competition just yet.”

“Okay, that’s totally understandable.” Michael nodded. “I sort of suspected that was the reason why that seminar suddenly popped up a week ago but its okay. I did miss you but it was fun hanging out with Grant. Is this going to be a problem with other meets?”

“No because I have a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Yes. Oh, wait.” Ian got up and headed for his study.

Michael leaned over and watched that tight little ass walk away, admiring the view. The view coming back was even nicer considering Ian wasn’t wearing any undies and his sweats outlined his-.

“Are you checking me out?” Ian asked with a knowing grin as he stopped right in front of Michael and posed a little.

“Uh huh.” 

“Shall I leave the two of you alone?” Ian motioned between his groin and Michael and sat down.

“What?” Michael shook his head and put those thoughts away. “Oh, sorry.”

“Michael, the day you stop doing that is the day I’m going to wonder if I’ve lost all my charms. Anyway, take a look at this.” Ian handed over a couple of sheets of paper he’d printed off the internet.

“An application? Are you getting a job?” Michael asked.

“No, it’s an application to compete at the Gay Games next year in Paris.”

Michael looked at him and then read the page a little more carefully. “Oh. I’ve heard of them but-”

“Yes, I know. We’re gay, we’re married but we’re not very active in the community.”

“Ian, we don’t even know anyone in the community aside from people back in Michigan.”

“What about Grant and Pieter?”

“Sure but it’s not like they’re out so-” Michael said absently as he flipped to the next page.

“Wait a minute! They’re not out?” 

Michael gave Ian a look and realized Ian wasn’t kidding. “Uh, no. Pieter’s still married and considering the circumstances, they’re waiting until Minouche signs the divorce papers. No one even knows they’re dating, Ian.”

“But they were sharing a cabin and kissing in the corridors!”

“Officially, they were in their own cabins and they told us because we caught them in said corridor at four in the morning. I know we were a little busy that week but surely you noticed that they didn’t act like a couple in front of everyone else.”

“No I didn’t notice but I’ll take your word on it. What circumstances and why hasn’t Grant told me any of this?”

“He’s probably been waiting for you to ask. That’s all I had to do.”

“God.” Ian bent over and put his head in Michael’s lap. “I’m not only self-involved, I’m a bad friend.”

“Hey, stop putting yourself down. Grant’s only been back a few weeks and you’ve both been busy. When he is here he’s been holed up in his room with his data.” Michael reached down to run his fingers through Ian’s hair soothingly as he continued to read. “Oh my god! Did you see some of these times?”

“Yes. It means I have a good shot at not embarrassing myself even without an extensive training regime.”

“I’ll say; you could do 1:50 in the 200 Free in your sleep.”

“It’s nice that you have that kind of confidence in me but I’m not doing this to break records. It’s just going to be a way for me to have fun with swimming again. I’ve really enjoyed being with you in the pool and I miss racing. I considered the Masters program but the IGLA will let me swim without the citizenship issue.” Ian rubbed his face against the nubby blanket and relaxed into the scalp massage.

“I see. I know the Philadelphia Fins practice on Sundays at Kuch but I didn’t know they affiliated with the IGLA, I thought they were just a Masters club.”

“So do you have any objections?”

“Heck no. If this is what you want to do, I’m all for it.”

“Good. Can you try using both hands up there?”

Michael chuckled and put the papers down. He dug his other hand into Ian’s neck and listened with a pleased smile at Ian’s groan of satisfaction.

“So what were the circumstances?”

“Huh?”

“With Grant and Pieter.” The way Michael’s hands stilled for a moment piqued Ian’s interest, “you mentioned circumstances.” 

“Um. Are you sure you don’t want to ask Grant?” Michael hedged.

“I will but can you give me the highlights so I’m not going in blind?”

“The highlights? Minouche lied about wanting to have children; she had her tubes tied five years ago. Grant found out and he confronted her, he tried to give her a chance to come clean with Pieter. Instead she told Pieter that Grant had hit on her. Pieter decided to call Grant to find out what really happened. Pieter was devastated when Grant told him but he's getting over it with Grant's help.”

“She really did that? Poor Pieter.”

“I know. I couldn’t believe it either. You know the rest of the story but Pieter hasn’t told anyone why Minouche left; he especially didn’t want to tell us. Not exactly the best news you could share with friends heading into their own wedding.”

“Why would she do something like that to him? Pieter’s the sweetest guy in the world.”

“I think she just wanted him out of swimming but I don’t know for sure.”

“Unbelievable. Wait, how did Grant find out?”

Michael stopped to think about it. “Um. I don’t know. But that’s something you can ask him; I’m out of info.”

“You’ve certainly proven your worth as my loyal minion.”

“Thank you dear.”

The magic hands continued for a few minutes and Ian considered taking his man and those hands upstairs but he was much too relaxed at the moment.

“Do you ever feel guilty that we’re not more out?”

Well that woke up him. “I don’t know. How much more out could we be?”

“We’ve never been to a Pride parade; we don’t go to any types of meetings. We don’t even go out dancing anymore.”

“We can go dancing whenever you want you know.”

“I know but sometimes I’d like to do more.”

“Then we’ll do more. I will admit that I’m much more comfortable with the idea of doing more now that I don’t have to deal with any repercussions from the AOC. I know I should have done more if only for anyone else who came after me but I wanted to swim.”

“It’s not like you were totally silent on the subject Ian. You raised quite a fuss over the Commonwealth Games fiasco. I think it’s hard knowing what to do sometimes and how far you can push without turning yourself into a martyr. You made your point about the AOC and ever since Derrick got tossed out, they’ve been looking into some of the problems.”

“All right then, since you’re still competing I’ll follow your lead on this subject. What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to take a look around and see what there is out there. When are you going to make your splash with the Fins?”

“I was planning to check it out next Sunday. Do you want to come along?”

“Sure. It might be fun. You know, the longer I rub your head the less time I have to rub on other parts of you.”

Ian immediately sat up. “Shall I see if the dogs would like to go outside?”

“Okay, I’ll just wash up the cups. I don’t want them sitting all night.”

“Go on, I’ll do it while they’re taking care of business.”

“I’ll meet you upstairs then.” Michael gave Ian a quick kiss and started towards the stairs. “Any particular position you want to find me in when you get up there?”

“Surprise me.”

****
The Fetish Fandango

December 11, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

Ian kicked off his slippers and quickly got under the covers. He’d turned the electric blanket on when he got home from class at five so the sheets were nice and toasty. It had been a long cold week despite the extra day off on Monday and it felt good to get into bed knowing he could sleep in the next morning.

He picked up his novel and his glasses and settled down to read. The cat jumped up on his lap and he absently began petting the animal as he shifted the book to accommodate the pushy beast. The dryer buzzed in the hallway and he heard Grant come out of his room to remove his clothes. Ian smiled as he remembered Michael’s first response to Grant’s desire to do his own laundry and the conversation that followed.

&&

5:00 pm Monday December 7 2009

Sunday’s freezing rain had turned to ice over night essentially shutting down the city as the roads became skating rinks. Stuck at home, the Thorpe-Phelps household occupied themselves catching up on class work in front of the fireplace in the family room. 

Ian read through the backlog of recommended articles and began working on his thesis research. Michael studied for a test in his biomedical unit and looked over his patient management files. Grant took over the coffee table for his reams of data and punched numbers into his laptop, with Flannel assisting by lying on whichever pile of papers Grant needed next.

They kept the TV on and aside from a break to watch The Price is Right, they worked steadily until one pm when Michael put aside his books and went to make lunch. That seemed to be the signal to pack away their various projects and after eating, they vegged out on the couch to watch a few of the shows they’d TIVO-ed. 

By four, they were getting hungry again so they all went into the kitchen. Grant didn’t cook but he was capable of chopping and washing while Ian and Michael put the rest of their simple stir fry and salad together.

It started over dinner with a simple question posed by Michael.

“Hey Grant, do you have any laundry?”

“I do have a couple of loads, do you mind if I do mine tomorrow since I’m not going to New York this week?”

Michael stiffened slightly. “Uh, it’s no problem to throw your stuff in with ours.”

“Nonsense. I may not cook but I can certainly do my own laundry, I’ve been doing since I was a teenager; unlike certain people.” Grant said as he shot a smirk at Ian.

“Really, it’s not a big deal and it’s more, uh, efficient if we combine loads.” Michael said anxiously.

Ian sat back and hid a grin; this was going to be interesting.

“Michael, it’s nice of you to offer but I’ve got two big loads all on my own.”

“But I don’t mind.”

“But you’re already letting me stay here; I don’t want to impose more than I already am.”

There were several more polite exchanges before Michael gave up and left in a little snit. Grant watched him leave and turned to Ian with a puzzled look.

“What was that all about?”

“I guess I should have warned you that Michael has a laundry thing.”

“A laundry thing?”

“Uh huh. He likes doing laundry; he’s got a system. No, don’t ask me what it is but it’s only gotten worse since I got him a new washer and dryer for a wedding present.”

Grant chuckled. “You romantic devil!”

“Oh shut up. That’s what he wanted; he’d been lusting after the damn things for a year but he just wouldn’t buy them himself.”

“What did he get you? A dishwasher, a new fridge?”

Ian couldn’t help but glance towards his Belling Cookcenter Evolution 157. Grant looked at the stove and then looked at Ian.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“It’s got three ovens, seven burners including one for a wok and a removable griddle.” Ian knew it was silly to be so thrilled over an appliance but he loved his cooker.

“God, you’re practically lusting over it. It’s a stove. You gave each other appliances.” Grant shook his head in amazement.

“So what? It may be practical but they were what we wanted.”

Grant sat back and looked at Ian. “You’ve changed so much since you two got together.”

“I know but I’m still your friend, right?” Ian said a little defensively.

“What? Of course. Why wouldn’t you be?”

“I realized yesterday that we haven’t really spent much time with each other lately.”

“That doesn’t mean we aren’t best friends, we’ve been busy.”

“But you’ve had this big change in your life and I didn’t even know about it.”

Sighing, Grant stood up and got the teapot. He raised it inquiringly at Ian who nodded and after pouring them both a cup, Grant sat back down.

“I’m sure Michael already told you about it but we didn’t want to say anything to anyone until after the divorce was final. It’s a delicate situation.”

“I’ll say. She told him she wanted children but she’s been sterilized? How long did she think they would go before Pieter started questioning that?”

“I don’t know. She does love Pieter in her way and she was tired of playing second fiddle to the swimming so she lied.”

“How did you find out about it if Pieter didn’t know?”

“Inge. We ran into each other in London at that Speedo exhibition. We got to talking and I mentioned that Pieter and Minouche were trying to get pregnant. She asked me how they were doing that and I said that as far as I knew, there was only one way to do it. Then she mentioned that Minouche had had a tubal ligation a few years earlier.”

“Which Pieter didn’t know about.”

“No it was while he was Madrid at the Europeans. She stayed in Geldrop and had the operation after she had an abortion.”

“An abortion? She aborted Pieter’s child?” Ian said, totally amazed.

“According to Inge, Minouche wasn’t sure whose child it was but she didn’t want it anyway hence the sterilization.”

“Pieter must have been heartbroken when he found out.”

Grant nodded solemnly. “It was very sad, he wouldn’t have cared if it was his child or not. He and Minouche still had an open relationship at that point and they’d even talked about that possibility.”

“But you were there for him?”

“Yes. We’ve always been friendly but after you left for Michigan, we started hanging out together whenever I was in Sydney. We kept in touch when he went back home, calling every couple of weeks or emailing each other. Especially after what happened to you and Michael with that woman; we were both worried about you two.”

“I considered calling you after I talked to Inge but it was a short flight to Amsterdam and I found myself knocking on Pieter’s door before I really thought about it. Minouche answered and I confronted her. I told her that she had to tell Pieter that night or I would tell him the next day. It really wasn’t my business but he needed to know.”

“Instead she told Pieter you made a pass at her.”

“Yes, Pieter called my cell phone that night after ten; I was already in bed at the hotel and he came over. I guess Minouche expected him to believe her but it was a pretty silly story. Why would I show up out of the blue and do that? I’ll never forget what he looked like when I told him, he was in such pain. Their marriage was already faltering before that but it was the final blow. He filed for divorce a few days later.”

“How did you two really get together?”

“Just like we said. I called him every week; at first it was just to make sure he was okay but soon I started counting the hours until we spoke. It was agonizing when he went out on a date with a colleague, I knew he wasn’t serious about her; it was a professional dinner but it bothered me. I was on a plane a week later. I really didn’t know what I was feeling until I saw his funny smile.”

“When will their divorce be final?”

“It should have been over months ago but she’s being a bitch about it. Pieter has plenty of ammunition to force the issue but she is his wife and he’s too honorable to play her games. I get frustrated sometimes but he’s such a decent person and I have to let him end it in a way that he can live with it.”

“I am still shocked that all of this was going on and I’m sorry I wasn’t there to lend my support but I’m so happy for both of you.” Ian said as he extended his hand.

“Thank you Ian.” Grant took Ian’s hand and squeezed briefly. “That means a lot to me, I know you were a bit anxious in the beginning but that’s why Pieter and I wanted to settle things before we told you.”

“I can see that now.”

They both let go of the other’s hand and examined their empty cups, not quite comfortable with such expressions of friendship. Their relationship had only rarely touched on emotional issues and this was new to both of them. 

“Can I come back in now?” Michael asked from the doorway.

“Yes love. I wasn’t aware we were keeping you out.”

“You weren’t but I figured you two needed a little time to touch base.” Michael picked up the now empty teapot, gave Ian a quick kiss and took it over to the counter. “Do you want me to refill the kettle?”

“Actually, I picked up a great Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand this weekend along with some brie and gouda at the Market and a couple of movies including ‘A Fish Called Wanda’. How about it?”
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“Ian?” 

Ian looked up at the door to find Grant staring at him.

“Oh, sorry. Just woolgathering. What’s up?”

“Well, its six o’clock on a Friday night and you’re already in bed. Are you ill?”

“No, I just like reading in bed for a while before Michael comes home. You can come in; I’m not doing anything illicit.”

“Ah, and I have been doing illicit laundry behind your spouse’s back.” Grant walked over and took a seat on the foot of the bed. “What are you doing this weekend?”

“We’re going Christmas shopping tomorrow. You can come along if you’re free or take my car if you have plans.”

“Where are you shopping at?”

“King of Prussia, there’s a big mall there and it’s only a half hour away. On Sunday we’re swimming at Arcadia and checking out the local swim club.”

“What swim club?”

“The Philadelphia Fins; it’s a master’s club but has a mostly gay membership. I’ve been thinking about competing at the Gay Games in August.”

“The Gay Games? They were in Sydney a few years ago, right?”

“Yes. It’s not the most serious of competitions but it should be fun.”

“That sounds interesting. Do you mind if I tag along?”

“Of course not. What about the shopping adventure?”

Grant sat back, “That depends. Does Michael shop like you do?”

“No, he’s not much of a shopper. In fact we’re going so he can get presents for his family; I sent mine out to Sydney last month.”

“I guess that means you aren’t going there for Christmas this year?”

“We thought about it but with Michael’s family just down the road, we’ll probably end up there for a day or so. We’re looking forward to just having some downtime together.” Ian paused and then added, “Not that you wouldn’t be welcome if you were staying here.”

Stroking his chin, Grant pretended to think it over. “You and Michael or seeing Pieter. Gee, I guess I’ll go with seeing Pieter.”

“Very funny.” Ian checked the time and decided it was time to get up. “Are you hungry? I’ve got a casserole in the oven and Michael should be home soon.”

“I could eat.”

The front door opened and both men paused.

“Ian? Grant? I’m home!”

“We’re upstairs.”

Michael appeared at the doorway and stopped. “Oh, do you guys need time alone?”

“Huh?” Grant looked at Ian and suddenly stood up, not wanting to give Michael the wrong idea. “Michael, this isn’t what it looks like.”

“It looks like you two were talking.” Michael said as he put his book bag down.

“Yes! We were talking and that was all we were doing.”

Michael shrugged and kicked off his shoes, leaning down to pet one of the dogs in the process. “That’s what I said.” He realized what Grant was worried about and laughed. “Oh please. If you two were going to have sex, it would have happened years ago and it wouldn’t happen here.”

“Well I’m glad you aren’t the suspicious type.” Grant said in relief.

“I have my moments but I trust Ian and there’s no way you’d have a go at anyone in the bed they share with someone else.”

Ian stood up with a grin and patted Grant’s shoulder. “I think what he’s trying to say is that you’re the kind of guy who goes to cheesy motels to conduct their affairs.”

“What!” Grant exclaimed.

“I said no such thing and that’s not what I meant at all. Ian’s only trying to cause trouble.”

“But I do it so well. Grant, shall we repair to the kitchen?”

“Yes, let’s.”

The two Australians linked arms and marched downstairs, they’d almost made it to the kitchen when Michael’s voice drifted down the stairs.

“Hey, why does it smell like Snuggle up here?”

Ian grabbed Grant and pushed him into the kitchen. “He knows! Save yourself man, I’ll handle the delaying tactics.”

Grant stepped back and brushed Ian’s hands away. “You guys are so weird.”
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Michael slipped into bed and waited for Ian to get settled before moving closer. He tilted his head up for a kiss and then rested his head on Ian’s shoulder, drawing little pictures on Ian’s chest with his finger.

“Baby, why was Grant looking at me like that?”

“Like what?

“Like I’ve grown a second set of arms or something.”

“Oh, you know Grant; he’s just like that sometimes.” Ian said matter-of-factly.

“Huh. Well I guess you know him better than I do.” Michael narrowed his eyes briefly, knowing that Ian was up to something. “How were your classes today?”

“Interesting, we had a discussion about financing in third world countries. How was your day?”

“Good and bad. We were toured the Children’s Hospital, I really liked it and I’m hoping I can do my clinical there next year. They also took us down to the morgue at Temple, which was pretty rough.”

“Ew. You’re doing dissection next summer?”

“Yeah but enough about that. Are we still going shopping tomorrow?”

“Have you magically obtained Christmas presents for your family?”

“No so I guess we are.” Michael kissed Ian’s neck and moved his hand down a little further to play with Ian’s bellybutton.

Ian raised his head to look down at Michael. “Are you putting the moves on me, Mr. Phelps?”

“I believe I am Mr. Thorpe, you have a problem with that?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What can I do to convince you?” Michael asked as his hand drifted a bit lower and began circling around Ian’s cock.

“Oh, more of that would work.” Ian answered breathlessly, his legs falling open.

“I thought it might.” Michael murmured as he licked Ian’s right nipple and took advantage of Ian’s new position to cup Ian’s balls.

Once Michael has happy with the perkiness of Ian’s nipples, he licked down that furry chest and towards Ian’s erection as his hand continued to skim between Ian’s balls and perineum. Ian whimpered and shoved a pillow behind his head so he could watch Michael’s wicked mouth suck him down.

He’d thought that Michael was very good at giving head the first time he’d done it but he’d gotten much better over the years, knowing exactly how much pressure to apply and exactly where to apply it. He could suck Ian off in two minutes flat (they’d timed it) or like tonight, he could draw it out for longer than Ian thought possible; bringing him to the edge and then easing him back over and over again until Ian was begged for release.

Michael lifted his head and stared up at Ian. “I’m sensing I don’t have your complete attention here.”

“Sorry love. I was just thinking about how very good you make me feel.” Ian cupped his hand on Michael’s cheek.

“I’m trying to make you feel even better if you’d cooperate.”

“How about you come here and we make each other feel better?” Ian waggled his eyebrows.

Michael carefully launched himself up and into Ian’s arms, rubbing their groins together. “Like this?”

Ian grinned and flipped them over, moving up until he was straddling Michael. “More like this. It’s been a long week and I’m not going to be much use once I come.”

Michael grinned back with a hip shimmy and put his hands on Ian’s waist. “You could always just lay there and think of England.”

“I think not. Grab the lube will you?”

“Your wish.” Michael reached into the nightstand and pulled out a tube. “Oh, gross it’s the strawberry stuff.” He tossed it into the trash can and pulled out another tube with better results.

“Where did we get strawberry lube from?” Ian asked as Michael squeezed a dab of the gel out onto his own fingers and rubbed them together to warm it up.

“I got it a couple of weeks ago; I thought it would be fun to try until I got it home and tasted it. Lean forward a little, baby.”

Ian complied; laying his chest down against Michael’s, gasping when Michael’s long finger circled his anus and then dove in. “Oh, yes that’s so good.”

“Do you want more?”

“I want this, now!” Ian answered, curving his hand around Michael’s cock and stroking it.

“Just a minute, I don’t want to hurt you.” Michael took another minute to stretch Ian thoroughly and then stroked the remainder of the lube down his own cock after Ian sat back up. “Hang on.”

“Michael, now.” Ian demanded as Michael grabbed some pillows and slid up until he was sitting up. “Where are you going?”

“Just trying something a little different. Come up here and sit in my lap.” Michael reached down and stroked himself.

“That’s what I was doing before.” Ian said with a slight whine as he knee walked around Michael’s legs. He started to resume his position but Michael stopped him.

“Here, like this.” Michael helped Ian shift around until his legs were wrapped around Michael’s waist.

“Well this is nice but where do we go from here?”

Michael grinned and slipped his hands under Ian’s ass, lifting easily. “Will you do the honors?”

“Oh, that weight lifting is really paying off.” Ian reached down and guided Michael into his body, shuddering as Michael slowly lowered him. “Oh fuck.”

“Are you okay?”

“God, oh yes. This feels-oh my god.” Ian gasped and shuddered. The angle and gravity and his position all working together, as Michael’s cock went deep and hit his prostate as it never had before. He arched his back and shimmied a little, tightening his legs around Michael. “Oh fuck.”

Michael had never seen Ian lose it like this so quickly and rolling his hips a little. Ian reacted by throwing his arms around Michael and kissing him frantically. Michael tried another hip roll and then stopped thinking when Ian’s anus locked down around his cock in an almost painful way.

Ian pulled his mouth away and bit into Michael’s neck as his orgasm ripped through him, causing him to scream into Michael’s skin. His whole body jerked as he came, initiating Michael’s own orgasm a moment later.

Some time later, Ian became aware that he was on his back and being gently cleaned off. The warm cloth left him and he was tenderly gathered into Michael’s arms. Tiny kisses were spread over his face and he opened his eyes to see Michael looking at him with a mixture of smugness and worry.

“What happened?”

“I think you passed out for a couple of minutes.”

“I must have; the last thing I remember was being in your lap. God, that was fantastic; you’ve got to try it.”

“I didn’t hurt you did I?”

“Oh no. I can’t seem to move my arms or legs at the moment but I’m just too relaxed to be worried about it. Ouch! Why did you pinch me?”

Michael rubbed over the spot on Ian’s arm and gave him a kiss. “Sorry about that, just wanted to make sure you still felt stuff. You were really thrashing around there; I was worried you might have broken your back.”

“I said relaxed, not paralyzed. There I just wiggled my toes, did you feel that?”

“Hell yes. Have you ever thought of cutting your nails?” Michael moved his legs away as he spoke.

“Oh stop you drama queen. I cut them yesterday.” Ian snuggled up to Michael with a yawn.

“With what, a weed whacker?”

“Are you deliberately trying to ruin the afterglow?”

“No.” Michael moved his legs back over and hitched one over Ian’s thighs. “That good huh?”

“Just wait until I do it to you.”
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Piling the last bag into the back of Michael’s SUV, Ian closed the hatch and walked around to the passenger door. He got in and buckled his seat belt as Michael hung up his phone, dropped it into his pocket and put the car in gear.

“Was that Grant?”

“Yep. He’ll be outside of JC Penney and when’s lunch?”

“What does Grant feel like eating?”

“No, that last question was mine. There’s Maggiano’s or the Blue Pacific near JC Penney. The Bamboo Club is over at the other building.”

“Michael I’m going to make a huge sacrifice here, please take a note. Let’s do Italian.”

Michael almost stopped the car in shock. “You’re passing up sushi for Italian?”

“I told you it was a sacrifice but after last night, I need the carbs.”

“So you’re only thinking of yourself here thus canceling the whole sacrifice angle. Look, there’s Grant.” Michael made a quick dash for the curb and braked.

Grant shoved his own shopping bags in the car and jumped in. “Hello my fellow consumers. How was your shopping?”

“Lots of stuff was bought under deep protest from the actual purchaser.” Michael said as he pulled back into traffic. “We’re going to lunch unless you want us to drop you off at the Plaza?”

“Lunch sounds good.”

“Michael, it’s our money therefore your protest doesn’t count. Grant, wouldn’t you agree that if I pass up sushi, which Michael doesn’t really like, for Italian, which Michael loves, it still counts as a sacrifice even if I need to carb load?”

There was a deep silence from the backseat. Finally Grant cleared his throat and answered. “I am going on the record as once again finding you both weird and I have no opinion.”
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Ian hit the button for the garage door, bent his head to pick up the grocery bag then almost went face first into the dashboard when Michael slammed on the brakes.

“What the hell?”

Ian carefully sat back up and saw what made Michael stop so suddenly. “Whose car is that?”

They all stared at the late model sedan that was currently parked in Michael’s usual spot. 

“Well it can’t be a burglar because that would be pretty ballsy; parking in your spot like that.” Grant said.

“Who has a key?” Ian wanted to know.

“Obviously a person who also knows the alarm codes.” Michael added as he turned off the car and opened his door.

“Michael! Where are you going?”

“It’s cold out here, it is our house. We should go inside and find out.”

“Wait, we should call the police.”

“Ian, there are three of us. Grant’s got the intimidation thing going, I’ve got my winning personality and you have your nose. We’ll be fine.”

“My nose? You’re bringing my nose into this?” Ian got out of the car, slamming the door behind him as Grant followed muttering under his breath about living with weirdoes.

Michael hushed Ian up and grabbed his hand to pull him into the house. By the time they got to the door, Ian found himself at the front of their little group and stopped. 

“Why am I in the lead?”

“You’re the bravest.” Michael said as he pushed Ian forward.

“Do you even care for me at all? Grant’s taller, why isn’t he going first? We could hide behind him.”

“I vote that we call the police.” Grant said conversationally.

“Ian, you’re a great leader. You should go first and give us a good example to follow.” Michael tried again to push Ian forward.

“A great leader knows how to direct his troops therefore Michael you should go first.” Ian stepped behind Michael and nudged him forward.

Grant stepped back and announced, “I think I might just go wait in the car while you two settle this.” 

Michael and Ian froze and looked at Grant but before they could turn on him the sound of a familiar voice made them all stop in shock.

“What are you all doing out here?” 

“Pieter?” Michael, Ian and Grant said simultaneously. 

Pieter nodded as he leaned against the door jamb. “That is my name.” He smiled shyly and added, “Hello Grant.”

Grant strode over and pulled Pieter into his arms. “Angel face, what are you doing here?”

Michael and Ian made faces at each other while mouthing ‘angel face’ silently.

“I’m officially a free man. After we talked on Sunday I realized I couldn’t take it anymore and told Minouche she must either sign or I would no longer be the nice guy.” Pieter said as he returned Grant’s embrace. “I couldn’t wait to see you so I got on a plane the hour after it was done.”

“Pieter, I’m so happy to see you.”

The two held on to each other tightly, just soaking in the feeling of being together once again. Michael nudged Ian and they went out to the car to unload it, giving their friends some privacy.

“Whoa.” Michael said quietly.

“Yes.” Ian agreed.

“I’m glad for them.”

“Me too. I guess this means we’re eating dinner without Grant tonight.”

“They’ll have to eat sometime. We should leave extra food in the fridge for them.”
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“Grant, perhaps we can move inside? I’m not dressed for the cold.” Pieter said after their four or fifth kiss.

“Where is my head? Of course we can.” Grant moved back just a little and let Pieter move from the doorway. “Oh, we were shopping and there are bags.”

“Don’t worry about it Grant. You guys go on and enjoy each other. Michael and I will take care of this.” Ian said as he dropped off another load of shopping bags.

“I’ve made dinner and you must be hungry; it’s almost seven.” Pieter said as he latched onto Grant’s arm. “We can eat first; the food on the plane was horrible.”

“Whatever you want Pieter. Do you need any help?” Grant asked solicitously. 

Pieter pulled Grant into the house. “Since when do you cook beminde?”

The car was unloaded and parked in the other garage by the time dinner was ready. They all took their places around the kitchen table as Pieter served the chicken potato and cheese casserole.

After a couple of tentative bites, Michael dug in with enthusiasm as did Ian. Grant was already familiar with the dish and complimented the cook with a grin.

“Pieter, what’s this called?” Ian asked as he served himself another portion.

“Gegratineerde kipfilets. Chicken au gratin stir fry is the closest translation. I don’t have many dishes I can make, just the ones we ate at home.”

Ian tried his hand at pronouncing it and got it on the second try. “It’s really good, Pieter. Thank you for making dinner.”

“You’re quite welcome. I guess from the number of bags that you spent the whole day shopping?”

“Yeah, it was exhausting. The pushing, the shoving and the screaming and that was just Ian.” Michael quipped as he considered a third helping. He stopped considering it after realizing that neither Grant nor Pieter had yet to get a second serving. “Does anyone need a drink refill?”

“I’m fine but would you mind putting the coffee on?” Ian asked after Pieter and Grant put in their requests.

“Sure.”

They finished dinner and although Grant offered to do the dishes, Michael and Ian insisted they could handle it. 

“You guys haven’t seen each other in months. Go on, we’ve got presents to wrap anyway.”

After a short non-verbal exchange, Grant and Pieter disappeared upstairs and Michael picked up the plates to take to the sink, laughing a little.

Ian joined him with the glassware and silverware. “What?”

“Um, I don’t think they’ve had sex yet.”

“No!” Ian turned to look at the now empty doorway. “What makes you think that?”

“Well Pieter was still married. Although he was separated, Grant is sort of in the position of breaking up that marriage. Then they are Grant and Pieter.”

“But they shared a cabin.”

“So? They probably shared the bed but they’re in love. Wouldn’t you have waited?”

Ian took a moment to finish loading the dishwasher before he answered. “You know, I always thought the two of them slept together after Sydney.”

“Really? I never got that vibe from them. Not like the one between you and Pieter.”

Frozen, Ian slowly looked up at Michael and smiled weakly. “Um, what?”

Michael snorted. “Oh please. I know you and Pieter had sex, I’m not sure when but you did.”

For one brief fleeting second, Ian wished that Michael didn’t have that freaky talent for sniffing out these things. He banished that thought as quickly as it occurred to him when Michael leaned over and kissed him.

“It’s okay Ian. I know you both probably had a great time but you weren’t emotionally involved with each other.” 

Michael shut the dishwasher and pushed Ian back against the counter, trapping his spouse between his arms. He leaned in closely, nibbled Ian’s ear and whispered, “I know he can’t make you scream the way I made you scream last night.” That tongue came out and licked Ian’s neck. “I’m absolutely positive that no one but me can make you come so hard you can’t stay conscious.”

His hands stoked quickly down Ian’s back and Michael moved back to stare into Ian’s eyes. “Because you’ve never loved anyone like you love me. So I know there’s absolutely nothing to worry about.” Michael turned and started walking towards the family, throwing over his shoulder, “Do you want to watch a movie tonight?”

Despite his weak knees, Ian nodded and after making an adjustment to his trousers, followed a few minutes later.
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And All That Jazz

December 13, 2009 Glenside, PA

Richard Murphy was having a normal Sunday morning. He’d gotten up early and after a simple breakfast, drove up to Arcadia University around nine am to get the pool ready for practice. He knew that he’d be lucky to see six or seven swimmers at a winter weekend practice but he liked the smaller group; it gave him a chance to focus on each swimmer. 

By nine thirty, the first club member arrived; it was Gwen Tewksbury, who always arrived first for every practice. She waved on her way to the changing room and was followed by Brent Parker, Keith Yen, Matt Kowalski and Mike Gentry; who always drove up from Chester County together. 

Carrie Hughes and Jessica Hayes arrived last and hurried to the changing room with fifteen minutes to spare. The earlier arrivals were already warming up in the heated spa and Richard sat down and started going over his plans for practice.

At precisely ten am, the door swung up and four people entered. Richard squinted and got up, he didn’t recognize any of them from across the pool but it wasn’t unusual to see drop-ins at any practice.

“Oh heaven, look at the hotties that just walked in!” Matt exclaimed as the door closed and it got a little easier to see them. The four men had paused just inside the facility as one of them dug through his bag frantically.

Richard could tell all of them were tall and grinned when the tallest of them put an arm around one of the others. Ah. The chances that these guys were just lost dropped dramatically. He approached them and stopped when he began recognizing them. Any swimmer worth his salt knew those faces and he suddenly wondered if he was still asleep.


“Hello!” Grant Hackett said with a grin as he waved with the hand that was not currently draped around the shoulders of Pieter van den Hoogenband.

Pieter nodded at him and then turned his attention back to the other two men who seemed to be discussing something.

“I’m sure I put it all in here. Did you sneak inside my bag and take it out?”

“Why would I do that Ian? You probably left it on the dining room table.”

Before Ian Thorpe and Michael Phelps could continue, Pieter tapped Ian on his shoulder. 

“Ian since when to you use a Team USA bag?”

Looking down, Ian snapped his mouth closed, sheepishly traded bags with Michael and quickly found an envelope. “Oh. Well that wasn’t the least bit embarrassing.” He turned to Richard and smiled charmingly. “Hello, I’m Ian Thorpe and I’m interested in joining your club.”

Richard took the envelope and saw the necessary applications along with a check. “Uh. Hi. I’m Richard Murphy. I guess I don’t have to ask about your swimming history.”

“No but ask him anyway; Ian loves talking about himself.” Grant jibbed and then continued quickly so Ian didn’t have a chance to respond. “I’m Grant Hackett and my short friend here is Doctor Pieter van den Hoogenband.” Grant reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his own envelope to hand to Richard. “That’s our applications and payment.”

Richard took that envelope too as Michael pulled out his wallet and handed over his USA Swimming membership card. “Hi I’m Michael Phelps and I have a copy of that if you need it for insurance purposes. I’ve filled out an application for the club too.”

“Yes, that works. Nice to meet all of you but I’m still in a state of shock.”

“I can only imagine.” Michael said as he pulled out several papers. “There’s a copy of my card in there along with copies of our coaching certifications. Well, mine and Ian’s anyway.”

“When did you guys get those?” Grant asked.

“At Michigan, Bob insisted since we were both volunteering. Is it okay for us to go and change?”

“Oh, sure. It’s down through those doors and-”

“To the right, I know. I go to school here. Come on guys.”

The four men moved off and Richard shook himself before returning to the spa area.

“Are those guys who we think they are?” Gwen asked.

“Yes.”

“I’d heard that Ian and Michael were living in Philadelphia but what about Hackett and the Dutch guy?” Brent asked.

“They filled out applications so maybe they’re staying in town for a while and need a place to swim. Guys, enough conversation; it’s time to get in the pool.” Richard said, not wanting to waste any of their time.

Aside from a few appreciative looks when the new club members came out on the deck, the swimmers settled down and got down to business as they stretched. Richard figured that the four men didn’t need his guidance and that was soon confirmed when they all started swimming their own routines.

Grant and Pieter got out after an hour or so and sat out the rest of the practice in the spa, both looking a bit tired. Ian also got out ten minutes later and stood on the deck watching Michael with a professional eye.

Richard observed for a moment and came over. “I saw the coverage of the US Open last weekend; you’re coaching him now if I remember correctly.”

Ian nodded. “Officially yes but he’s actually doing most of it on his own. He’s almost back in his form too.”

Raising an eyebrow, Richard couldn’t help but comment. “He won all three of his events in Dallas and he’s not in his form?”

“No, he took eight months off after Beijing and then was out of the pool for two weeks at the end of summer for our wedding. He doesn’t have another meet for several months so he’ll probably maintain here. Speaking of meets, do you have a calendar of any upcoming events in the next few months? I’m considering competing at the Gay Games in Paris next summer and I’d like to get to a couple of meets before then.”

Richard closed his mouth and nodded, taking out his schedule. “There’s a short course meet in Virginia next month, the Tropical Splash then there’s the Winter Classic at Villanova in February. I can get you a copy of the rest of the schedule.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“If you do want to compete in Paris, you’ll probably want to register before the end of the year; the swimming events fill up fast and you don’t want to be wait-listed.”

“Thank you for the tip.”

Michael pulled himself out of the pool, the last swimmer to finish and headed to the spa, Ian falling in beside him.

“Ian, you should have gotten into the spa. You’ll hurt something if you stand around wet like that.” Michael fussed as Brent, Carrie and Keith made room for them.

“I’ll be fine. It’s actually rather warm in here for once.” He extended his hand and introduced himself to the others. “Hi, I’m Ian and this is my spouse, Michael.”

The others all introduced themselves and everyone sat back, enjoying the warm water. 

“Do you guys live in the area?” Brent ventured after a few minutes of trying to figure out a good conversational gambit that wasn’t too nosy.

“We’re in Chestnut Hill but I’m going to school here for my doctor of physical therapy degree. Ian’s down at Wharton.”

“Keith and I live in Media. Carrie, are you still downtown?”

“Yes Brent.” Carrie said with a roll of her eyes. “Jess and I haven’t given up and moved to the suburbs yet. Gwen lives in Chestnut Hill I think, somewhere near the Cricket Club.”

“Matt and Mike are the other Sunday morning regulars. Matt’s in West Chester and Mike’s in Ardmore so we all drive up together. We usually either go to Fresh Fields in Jenkintown or the buffet at the Walnut Inn; would you guys like to join us there?” Keith asked.

“We’ll have to check with Pieter and Grant but if there’s a buffet, I know what Michael’s answer is.”
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Their table for twelve as a little crowded but they didn’t mind as they got to know one another over a staggering amount of food. Mike, Matt, Carrie and Keith had all competed at Masters Events and filled Ian in on the various ins and outs of the facilities and other clubs that were likely to attend.

It was after two before they all went their separate ways. Michael took the wheel and headed for Fresh Fields for a little grocery shopping. The others had all recommended it and they all had a little time that afternoon.

Pieter yawned behind his hand and pushed the cart with his other. Ian looked up from his perusal of various breads with a small grin. 

“Late night?”

“Long flight after too much drama.” Pieter corrected knowing full well what Ian was getting at but not wanting to give him an opening. He knew he succeeded when Ian’s teasing look changed to one of concern.

“Was it bad?”

Pieter shrugged in that way he always did. “I just reached my limit. I wish I’d seen her more clearly before we married but she was very good at playing the role. I feel badly for her but I could not remain her husband, not after all the lies.”

“Well I’m sorry that it couldn’t work but you’re now dating my best friend, you know what that means.”

“That you will mind your own business?” Pieter asked hopefully.

“No, that you’ll always have me in your life. Isn’t that a nice added bonus?”

Pieter stopped and looked at Ian. “I hope you are joking.”
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There were adjustments made over the following week; adding one man to the household shouldn’t make much of a difference but as Pieter’s residency didn’t begin until June, he was at loose ends and spent much of his time around the house.

“Pieter, you don’t have to make dinner every night.” Michael said as he returned home from his final exam on Thursday, December 17th to find Pieter making spaghetti sauce.

“I know but it gives me something to do during the day. I found myself watching a soap opera again this afternoon. Until my finances are straight, we can’t even look for a place to live.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The Patriot Act. I have to have proof that my earnings are not from terrorist activities; my bank is taking care of the paperwork but as I came here earlier than expected it is taking more time on their end.”

“Okay, I’m not even going to get into the whole stupid law but you’ve got money just to live on right now don’t you?”

“Yes, I have plenty of cash but it doesn’t help with a house. We also aren’t sure if we want to buy or rent. It will only be a few years after all and we could lose a lot of money buying the wrong place.”

“You should talk to Ian. He did all the research into the housing market here before we bought this place. There’s no limit on how long you guys can stay here you know so take your time.”

“Thank you Michael. You and Ian are good friends but we don’t want to cramp your style.”

“Well you aren’t but I have an idea. Can you leave your sauce for a minute?”

“Yes, I can turn it down. What are we doing?”

“Come with me to the basement.” Michael said as he opened the door to the stairs.

“All right but Grant will definitely miss me if you have plans to bury me down there.”

Michael stopped and looked at Pieter, laughing a little. “You have been watching too much TV.”

Pieter followed Michael into the lower level and stopped to look around. The basement was as large as the first floor of the house and seemed to sprawl out in two main directions. Off to the right there was a large room filled with various boxes and crates, obviously meant to be workout area if the mirrors were any indication. Ahead there was another set of glass doors Michael opened and walked through.

“We finished this space and reconfigured things a bit to help the resale value. It was a storage area with an office at that end but we made it into sort of a guest suite. We just didn’t bother to furnish it yet.”

Pieter found himself in a surprisingly spacious and bright room. There was a wall of frosted glass on one wall, a wet/bar kitchen, a wood stove in one corner and plain beige walls. “This seems very modern compared to the rest of the house.”

Chuckling, Michael glanced around and grinned at Pieter. “This is Ian’s reaction to living in a Victorian house. He’s gotten used to it now but he was a bit resistant at first. It has a full bath and a separate entrance. The kitchen isn’t much but we can work something out upstairs so no one’s always getting stuck with the cooking.”

“Michael, what are you getting at?”

“You guys need your own space. You can rent from us for a reasonable rate, get to know the area better and move out when you’re ready. That way you don’t feel like your freeloading or cramping our style. We get good neighbors who don’t mind walking the dogs and we aren’t in each others business.”

“What if we never find a place?”

“You have a home with us as long as you want one, Pieter. After everything you and Grant have done for us, you’re like family to me.” Michael laid his hand on Pieter’s shoulder and squeezed gently.

Pieter suddenly found himself in tears as the events of the past few months caught up with him. Michael simply pulled him into a comforting embrace and patted his back.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Pieter said with a sob as he clung to Michael.

“Shh. Its okay, Pieter. Just let it out.”

Michael’s sweatshirt was quite wet by the time Pieter got himself under control and they returned upstairs so he could clean himself up a bit. He felt much better after splashing his face with some water and sat down with a cup of tea as Michael took over the spaghetti sauce.

“You are getting to be like Ian, giving tea out for every occasion.”

“We’ve gone through a lot of tea over the years, so I’m not surprised.” Michael remarked. 

“I’m sorry for getting so emotional back there.” Pieter said quietly.

“Do you feel better?”

“Well, yes. I feel lighter somehow.”

“Then don’t be sorry, you needed it. We’ve all been a worried about you, you know.”

“About me?”

“Yes, and I was happy to provide a friendly shoulder. Grant’s your lover and it must be a little awkward feeling sad about your divorce around him. It probably all built up in you just waiting for the right moment.”

“And there you were. I don’t know why I feel sad, I should be glad it’s over.”

Michael pulled out the chair next to Pieter and shook his head. “I think that when you love someone enough to marry them you will always have a part of you that loves them no matter how badly it ends. You’re sad because you’re mourning what could have been. It doesn’t make what you have with Grant any less but you’ll sure appreciate it more.”

“You have no idea how much I appreciate him. After all the commotion of living with Minouche, he makes me feel like I just dove into a cool deep pool. You know how it is when you’re under the water?”

“Everything falls away but the peacefulness of it all.”

“Yes! That’s how I feel around him.”

“Okay, forgive me for asking this but what about sex?”

Pieter froze with his cup half way to his mouth; he thought about lying but Michael asked and he needed to talk to someone.

“We haven’t, uh.”

“Still? You’ve been here over a week and I figured once you had a couple of days to settle in. . . .”

“Did Grant say something to you? Is that how you knew? Is that why you’re talking to me?” Pieter asked, feeling betrayed.

“Wait! Stop!” Michael put his hand up. “We’re going to need something stronger here than tea.” He got up and came back with two bottles of hard cider.

He opened them, passed one to Pieter and took a swallow of his own bottle before he answered. “Grant hasn’t said a word to me about anything. It’s just the way you guys look at each other sometimes. Like you’ve finally gotten what you wanted but you’re not sure what to do with it.”

Taking a swallow of his own, Pieter nodded slowly. “I’m afraid. I love him so much but- Grant really looks at me like that?”

“Yes and he’s probably just as afraid as you are. Are you expecting him to make the first move?”

“I don’t know what I’m expecting anymore and I don’t know how to bring it up.”

“Well, from what I saw in Athens, you don’t mind being on top so why don’t you just push him onto his back and have your way with him?”

“I-” Pieter stopped. “You know, I guess I just assumed that he’d want me to bottom.”

“Ah.”

“Ah? That’s all you say?”

“I think you can figure out what happened from there.”

“He’s waiting for me to make the first move.”

“Very good. You have learned well, little grasshopper.” Michael intoned.

Pieter bowed gracefully in his seat. “Thank you, oh wise one. Now, what is this we’re drinking? It’s not bad.”

“Granny Smith Woodchuck Cider. Do you want another? I’ve got the Amber and the Dark & Dry.”

“No, thank you. One is fine but I’d like to try one of the others later.”

“They’re on the bottom shelf so help yourself. Do you have a salad planned or should I go ahead and make one?”

“No I hadn’t gotten that far. Shall I see what’s in the fridge?” Pieter asked, getting up to wash out their bottles.

“Okay. Is Ian still picking up Grant at the train station?”

“Yes, they should be here in an hour.”

The salad ingredients were found and they stood around the island, chopping up veggies when Pieter stopped.

“What’s wrong?”

“I forgot to thank you for your help today. I was getting desperate. It’s funny how it all got tangled in my mind and I couldn’t think through it.”

“No worries as our men would say.” Michael said. “I was serving my own selfish purposes after all.”

“You were?”

“Yep, I figure that Grant and Ian are sure to gang up on us at some point and we’ll need to fight them off together. Ian’s already up to something, I can tell.”

“They are both very sneaky like that but we have the advantage over them.”

“How so?”

“They’re Australians, we are not. We’ve already got a head start just based on that.”

“Uh-huh. Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“But of course.”

“What was your first dissection like? In the morgue?”

“I threw up everything I’d eaten the prior week; it was the most horrible thing I’d ever seen.”

Michael put his knife down suddenly. “Oh geeze.”

“I’m telling you this because I wish someone had told me. I also had to force myself to go back in there although everything inside of me was begging me to run far away as fast as possible. But once I was back inside, I realized that if I truly wanted to help people, to make a difference in their lives; I needed to do it.

“I picked up the knife and tried again, to my surprise it was much easier because I knew what to expect. It’s a very unnatural thing, cutting into another human being. Michael, are you okay?”

By that point, Michael was sitting down on the floor. “I’m never going to be able to do it.”

Pieter came around the island and crouched down. “You’ll do fine.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I did it. If you fail out, I’ll be able to hold it over your head for the rest of your natural life.”

“Wow, that’s so supportive of you.”

“You asked for it.” Pieter grabbed Michael’s hands and pulled him up. “Actually you’ll make it through the class because you’re not a quitter. You won’t like it but you’re not going into surgery and it’s only a couple of months.” Pieter patted Michael’s shoulder and went back to his onions.

Michael thought it over and appreciated the brutal truth over sugar coating. “Okay, I’ll give it my best shot.”

“This is only ten times better than almost anyone’s efforts; except mine of course.”

“Ah, there’s the Pieter we all know and missed.”

“Do you know what I figured out the other day?”

“I’m seriously afraid to ask.”

“How many Olympic medals do we have between us?”

“Twenty three.”

“I meant between the four of us.”

“Forty four.”

“You just know this information off the top of your head? I had to look on the internet.”

“Well it’s not brain surgery. God you really have been bored if you’re looking that stuff up.”

“You have no idea. I’m going to need to find something to do until June.”

“What about volunteering at the hospital down the hill? You can’t practice medicine but its close enough to bike or even walk to.”

“Michael! I could kiss you! That’s a fabulous idea.” Pieter came around and pulled Michael into a big bear hug. “It’s so fabulous that I can’t imagine why I didn’t think of it myself.” Pieter released Michael and danced across the kitchen. 

Michael tossed the veggies into a bowl and smirked as he watched Pieter. “Do you want some music because you have a serious lack of rhythm going over there.”

Pieter turned and blew a raspberry at Michael as Ian and Grant walked through the back door.

“Beminde, you’re home!” Pieter threw himself into Grant’s arms, his whole face lighting up.

Grant caught him and hugged him tightly. “I’m home and you’re in an awfully good mood.”

“Because you’re back.”

Ian eased around the embracing couple and sidled up to Michael, kissing his cheek as he stole a carrot. “Hello love.”

“Hi baby, dinner’s almost ready.”

“Great, I’m starved. What’s up with Pieter? Did you get him drunk?” Ian asked as he turned to get a soda.

“No, we just had a nice talk this afternoon.” Michael’s eyes widened as he watched Pieter’s hand drift down and squeeze Grant’s ass. “Oh someone’s definitely getting laid tonight.”

“For heaven’s sake Michael I’ve just walked in the door. But I guess I’ll agree just this-” Ian stopped as he turned back to continue teasing Michael. “Whoa.”

“You think we should stop him before he takes all of Grant’s clothes off?”

Ian reached up and snagged Grant’s shirt out of the air. “As we both know from personal experience how cold the floor is in here, I vote yes.”

“Well it’s your best friend, go on.”

“Me?”

“You.”

“Maybe this is something they need to find out on their own like we did.”

“Hopefully, Grant won’t spend the next to weeks complaining about how frozen his ass got.”

“Oh and you didn’t complain about it? It was very distracting I’ll have you know.”

“Ian, Michael? Would you mind putting some dinner aside for us to eat later? Grant and I have some things to do upstairs.” Pieter towed Grant out of the room, the taller man looking rather breathless and dazed.

“Way to go Pieter,” Michael murmured, looking rather pleased with himself.

“What are you up to?”

“Nothing. By the way, I suggested to Pieter that he and Grant could use the basement space if they wanted. There’s a delay with getting his funds transferred and they’re still trying to decide on buying versus renting.”

“Well that’s no problem but there’s not much down there. I guess we’ll have to go shopping.” Ian said, looking rather happy at the prospect.

“Or they can buy their own furniture in their taste so it feels more like a home; they can always take it with them. Would you turn up the burner under the pasta pot?”

“You always take the fun out of things. Not that I’m complaining but why don’t they just keep the guest suite?”

“They’ll have their own entrance in the basement and well, I didn’t want to say anything but Pieter mentioned that you’re a tad loud at night.” Michael snuck a peek over his shoulder and quickly faced forward when Ian whipped around.

“What? I’m not the screamer in this relationship, he must have heard you.”

“I think it’s highly unlikely that I would be screaming my own name, Ian.”

Ian looked closely at Michael and pointed his finger accusingly. “I know that smirk! You little liar.”

“I could just be using the smirk to make you think I’m lying.” That stopped Ian for a moment. “I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll tell you if I’m lying if you tell me what you told Grant to make him look at me like that.”

Thinking it over, Ian capitulated. “I may have suggested to Grant that you have a laundry thing.”

“A laundry thing?”

“A thing verging on a fetish.”

“Oh, well that’s not so bad. And I am lying; I suggested that they move so we all can have some privacy. Do you want garlic bread or garlic and parmesan?”

“The cheese one. Michael, you are getting quite crafty.”

“Well I learned it all from you.” Michael put his arms around Ian’s neck. “So you don’t mind if they move downstairs?”

“No, it’s a good idea.”

“Glad you agree.” They kissed for a minute then drew back and looked up at the ceiling as Grant’s hoarse voice could be heard loudly chanting Pieter’s name.

“Maybe they’ll be willing to move downstairs this weekend.”
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Just a Minuet


December 22, 2009 Philadelphia PA

Reading over his exam one last time, Ian checked each answer carefully. There were fourteen minutes left before the test period ended and he didn’t rush; getting a good grade was important and a second scan wasn’t going to hurt.

He stood with six minutes left, gathered his coat and briefcase quietly and went to the front of the room. He handed over his exam and left the room, pausing out in corridor to pull his coat on. The door opened behind him and Melinda Soto came out with her own belongings.

“Hi Ian.”

“Hello Melinda.” Ian said as he helped her put on her coat.

“Thanks. How do you think you did?”

“I wasn’t surprised by anything so I hope I did well. What did you think of it?” They fell in step together as they headed to the exit.

“I think I did well but I’m still going to sweat until the grades come out. So what are you doing for Christmas? Anything exciting?”

“Depends on your definition of excitement.” Ian said with a grin. “We’re driving down to Baltimore tomorrow to spend the holiday with Michael’s family and I finally get to deep fry a turkey. How about you?”

“Our families really wanted us to bring Kylie to Boston for the holiday but Jake’s working Thursday and Monday. I don’t want to haul her up and back for a three day visit.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” Ian dug into his briefcase and took out a small wrapped gift. “This is for Kylie.”

“Ian, you didn’t have to do this. Gosh, you were the only person who didn’t complain when I had to bring her to study group; that was more than enough.”

“Nonsense, it’s just a little something for her first Christmas. Stuff the rest of the group; between Harry’s pencil tapping, Tanya’s perfume and Ron’s incessant sniffing, they had nerve complaining about a baby who never made a peep.”

“Thanks Ian. You helped make this semester bearable.” Melinda reached up and gave him a quick hug. 

“You’re welcome. By the way are you and Jake doing anything on the third? The Sunday after New Year’s?”

“Not that I know of, why?”

“We’re having a little get together from eleven to five at our house and we’d love for you to come.”

“A party?”

“No, we’re calling it a loafer. After all the holiday rush, we thought it would be nice to have a relaxing casual get together. No dressing up allowed, bring the kids and loaf around; we’ll provide the food and some if it will even be healthy. The only thing you’ll need to bring is a loaf of your favorite bread and show up for however long you want to be there.”

“That sounds like fun. We can bring Kylie?

“Sure, Michael’s been dying to meet her. Sorry this is kind of spur of the moment but we just started planning it the other night.”

“I’ll talk to Jake and let you know but I don’t see why we couldn’t come. Oh, there’s my train. Have a happy holiday, Ian!”

“You too.” Ian waved to her and headed for his car, pulling out his phone as he walked.

“Phelps Home for Wayward Retired Swimmers, how can I help you?”

“Hello, love. How’s the move going?”

“We’ve got most of it done so I’ve been expecting you to call. They’ve got a phone line and the satellite people are almost done.”

“I can’t believe how fast they’ve moved down.”

“Ian, you stood outside their bedroom door and kept asking if they were done yet.”

“But Grant wanted to watch that football game.”

“You were only trying to aggravate them. I’m much too young to be a widower so if one of them kills you I’m going to be really upset.”

“All right. I promise to leave them alone.” Ian paused to open his car door and toss his briefcase into the passenger seat. “For at least a month.”

“Ian!”

“Well I’m not going to make a promise what I can’t keep. That would be wrong.”

“Uh huh. We’ll discuss this later. How was your exam?”

“I think I aced it. I invited Melinda and her family to our soiree.”

“Good job on both of those.”

“I’m heading home now; do you need me to pick up anything for dinner?”

“Nope. It’s Grant’s turn.”

“Great, I’ve always wanted food poisoning.”

“I think he’s planning to pick up sushi at Osaka.”

“Oh, I can do that for him.”

“Strange how your tune changes when there’s sushi in the offing. Now hang up and come home; we’re going out tonight.”

“I remember. Tell Grant to give me a ring if he wants me to make the pick up and I’ll see you in a bit.”
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Ian got out of the shower, dried off and put on the black slacks and a dark green v-neck sweater he’d chosen earlier. He checked the mirror and fluffed his hair a bit. Oh, he still had it.

“Looking good, Ian.”

“Thank you Michael.” Ian turned to watch Michael strip down. “What are you wearing?”

“I don’t know. You want to pick something out for me?”

“Sure.” Ian hated to leave a naked and wet Michael but full reign to dress his spouse? He couldn’t pass that up.

When Michael finished showering, he walked into bedroom to find Ian holding one shirt and then another next to a pair of dark blue jeans. “I like the red shirt but not if you’re wearing green.”

Ian paused and held the red shirt next to his sweater. “Oh, right. It’s Christmas but we’ll be too cutesy. I like you in red though.” He pouted for a moment. “Okay, you wear the red and I’ll change.”

“Up to you.” Michael dropped his towel and reached into his underwear drawer.

“Or we could just stay home.” Ian said absently as he watched Michael pull on a pair of boxer briefs. 

“Do you not want to go out?”

“Huh? Oh, sure; it’ll be fun.”

Michael took the red shirt that Ian was still holding, tossed it on bed and slipped his arms around Ian’s waist, pulling them together. “You’ve been a little strange the last couple of days; what’s going on?”

“I’m not sure. It’s like I see you naked or you move in a certain way and boing,” Ian gestured to his crotch. “I’m really starting to wonder who the sex maniac is in this relationship. I look at you and all I can think about is having you inside of me.”

“Do you think it was because I was gone for a few days?”

“That might be part of it. I will gladly admit that I’ve been a bit greedy in bed lately but-”

“It’s not being greedy if we’re both enjoying it.”

“Okay maybe that’s it then. You’re enjoying it too.”

“Ian, I’ve always enjoyed it.”

“But you’re much surer of yourself. You used to suggest things that we both ended up liking but now you just go with it and expect me to follow. I’m certainly not complaining over here. We were good before and it’s only getting better.”

“Oh, okay. I can live with that, you know how much I like driving you wild.” Michael said as he nipped Ian’s neck.

“You keep doing that and we’ll never leave the house.” Ian tilted his head and clutched at Michael’s waist to stay upright.

“Maybe we should stay in tonight; you taste so good.”

Michael started to unbutton Ian’s shirt when there was a very loud knocking on their bedroom door, causing them to spring apart in surprise.

“Ian! Are you done yet? Hurry it up!” Grant’s voice was obscenely cheerful and Michael gave Ian a look as he scrambled to put on his pants.

“You see what you did here?”

“Grant! Shut up! We’ll be out in a minute.” Ian yelled at the door before lowering his voice. “All right, I’m sorry and I should have known he’d retaliate. I’ll never do it again.”
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The seating arrangements were tricky things. If Grant and Pieter were in the backseat, it was a sure bet that one of them (usually Grant) wouldn’t be fully clothed by the time they arrived. Allowing Grant and Ian to share the backseat had led to Michael pulling over and threatening to dump them both on the side of the road.

That left one option: Ian and Pieter in the backseat. Grant didn’t look very happy about it and Michael could admit to being less than thrilled with the idea himself.

“Michael, I just can’t deal with that. You know if we let them sit back there together we’ll both regret it.”

“I have some ear plugs; we could wear those.”

“Pieter would still kick my seat to get me take his side of whatever they’re arguing over.”

“Grant, you wouldn’t automatically be on my side?” Pieter asked as he snaked an arm around Grant’s waist and smiled up at him.

“I’m always on your side.” Grant assured him, snuggling up.

Ian started to make a gesture with his hand but Michael grabbed him by the wrist.

“Why did you do that?”

“Because you were going to make a rude gesture. Here.” Michael put the car keys in Ian’s hand. “You’re driving. Grant’s in front with you and Pieter and I will take the backseat. Can we get going all ready?”

“The master has spoken I suppose.” Grant gave Pieter a little kiss and got in the front passenger seat. Pieter and Michael got in the back and everyone waited for Ian to move. Once he was behind the wheel, he started to say something but shook his head and started the car.

Three miles down the road, Grant turned to look at Pieter who was sitting behind Ian. “He was going to say that Michael is not his master but we know better. Ow! Michael there’s no need for violence!”

“Grant, if you must know I was going to say that we’re all Michael’s bitches.” Ian said as he stuck his tongue out at Grant. “Ow! Pieter!”

“Watch your language, Ian.” Pieter dropped his hand and looked at Michael. “You know, I think this will work.”

“We’re going to have to wear helmets.” Grant whispered to Ian.

“Or you two could just behave. That’s always an option.” Michael said.

“Do you have ears like a bat? Oh, wait. Look who I’m asking.” Grant quipped as he ducked forward. 
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The dance floor at Appetite was loud, crowded and sweaty as the DJ kept the music pumping through the sound system. Ian held on to Michael’s hips and moved to beat, not really caring what the song was. He was too busy staring into Michael’s half closed eyes and thinking of how long the trip home was going to take.

Michael moved a couple of inches forward and bumped his groin into Ian’s, fully aware of Ian’s thoughts. He draped an arm over Ian’s shoulders and checked his watch. It was after eleven and they did have to drive down to Baltimore in the morning so he stepped back and grabbed Ian’s hand; tilting his head towards the stairs. The second floor was quieter and less crowded and Michael stopped near the bar.

“Any idea where Pieter and Grant got to?”

“No but Grant’s got his phone on vibrate so let me call him.” Ian pulled out his phone and found the right number, pressing the send button. A phone started ringing right behind them and they turned to see Grant and Pieter grinning at them.

“We saw you leave and figured it was time to go.” Pieter yelled.

“Pieter, use your indoor voice.”

“Oh. Right. The music was a bit loud wasn’t it?” Pieter asked in a much quieter voice.

“Yeah, so are you two ready or do you want to stay longer?”

Ian made a frantic gesture at Grant behind Michael’s back and Grant quickly said, “No, we’re ready.”

“Great, let’s hit the coat check and get out of here.” Ian took charge of Michael, much to his amusement, and led them down to the first floor. It took only a moment to reclaim their jackets and they were back in the car ten minutes later.

“Ian, I wanted to leave too. You didn’t have rush us out of there.” Michael said as he started the car.

“I wasn’t taking any chances. Pieter, if one item of clothing is removed in the backseat you two are walking home.”

There was a frantic scramble in the back seat before Pieter answered rather peevishly, “Why do you care?”

“Because if I’m not getting any, you’re not getting any.”

“That’s so typical you selfish bastard. Ow! Pieter, are you just going to let Michael hit me like that?”

“If he can reach you, he can hit you. Grant stop that!”

“We’re trading seats. He won’t be able to reach me over there.”

“I can’t believe I’m going to say this but get off me Grant. Sit down and put on your seat belt. The man’s got a seven foot wingspan, you wouldn’t be safe anywhere.”

Grant buckled back in and the car was quiet except for whispers in the backseat. They were almost home when Grant threw up his hands and leaned forward. “I’m sorry I called you a selfish bastard, Ian.”

“Huh? Oh. No worries Grant. I didn’t take it seriously.”

“Still, I shouldn’t have said it.”

“Then I accept your apology.”

There was silence again until they were inside and raiding the fridge for a late night snack. 

“So what are you guys doing while we’re down in Baltimore? Are you sure you don’t want to come along?”

“Thanks for offering, Michael but we’re going to finish unpacking our things and just have a nice quiet Christmas. What time are you leaving tomorrow?” Grant asked.

“Around ten, we’re supposed to have lunch with Fred and Jackie so that will give us time to drive down and get to Colleen and Beth’s.”

“You’re not staying with Debs?” Pieter asked as he picked out another California roll.

“Nah, Brendan, Angie and the twins are flying in from Tucson. Mom and Ryan only have two guest rooms. We were going to stay at a hotel but Colleen offered her guest room. I felt kind of weird refusing.”

“I still don’t understand why, Michael. They’re charming women and we’ll be fine.”

“I do like them but staying with them is different from just hanging out with them. Anyone want the last of the Seafood Udon?”
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Michael waited for Gizmo and Gadget to finish their business in the back yard and looked through the mail that had piled up since Monday. He and Ian usually sat down every other week to pay bills and deal with any paperwork but first he needed to sort through things.

Two utility bills, the Visa bill, car insurance renewal and his cell phone bill all went into to do tray, junk mail went into the trash and he was left with a thick envelope from a law firm in Pittsburgh. It was addressed to him and marked ‘personal and confidential’ but anything legal usually went to his business manager.

He let the dogs in and slit the envelope, flipping open the papers. He found himself sitting down quickly, almost missing the chair when he read that he was being named in a paternity suit. He was still sitting there ten minutes later Pieter came up to get an aspirin 

“Michael? What’s wrong?”

Michael merely handed the papers over to Pieter, not able to say anything. Pieter started reading and sat down himself.

“Do you know this woman? This Sara Eldridge?”

“Yes, we dated about seven years ago for ten minutes.”

“So there’s a possibility?”

“There’s always a possibility, I did have sex with her. I used a condom but they’re not fool proof.”

“What are you going to tell Ian?”

“Tell Ian what?” Ian asked from the doorway. “What’s going on?”

Pieter got up and squeezed Michael’s shoulder as he slipped back down the stairs.

“I’ve been named in a paternity suit.” Michael waved his hand at the papers.

“Oh. Was it someone you knew?” Ian asked calmly as he walked toward the kitchen table.

“Sara Eldridge, we dated when I was in high school.”

“Okay. Is it boy or a girl?” Ian sat down next to Michael, picking up the letter and scanning it over as he took Michael’s hand.

“I didn’t even get that far.”

“A girl, six years old. Her name’s Chloe. What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know. This hasn’t ever happened to me before.”

“You need to call Tim, see if he can recommend someone who handles these kinds of cases,” Ian paused when Michael began to protest, " I’m not saying that you should fight this. If she’s your daughter then of course we’ll take care of her but I’m wondering why Sara waited so long to pursue this. You’ll need to take a paternity test before you make any decisions.”

“We?”

“Huh?”

“You said we’ll take care of her.”

“We’re married; if she’s daughter then she’s my daughter too.”

“You’re not mad?”

Ian pulled Michael into his lap and gathered him close. “Of course I’m not mad. I’m not jumping with joy but this isn’t your fault.”

“Thank you baby. For that and for your support. I just didn’t know what to do.” Michael put his arms around Ian, holding him tightly.

There was a light knock at the basement door and Grant stuck his head into the kitchen. “You guys okay? Pieter told me…”

“Yes, Grant we’re fine.” Ian said.

“You know we’re here for you both, right?”

Michael wiped his eyes and twisted around to look at Grant. “Thanks, Grant. I, we really appreciate that.”

“Just wanted to let you know. We’ll see you in the morning.” Grant shut the door as quietly as he’d opened it, leaving Ian and Michael alone again.

“They’re good friends.”

“Yes, they are. Why don’t we go on upstairs and try to sleep love?”

“I’m not sure I can sleep but I’ll give it a try.”
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They got ready for bed without talking, meeting in the middle of the bed a few minutes later; Ian spooning up behind Michael to offer him what comfort he could.

“Ian?”

“Yes love?”

“Would you make love to me?”

Ian sat up and looked down at Michael, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I want- I need to be close to you tonight. It’s like my whole world just tilted and you’re the only thing that’s still the same.”

Ian’s answer was to gently turn Michael over and kiss him deeply, running his hand up and down Michael’s back. Michael responded slowly but with increasing enthusiasm, dragging his leg up along the outside of Ian’s and curling it around Ian’s thigh.

As he licked and sucked Michael’s cock, Ian opened the lube and leisurely stroked the gel into Michael’s anus.

Michael whimpered and clutched at the sheets as Ian entered him, raising his arms to wrap them around Ian. “Oh god baby, you feel so good.”

“You’re so tight again.” Ian panted out, trying not to come as Michael’s passage closed around him. Ian reflected that it had been a while since they made love like this and he’d obviously been neglecting his spouse. “Hang on, love.” Ian slid back and then thrust in, putting his back into it.

Michael groaned loudly and arched up to meet his thrust, his legs rising to wrap around Ian’s hips. “More, baby.”

After what seemed like a long time, Ian was gasping as he rested his head on Michael’s shoulder. He was so close but Michael didn’t seem to by anywhere near ready. He slid his hand down to Michael’s penis and stroked several times, using just the right touch and pressure to push Michael over the edge. Ian was finally able to let go and came a moment later.

Michael quickly got up and went into the bathroom, not stopping to cuddle afterwards. Ian closed his eyes and flopped onto his back, trying to get his breathing under control. A moment later he heard the shower come on and sighed.

He hadn’t lied to Michael; he really did feel that if this little girl was actually Michael’s daughter they would handle it together. Michael, however, not only had to deal with the fact that he might be a father he’d also missed a large portion of his child’s life.

Ian got up and padded into the bathroom to find Michael sitting on the floor of the shower with his hands over his face, the water cascading down around him. Ian saw Michael’s shoulder’s shake and stepped in the cubicle, pulling Michael up and into his arms.

Michael cried so long that Ian had to turn off the water to prevent them from getting a cold shower. He chivvied Michael out of the cubicle, dried him off and got him back into bed, keeping up a steady stream of comforting sounds. Michael didn’t need words right now; he just wanted something to hold on to.

A half hour later, he blew his nose on a tissue and curled back into Ian’s chest. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For using you to try to forget.”

“It’s okay, that’s one of the things I’m here for. You’ve had a bad shock, it’s not every day you find out you may be a father.”

Michael was silent for a couple of minutes. “You know I’ve always wanted children.”

“Yes, I know. We’ve talked about it several times.”

Michael reached for the reading light over their bed. “Watch your eyes; I’m turning on the light.”

Ian put his hand over his eyes for a moment and then blinked to adjust his sight to see Michael sitting cross legged, hugging a pillow. 

“I don’t want kids right now. Not that I won’t support Chloe if she is my daughter but I’ve got almost three years of school left and the next Olympics. Where’s a child supposed to fit in here, especially one that lives in Pittsburgh? I know I’m being really selfish but I like our life the way it is.”

“I don’t think you’re being selfish. Are you talking about just offering financial support?”

“No, I couldn’t do that. I’d want to get to know her, at the very least. There’s this kid out there who hasn’t had a dad for six years. God, how do I explain that to her?”

“She’s too young to tell her the truth but we’ll figure something out.”

“And my family. My mom’s going to have a heart attack.”

“Your mom will be thrilled to have a grandchild.”

Over the next two hours, Michael tried to imagine every scenario possible while Ian reassured him that they could handle whatever came up. By four am, they were all talked out and Michael fell asleep in mid-sentence, leaving Ian to move him back up to the head of the bed and under the covers. 

As Ian turned off the light and wrapped himself around Michael, he wondered what Chloe was like and if she was Michael’s daughter.

Holiday Hustle

December 23, 2009 outside of Wilmington, DE

Two days before Christmas and traffic along I-95 was thick with travelers. Michael had been brooding in the passenger seat since they got on the road and Ian was willing to let him be for the moment. 

By the time they got to the Maryland House rest area, Ian pulled in and found a parking space.  Michael shook himself and turned to Ian.

“Are we there?”

“No, I need to pee and get some coffee.  Do you want anything?”

Michael finally looked around. “Oh. Yeah, I could pee.”

They got out and went into large building that seemed to be bursting with people.  The men’s room even had a short line; as this rest stop served both the north and south bound traffic that wasn’t surprising and Ian was glad he wasn’t a woman. Their line snaked out into the lobby and past the ATM.

Michael left Ian to his coffee procurement and Ian thought he’d gone back to the car but as he stopped to add sugar, he spotted his spouse standing in line at Cinnabon and gave a sigh of relief.  Pieter had made breakfast before they left but Michael hadn’t been very interested in eating which was never a good sign.  Ian waited and fell in step with Michael after he’d secured a box.

“Do you want to eat those here?”

“No, it’s too crowded and noisy.  I’ve got milk so we can eat in the car.”

“Good, this place is a mad house.”

“When isn’t it?”

“That’s true.”

Back at the car, Michael devoured three of the sticky concoctions and was on his second bottle of milk when he suddenly let out the loudest burp Ian had ever heard from him.  Between the sound and the look of shock on Michael’s face, Ian couldn’t help laughing.  A moment later, Michael joined in.

“Sorry, I guess I shouldn’t have eaten those so fast.”

“It’s okay.  I’m just glad you’re eating.”

“I wasn’t hungry earlier but once I smelled the Cinnabon place, I was starving.  Crap, is it really noon?”

“Yes but I called your dad before we left and told him we were running late.  We’re meeting them at three.”

“Thanks baby. What do you think I should tell them?”

“I think you already know.” Ian said as he started gathering up the trash.

“Yeah, I do. I’d rather tell them together so I wonder if mom’s busy. Where are we meeting dad and Jackie?” Michael took the trash bag and got out of the car.

“At Colleen and Beth’s. Debbie and Ryan will be there too, you don’t want to have this conversation in public.”

“Oh.” Michael closed the door and went over to the trash can, standing there for a minute and seemed to stare out into the traffic. Ian wondered if he’d overstepped his bounds making the arrangements when Michael suddenly turned and came trotting back. He didn’t stop at the passenger door but kept going right around to the driver’s door and opened it.

“Come on, out.”

Crap, Ian thought, I’ve gone and done it now. He slowly slid out and found himself in Michael’s embrace.

“Thank you. You always take good care of me.” Michael gave Ian a quick and sloppy kiss before pulling his head back. “You want me to take over the driving?”

Taken aback at this sudden switch in mood, Ian peered closely at Michael. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah. It just took me a little while to hear what you were really telling me.”

“What was that?”

“That between us, we’ll be able to handle whatever happens.” Michael looked back at Ian steadily, no longer appearing lost and afraid.  
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“What number was it again?”

“2107, she said it’s the only house on the block with a Japanese maple in the front yard.”

“The red trees?”

Michael glanced at Ian out of the corner of his eye. “And you’re the son of a gardener?”

“Do astronaut’s kids know what zero gravity feels like?”

“Huh. You know that’s a pretty good one, Ian.”

“I know. I’ve been saving it up for an occasion like this.”

“Hey, I think that’s it on the left.” Michael checked the number on the front of the house and swung into the driveway. Beth had warned him about parking on the street so he drove past the house and parked off to the side of the garage.

“Well if it’s not it, we’re making someone think they have company.”

The back door of the house opened and Beth waved at them as she came down the steps to hug them hello.  

She paused when she got to Michael and took his face in her hands. “How are you doing?”

“I’m okay. It was total panic until about an hour ago but I made in under the twenty four hour window.”

“Good to hear that, I guess.  I’ve got a pot of crab soup on the stove and bread baking if you’re interested.”

“I could eat.” Michael said, not paying attention to Ian’s mock gasp of surprise.  They left the presents in the backseat and brought in their suitcase and overnight bag.  Beth opened the back door and led them through the kitchen to a short hallway in the back of the house.

“The guest room’s down here on the first floor, there’s a bath attached but it only has a shower.  Then again, I guess you guys don’t fit in normal bathtubs.”

Ian grinned, “No, not really.”

Beth opened a door and ushered them into a medium sized room with a queen sized bed, dresser and small chair.  “Sorry we don’t have a king size bed but hopefully this will work.”

“It’s fine Beth. We’ve slept in queen beds before and we like to snuggle anyway, don’t we Michael?”

Silence was the only answer and Ian put his bag down.  “How much do you want to bet that he’s standing with his head over your soup pot?”

“Ha! I’m not taking that bet.  Ian, is he really okay or is he putting a brave face on it?”

“Well he wouldn’t eat this morning but he ate when we stopped on the other side of Baltimore and he’s hungry again.  That’s a good sign.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”  Beth led the way back to the kitchen and neither was surprised to see Michael by the stove.

“Beth, this soup smells really good.” Michael said as Ian and Beth chuckled.

“Go have a seat, it’s ready to eat.”

“We’re not waiting for Colleen?”

“She’ll be home in a couple of minutes and she won’t mind.” Beth set a large bowl in front of Michael and added a thick wedge of bread.  “Ian?”

“Oh, yes I’d love some soup if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” 

She set another bowl with bread in front of Ian and served them both beverages before sitting down herself, hiding a smile as Ian fished out the crab legs from his bowl and gave them to Michael.

“Aren’t you having any soup, Beth?”

“I had some earlier.  How has school been?”

When Colleen burst through the door twenty minutes later, Michael was on his second bowl while Ian and Beth discussed her latest adventure in teaching.

“Oh it’s cold out there!” She closed the door and hung up her jacket before coming over to give them all a kiss and a hug, ending with Beth.  “How was your drive down, guys?”

“Not bad. How’s the car business treating you?” Ian asked as Beth rose and got Colleen a bowl of soup.

“We’re close to breaking a record this month.  I saw your ride outside; what do you think of it?”

“The Surge? We’re getting much better mileage then we did with our other cars.” Michael answered.

“I’d hope you were. That Escalade of yours was probably only getting eight or nine miles to the gallon. You’re much better off with a Ford.”

“You only say that because you work for them.” 
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They’d almost succeeded in keeping Michael’s mind off of his parents’ arrival but when the doorbell rang at twelve minutes to three, he froze and gripped tightly at the edge of the table.

Colleen jumped up to get the door, greeting Debbie and Ryan while Michael paled and thought about running out the back door.  Before he could bolt, Ian reached over and pried his hand from the table.

“I’m right here. Everything will be fine.”

Ian vaguely noticed Beth getting up and getting her coat but kept his focus on Michael.

“She’s going to be so disappointed in me.” Michael whispered.

“She might be at first but she’ll still love you.”

“Michael? Where are you?”

Michael jumped in his seat and gripped his hand around Ian’s. “We’re in here mom.”

“Well Colleen and I are heading out to the grocery store; we’ll be back in a couple of hours.  Tell everyone to help themselves to the soup.” Beth gave them both a pat on the shoulder, greeting Debbie as she entered the kitchen with Colleen and Ryan close behind.

She snagging Colleen by the arm and went out the door while Michael stood to hug his mom.  Once everyone had greeted everyone else, they sat down around the table.

“Sorry we’re early honey but Ian said you needed to talk to us.  Are you okay?”

“I’m fine mom but can we wait until dad gets here?”

“Of course.” Debbie gave him a hard look but changed the subject, asking them about how their first semesters in grad school had gone.  Michael could tell she wasn’t happy about waiting but she didn’t push.

Fred and Jackie arrived promptly at three and after the social niceties were observed, Michael cleared his throat getting everyone’s attention.

“Mom, do you remember Sara, Sara Eldridge?”

Debbie started to shake her head then stopped. “Oh, you dated her for a while back in high school.  That Sara?”

“Yeah. Um, I got a letter from her lawyer the other day. She’s got a six year old daughter named Chloe. Sara’s suing me for child support.”

To say his parents were stunned would be an understatement.  Michael waited for a reaction and began to fidget while all four of his parents seemed to exchange glances in total silence.

“Can one of you say something, anything?”

There seemed to be some decision made and Debbie was voted as spokesperson.

“So there’s a possibility that this little girl could be your daughter?”

“Yes.  We did have sex and I used a condom but I kind of wasn’t sure what I was doing.”  Michael didn’t blush but it was only from sheer force of will.

“She was your first girlfriend?” Jackie asked.

“Well she was the only one I slept with, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“All right, son. What’s your game plan?”

“I’m going to call Tim and get a referral for a lawyer that handles this kind of thing.” Michael paused when Ian pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket and slid it in front of Michael. “Okay, I’m going to call the lawyers that Tim’s already recommended.” He stopped again as Ian pointed to the stars he’d helpfully added. “I’m going to call the lawyers that Ian’s already-. Did you call all of these people this morning?”

“No love.  I called my advisor whose wife is a family court judge in New Jersey; she was happy to cross reference Tim’s list.  Grant went online to some legal database and looked up their records.  Then Pieter called each one to see about setting appointments.  The firm at the top of the list has a division that specializes in non-traditional couples; they also have offices in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia.”

“When’s the appointment?”

“Next Tuesday at ten.”

“Well then.” Michael turned back to the others. “We have an appointment next week at ten to discuss the situation with a lawyer.  I’m going to insist on a paternity test and then go from there.

“If Chloe’s my daughter, then I’ll provide child support but I’ll want to have, at the very least, visitation with her.  I want- we want to be part of her life.” Michael squeezed Ian’s hand. “I know it won’t be easy but we’re ready to make whatever adjustments we have to make to be good parents.”

“Why did it take this long for her file the paperwork? It’s not like you were a typical teenager; you could have supported a child even then.”

“I don’t know, mom.  I guess that’s one of the things we’ll have to ask the lawyer to find out.”
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For Michael it was a rather surreal Christmas.  He and Ian drove out to Frederick on Christmas Eve to spend the day with the Callahans en masse. Turkeys were fried, dinner was eaten and presents were opened.  Christmas morning they drove back to Baltimore and spent the rest of the day with his dad’s side of the family.  More food, more presents and by Christmas night, Michael was tired of pretending he wasn’t distracted.

He crawled into bed at nine, leaving Ian in the living room watching TV with Colleen and Beth.  Twenty minutes later, Colleen turned to Ian with a grin.

“Why don’t you just go in there? You stopped watching TV the minute he walked out of here.”

“He needs a little time alone. We’ve been running hither and yon since he got the letter.”

“Hither and yon?” Beth asked.

“To and fro?”

“I know what you meant, I just can’t believe I heard you say that.  He’s probably in there brooding.”

“Sometimes he needs to brood.  It doesn’t mean I’m not worried about him.”

“Can I ask a nosy question?”

Ian ripped his eyes from the hall leading to the guest room and raised an eyebrow at Colleen. “I suppose.”

“Grant and Pieter? They’re both living with you?”

“Yes, they’re staying down in the basement. We’ve got a sort of apartment down there.”

“So how does that work?  Do you all get along?”

“Grant’s my best friend and Michael and Pieter have gotten to be good friends.  It’s only been a week or two but it seems to be going well.”

“I have a coworker who thinks Grant is the hottest thing, is he available?”

Ian stared at her, finally getting where her line of questioning was going. “Hang on a minute.”  Ian got up and went into the bedroom.

Michael was writing furiously in his journal but looked up when Ian entered.  “What’s up?”

“I need to call home; I’ll only be a minute.”  Ian found his cell phone and dialed the number only to have voice mail pick up.  “They’re not home.”

“Try their line. They’re probably downstairs.”

“Right.” Ian looked at Michael who dutifully reeled of the number. This time the phone was picked up on the first ring.

“Phelps Home for Wayward Retired Swimmers, Annex Department.”

“Why are you and Michael both answering the phone like that, Pieter?”

“Because it makes the telemarketers hang up.” Pieter answered along with Michael.

“Ah. All right then.  Pieter, are you guys telling people now?”

“Telling people what?”

“That you’ve invented a better mousetrap. Don’t be obtuse.”

“Well we’re sharing a very tiny room in the dank dark basement of our friend and his very snarky spouse.  You by the way are the latter not the former.  Yes, we’re telling people. What part of us all going to a gay night club weren’t you there for?”

“It wouldn’t be so tiny if you didn’t need twenty seven mirrors.”

“They’re down here because they ran away from the first floor; I’ve just been helping them recover from the reflection of your hideousness.”

Ian could hear Grant laughing in the background and decided the conversation was getting out of hand.  “Thank you for sharing that Pieter. We should be home around ten tomorrow so we’ll see you then.” Ian hung up and tossed the phone back in his jacket pocket.

“I thought we were leaving here at ten.”

“We are but that’ll give them plenty of time to clean any surfaces they might have had sex on while we were gone. Remind me to disinfect the kitchen table?”

“Sure baby.”

Ian patted Michael’s ass and gave him a quick kiss.  “Another hour or so?”

“Maybe thirty minutes.” Michael gestured to his journal. “None of it makes any sense but I’ve venting.”

“Okay.  Now I’ve got to go back and tell Colleen that Grant is not available to date her friend.” Ian stood and went to the door.

“It’ll be more fun if you say he is.”

“Ah, that’s a thought but it could get messy when Pieter stabs one of us later.”

“I’d make sure to stand behind you.”

“That’s awfully kind of you but no.”

Ian rejoined his stepsister-in-law and her partner in the living room. “Grant and Pieter are together so I’m going to say he’s not currently available.”

“Grant and Pieter are together? I thought Pieter was married?” Beth said as she sat up.

“He was but the divorce was finalized a few weeks ago. It was a horrible mess and I don’t want to go into it.”

“Wow. I didn’t expect that one. I thought it was a little weird that you’ve got that big house and you put them in the basement but now it all makes sense.”

“Speaking of our big house, we’re having a get together on Sunday after New Years.  Would you like to come up?”

“Is that wise under the circumstances? With what’s going on with Michael?”

“We probably won’t know anything for several weeks and he was looking forward to it.  It’s going to be really casual, from eleven to five but you two could come up Saturday and stay the night.”

“I don’t think we’ve got anything planned, do we Beth?”

“Nope, we sure don’t. What time should we come up on Saturday?”
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December 29, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

“Hang on a minute.” Ian said as he reached over to adjust Michael’s collar and tie.  He brushed a tiny speck off the shoulder of Michael’s suit and smiled.  “You look really good.  Don’t be nervous, I’ll be right there next to you.”

“Thanks.  Did I remember the letter?”

“I’ve got it right here.” Ian patted his own breast pocket and took Michael’s hand.  They stood for a moment and Michael used his free hand to push the elevator call button.

“Did I mention how grateful I am that you did all that research and made this appointment?”

“No but I didn’t expect you to however I will accept an exchange of services for it.”

“You will?” Michael said with a quirk of his lips, “What kind of service are we talking about?”

“One of your massages, for at least thirty minutes and with that vanilla scented oil.”

Michael stopped smiling and stepped closer to Ian, peering at him. “You don’t have a headache do you?”

“No silly. I just love your massages and I’ve got very fond memories of what happened the last time.”  The elevator door opened and Ian walked in with Michael after the people on board exited.  Ian smiled urbanely at the remaining passengers, keeping his hand in Michael’s.

The receptionist on the ninth floor greeted them politely and told them that Ms Dubois would be right with them as she gestured to the waiting area.  Ian and Michael sat together on one of the couches and settled in.  There were eight other people also waiting so neither man felt comfortable continuing their conversation.

Six minutes later, a young woman in a sharp suit came over to them and introduced herself as Nina Dubois. 

Ian and Michael stood to shake her hand and she led them through a confusing maze of corridors to a small conference room.  After they declined her offer of refreshments, she left them for a moment and returned with an older man who was almost as tall as Michael.

“Hello Mr. Phelps, Mr. Thorpe. I’m Carl Bass, the head of the family law group here.”

There was another round of handshaking and they all sat down.

“I’ve had a chance to read over the suit and it appears fairly straightforward.  Ms Eldridge is asking for support of the minor child, Chloe Eldridge from you, Mr. Phelps, in the amount of three thousand dollars a month.”  Carl said as he looked through the paperwork.  “We will of course insist on a DNA test to establish paternity and then we’ll go from there.  The only question is: what do you want to happen?”

“What do you mean?”

“If Chloe is your child do you want visitation? Custody? Do you want to negotiate on the amount of child support?”

“I’d like visitation but I don’t know how that would work. She’s in Pittsburgh, I’m here.  And I have no idea if three thousand is fair or not.  I would really like to know why it took Sara so long to do this.”

“But no thoughts on custody?” Carl asked, glancing at him over his glasses.

“If it was a question of Sara being a bad mother, then I’d go for custody in a heart beat but I’m not going to do it just to be vindictive. Chloe’s well being in the most important thing here; I don’t even want to meet her until we know if I’m her father or not.  She’s only six; it would be too confusing for her. ”

Carl smiled and closed his folder. “Then I think we can work together on this matter if you’d like to hire us.  We’ll do our best to work at an equitable and fair arrangement for you in regards to visitation and child support.”

Michael looked at Ian who nodded. They quickly worked out the financial details and Nina gave Michael the paperwork to get the blood work done.  Less than an hour after they arrived, Ian and Michael were getting back into their car.

“The lab is open until three. Do you want to go ahead and get it over with?”

“Will you kiss my boo boo?”

“That’s not all I’ll kiss.” Ian said with a leer.

Michael put the car in gear and drove out of the parking garage.  “Um, I think I owe you more than a thirty minute massage for this. I would have still been trying to figure out what to do.”

“You would have called Tim just like I did.  And I’ll accept forty minutes if you really think that you owe me.”

“You’re so easy; I was willing to do an hour.”
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Ian walked into the house ahead of Michael, carrying several bags of cleaning supplies.

“How did it go?” Pieter asked as he sat reading at the kitchen table.

“It was fine.”

“I like Mr. Bass although I have no idea why.  Want to see my boo boo?” Michael put his own bags on the counter.

“You took the blood test already?  Yes, I would like to see it.”  

Michael took off his coat and suit jacket to roll up his shirt sleeve. Halfway through he shrugged and just removed the shirt. He was going to have to change anyway before he started cleaning.


Pieter gently examined Michael’s arm. “They did a good job.”

“It didn’t really hurt either.”

“I thought it was our turn for grocery shopping?” Pieter asked as he took in the number of bags from the local market.

“A couple of people in the family are coming up on Saturday for the party on Sunday and the house is a mess. It’ll take days for me to clean the place up.”

Pieter started to offer his help when he saw Ian shaking his head. “Oh. Well it’s my turn to make dinner so I’ll just go back to my cook book.” He said slowly and smiled when Ian made a thumb’s up gesture.

“I’d best get to cleaning.  Ian, do you want me to take your suit coat upstairs?”

“If you would. I’ll unload the bags so you can get started.”

“Thanks baby!” Michael grabbed the item of clothing along with his shirt and coat and skipped up the stairs.

“Ian, is he okay?”

“Yes, he’s a bit stressed but he’ll tire himself out with cleaning the house and he’ll be better in the morning.”

“So you’ll just let him clean?  What’s to clean? The house is spotless.”

“He’ll find something. During finals one year I found him cleaning all the overhead fans at the old house.”

“Nothing to worry about then.”

“Only if he’s still cleaning on Saturday.”
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December 31, 2009 Philadelphia, PA

The plan for New Year’s Eve was simple.  They were having an early dinner of steaks, baked potatoes, green beans, salad and Key Lime pie followed by watching DVDs in front of the fireplace.

They may have decided to avoid the crowds at area restaurants but that was no reason not to have a great meal and use a few of the wedding presents that people had insisted on sending.

Setting the last plate in place, Michael stepped back and admired the table. “You know Ian; your cousin Gertrude has really great taste in glassware.”

“Those actually belonged to my grandparents.  Since Gertrude didn’t have children, she decided to pass them along to me.”

“Why not give them to Christina?”

“Christina’s the reason why there are only five glasses left; there used to be eight.  But they do look nice with the china Bob gave us.”

“I still don’t get why he sent us china.”

“Because you were getting married; people normally send gifts.” Pieter commented as he came in with several candle sticks and set them down.  “I’ll light them when we’re ready to eat.  I think the grill is ready, Ian.”

“Thanks Pieter.”

They returned to the kitchen where Grant was checking the potatoes.  “There you are.  You all know better to leave me alone in here, I could have ruined something.”

“You’re not that dangerous, Grant.” Ian said as he tested the grill.

“You’re very dangerous beminde but not in the kitchen.” Pieter kissed Grant’s cheek.
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Grant reached over and pushed the button on the remote. “It’s after ten and that’s the last movie. I think Pieter and I will steal a bottle of champagne and finish up the night downstairs if you don’t mind Ian.”

“No I don’t mind.  I guess Michael decided to go to bed.”

Pieter stood up and picked up the bowl of popcorn. “Actually he said something about owing you a massage?”

Ian sat up quickly and found his slippers.  “He did?”

“Yes he did.  We’ll let the dogs out if you want to go on up.”

“Thanks guys.” Ian hugged both of them briefly, even kissing Pieter on both cheeks in the European fashion.  

“It’s no problem.  Happy new year.” Pieter pushed him towards the stairs as Grant started straightening out the blankets that they’d all been using.

“Happy new year to you too.” Ian said, trying not to hurry out of the room before giving up and running up to the second floor.  He skidded to a stop in front of the bedroom door and took a moment to compose himself.

The door opened and Michael stood there with a smile. “It took you long enough.”  Their room was lit with candles, a pallet was arranged in front of the fireplace and one of Ian’s favorite CDs was playing on the stereo.

“It was a good movie but that’s no excuse.” Ian gave him a quick peck on the lip. “I’ll try to make it up to you.”

“While you’re thinking on that, why don’t you go in and get a shower?  Come out whenever you’re ready.”

Five minutes later he hurried out of the bathroom and lay down on the surprisingly warm surface of the pallet.  “Did you put the electric blanket on this?”

“I bought another one, because it’s awfully cold and we can’t do this on the bed.  I really should get a massage table.”  Michael pulled the sides of the blanket up over Ian’s legs to keep him warm and dipped his hand into the oil.

“This works-, oh lord that feels good.” Ian sighed as Michael started stroking his back before getting down to serious work.  Michael didn’t stop with merely massaging Ian’s back.  He kneaded his way down each of Ian’s arms and paid particular attention to his hands, manipulating each tendon and joint.

He slid around to Ian’s side and started in his right leg, working slowly down to the foot and then switching over and working back up.  Several more minutes were spent going over each muscle group on Ian’s now relaxed back before he nudged Ian’s shoulder.

“You ready to turn over, Ian?”

“Goo.”

“Huh?”

“Call me Goo.”

“Oh I get it. Come on, over you go.” Michael helped with the position change and sat behind Ian’s head, kneading deeply into the neck muscles.  “Do you want-” Michael stopped as the sound of fireworks being set off around the neighborhood started.

“What time is it?” Ian asked.

“Midnight I guess. Happy new year baby.” Michael bent down and kissed Ian, running his tongue over Ian’s lips before diving in.  Several minutes later he raised his head.  “That was weird, kissing you upside down.”

“Happy new year to you too.  Why don’t you take your clothes off and get down here?”

“You don’t want me to finish your massage?” 

Ian figured that was a rhetorical question as Michael was already undressing.  After a little arranging, they were snug on the small pallet with the blanket spread over them and the bowl of oil placed out of danger.

“You know we have that big bed only a few feet away.”

“But this is much more romantic.” Ian said, making himself comfortable again.

They lay quietly for several minutes listening to the sounds of celebration out the window.

“I don’t want whatever happens with Chloe to change us.”

“I won’t lie. Things will change if she becomes part of our lives but we’ll manage.  Do you want me to give you something else to think about?”

“Sure.”

“Christina offered to surrogate for us.”

“Huh?”

“I told my family about Chloe when I called them at Christmas. Chris mentioned that she and David had been talking about what terrific parents we’d make. They were going to ask us to be guardians for Iona and Daniel in case anything ever happened to them.”

“Aw, that’s so cool but that led to surrogacy how?”

“I’m not quite sure.  She said that David brought it up during the cruise and she’s been thinking about it ever since.  Not that she expects us to jump right up and do anything about it.”

“How would it work?”

“We’d have to use in vitro fertilization; her egg and your sperm or if one of your sisters was willing, one of their eggs and my sperm.  One of us would essentially be raising our niece or nephew but it’s the closest we could come to having our own children.  There are risks with in vitro.  We could end up with a multiple birth or spend a lot of money with no results.”

“Okay, that did take my mind off the legal stuff.  What did your parents say? Were they disappointed in me?”

“Dad said he was surprised it was you and not me.” Ian said ruefully. “Mom just asked if you were okay and if I was taking care of you.  So my dad thinks I’m a slut and my mom thinks I’m neglectful. You’re golden.”

“Hey, you’re a reformed slut and I can’t imagine how you could take better job of taking care of me without wrapping me in tissue paper and keeping me in the closet.”

“There’s an idea but we’re out of the closet so I’d have to keep you in a drawer.”

Michael sighed and rested his head on Ian’s shoulder. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too.” Ian said as he kissed Michael’s brow.  “We really should get up or we’re going to fall asleep here.”

Michael sat up with a grin. “But what about the romance?”

“It still is but I’m laying on the control for the electric blanket and I think we need to blow out the candles.”

“They are getting kind of low.” Michael rolled gracefully to his feet and reached a hand down to Ian.  “Come on.”

“Uh. Give me a minute.” Ian said weakly.

Michael blinked and looked down at Ian’s mid section. “Boing?”

“Uh huh.”

“But I just stood up.”

“And you’re all naked.” Ian raked his eyes up and down Michael’s body.  “Why don’t you come back down here?”

“Nope. Then we really will fall asleep on the floor.”  Michael started blowing out the candles, putting a little extra wiggle in his walk as he went around the room.

“That’s not helping.”

Michael looked flirtatiously over his shoulder as he carried the oil towards the bathroom, “I know.”

Ian hauled himself up and turned off the electric blanket before dashing to the bed.  He pulled the lube out and the box of baby wipes, setting both on the nightstand and waited impatiently.

“Where- oh, you made it into bed.”

“Yes and I turned the blanket off so get over here.” Ian patted the mattress.

“Don’t the dogs need to be let out?”

“Grant and Pieter let them out when I was coming up.  Now get in here before you freeze something off.”

Michael dove in the between the sheets and settled himself against the pillows.  “Happy now?”

“Why are you all the way over there?”

Michael moved over an inch. “How about that?”

Ian reached over and hauled Michael closer.  “Right here is fine,” he said before licking Michael’s earlobe.  

Michael shivered and put his arms around Ian’s neck. “You know that drives me crazy.”

“Um hum.” Ian ran his hand down to Michael’s nipple while he started sucking on Michael’s neck.  Long minutes later, they were making love slowly; Ian stroking deeply into Michael as they both gasped and strained against each other.

Michael’s hands slid down to Ian’s ass as their pace quickened, their bodies grinding together.  Ian felt sharp teeth latch onto his neck and the sudden spurt of wetness on his midsection. Michael came with a muffled scream, his body shaking beneath Ian.

The ripples of Michael’s orgasm around his cock were too much for Ian and he thrust harder, grunting as he came deep inside of Michael and then collapsed on top of him.

They roused themselves ten minutes later after Michael poked Ian for the second time.

“Come on, let me up.”

“But I’m comfy.” Ian said as he wiggled a little.

“I’ve got to pee.”

Ian rolled off and Michael made a dash for the toilet. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”

“It wasn’t an emergency until you moved.”

Ian got up and padded into the bathroom to join Michael at the toilet.  They stood for a moment and Ian looked down. “I thought you had to pee?”

“I do.  Don’t rush me.”

“You know I can’t go unless you’re going.”

“Oh for heavens sake.” Michael reached over and turned on the tap at the sink.  That seemed to help both of them and Ian flushed to toilet afterwards while Michael washed his hands.  “That’s taking the togetherness thing way to far.”

“It’s not togetherness. I always have to pee when I hear you peeing. It’s like yawning.  I just thought I’d save time.” Ian washed and dried his hands.

They remade the bed and got back in, Ian spooning up behind Michael.

“Thank you for the massage, love.”

“You’re welcome.  You know I just realized that I didn’t give you your Christmas present.”

“And I didn’t give you yours. I guess we were both distracted but we’ll have a little Christmas tomorrow.”

“What did you get me?”

“You’ll have to go to sleep and wait for Santa to get here.”

“I’ll tell you want I got you.”

“I can wait and so can you. Now go to sleep or I’ll give your prezzie to Grant.”

“That means it’s not clothes because we don’t wear the same size.”

“Michael, don’t make me come over there.”
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Michael opened the door to the guest suite upstairs and stepped aside so Angie and Brendan could enter. “The couch opens up into a sleeper sofa for the twins and your bedroom is through here.”

Brendan put their bags down and took a look around. “This is great, Michael. Thanks for inviting us.”

“Thanks for coming.  Go ahead and get settled, we’re having dinner in forty minutes or so.”

Michael left them and headed for the stairs, running into his mom coming out of her room.

“Hi sweetie.” She reached up and gave him a hug and a kiss although she’d done so when she and Ryan arrived.

“Hi mom.  Going my way?”

“Sure.” She looped her arm through his. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m good.  Still worried but I’m doing all I can right now.”

“Is Ian okay? He seemed a little frantic when we got here.”

Michael remembered just what they’d been doing when his mom and Ryan arrived an hour ahead of schedule. “Oh, you know; first party in the house jitters.”

“Right. And I want to buy a bridge in Brooklyn too.”

“Mom!”

“I was young once too you know and if you really want people to buy that, you should make sure you put your clothes on the right side out.” Debbie flicked her nail against the seam of Michael’s shirt.

Looking down, Michael realized he’d been wearing his shirt inside out for the last hour. “Would you buy that it’s a fashion statement?”

Debbie threw her head back and laughed. She laughed all the way down the stairs as she left Michael scrambling to take off his shirt and put it back on properly. By the time Michael walked into the family, she’s calmed down and merely smirked when she saw him.

Michael kept walking into the kitchen to find Ian standing over a hot stove.  His spouse looked up at him with a smile.

“What set Debbie off?”

“My shirt being inside out.”

“Ah. It figures she’d twig. Any luck finding my underwear?”

“There’s no sign of it and I’ve looked everywhere. Are you sure you were wearing any?”

“I’d hardly forget to put on my drawers.  Or forget that I hadn’t. Oh, you know what I mean.  Besides you’re the one who took them off of me. Don’t you remember?”

“I was a little busy at that moment.”

“Mm, I remember it well. That was a really good moment.” Ian said as he stepped into Michael’s arms.  

A few minutes later, Whitney walked into the kitchen to refill her soda and stopped dead at the sight of her little brother playing one hell of a game of tonsil hockey with Ian.  She made a quick about face and went back into the family room.

“I thought you were getting more soda, hon?” Craig asked when she sat back down next to him.

“Uh, Michael and Ian are busy in there at the moment,” she said quietly but Grant heard her anyway.

“Are they having a snog?  And you didn’t break it up?” Grant started to stand but Pieter put a couple of fingers through the belt loops on the back of Grant’s jeans and held him down.

“Grant, leave them alone.”

“But they’ll burn dinner again!”

Pieter kept a hold on his man and shouted towards the kitchen. “Ian? Do you need any help in there?”

After a short silence Ian called back. “No, we’ve got it under control. I hope everyone’s hungry.”

“You see Grant? No burning.”

“Yeah yeah. You always ruin my fun.”

“All your fun? Pieter asked archly.

Grant sat back and put his arm around Pieter. “Okay, I’ll take that back.”

“You’d better.” Pieter snuggled in reaching his hand up to take the one Grant rested on his shoulder, ignoring the looks of surprise on the faces of the people in the room.

Beth laughed and nudged Colleen. “I guess we’re not the only ones who didn’t have a clue.”
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Dinner was casually served in the sunroom, which was quite warm despite the chilly weather outside.  Afterwards, most of them stayed around the table chatting over the remains of dessert and coffee.

Michael sat with Dennis, one of Brendan and Angie’s twins on his lap as he discussed the upcoming semester with Jackie and Angie.  Dennis had fallen asleep and was drooling all over Michael’s shirt but Michael either didn’t notice or didn’t mind.

“He’d be a good dad."

Ian carefully turned to Hilary who’d noticed that Ian had a hard time taking his eyes off of Michael.  “Yes he would.”

“You’d be a good dad too, you know.” Hilary waved her hand at Ian’s lap, filled as it was by Gina, Dennis’s twin. The little girl wasn’t yet asleep; she was too busy painting the fingernails on Ian’s right hand with bubblegum pink polish. 

“We both like children, so this part is easy. I’m not sure how we’d handle having our own, especially one we’d be sharing with another person.”

“So you’re thinking she’s his daughter.”

“I’d hope that no one would make such an accusation without being quite sure of the outcome.  If it’s only fortuitous timing and she’s after the money…”

“I remember meeting her and she didn’t strike me as that type but a lot can change in seven years.  She called the house for days after they broke up.”

“Michael’s never really told me much about her.”

“That’s not surprising. He didn’t really say much at the time either except to mention that she wasn’t happy with his training schedule.”

“What did she look like?”

“She was pretty tall, almost six feet. I think she was a volleyball player.” Hilary chuckled when Ian winced. “I’d love to know what you have against volleyball but anyway, she always seemed a bit um.” Hilary leaned over and whispered, “Butch.”

“Uncle Ian, I’m done!” Gina turned to look up at him and Ian raised his hand to admire his manicure. 

“Very nice, Gina. Look at how good you did on the edges.” It was a rather precise job but then Gina had been working on his one hand for an hour.  Ian was amazed at her concentration but Gina was a very meticulous little girl.  “Do you want to do the other hand now?”

“No, I’m tired.  Will you read me a story?”

“Gina, its bedtime.” Angie said as she noticed the time.

“I know that mommy.” Gina said with exasperation. “Uncle Ian’s going to read me my story.”

Angie stood up, “Okay but only if Uncle Ian doesn’t mind.”

“I’d be happy to.”

Michael stood up, careful not to jostle Dennis. “I can take him up.”
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Teeth were brushed, jammies were put on and two stories were read much to Gina’s satisfaction.  Dennis woke up enough to brush his teeth and change but feel back asleep the minute his head hit the pillow.

Angie left a small lamp on for a night light and pulled the door closed.  “I wish I’d remembered the baby monitor.  They’re a little old for it but it’s a big house and-”

“Ange, you can use the intercom system. Here.” Michael ducked back in quietly and pressed the right buttons before closing the door again. “You’ll have to sit near the panel downstairs but now you’ll hear if they wake up.”

“That’s brilliant. Thanks guys.” Angie handed over the bottle of polish remover she’d snagged.  “And you can get rid of the polish now.”

They started down the stairs and although Ian took the bottle, he held out his hand. “But she’ll be disappointed if I take it off.  I’ll wait until after you leave if I can keep the bottle.”

“I’ve got three so go ahead. Gina’s really into this phase and Brendan’s even taken to keeping a bottle at the office.  Just don’t let her do your feet, she likes to tickle.”

“Not to mention that she doesn’t have enough polish to handle those toenails.” Michael quipped.
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After a group effort, the table was cleared and the kitchen made spotless.  They all settled into the family room to continue socializing.  Ian made it a point to sit near Hilary so he could ask more questions about Sara but Michael foiled his plans by sitting on the floor at Ian’s feet and lounging against his legs.

Not that Ian minded having Michael so close but he’d been dying to know more about the only woman Michael had slept with. Not that he considered her a rival but Hilary’s last comment had intrigued him.  Of course he could always go straight to the source which was probably a better plan.

“Grant, that’s a lovely sweater. Where did you get it?”

“It was one of my Christmas presents from Pieter, Debs, so you’ll have to ask him.” Grant stroked down the sleeve of the deep blue v-neck cashmere sweater.

Pieter looked up from his card game with Fred with a shrug, “Honestly I don’t remember which shop it was but Michael was there.”

“I think it was Strawbridge’s.  It was the last one in that color. I thought you were going to deck that woman who tried to take it from you.”

“Ah, that’s right. I don’t care what she said; no one could look at good in it as Grant does.”  Pieter said as he gave Grant a proprietary look of satisfaction.

“You almost hit a woman?” Ian asked.

“It was a close thing. She just reached over and grabbed it right off my arm.  What kind of person does that?”

Ian snorted and asked, “Was she French?” 

Grant, Pieter and Michael all looked at him and started laughing. Ian joined them as the rest of the room looked on.  

“Okay, what’s the deal with the French? Is it some kind of in joke?” Craig asked.

Ian looked down at Michael who shrugged his shoulders. “It’s just something that happened during the heats for the 200 Free in Athens.  That guy from Switzerland, Dominik, said he was going to lodge a complaint about not qualifying after the semi-final.”

“I asked him what kind of complaint? He was almost two seconds behind the last qualifier after all.” Pieter put in.

“He said he’d been conspired against by the French Volleyball team and he’d have done better if they hadn’t kept him up all night.”

Ian chuckled and rubbed Michael’s head. “That’s when Michael said, ‘The whole team?’”

“As it turns out, his room was near the rooms of the French Beach Volleyball players and they had a very loud party the night before that kept Dominik awake.  But that’s not what Michael thought.” Grant shot a grin over at Michael.

“I just couldn’t believe he’d do that during a meet.  I was a little naïve, I’ll admit it.”

“For the rest of the meet, we kept telling each other to beware of the French Beach Volleyball team.  It is sort of an in-joke and it was much funnier being there. Especially since Dominik doesn’t speak English very well and of course, several of the competitors don’t speak English at all so there was a lot of translating at first when we were all taking him seriously.”

“The best part was whoever put the volleyballs in everyone’s locker after the final.  Having those damn things bounce out at us was quite funny after we all recovered from our heart attacks. Did anyone ever confess to that?” Grant asked.

“I personally think it was Crocker and Peirsol. They always pulled that kind of stuff.” Pieter stated.

“You guys never guessed?” Michael asked with surprise. “It was Lenny.”

“Lenny?” Ian was shocked.

“Sweet gentle Lenny?” Pieter was also shocked.

“Are you sure?” Grant said, unable to believe it.

“Yes I’m sure. Lenny is very devious; half the things Crocker and Aaron came up with were Lenny’s ideas.”

“Amazing. He always seemed like such a nice boy.” Debbie said.

“He was and is a nice guy which makes it all the easier for him to get away with things. No one believes he’d do it.  Tom Malchow is still convinced that Aaron was the one who rearranged his room in Sydney but it was all Lenny’s doing.”

“I remember that. We all thought Tom as losing it.” Grant said with a smile.

“You’d lose it too if every time you got back to your room, someone had come in and redecorated.  Tom was sure it was Aaron but he forgot that he was sharing a bathroom with Lenny.”
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By noon the first floor of the house was filled with a variety of people.  Fellow students from their separate schools, a handful of neighbors that they’d gotten friendly with, a couple of their professors, and family members; both the ones who’d stayed over Saturday night and several who had driven up that day from the Baltimore area.

There was a buffet in the dining room and everyone was hanging out and noshing on the food.  No one felt any pressure to be more festive and there were no Christmas decorations aside from green bandana on Gizmo and the red bandana on Gadget.  Despite Dennis’ best effort, there was no way Flannel was wearing the tiny pair of antlers Pieter had picked up somewhere.

“Hey Ian! Michael! Get in here; you’re going to be on TV.”

Michael looked up from his cards and glanced into the hallway to see Craig, his fifteen year old step nephew. “Is it a sports thing?”

“No, it’s something on E! Mom said to hurry up.”

“Okay.” Michael set the cards down. “Dad, don’t let the kids look at my cards.”

Fred got up to see what the commotion was about. “It’s Old Maid, Michael.”

“But I’ve got four pretzel sticks riding on it.”

Ian arrived in the family room behind Michael to find everyone staring at the TV which was currently showing a commercial.  “What’s the big deal?”

Michael pulled him down to the floor and out of the way.  “We’ve made some kind of list on the entertainment channel.”

“You guys are in the top ten. They mentioned it before the commercial break; you outranked Jennifer Lopez’s fifth divorce,” Molly said with typical thirteen year old enthusiasm.

“Isn’t it funny how you and Jennifer Lopez keep getting mentioned together, isn’t Ian?”

Michael reached over and thunked Grant on the forehead. “Don’t even start in with her. I already know the whole story.”

Molly whipped around, “Uncle Ian have you met Jennifer Lopez?”

“Some of the girls at my school said you slept with her.” Steve, Craig’s eighteen year old brother, said causing his mother Siobhan to give him a dirty look. 

“Steve! That’s not an appropriate question nor is it an appropriate topic.”

“Steve, I agree with your mother and-”

Ian tried to finish but was shushed by the rest of the room when the program came back on.

“Coming in as the ninth most memorable moment of 2009, the super secret and super opulent wedding of the two most successful Olympic athletes in history, Michael Phelps and Ian Thorpe.  Phelps and Thorpe came out as a couple in 2005 and have thirty one Olympic medals between them.  

“For their wedding, they rented a luxury cruise liner and treated over four hundred friends and family members to five day voyage before exchanging vows off the coast of Nova Scotia.  Among the guests were many of their fellow Olympians including Amanda Beard, Lenny Krayzelburg and Jenny Thompson.

“According to our sources the men had a simple ceremony on the pool deck of the Radisson Seven Seas Navigator right before sunset.  The estimated tab? Almost two million dollars, truly one of the most expensive weddings in recent memory.”

The program showed several pictures of Michael and Ian together but thankfully none of the ceremony and the host moved on to the next item which someone quickly muted.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad.” Ian said from Michael’s lap.

“I didn’t think it was that super secret.” Michael commented.

“Anything you don’t invite the media to is super secret, Michael.” Pieter said philosophically before getting up and returning to the kitchen to finish dessert.

Siobhan nudged her son and gave him another look. “I think you have something to say to Ian.”

Steve looked down at his feet and mumbled an apology which Ian accepted with good grace as he rose to his feet but Michael could tell he was a bit peeved.  He waited for Ian to walk into the dining room before getting up and going over to Steve who started looking a little worried.

“Siobhan, do you mind if I talk to Steve for a couple of minutes? You can come along if you’d like.”  

Michael led them up to his study in the attic and closed the door behind them.  “Steve, why would you ask something like that? In front of all those people?”

“I’m sorry. It just slipped out. Ever since your mom married Grandpa, I get all this crap from the kids at school.”

“What kind of crap?” Michael shot a look of apology to Siobhan for his language.

“It’s not fun having a famous uncle who everyone knows is gay. I get a lot of comments; some of the guys put some gay porn in my locker.  But then there’s Ian who had all these girl friends and you have a kid and I just don’t get it.” Steve had started out bravely but by the end, he just looked like a confused teen age boy.

“Whoa. I might have a kid and Ian did have some girlfriends but being gay isn’t always a cut and dried thing. Sometimes it takes a while or even a special person to make you realize it.  I’m sorry that your friends are giving you a hard time but don’t take it out on us okay?”

“It’s not my friends. My friends are cool and none of them cares.  Well, Darcy cares but that’s because she’d like to watch; she’s weird like that.  It’s the other kids and I’m almost out of there anyway.  I really am sorry I said that and I’ll apologize for real to Ian.”

“Good, that’s all I wanted. You have my email address and phone number if you have questions or just need to talk.”

The two young men shared a brief hug and Steve went to find Ian; Siobhan stopped Michael before he could follow, motioning for him to close the door again.

“Do you think he’s gay? Not that it matters if he is or not but he’s been awfully curious about certain things lately.”

“Huh? Um, I don’t think so but I have lousy gaydar. He might have a friend who’s gay and trying to figure out what it means.  If you really need to know, you should ask him and it does matter to you or you wouldn’t be asking me.”

Siobhan sat down abruptly. “Yes it does matter. I’m sorry if that offends you but he’s my son and it’s a tough life.”

Michael sat down next to her and took her hand. “I’m not offended. I’ve had it easy comparatively speaking and you have every right to be worried.  You really should say something to him.”

“What did Debbie say to you?”

“That she’d already figured it out. I didn’t really come out to her; she overheard me talking to Ian.  I was a little traumatized by the whole thing so I don’t really remember what she said but I knew she loved me.”

“Maybe I’ll talk to her first and then talk to Steve.”

“Talking to mom is always a good move.”
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The last guest left at six twenty two and the men collapsed in the family room without bothering to clean up; they had all been up early getting things ready and the quiet was nice.

Ian sat with Michael’s head in his lap, running his fingers through Michael’s hair; Grant was sprawled across the chaise lounge, Pieter sitting neatly in his lap.

“I think everyone had a good time,” Ian said idly.

“I think so too.  I thought we’d made too much food but it’s just about gone.” Pieter commented, stretching his back a bit.

“I can’t believe I’ve only got a week before the semester starts again at Wharton.”

“I’m just glad my money situation has finally been solved.  Then again, this was the week I was expecting to move here.  Grant and I have been thinking about getting a car. You guys have been very generous with letting us use yours but we should have our own transportation.”

Michael, who was half asleep, opened his eyes at the mention of the word car. “Really? What kind?”

“We like your SUVs, Michael, but it would be too precious for us to all have the same car.”

“The 2010 Surge looks a bit different and it comes in more colors now. They have a two-door version that gets even better mileage.  I can’t get over how much we’re saving in gas now.”

“That reminds me, we’ll need to sit down before school starts and go over the bills, love. We’re a week behind now.”

“Just let me know when you’re ready.  We should do something fun before we both go back to school, I think.  I’d suggest New York but it’s too cold to wander around up there right now.  How about a spa day?” Michael asked.

“Spa day?” Grant finally spoke, looking as if he’d eaten something that tasted vile.  “Isn’t that awfully girly?”

“Did you not enjoy the spa on the cruise ship, Grant?” Pieter asked innocently. “You seemed to like it enough to go back a second time and get the facial.”

Grant opened his mouth and then shut it, aware that he’d lost his opportunity to razz Ian.

Michael twisted his head to smirk up at Ian, “Ooh. The awful truth comes out.”

“That it does.” Ian said with his own smirk, “I wonder if we can get an appointment somewhere with such short notice though.”

Pieter rubbed his cheek, “Do you mind if I came along? My skin is feeling rather dry and I could use a good scrubbing.” 

“Pieter, you’d go without me?” Grant asked.

“You’re the one who called it girly.”

“I’ll take it back.  Unless Michael and Ian want to go alone?”

Ian looked at Michael who shrugged. “If we can find a place that has four openings, I don’t mind.  I’ll do some research online tomorrow.”
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“Did Steve apologize to you?” 

Ian nodded his head as his brushed his teeth, waiting to reply until after he’d rinsed his mouth.  “Yes, twice.  I wasn’t upset by the question, just the audience. Did you see the look on Dr. Fitzgerald’s face? I’d just about convinced him that I was an average Joe.”

“Yes I saw that.  Siobhan’s worried that he’s gay.”

Ian thought about it as he pulled off his shirt. “I really couldn’t say. He’s what, sixteen?”

“Eighteen.” Michael said as he put his clothes in the hamper and added Ian’s.

“I used to be pretty good at spotting the signs but you’ve ruined me in that regard.” Ian went into the bedroom and got into bed.

Michael joined him a moment later, “I ruined you?”

“Yes,” Ian slid his arm around Michael’s shoulder and cuddled him close. “I really only care who you sleep with and that it’ll always be me.  Everyone else’s sex life is their problem.”

“So you only want me to sleep with you? No nookie?” Michael asked as he walked his fingers over Ian’s torso.

“Nookie is a nice bonus I’ll admit.” Ian shifted so he could kiss Michael, delving deeply into Michael’s mouth with his tongue.  He’d fully intended to stick with their recent trend and make love to Michael but found himself on his stomach, Michael’s fingers slicking him up.

“How did this happen? Ian asked faintly as he spread his thighs.

“I’ve been taking sneaky lessons; how do you like them so far?” Michael didn’t wait for an answer as he licked up the back of Ian’s thigh and continued stretching Ian’s anus.

“Ah, ooh. You.” Ian knew he was babbling but he couldn’t help himself; not with Michael’s hands and lips working him over.

“I know baby. I’ll be there in a minute.” Michael whispered as he focused in on the small of Ian’s back and nibbled lightly.

Ian reached back and tried to reach Michael’s head but his position was rather limiting. “Michael, please.”

Michael rose up and took a hold of Ian’s hips after wiping his hand. “Come up on your knees.” 

Eager to obey, Ian pushed himself up and moved a bit forwards so he could grab the headboard.  He’d barely gotten into position when Michael moved closer and smoothly slid inside.

“Oh fuck!” Ian yelled, urgently pushing himself back on the intrusion.  Michael didn’t give Ian much time to adjust as he began thrusting, quickly establishing a rhythm that caused the bed to shake.

Ian was grateful for the sturdiness of the bed frame as he reveled in the rough treatment; somehow, Michael always knew what he needed.  Michael’s strokes got wilder, almost beyond what either of them could bear when he ran a strong arm around Ian’s waist and pulled Ian upright, his other hand coming up to circle Ian’s penis. 

The tempo changed as Michael’s thrusts gentled, his mouth exploring Ian’s nape. Their hips rose and fell together in a sexual dance. Michael began murmuring nonsensical love words into Ian’s ears, his hands lightly touching Ian’s cock and balls. 

Ian’s body heaved after a few minutes of this treatment, his semen caught in Michael’s hand as he shuddered and fell forward; only Michael’s arms saving him from hitting the mattress on his face.  Ian clutched at those arms as he rode through the aftershocks of his orgasm and the rise and fall of Michael’s.

Michael wiped them down and threw to towel in the bathroom before getting back into bed, his breath still a little shallow from the exertions of the last twenty minutes. Ian immediately moved in, laying his head on Michael’s shoulder and plastering his body to Michael’s side.

“I never knew what a bottom boy I was until you got your hands on me.”

“You’re a very pushy bottom boy if that helps any.”

“Gee, thank you darling.” Ian said dryly.

“You’re welcome.  Did I mention how much I liked my Christmas present?”

“I liked mine too but what are we going to do with four bikes?”

“It’s hysterical that we got each other the same thing.”

“Should we return two of them?”

“Grant and Pieter could ride them with us.  Do you think it’s odd how much time we spend with them?  I think my dad thought it was weird.”

“It’s not odd. They’re our friends, we have many common interests and they do live right down stairs.  Its fun having another couple to hang out with, isn’t it?”

“It is.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

“About Sara?”

Ian sat up and looked at Michael’s face. “Yes, how did you know?”

“I heard you ask Hilary about her and no comments about bat ears.  It’s not my fault I have excellent hearing.”

“I love your ears and I am curious about her.  Hilary didn’t say much.”

Michael sighed and pulled Ian back down into his arms.  “We dated for five weeks. I broke up with her two weeks after we slept together the first time.  I liked her at first. She wasn’t a virgin and she seemed to be sort of casual about sex.  Not that she was a slut or anything but it wasn’t a big deal, or so she said. I found out a couple of days later that we had different ideas about what sex would do to our relationship.

“I thought we’d go on as before, seeing each other when we could around my training schedule and school.  She thought differently and started getting upset that I wasn’t changing my life to suit her.  She gave me an ultimatum. I could either go to some party with her or she would find someone else to go with.

“I had practice at six the next morning and there was no way I could go partying so I agreed that she should find someone who had more time for her.  She couldn’t believe I’d walk away like that but I felt manipulated and I knew that if I gave in once, she’d just keep pushing.”

“Hilary mentioned that she kept calling the house afterwards.”

“For a couple of weeks until she graduated. I know she had a full scholarship to Pitt University in Pittsburgh and I sort of expected her to be at Athens but I guess I know she wasn’t it.  Chloe would have only been eighteen months old.

“She was that good of a player?”

“Yeah, she was.  She was All-State for three years and volleyball scholarships aren’t easy to get.”

“I keep trying to imagine was Chloe looks like.  Sara was tall?”

“Uh huh. Five eleven or so and I wouldn’t have called her butch; she was just kind of lanky.”

“You heard that part too?”

“Nah, Hilary said it at the time.  She said that from behind we looked like two guys and hey, look at me now.”

“Heh.” Ian grinned appreciatively.  “What about the rest of her?”

“She had brown hair, green eyes and she had really nice skin.  I only met her parents twice; they did a lot of traveling for their jobs.  Does that give you a better idea?”

“To a degree but I guess we’ll have to see if we actually get to meet her. This could all be moot in a week or two.”

“I know. I’m sort of terrified about either result.”

“Me too.  I kept finding myself looking at little girl things when I was Christmas shopping or thinking that the room down the hall, the one with the window seat, would be perfect for her.”

“I know. The waiting is killing me. By the way, how long is Christina going to leave that offer open?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I know she said we’d probably want to wait until after we were both out of school.”

“That’s almost three years then.  I think we should do it if she’s still willing. Whitney and Hilary both agreed to donate for the project.”

“Even if Chloe is yours?”

“Especially if she’s ours.” Michael stressed the last word.

“You’ve made up your mind?”

“Yes and so have you or you wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place.”

“You do know me well.  I do want to be a father, pass on the name and all that.” Ian tried to speak nonchalantly but didn’t quite pull it off.  “I really thought you weren’t going to go for it.”

“I wouldn’t do that without really talking it out and giving it a couple of years of thought.  I was just surprised by the source.”

“I love you Michael.”

“I love you too Ian."

Hokey Pokey

January 14, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Michael woke up on another chilly Thursday morning and reached for Ian only to realize that Ian was already up and off at school.  He got up and sighed his way through a shower, wishing that he’d woken up in time to kiss Ian goodbye.

He found his way to the kitchen and fixed himself a bowl of cereal before going into the family room to watch cartoons.  He may be a twenty-four year old college graduate but sometimes a guy needed a little Nickelodeon. 

“Hi Michael.” Pieter said from the chaise lounge, looking up from the morning paper.

“Hey Pieter. I thought you were volunteering today?”

“I was scheduled to help in the Emergency department but they asked if I’d work tomorrow in pediatrics instead. They always have difficulty finding people to work on Fridays for some reason.”

“So you’re free today?”

“Yes. What did you have in mind?”

“I don’t know. We’ve got swim club tonight and I’m all shopped out.”

“I’ve been meaning to go to the Mutter Museum; would you like to go with me?”

“The Mutter? That’s the medical oddities place, right?”

“Yes, it should be interesting for us but I’m sure neither Ian nor Grant will want to go.  I’ll even buy you lunch.”

“You’ve got a deal.”
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They were just heading out the door around nine when the phone rang. Michael stopped and snagged it as he shrugged into his jacket.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Phelps? This is Carl Bass.”

“Oh. Hi Mr. Bass. What can I do for you?”

“There have bee some developments in your case and I need you to get on a plane to Pittsburgh as soon as possible. Do you think you could make it to the airport by eleven?”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“I’d rather explain it in person. I’ll be flying out with you if you can make the flight. Just bring an overnight bag; we won’t be in Pittsburgh long.”

“Okay. Um, I need to get Ian but we’ll be there.”

“Good, see you in two hours in concourse E.” The phone was hung up leaving Michael standing in the kitchen.

“Michael? Where did you go?” Pieter asked as he came back into the house. “What’s wrong?”

“My lawyer just called. He needs me to go to Pittsburgh immediately but we won’t be gone long; I’m supposed to bring a bag.”

“Why?”

“He wouldn’t say. God, what if something’s wrong with Chloe?” Michael started to head into full blown panic mode.

“Michael, you need to calm down.” Pieter took him by the shoulders. “I’ll call Ian; go upstairs and get your stuff together. Make sure you pack whatever sex toys you’ll need.”

“Uh- Pieter! Sex toys?”

“It worked, now you’re no longer worrying. Go on.” Pieter turned Michael around and smacked him on the bottom to get him moving. “Ooh. Nice.”

“Pieter!” Michael moved away quickly leaving Pieter to drop the façade and dial Ian’s cell.

“Thorpe and this better be good.”

“Ian, Pieter. Michael’s lawyer called and has him all in a panic.”

“What’s going on?”

“The lawyer wants Michael to fly to Pittsburgh but wouldn’t say why. He’s getting your things together but can you get away?”

“You think I’d let him go alone?”

“No of course not. Do you want us to pick you up or will you meet us there?”

“How much time do I have?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then I’d better meet you at the airport. What carrier?”

“Hang on.” Pieter went over to the intercom. “Michael, what airline?”

“He just said he’d meet us in concourse E. Did you get Ian?”

“Yes. He’ll meet us there.”

“Okay. Thanks, Pieter.”

Switching back to the phone, Pieter relayed the information and after hanging up, took a moment to collect himself. He needed to remain calm and rational for Michael’s sake.

With a half hour to spare, Michael jumped out of Pieter’s car and reached into the back seat.

“Thanks, Pieter.”

“Call us as soon as you can, okay? Grant will worry.” Pieter said calmly.

“Right. And you wouldn’t.”

“Maybe just a little. Now go or you will miss your plane.” Pieter half patted, half pushed his shoulder.

Pieter sped off and Michael ran into the airport, checking his watch as he ran.  Ian was waiting for him with no sign of Mr. Bass. 

“Isn’t he here yet?” Michael said fretfully.

“Yes, he went on down to the plane but I’ve got our tickets.” 

“Did he tell you anything?”

“He wants to tell you first. Come on, we need to get moving.”

The wait to go through security was excruciating to Michael as he shifted and fidgeted.  Shuffling impatiently, Michael grabbed his personal items shoving his wallet in his back pocket and snapping his watch on his arm as Ian did the same.  Ian picked up the small suitcase and took Michael’s hand as they bobbed and weaved through the clumps of people; Michael peppering Ian with questions that Ian didn’t have the answer for. 

Ian checked his watch and started jogging, pulling Michael along. “We need to hurry.”

Michael noticed they had passed all the US Airways gates and asked, “Where are we going?”

“Gate 45. Mr. Bass has a private plane.”

“Why are we hurrying then?”

“Because we’ll miss our takeoff window.”

“How much further?” Michael said around gate 30, panting slightly while Ian didn’t appear to be affected.

“Eight more gates-”

“Thank god!”

“Then down the stairs and four more gates.  You really should let me finish things.”

“I’m going to die before we get there.”

“As your coach, I feel it’s my duty to point out that you need to increase your jogging time.”

“I don’t jog at all.”

“Maybe it’s time to change that. Look sharp, here are the stairs.” 

Michael nodded, unable to speak as Ian seemed to pick up the pace.  Michael was suddenly reminded of a gym teacher he’d had in junior high school who didn’t think you’d really worked out until half the class threw up.

“Almost there love!” Ian said cheerfully.  “Don’t quit now.”

Gate 45 was a small room with ten or twelve chairs and a blue uniformed staff person who ushered them quickly out the door and onto the tarmac towards a Lear Jet.  Ian motioned for the still panting Michael to board first and followed him up the stairs.

Carl Bass was sitting in one of the plush seats behind a work desk looking over files and glanced up when Michael appeared.

“You’re early. Good; grab a seat and I’ll be right with you.” The lawyer picked up a phone seemingly oblivious to the dirty look Michael was giving Ian.

“What?” Ian asked quasi-innocently.

“We didn’t have to run!”

“Not really but wasn’t it fun? And you didn’t have time worry either.”

Mr. Bass cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “We’ll be taking off in five minutes so I’ll give you a quick overview and there’s no easy way to say this.  Sara Eldridge was in a car accident yesterday evening.”

“Oh my god. Is she okay?” Michael asked, reaching for Ian’s hand all thoughts of wringing his spouse’s neck gone.

“No, she’s on life support and it doesn’t look good. Chloe was in the car with her but she’s fine.  A few bumps and bruises. She’s still in the hospital but mostly because of her mother’s situation.  Ms Eldridge has no family aside Chloe. This is where you come in.

“Chloe is your daughter, Mr. Phelps.  This isn’t how I wanted to tell you but there’s no time for tact.  Due to the circumstances, you need to make a quick decision regarding your daughter.  You either need to claim her as your daughter or sign away your parental rights and let the State take over her care.

“We’re hurrying not only because of Chloe’s situation but there’s a family court judge in Pittsburgh standing by to take care of the paperwork depending on your decision.  There are seats in the back if you two would like some privacy to talk this over.”

The engines started winding up at that moment and the pilot announced that they had received permission to join the queue for take off.  Ian looked over at Michael who was staring back at him.  Ian nodded and mouthed three words.

“She’s our daughter.”

Michael smiled, relieved but not surprised and leaned forward to give Ian a quick kiss before turning back to Mr. Bass who was watching them closely as the plane started moving.

“We’ve made our decision. Chloe is ours.”

Mr. Bass smiled, not looking surprised either.  “I’m glad and I think you’re making the right choice.”

“Mr. Bass, how did the accident happen?” Ian asked.

The man consulted his notes before answering, “Right now, the police think that Ms Eldridge tried to stop for a red light and her car slid on some ice.  The car ended up crashing into a tree and Ms Eldridge was ejected through the windshield.  Her injuries were devastating.”

He paused as the engine noise increased and plane’s speed picked up. Three minutes later they were airborne and Michael was shaking his head.

“Wasn’t Sara wearing her seatbelt?”

“No apparently not.”

Michael chewed his lip, trying to remember something. “Chloe was in the backseat?”

“Yes, safely strapped in to a booster seat too.”

“You said that Sara doesn’t have any family aside from Chloe, what happened to her parents?”

Leafing through his papers, Mr. Bass shook his head. “I’m not sure. We hadn’t gotten that far in our investigation yet.  We were waiting for the test results before looking into Ms. Eldridge’s background. Did you ever meet her parents?”

“Twice.  I don’t remember their first names, I don’t think Sara ever told me but her dad worked for some big corporation and neither of her parents liked Baltimore.

“They weren’t from Maryland?”

“No, they’d only lived there for four years; they were waiting for Sara to graduate so Mr. Eldridge could accept a transfer to Japan. I think her mom was Italian or maybe she just liked Italy.  Sara was born there, that I do remember and they went back every summer. Sara and her mom even spoke Italian.”

“They were going to move to Japan and leave Sara in the States?” Ian asked.

“Yeah, Sara didn’t seem to mind.  Her parents did a lot of traveling; they’d just gotten back from India the first time I went there for dinner.  Her mom made curry.” Michael made a face. “It was way too spicy for me.”

“So Ms Eldridge’s parents could simply be out of the country.” Mr. Bass tapped his finger on the worktable. “You don’t remember the company Mr. Eldridge worked for?”

Michael shook his head, “No. He thought I should have been impressed with his job but I was already meeting with sponsors by that point. I got the feeling that I wasn’t their kind of people though.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Shrugging, Michael shook his head again. “They were country club folks. They didn’t think athletics were that important either; they were ticked that Sara wasn’t going to an Ivy League school.”

Mr. Bass made a note and put his pen away. “Okay. Chloe didn’t mention her grandparents but then, no one’s asked her either.  Ms Eldridge’s insurance listed a neighbor as her emergency contact.”

“Um. Does she know about her mother?” Michael asked.

“Yes, as much as any six year old can. There’s a social worker and a psychologist on staff at the hospital and they’ve been taking care of Chloe.”

“So we just show up and they’re going to hand Chloe over to us?”

“After we see the judge.  I know you’d rather go right to the hospital but courthouse first or they won’t even let you in to see her.”

“Okay. Is there a restroom on this plane?”

The lawyer pointed towards the tail and Michael got up after unbuckling to walk down the aisle.  Ian watched him go and pulled out his own notepad and started making a list.

“Do you have any questions, Mr. Thorpe?” Mr. Bass asked after observing him for a minute or two.

“Plenty but not ones you can answer.” Ian smiled to show he meant no offense. “Clothes, schools, her room, childcare; those kinds of things.  And can you please call us by our first names? I know you’re a lawyer but the “Mister” stuff is tiring.”

The man across from him laughed quietly. “Okay. Call me Carl then. And you live only a mile away from one of the better girls’ schools in the area.  My daughter attended Springside, it’s a fine school with a good curriculum and they have onsite childcare for the younger grades.  You’ll get a copy of Chloe’s school records but she’s only in the first grade so there might not be much.” Carl finished with a wicked grin.

“I guess you’ve proven me wrong.” Ian said flicking his eyes toward the back of the plane as the bathroom door opened.  Michael came out slowly, looking a little red around the eyes before straightening his back and taking a deep breath. Once he was seated and buckled back in, he took Ian’s hand and looked at the list with a faint smile.

“What are you working on?”

“A few things we’re going to need once we bring Chloe home.” Ian slid it over for Michael to see.

“Can I borrow your pen?”

“Of course.” Ian held it out and Michael took it, turned to the next page and started making his own list with Ian looking over his shoulder.

Michael’s list was quite different and dealt with what Chloe’s likes and dislikes might be, if she was allergic to any animals or had any other allergies, had she had any childhood diseases and other things any parent would know.

The plane started to descend shortly thereafter and Carl escorted them through the airport and into a waiting limousine, much to Ian and Michael’s surprise.

“Don’t worry; you don’t get billed for transportation. I hate big planes and I don’t drive.” Carl commented after they got in and the long vehicle pulled into traffic.

“You don’t drive?” Ian asked.

“Not anymore. I have a trick right knee that locks up occasionally and a big piece of metal that used to be a Jaguar.”

“Ouch!”

“You got it.”

Carl and Ian chatted for the rest of the ride, neither expecting Michael to participate. Ian merely kept his hand on Michael’s thigh and squeezed occasionally when Michael’s fidgeting started going out of control.

The streets around the Allegheny County courthouse were swarming with people but the limo stopped at the front entrance.

“Gentlemen, you can leave your things. Just make sure you have your wallet, Michael.” Carl directed as they got out and told the driver to swing back in an hour.  He led them through one security checkpoint, into an elevator, down a hall and through another checkpoint before arriving at a doorway.

“Michael, don’t be nervous. This won’t take long and it’ll be pretty simple.” Carl ushered them into a foyer area where a bailiff was standing.  “Hello Red.”

“Hi Carl.  Judge Stine will be ready in a minute; you’ll be in court room 3.” The man nodded down the hall to his left.

“Thanks.” Carl walked through leaving Ian and Michael no choice but to follow.

“A courtroom?” Michael whispered to Ian.

“I know but I’ll be right with you.”

It wasn’t much as courtrooms go.  Three tables set in a triangle with chairs behind them and a décor that could only be termed seventies government beige.  A harried looking woman in a red shirt and brown slacks sat behind one of the tables shuffling through a big pile of folders.

“Hello Clarice.” Carl said in an unexpectedly creepy voice when he stopped behind her.

She whipped around and smacked him. “Carl! Don’t do that. And you’re dead if you mention fava beans.”

“All right. That was the last time, I promise.” Carl raised his hand as he set his briefcase on the table to the right.

“This is a courtroom, I could make you swear to it you know.  Hi there, I’m Clarice Woodward, Chloe’s advocate.” She stood and shook Michael and Ian’s hands. “You’re Michael and you’re Ian right?”

Ian nodded, “Advocate?”

“Yes, I was appointed last night before we found out Chloe did have a father.  I’m here to represent Chloe’s interests until Judge Stine releases me.”

“Is Chloe okay? Carl said she had some bumps and bruises but have you actually seen her?” Michael asked anxiously.

“Yes, I spent an hour with her last night and another hour this morning. She seems to doing okay but the psychologist isn’t sure how much she’s really understanding about what’s happened to her mother.”

Another woman entered the room, dressed in a black robe followed by Red, the bailiff and a court reporter with a recording device.

“Good afternoon everyone. Carl, Clarice it’s good to see you both again. Mr. Thorpe, Mr. Phelps I’m sorry that we’re meeting under these circumstances. I’m Judge Emily Stine and I’ll be hearing your petition today.  Let’s get started so you can get to the hospital.”

She strode quickly to the other table and sat down as the bailiff called the court to order.  Ian wasn’t that familiar with the American legal system so he found it interesting how quickly it went.

Within a half an hour, Michael was legally Chloe’s father.  Carl provided proof of Michael’s paternity and that although he wasn’t gainfully employed at the moment; Michael could still support and house his daughter in an appropriate manner.

“I understand that you’re married Mr. Phelps?” The judge asked as she looked over the paperwork.

“Yes, your honor; Ian and I were married in August.”

“Mr. Thorpe, do you have any plans to adopt Chloe?”

“Uh, yes your honor if that’s allowed.”

“Carl, you’ll be helping Mr. Thorpe with his adoption petition?”

“Yes your honor.”

“Very good.  Mr. Phelps, we’re going to amend Chloe’s birth certificate to show that you are her father.  Ms. Woodward, thank you for your services to this court.  That’s it unless there’s anything else, Mr. Bass?”

“No your honor.”

The judge signed several papers and handed them to the bailiff as she stood.  “Court’s dismissed.”  She tapped her gavel on the table top.  “Carl, you know where to go to get that registered.  Good luck gentlemen.” 

She came over and shook both of their hands again and excused herself, explaining that she had an administrative meeting to get to. Ten minutes later, Michael was holding a birth certificate for Chloe Jane Phelps and they were rushing back out of the courthouse.

“Thank you, Carl.” Michael said sincerely after they were seated back in the limousine.

“My pleasure.  Ian, we can start adoption procedures in a few weeks if that’s good for you.”

“Yes. That would be wonderful. It’s really allowed?”

“It is.”

“Carl, what about Sara? Does she have insurance?”

“She has a policy through both her employer and her car coverage, why do you ask?”

“Can I pay for anything that’s not paid for?”

Not hiding his surprise, Carl nodded. “You can, if that’s what you want to do.”

“I do. She’s Chloe’s mom.”

“I’ll take care of it then.”

**

They were at the hospital a half hour later and Michael spent the entire elevator ride to the fifth floor shifting from one foot to another and playing with his guest pass.

The elevator door opened on the fifth floor and for a moment Ian thought Michael wasn’t going to get out but he finally stepped forward.  A staff member was entering data at the nurses’ station and looked up as they approached.

“May I help you?”

“Yes ma’am.  I’m here to see my daughter Chloe Phelps uh- Eldridge.”

“We’ve been expecting you, Mr. Phelps. Chloe’s in room 511 and Dr. Breem is with her.  Follow me, please.”  

The nurse led them to a small waiting room and ushered them in.  “I’ll get Dr. Breem; he wanted to speak to you before you see Chloe.”  She said before walking out and shutting the door behind her.

“Do you think she’s more hurt than they originally thought?” Michael asked, not willing to sit down.

“Dr. Breem is the staff psychologist.” Carl said calmly.

A short time later, the door opened and a man of medium height with brown hair and glasses entered.

“Mr. Phelps, I’m Dr. Breem, sorry for the delay but I wanted to meet with you for a moment.  Can we sit down?”

“Uh. Sure.  Oh, this is my lawyer Carl Bass and my spouse, Ian Thorpe.”

“Nice to meet you both.  Mr. Phelps, Chloe already knew her father was named Michael and she’d seen your picture at some point so you aren’t going to surprise her but I’m worried that she hasn’t cried nor does she seem particularly sad.  It may just be the shock but I’m concerned.

“I’d like to give you a referral for a psychologist in your area if you have no objections.”

“No. Um Ian and I saw a therapist when we were living in Michigan so no objections.”

“Good. I’ll leave a list of names at the nurses’ station. I’d also recommend that you go in alone at first Mr. Phelps.  Give her a chance to get used to you.  Mr. Thorpe, you’ll only have to wait for a half hour or so but we don’t want to overwhelm her right off the bat.”

“Ian, I-” Michael said, looking worriedly at Ian.

“Michael, its fine. I’ll go downstairs and get something to eat. You’ll go in and met Chloe and make sure she’s okay.” Ian kissed Michael’s lips. “Then you can introduce us.  Carl, would you like to join me for a cup of coffee?”

“I’d be honored.”

The four men stood up and Dr. Breem headed for the door. Michael quickly embraced Ian before following the doctor out, Ian watching him leave.

“Ian, I think the cafeteria is on the first floor.”

“Actually Carl, I’d like to go see Sara if that’s allowed. It may be morbid but I’d like to see her before-.  While she’s still alive.”

“Okay. She’s down in intensive care.”
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Dr. Breem opened the door of room 511 and the little girl sitting on the bed looked up with a smile.

“You’re back!”

“Yes, and I’ve brought someone to meet you.” The doctor walked in and Michael followed hesitantly. “Chloe, this is your dad.  Michael this is Chloe.”

Chloe’s smile dimmed a little but she stared boldly at her father.

“Hi Chloe.” Michael took in the long dark hair and brown eyes, stopping at her little ears that stuck out like his did.  He moved closer and pointed to the foot of the bed. “Do you mind if I sit down here?” 

She shrugged. “Okay.”

Michael sat down gingerly, vaguely aware that Dr. Breem had taken the visitor’s chair.  He spotted the coloring book in Chloe’s lap and tilted his head to read the cover.

“Do you like Spongebob Squarepants?”

“Uh huh.”

“I like Patrick best; I’ve even got a t-shirt with Patrick on it.”

“You do?”

“Yep. So are you okay with coming to live with me?”

“Do you have room?”

“Uh huh.  We have a nice room all picked out for you.  Do you like dogs?”

“The lady next door had a dog but he barked all the time.”

“Gizmo and Gadget do bark but not all the time. Only when they’re really happy.  What about cats?”

“Sherry at school had a cat. She let me pet him at her birthday party.”

“Our cat likes sitting in laps so you’ll be able to pet him all you want. He’ll probably even sleep with you.”

“Will I have to go to school?”

“Yes you will. Don’t you like school?”

Chloe shook her head. “Mrs. Anderson says I don’t pay attention and I talk too much.”

“My teachers used to say the same things about me.  It sucks doesn’t it?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well your grandma Debbie was a teacher and she really helped me when I was growing up and she’d be happy to help you too.”

“I’d have a grandma?” Chloe asked excitedly.

“Yep. You have three grandmas.  Debbie, Jackie and Margaret.  You also have three grandpas; Fred, Ken and Ryan.”

“Are they here too?”

“No but four of them live really close to our house and you’d be able to meet them when we get back there.  Margaret and Ken live in Australia with your aunt Christina, Uncle David and your cousins Iona and Daniel.  We’re going to go see them soon.”

“Where’s Stralia?”

“Australia is a long way away from here. I’ll show you on a map, okay?”

“Okay. Why do you have so many mommies and daddies?”

“Good question but it’s kind of complicated.  How about I explain it to you with pictures when we get home?”
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Ian knocked on the door, trying to wipe the last half hour out of his mind.  Dr. Breem opened the door and stepped outside.

“You’re just in time.  It’s going well and they’re coloring.  I’ve got to see another patient but I’ll be here until six if you need me.  Just ask one of the nurses to page me.”

Ian slipped in and stopped to observe his spouse and daughter. They were indeed coloring; their dark heads bent over the bed tray and Michael sitting next to Chloe.

Chloe noticed him first and poked Michael’s hand with her crayon. “Someone’s here.”

Michael looked up and grinned, motioning Ian forward. “That’s Ian.”

“Hello Chloe.” Ian said, coming to the side of the bed.

Chloe leaned into Michael’s side and whispered, “He talks funny.”

“I know but you’ll get used to it.  Did Dr. Breem tell you about Ian?”

“He said Ian’s going to be my other dad.” Chloe said, looking sort of confused.

“Yep that’s right.”

“Do I get to spend weekends with him?”

“Oh. Not that kind of other dad. Ian and I are married so we’ll all be living together.  Your Uncle Grant and Uncle Pieter also live with us so you’ll have plenty of people around to help with home work or just to play with.”

The door opened and one of the nurses came in. “Hi, can I borrow Chloe for a minute? I need to check her vitals.”

“Okay.” Michael stood up to give her room and suddenly felt a little dizzy. He sat down quickly on the visitor’s chair. “Whoa.”

“Michael, what’s wrong?”

“Um. I forgot to eat?”

“Sir, are you okay?” The nurse came over and took his wrist, checking his pulse.

“Michael, we skipped lunch but what did you have for breakfast?”

“Cereal, two bowls. At eight.  Ma’am, I’m okay; I just have to maintain a high calorie load and I’ve been a bit distracted.”

“What’s your normal intake?”

“Eight to ten thousand calories.”

“Okay. I’ll go grab you a snack.  Chloe, hang tight and I’ll be right back.”

Ian glanced at Chloe who looked frozen with fear.  “Chloe love, your dad’s fine; he just forgot to eat his lunch.  We were really worried about you so we both forgot.”

“He’s not sick?”

“No, love. He just needs to eat.” Ian sat down next to her. “I’ve seen your dad eat four hamburgers in one meal; can you imagine how big his stomach is?”

“Real big?”

“It’s enormous.  If it wasn’t inside him, it would probably be bigger than you are maybe even bigger than me.”

“Bigger than a horse.” Michael said, grinning as Chloe giggled.

The nurse returned with two energy bars and a pint of milk.  “This should hold you but you really need to eat a proper meal.”

“Yes ma’am, thank you.” Michael gratefully unwrapped one of the energy bars and opened the milk as the nurse took Chloe’s vitals. 

“Well, your temp’s normal and your pulse is normal. That means you can have an extra treat for dinner.  Do you want a cookie or an ice cream with your meal?”

“A cookie.”

“You got it.”

“Ma’am, I can bring up some food for Michael from the cafeteria?”

“Sure.  They’re only open for another half hour so you might want to get down there.”
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Michael waited for the police officer to open the door to Sara’s apartment impatiently.  He hadn’t wanted to leave Chloe but they were returning to Philadelphia early the next morning and they needed to retrieve Chloe’s belongings.

“Here we go.” Officer Deacon walked in and waited for Michael and Ian to join him.  It was a small apartment, one large living and dining room combination with a galley kitchen in the rear and a short hallway off to the left.

“I’m going to be looking for any information regarding Ms Eldridge’s parents so please take your time.”

“Thank you sir. We appreciate this.”

“No problem.” The police man moved into the kitchen to check the drawers.”

Michael set down the flatted boxes he was carrying and started assembling them.  There were several toys scattered in the living area but this certainly wasn’t what he expected.  

Ian reached over and taped the bottom efficiently. “Are you okay, love?”

“Yeah.  This just doesn’t look like any place I expected Sara to live in. I guess she really needed the child support.”  Michael finished the fifth box.  “Let’s find Chloe’s room and start in there.”

They picked up the boxes and moved down the hall. The first door was a tiny bathroom, the second an even tinier linen closet. That left one door which turned out to be a smallish room with two twin beds, one with a Barbie bedspread.

“No wonder Chloe asked if we had room for her.”

“She asked that?”

“Yeah.” Michael moved into the room and put his boxes on the bed that wasn’t Chloe’s and opened the closet.  There weren’t many clothes and only ten hangers with child sized outfits.  Michael took them down and started packing them; leaving Ian to pack the one drawer in the dresser that had belonged to Chloe.

It didn’t take more than ten minutes. Ian found a box of baby clothes in the bottom of the closet and added it to the bed.  “Do you think we should pack the bed spread and sheets?”

Michael looked Chloe’s bed. “I guess. It’s not in such great shape but she might have picked it out.”  He stripped the bed and packed those items, discovering a well worn nightgown under the pillows.

“You know, she’s got a Barbie bedspread but I didn’t see any dolls in the living room.”

“Maybe Sara didn’t have the money.” Michael sat down on the bed with a sigh. “God this is depressing. Why did she wait this long? I would have gladly given her money.”

“I know love.” Ian sat down next to him and pulled Michael into his arms. “It’s very sad but we’ve got to think of Chloe.”

“Thank you baby. You’ve been such a rock today, well this whole time.”

“You’re welcome.”

Michael relaxed for the first time since Carl had called that morning, soaking up the warmth emanating from his spouse.  He could hear the footsteps of the officer approaching and turned his head towards the door.

“Everything okay sirs?”

“Yes, Officer Deacon. It’s been a rollercoaster kind of day.” Ian eased back a little but didn’t let Michael go.

“I can only imagine.  There’s not much here.  No address book, no letters; only a few bills.  Was there anything in the dresser?”

“I didn’t look through them; I just found Chloe’s things.”

Officer Deacon went over and opened the small jewelry box.  “Not much in here either.”  He picked up a gold ring. “What high school did she attend?”

“Uh, Towson High 2002; she was a year ahead of me.”

“Yep. That’s what it says.  Would you like to take the jewelry for your daughter?”  The officer held it out.

“Can we do that? She might appreciate having it when she’s older.”

“Go ahead.  If we don’t find a will or her parents, the court appointed executor would give to Chloe anyway. I’ll make a note for the file.”

Michael took the box and put in one of the cartons.  “We’ll go on into the living room and get the rest then. It’s going on nine and I don’t want to keep you here too long.”

Ian packed up the toys while Michael looked through the bookshelves. He found a couple of pictures of Chloe stuck into frames, all recent but no photo albums or any other items of interest aside from a few children’s books.  The bathroom yielded a small yellow robe, ripped at the bottom hem but it went into the box too.  

Michael found a plastic bag and wrapped up Chloe’s toiletries and toothbrush while Ian went into the kitchen.  There was another picture of Chloe stuck on the fridge but nothing else of note.  

At nine fifteen, Officer Deacon made a list of the boxes’ contents as Michael and Ian loaded each box in the squad car’s front seat.  Michael and Ian rode in the back, holding hands but not talking.

The boxes were unloaded onto a luggage cart at their hotel and after thanking Officer Deacon again, Ian pushed it onto the elevator.  On the eighth floor, they exited and went down to their suite, Michael opening the door quietly to find Carl watching TV with the volume turned down low.

“That’s it?” Carl asked after he got a look at the small pile of boxes.

“Yeah, there wasn’t much.  No sign of her parents’ whereabouts either.” Ian said as he pushed the cart into a corner.

“Is Chloe sleeping?”

“Yes, Michael. She hasn’t made a peep.  I’m going to go back to my room but I’ll see you at seven downstairs.”

“Thanks for everything.” Michael said.

“My pleasure.  Have a good night.”

Ian and Michael collapsed on the couch that Carl had just vacated.  

“God, I’m tired.”

“Me too.  By the way, I called the house earlier and told Grant the short version.  They’re going to make sure her room is ready.”

“Thanks baby.  I’m going to order room service, I’m still hungry.  Do you want anything?”

“A club sandwich would be great.  Hospital food is not my idea of a meal.”  Ian said as he pulled out his laptop and connected it to the room’s access port.  “I’m going to email mum and dad.  Do you want me to email your parents?  I know we should probably call them but do you want to go into it tonight?”

“Not really so just let them know I’ll call them tomorrow if you don’t mind.” Michael went into check on Chloe.

Ian ducked into their bedroom and changed quickly while his computer booted up.  He opened his email program when he got back and composed a short message.

To: calthophel@yahoogroups.com

From: iatnmfp4ever@comcast.net

Subject: Chloe Phelps

Sorry to break the news this way but unfortunately, Chloe’s mother was in a serious car accident yesterday and we rushed to Pittsburgh to take over Chloe’s care.  Chloe, Michael and I will be back in Philly tomorrow.

It’s a long story but we’ll fill in everyone once we’ve had a chance to get settled in at home.

Ian

PS Mum, Dad, Debs, Ryan, Fred and Jackie: Chloe is very excited about having grandparents and wants me to remind you that her birthday is on February 2nd.

**

Michael leaned over Ian’s shoulder and chuckled. “You’re going to drive them crazy.”

“You think?”

“I know and I'm turning off my cell the minute you hit send."

Bunny Hop

January 15, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“I still say I should have sent it.” Ian said with a mock pout as the plane touched down.

“Consider it your public service of the week. Mom would have been at our house within the hour and driving Grant and Pieter crazy.” Michael reached over and stroked Chloe’s hair. “You doing okay, sweetie?”

“Uh huh.” Chloe was too busy looking out the window to turn around.

“Grant and Pieter went shopping this morning for Chloe and your mother doesn’t have a key. What are the chances that she would have broken in?”

‘You’ve met my mother, what do you think? What kind of shopping?”

“Just a few items of clothing; we’ll have to buy more but she doesn’t have a good coat or even proper shoes for this weather. And pajamas for us.”

“Ah.” It had been quite a shock to wake up at five when Chloe climbed into bed with them; thankfully she stayed on top the covers but it had given Michael an idea of what his life was going to be like.

Carl stood up as the plane came to a stop. “I’ve got one of the courtesy vehicles waiting for us so we should get going.”

Michael unbuckled his seat belt and helped Chloe get out of hers, picking up her jacket. Ian was right, it was too light for this weather but it was the only one they’d found for her.  He helped her put it on and turned to Ian.

“Baby, can you carry her in while I get the bags?  Her sneakers will be soaked if she walks around out there.”

“Of course.” Ian went to pick her up and then looked at the low ceiling of the plane. “How about I give you a lift once we’re at the door, Chloe? You’ve already got enough bumps on your noggin.”

She nodded and took his head while Michael pulled on his own coat and picked up their overnight back and Ian’s laptop case.  The courtesy vehicle was right inside the door and a crew person was already loading Chloe’s boxes into the middle section of seats.

Carl took the seat next to the driver while Michael and Ian sat with Chloe on the back seat. The man behind the wheel made sure everyone was in and then started off; winding his way through the first floor of the concourse that most people never got to see.  Chloe (and Michael) were fascinated, pointing things out to each other and almost seemed disappointed when a vehicle turned back into the public areas.

A rent-a-car was procured, they said goodbye to Carl and trooped out to the short term parking lot, Michael carrying Chloe.  Ian was just unlocking the car doors when Michael stopped.

“We don’t have a booster seat.”

“Yes we do. Look in the backseat.”

Michael opened the back door and found that Ian was right. “Where did that come from?”

“Grant and Pieter dropped it off.”

“God, remind me to kiss them when I see them.” Michael said as he helped Chloe into the booster.

“It was my idea!” Ian said, sounding a bit peeved.

“Ian, I don’t need reminding when it comes to kissing you.” Michael shot Ian a smoky look over the cargo area.

Pausing as he lifted a box, Ian pinked up and looked pleased. “Oh. Well…in that case.”

Boxes and child secured, Michael got behind the wheel before realizing it was Ian’s car. He started to get out but Ian just shrugged and got in on the right side, closing the door behind him.

“You owe me a dollar.”

Michael started the car as he nodded. “Maybe I need to get a steering wheel cover for mine and I won’t keep doing this.”  He adjusted the mirror and winked at Chloe. “Hey Ian, can we stop at McDonald’s on the way home?”

“Why would we want to stop at that-” Ian glanced into the backseat. “I supposed we can just this once.” He said then continued hopefully, “Unless Chloe doesn’t like McDonald’s?”

“Happy meal!”

Michael snickered, not concerned with the death ray Ian was shooting at him. “That’s my girl.”
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Perusing the drive through menu, Michael tried to make up his mind.  There were so many choices and it had been so long!

“For heaven’s sake, Michael.  Get the super duper elephant sized Big Mac meal, that’s what you’re going to get anyway.  Chloe, do you want a hamburger, a cheeseburger or McNuggets?”

“Cheeseburger, please. With chocolate milk?”

“Chocolate milk it is. Michael, I would like a chicken salad with a large fry and you’d better get something for Grant and Pieter.”

Their order was placed and they drove around to the window, Michael pulling out his wallet and discovering he was out of money.  

“Oh heck. I meant to hit an ATM.”

Ian sighed and pulled out two bills, a twenty and a ten.  “Not only am I indulging you in your junk food, I’m also paying for it.  I want twenty extra laps tonight.”

“Laps? We can’t go swimming tonight.”

“Yes we can. We both have meets next month and we took yesterday off.”

“But what about Chloe?”

“We’ll go to the pool at the Y and take her along of course.” Ian twisted in his seat, “Chloe love, do you know how to swim?”

“In the bathtub?”

“A very big bathtub. Don’t worry, Michael. Pieter’s volunteered to stay with her in the kid’s pool.”

“I suppose one of the things Pieter and Grant went out and bought was a swim suit?”

“But of course.”

Michael took the drinks from the guy in the window, handing them over to Ian before getting the bag of food. That was set on the floor near Ian’s feet and Michael threw the change in the bin under the dash.

Back on the road, he stole an amused look at Ian. “You’re almost frighteningly efficient sometimes.  You were only gone a half hour.  I suppose if you’d had two hours, you could take over a small third world country.”

“An hour and a half max depending on geography of the country in question. Mountains might slow me down a bit.”

%%

Lunch, such as it was, was set on the kitchen table by Ian as Michael brought Chloe in, holding her hand.  The dogs must have heard them and came bounding down from upstairs, only slowing when they smelled a strange new smell in the house, their tails wagging furiously.

Chloe clutched at Michael’s hand, a little scared by the animals but not screaming terror which Michael took as a good sign.  He crouched down to calmly introduce the dogs to the new family member.

Ian kept an eye on all parties as he opened the basement door and yelled down the stairs, “Grant? Pieter?”

“We’re in the sun room. Ah, that must be Miss Chloe.” Pieter strolled into the room wearing grubby paint stained clothes, wiping his hand on a rag. He stopped on the other side of the table, keeping his distance. “You brought McDonalds.”

“Yes we did and there’s a chicken sandwich in there for you. What were you doing in the sun room to get so dirty?”

“Grant remembered seeing a play table at the antique store down the road so we were just giving it a new coat of paint.” Pieter said as he stole a fry from the bag.

“You bought an antique play table? Michael asked as he watched Chloe tentatively petting Gadget.

“It was only twenty five dollars so it’s not really an antique but it’s just the right size for a little girl.”

Looking at the dark green stains on Pieter’s jeans, Ian tried to image what the hell they were doing. Pieter caught his look and grinned.

“This is chalkboard paint so she can draw on the top.  I saw it on a decorator show and we picked up a quart while we were out last night.”

“Pieter, you’re watching too much television. Michael, Chloe why don’t you guys wash up and we’ll eat some lunch before reconnoitering. Pieter, will you get Grant? We’ve got food for him too.” Ian went over the sink and washed his own hands, making a mental note to get a step stool for Chloe’s bathroom.

Chloe took her jacket off and washed her hands with Michael’s help as Ian laid out the food and retrieved two phone books for Chloe’s chair so she could reach the table.

Pieter came back with Grant a few minutes later as Ian was helping Chloe into her seat.

“Chloe, this is Uncle Grant and Uncle Pieter. They both talk funny but they’re also very good friends; they live downstairs through that door there.”

Grant shook her hand gently. “I’m pleased to meet you Chloe.”

Pieter did the same, adding a slight bow before the men took their seats, Chloe sitting between Michael and Ian. The food quickly vanished, Pieter and Michael finishing first.  Pieter sat back and discreetly burped before sketching a salute at Ian.

“General Thorpe, we’ve completed our assignments. Chloe now has enough clothes for the next few days, two pairs of footwear and assorted undies. We’ve secured a winter coat, gloves and hat.  Also procured was the cutest little swimsuit on earth, a pair of goggles, cap and flip flops.”

“You’ve done well, Captain van den Hoogenband. The booster seat was much appreciated. What brand of swim suit?”

“Speedo.” Grant said with satisfaction.

“Well I guess that will have to do for now.” Ian said with a faint tone of disappointment. 

“Pieter did you really volunteer to stay with Chloe while we swim tonight?”

“Grant and I thumb wrestled for it.” Pieter said, gathering up the trash from their meal.

“Are you done eating, Chloe?” Michael asked, after watching Chloe move around her fries for the last several minutes. 

“Yes. Can I go play with the doggie?” 

“Yes you can but will you promise not to feed the doggie when you’re sitting at the table?  Gizmo and Gadget have their own food and too much people food can be bad for them.”

“I promise.  I didn’t mean to hurt them.”

“I know you didn’t sweetie. Let’s throw our trash away and we can go sit in the family room.  Ian, you want to call your parents first and then we’ll switch off?”

“Yes, they should be up by now. Thanks love.” Ian got up and tossed his trash away before heading into the study.

Pieter and Grant stood up also. “We’ve finished the painting so it just needs to dry. We’re going to go clean up. Call us when you’re ready to head to the pool.”

“Thanks guys, for everything.” Michael gave them both a quick hug.

“No thanks necessary. Chloe’s stuff is up in her room.” Grant said as they headed for their apartment.

“I have a room?” Chloe asked.

“Yep. Would you like to go see it?”

“Uh huh.” 

Michael took her on a short tour of the first floor, stopping to admire Chloe’s new play table and waving at Ian before going upstairs.

“Here it is.” Michael opened the door and let her go inside to explore. Pieter and Grant had not only bought clothes but there was a brown velvet bunny sitting against the pillows.

Chloe wandered around the room as Michael checked the clothes that Pieter and Grant had thoughtfully washed.  He wasn’t an expert on kid’s clothes by any means but they’d done a good job. The swimsuit was totally adorable, as Pieter had mentioned.  He didn’t know that Speedo made suits that small.

He looked down when he felt a tugging on his sleeve, Chloe standing next to him.  “Yes, hon?”

“I need to go to the bathroom.”

“Oh. It’s right through here. Will you be okay for a couple of minutes while I go get your stuff?”

“Uh huh.”
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Michael ran up the stairs and into the master bedroom. Chloe was downstairs with Ian and he’d finally have a chance to make a few phone calls.  Not that he was looking forward to it but it had to be done.

He was still reeling over the fact that he had a daughter and all the events of the previous day.  Hopefully he’d stop being surprised at some point every time he looked over and saw Chloe.

Reaching for the phone, Michael made himself comfortable and dialed his mother’s number.

“Callahan Residence, Craig speaking.” 

“Craig, its Michael. How’s it going?”

“Hey Michael, how’s my favorite uncle?”

“Ian’s fine.”

There was a pause and they both laughed. 

“Good one, Michael. You want to talk to Grams?” 

“Yeah, if she’s not busy.”

“Hang on.”

The phone was put down and Michael waited patiently. Two minutes later, Debbie picked up the phone.

“Michael?”

“Hi mom. How are you?”

“I’m fine sweetie. What’s wrong?”

“What makes you think sometime is wrong?”

“It’s three in the afternoon; you usually don’t call until after dinner.”

“Oh. Um. I’ve got a daughter.”  Crap, he hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that.

“What? The test results came back. Oh, Michael. How are you doing?” Debbie sounded thrilled but worried.

“I’m okay.”

“So when do you get to meet her?”

“Um. Well. I met her yesterday and-”

“You did? What’s she like? Are you going to get visitation?”

“Mom, Sara and Chloe were in a car accident on Wednesday. Chloe’s fine but Sara died last night. She was on life support but she had some kind of seizure around five and they couldn’t save her.”

“Oh Michael, I’m so sorry. What’s going to happen with Chloe?”

“She’s downstairs with Ian.  Carl, that’s our lawyer, was a miracle worker. He got the lab to rush the results and had a judge standing by when we got there to amend Chloe’s birth certificate.  The hospital wouldn’t have even let us see her if I wasn’t family.”

“Chloe’s there? How’s she doing?”

“I’m a little worried about her, mom. She cried a little when we told her about her mom but she doesn’t ask about her or talk about her. We’ve got a referral for a psychologist but we’re also going to call Charles in Ann Arbor and see if he knows anyone here.”

“Sounds like you’ve got things under control. When do I get to meet her?” Debbie asked eagerly.

“Her birthday is on February second, do you want to come up the weekend before? That’ll give us a couple of weeks to get a routine going and find a school. Carl recommended a private girls’ school that’s nearby but I’m not sure how I feel about it.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to check out all your options before you decide.”

“Mom! I’m shocked!”

“Hey, I’m all for public education but you’ve got to consider Chloe’s safety, Michael.  Public schools are very accessible.”

“Oh. I didn’t even think of that.” Michael sank back onto the bed, feeling a similar sinking his chest.

“Well the rest of us had four or five years before we had to think about schools; you’ve been her father for a day.  Is she fed, dry and relatively happy?”

“I guess she is, unless Gadget’s been licking her.”

“Then you’re doing better than I did for the first week. Your sister screamed her head off for four days.  At least Chloe can tell you what’s wrong.”

“Thanks mom.”

“You’re welcome. You and Ian are going to be great dads. How’s he doing?”

“He’s gotten us organized; in fact I should probably ask him about schools. I’m sure he’s already done a comprehensive study.”

“You sound like that bothers you.”

“It does to a degree but only because I can’t figure out where he finds the time to research things.  I’ve ruled out the possibility that he has a secret personal assistant, now I’m looking into the clone theory.”

Debbie chuckled. “You think he’s got a clone hidden away somewhere?”

“It could happen. And two Ians would be twice as much fun in-” Michael cleared his throat. “I’m going to stop that thought right there.”

“Thank you sweetie. Have you called your dad yet?”

“No, that’s my next call. I’ll call you on Sunday and let you know how things are going, okay?”

“Okay. Hey, can you take a couple of pictures in the meantime and email them to me?”

“I’ll do that mom; say hi to Ryan for me.” Michael hung up the phone and immediately dialed his father’s number.

“Hello.” 

Michael couldn’t help but grin at the wary way his dad always answered the phone. “Hi dad.”

“Have you heard anything?” Fred asked, not beating around the bush.

“Yes. I’ve got a daughter.”

“Well!” Fred said sounding a bit choked up. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks dad.”

“How’s the visitation going to work out? Is Sara going to be sensible about it?”

“Actually, um, Sara died yesterday. Her car hit a tree Wednesday night and she wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.”

“She was ejected from the car?”

“Yeah.”

“That normally doesn’t turn out well. Was my granddaughter in the car?”

“She was in the backseat but in a booster.  She’s got a couple of bruises and some small cuts but she’s okay.  Carl was awesome; he flew out there and had a judge standing by to do the paperwork.  I kind of figure he pulled some strings for us but they wouldn’t have let me see Chloe without it.”

“They who? Sara’s parents?”

“No. The hospital. I don’t know where Sara’s parents are; they might be overseas but there’s no sign of them.”

“Ah, and she didn’t have any other relatives.  No wonder they did a quick job for you; they had a minor child in their care without a parent or guardian.”

“Dad, how did you know that Sara didn’t have any relatives?”

“Oh. Well when your mom mentioned that Sara kept calling after you broke up, I had a friend with a PI license do a little investigating. I wanted to make sure she wasn’t dangerous to you.  I couldn’t be there for you day to day but I tried to keep an eye out.  It wasn’t all of your friends, only a couple that Debbie thought might be trouble.  Sorry if that invaded your privacy-”

“Stop it Dad.  You don’t have to explain; I know you were only doing it because you cared.  I’m glad I didn’t know about it back then but I appreciate it now.”

“Thanks son.”

“But that brings up something else. Do you remember what Sara’s parent’s names were and where he worked?”

“Howard and Lucille? No, it was Howard and Lucia.  Sorry but I don’t remember the company.

“Great, thanks dad.  I’ll give that to Carl so maybe they can find them.”

“You know, I probably have the print out in my files. I’ll see if I can dig it out.”

“Thanks again, I’d really appreciate it.  There’s was something really odd going on with Sara so maybe her parents will have some answers, not to mention they’ll need to know what’ happened.”

“Odd how?”

“We stopped by Sara’s apartment to get Chloe’s things and it was this tiny one bedroom place.  I know she had just filed for child support but she was living in this crap hole, why didn’t she wait so long?”

“Maybe she didn’t want to share Chloe with you.  People can be strange, Michael.”

“I know and I’ll probably never know why but it bothers me.  On to another subject, I just got off the phone with mom and they’re coming up in two weeks to meet Chloe.  Can you guys come up then too?” 

“I don’t think we’ve got anything planned and if we did, we’ll cancel it.  It’s not everyday I get to meet my granddaughter after all.”

“That’s great.  She’s turning seven on the second so we can have a little party for her, just don’t go crazy on the gifts dad.”

“Would I do that?”
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“It’s big.” Chloe said hesitantly, clutching her little swim cap.

“Yes it is but it’s really warm like a bath tub.” Michael sat down next to her on the pool deck and dangled his feet in the water.  “You want to stick your feet in?”

She nodded and sat down, imitating him.  “It is warm.”

“Yep.” Michael gave her time to get used to the water and stood up; the water only reaching his thighs.  “Want to try getting in?”

Chloe didn’t look too sure about it but she nodded anyway. “Okay.”

A half hour later, Chloe was happily playing with Pieter and Grant in the kid’s pool while Michael went over to start his laps.

“Well done there love.” Ian commented from the next lane.

“Thanks. I thought she was going to bolt there when her hair got wet but she seems to be having fun now. She’s going to be spending plenty of time around pools though.”

“Maybe she’ll take it up like we did.”

“Maybe but we can’t push her into it.”

“We won’t, I promise.” Ian gave him a quick sneaky kiss. “Now get swimming or we’ll never get out of here.”
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After a much healthier dinner, they watched an hour of Spongebob Squarepants and then Ian and Michael took Chloe up to get ready for bed.  Michael showed her his and Ian’s bedroom and explained how the intercom worked while Ian filled the tub and got her pajamas ready.

A bath and two stories later, Chloe snuggled up to her new bunny and closed her eyes.  Ian wasn’t sure she was really asleep but even kids needed a little time alone.  He hit the monitor button on the intercom as they left the room just in case though.

Michael detoured into their bedroom instead of heading back to the first floor as Ian expect but he shrugged and followed along to find Michael diving head first onto the bed.

“Tired love?”

“Hell yes. How are we going to do this? I start back at school on Monday.”

“We do it like any other parents. Springside is an excellent school and they have both an early bird and after school program.  We’d only need the after school care two nights a week and the early bird on Thursdays.  Let me just go get the schedule grid I made.” Ian darted out the door and Michael pulled a pillow over his head.

Clone, definitely a clone.  It couldn’t be a twin because he’d mapped every centimeter of Ian’s body several times and even identical twins weren’t that identical. Unless he’d gotten the same twin every time.  Hm.

“Are you trying to suffocate yourself?”

“No, just resting my eyes.”

“Good, because I like having you around.” Ian made himself cozy next to Michael and opened his planner.  “Now, this is January and as you can see I’ve assigned everyone in the house a color.  You’re blue, I’m green, Chloe’s pink, Pieter’s red and Grant’s orange.  Chloe gets out of school at three thirty Monday through Thursday and at two forty five on Fridays.

“On Mondays and Wednesday, Chloe would be in the after school program until five because you’ve got class until four thirty on Mondays and you swim on Wednesday afternoons.  I have class until five both days so I could also pick her up but not until five forty five.  We both have early classes on Thursdays but the Early Bird program starts at seven thirty so we’d be covered.  Tuesdays and Fridays, I’m home by two so those days aren’t a problem.

“Of course, Pieter and Grant have both offered to cover any gaps while we all get used to the schedule but what do you think?” Ian asked, turning to look at Michael.

“Its color coded!”

“Michael, weren’t you paying attention?” 

“Yes, dear and thank you for doing all that work.” Michael reached up and started unbuttoning Ian’s shirt.  “I’m really grateful. In fact, I feel the need to show you how grateful I am.”  Michael pulled the planner from Ian’s unresisting fingers and set it carefully on his nightstand before turning back to Ian.

Michael had just finished undressing Ian and himself when he realized they’d left the door wide open.  He removed his lips from Ian’s and sighed.

“What? What’s wrong?”

“We should close the door but I’m worried that Chloe will need us.”

“I turned the monitor on in her room.”

Michael gave Ian a quick hard kiss. “You’re brilliant.” He scampered off the bed and pushed the door closed, making sure not to slam it before climbing out his clothes and back into bed.  Ian had gotten under the sheet and pulled it over them.

“There, now is she does come in she won’t see everything. Come here my little love muffin.” Ian pulled Michael to him and attacked his mouth, kissing him deeply while covering Michael’s body with his own.

“Love muffin?” Michael asked with a gasp as Ian’s finger penetrated him, stretching him open.

“I’m trying it out. Do you want to be face up or face down, love muffin?”

Michael chuckled as he turned over onto his stomach, grabbing a pillow. “Does that answer your question?”

Ian opened a packet and rolled a condom on. “Sorry to rush but are you ready?” 

“Yeah, give it to me baby.”

Snorting, Ian moved into position and swiftly entered Michael; pausing to make sure Michael was comfortable.  It was a fast and hard encounter, both of them keeping an ear out for any sounds on the monitor.  Afterwards, Ian snuggled up to Michael making sure the sheet was tucked in around them. 

“So this is what being dads is going to be like.” Michael commented once he stopped panting.

“Not always, I’m sure. Eventually we won’t be afraid to leave her alone and she’ll be used to being here with us.”

“I hope you’re right and that I get the hang of it eventually.  The moms and dads are coming up the weekend of the thirtieth. I figured we’d have a little get acquainted birthday party for Chloe.”

“Um.” Ian’s arm twitched and Michael couldn’t help sniggering.

Michael sat up, kissed Ian’s nose and handed Ian’s planner back to him. “Go on and put it on the schedule. Thanks for using the condom by the way.”

“You’re welcome, love muffin. And make sure your dad doesn’t go overboard on the presents.”

“Already done.  He’s also going to try and find his file on Sara and her parents for Carl.”

Ian paused and looked up at Michael. “Your dad has a file on her?”

“Yeah, part of being a cop’s kid I guess.  Just imagine what he’s got on you.” Michael smirked and rolled off the bed, heading for the bathroom.

“Michael. Michael! Come back here.” Ian said frantically.

Michael stuck his head out of the door. “I’m just kidding Ian. Dad was retired by the time you and I got together.” Michael pulled his head back quickly to avoid the pillow Ian threw at him.  “Missed me!”

“Then you’d better not come out of there because I have plenty of pillows out here.”

Birthday Cake
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They’d both been very impressed with the curriculum and facilities during a brief tour but Ian resigned himself to trying to enroll Chloe in the fall. Springside School did not accept students during the term but Michael had somehow finagled another appointment with Dr. Rawlings.

He’d convinced Ian that they wouldn’t be wasting their time and even if Chloe didn’t get in, they’d be even better off in September. Grant had agreed to stay home with Chloe that week so Ian cut out early from one of his classes and met Michael in the parking lot outside the school.

When Michael got out of his car wearing a sharp navy suit, white shirt and tasteful tie, Ian nearly came in his pants. He loved Michael in a suit and he’d never seen this one before. 

“Hi baby, are you ready to go?”

“Um.” Ian mumbled as he rang a finger around the collar of his shirt. “Nice suit.”

“You like it?” 

“Yes! It’s new, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I got it in Dallas last month and haven’t had a chance to wear it,” Michael was well aware of the affect he was having on Ian but now was not the time. “Dr. Rawlings is probably waiting for us.”

“Right.” Ian pushed all thoughts of what he’s like to push where aside and straightened his own tie. “I still don’t know why we’re bothering.”

“Have a little faith, baby.”

The school’s secretary showed them into Dr. Rawlings’ office and she greeted them in a cool but friendly manner. After they all sat and exchanged a few pleasantries, Michael leaned forward.

“Ma’am, I’m going to come straight to the point here and not waste your time. We think Springside is an excellent school and that Chloe would do well here. We’re prepared to make a considerable donation if Chloe can start immediately.” Michael removed an envelope from his breast pocket and set it on Dr. Rawlings’ desk.

Ian was shocked that Michael would use such tactics but Dr. Rawlings was outraged.

“Mr. Phelps, we’ve had many people try to buy their daughter’s way into this school and I-”

“Ma’am, with all due respect I’m not trying to buy Chloe a place here; I’m trying to buy her safety. Ian and I are both well known and we’ve already dealt with two incidents where we became targets. We’re adults and we might have a chance to get away but Chloe’s six years old.

“I’ve been to Jenks Elementary and although it’s a nice school, anyone could get to her there. Springside not only has a great curriculum, the campus is very controlled. We’re just learning how to be Chloe’s parents and we need all the help we can get to keep her safe.”

Ian had never seen Michael speak so passionately and even Dr. Rawlings was moved by his clear concern for his daughter. She nodded slowly, seeming to come to a decision.

“Very well Mr. Phelps. We’ll waive the assessment tests for now based on her record at her other school but I’m a bit concerned about her teacher’s comments regarding her deportment. Bring Chloe in Thursday and we’ll see how it goes through the end of the term.”

Michael stood up and Ian joined him. “Thank you Dr. Rawlings.” Michael shook her hand firmly. Ian also shook her hand, shocked but elated.

“I’ll also come straight to the point with you. I’m turning down your donation right now but if Chloe does well and continues here in the fall, I hope you’ll still be feeling generous in June. This is a small school and we can always use the help.” 

Michael nodded and assured her that they’d sit down in June to discuss things before stopping at the bursar’s office to pay Chloe’s tuition and pick up the school’s handbook. 

“I think that went pretty well, didn’t it?” Michael asked once they were on their way back to their cars.

Ian nodded and resisted the urge to pin Michael up against the wall while Michael chattered on about getting Chloe more clothes and picking up her supplies.

“Ian, are you mad at me?”

“What? No, of course not. I’m just surprised; I didn’t expect-”

“I know. I wasn’t lying back there; Chloe will be safe here but I didn’t want to get your hopes up. I know you really like this school and I figured it was worth a shot.”

“How big of a check were you going to give them?”

“I didn’t have one actually but that Speedo money’s still sitting there.”

“That was a big risk but it paid off; you really do have the devil’s luck sometimes.” Ian shook his head, amazed that it worked. “You’re free for the rest of the afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Then let’s get Chloe and do some shopping; I need some retail therapy after that.”

January 29, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Escaping from class, Ian took off at a dead run for the parking lot. He’d gotten involved in one of the many discussions regarding third world economies and now he was running a tad late.

After all the trouble they’d gone to get Chloe into Springside, he didn’t want to give anyone cause to complain if he didn’t show up on time. He still couldn’t believe what Michael had done but after a rousing night between the sheets using Michael’s tie in new and interesting ways, he was over it.

He pulled into the school grounds and up to the parents’ parking area, shutting off the car and getting out just as the dismissal bell rang. He blew out a breath, relieved that he’d made up the time and went inside.

Chloe was waiting with the other students in the cafeteria and came over after she said goodbye to several of her classmates. Ian took her book bag and helped her on with her coat before they walked out to the car.

“How was your day?”

“Okay. Are we going grocery shopping again?” Chloe asked as if she was resigned to her fate.

“Yes and we have other errands too including getting a birthday cake for tomorrow for a certain young lady.” Ian smiled down at her, gently squeezing her hand.

“Me?”

“You. Your dad’s parents are coming up from Baltimore along with your aunts. Do you remember the chart we made the other day, with all your relatives?”

“Uh huh. Are they all coming?” They’d come to the car and Ian helped her climb up into the backseat and get buckled in.

“No, just six of them. We’ll get the chart out tonight and I’ll show you.”

**
After the groceries were unloaded, Grant said he’d take care of putting things away so Ian and Chloe could take the dogs on a walk before it got too dark. 

“Is Daddy coming home soon?” 

Ian managed not to stop. It was the first time Chloe had used that term in regards to Michael and he wanted so badly to whip out his phone and tell Michael about it.

“Yes, he’ll be home after dinner.”

“Was he bad at school? Is that why he has to stay late?”

Chuckling, Ian shook his head. “No love, he’s swimming.”

“Amanda said that Daddy was at the Limpics.”

“The Olympics and he was, in fact so was I and so were Uncle Grant and Uncle Pieter.”

“Amanda said Daddy was on TV.”

“He’s been on TV several times. We can watch him on a video when we get back if you want.”

“You and Daddy kiss a lot.” Chloe said after a minute.

“We do. We love each other very much.”

“You and Daddy kiss me.”

Ian slung his arm around her shoulders, “That’s because we love you too.”

“What about Uncle Pieter and Uncle Grant? Do you love them too?”

“I suppose we do.”

“Do you kiss them?”

“I do but not like I kiss your dad or how I kiss you.” Ian crouched down and gave Chloe two swift kisses, one on each cheek. “That’s how I kiss your uncles because they’re like my brothers.”

“Will your mommy and daddy be coming tomorrow?”

“Not tomorrow but they’ll be here next month during your school break.” Ian said as they made the turn back onto their street. “Remember, you spoke to Nana Margaret on the phone last Sunday?”

“She’s in Australian.” 

“Australia,” Ian corrected then continued. “Yes she is and so am I. We’re also going to Australia in May when we’re all done with school.”

“You and Daddy?”

“You’re going too.”

“I get to go?”

“Yes you do. We wouldn’t leave you behind, you know. Grandpa Ken wouldn’t let me back in the country without you.” 

“Oh.” Chloe stopped and waited for Ian to take both leashes so she could open the door. Grant was busy stirring something on the stove under Pieter’s watchful eye and both men looked up when they walked in.

“Did you have a nice walk?” Pieter asked.

“We did. Chloe, do you have homework?”

“Uh huh.” Chloe had immediately sat down next to Pieter and started stealing snips of the carrots Pieter was chopping. “Math and spelling.”

“Chloe, wash your hands please and get your spelling. I’ll help you with them until dinner.” Ian fed the dogs and washed his own hands while Chloe reluctantly got up and went to get her hands washed before going to get her homework.

Pieter got up to take the carrots over to the stove, ‘forgetting’ a small pile he’d shifted in front of Chloe’s chair but Ian ignored that. Chloe was allowed to eat all the vegetables and fruits she wanted; he and Michael only limited junk food but he wasn’t going to tell Pieter that.

“Dinner will be ready in a half hour, we’re having chicken stew, salad and apple crumble.” Grant said as he took a chair.

“Ooh, you’re getting ambitious with your cooking I see.”

“Don’t give me guff, Ian or you can starve.” Grant mock threatened.

Chloe came back in the room with her notebook and handed it to Ian, only brightening when she saw the carrots, Pieter giving her a wink as she sat down.

“Want some milk, Chloe?”

“Yes please Uncle Pieter.”

Ian looked over the list of words, “Are you supposed to write them down?”

“Yes and spell them out loud.”

“All right, here’s your first one: green.”
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Dinner was delicious, surprising Grant who hadn’t expected it to turn out so well. They all helped with the cleaning, Chloe being in charge of clearing the table and helping put aside a serving for Michael to eat later.

“Ian, there were some packages delivered today that you might want to take a look at. I think they had Chloe’s name on them.”

“For me?” she asked.

“Yes, they’re in the foyer.”

“Papa, can I go see?”

Ian nodded silently and she took off at a run while Ian put his hand over his heart. She called him papa.

Grant patted his back, “How does it feel?”

“It hurts. I think. I’m not sure.” Ian said, rubbing his chest.

“She asked yesterday when Papa and Daddy were going to get home but I wanted you to be surprised.” Pieter said with a smile as they listened to Chloe’s excited squeaks in the foyer. Now Grant, let’s go downstairs and you can occupy me.” Pieter stood up quickly and moved to the basement stairs.

“Oh! Can I wear a helmet this time?” Grant said eagerly as he followed.

“Yes beminde but no more boots in bed, I almost broke an ankle the last time.”

The pair disappeared down the stairs and Ian shook his head as he walked into the foyer; he didn’t want to know.

There were four different packages all addressed to Chloe and she sat on the floor, shaking each one of them. She looked up as Ian sat down next to her and smiled widely.

“Papa, look what I’ve got!”

“I see them. Do you know who they’re from?”

Chloe shrugged and Ian pulled her into his lap. “Let’s take these into the family room and see if we figure it out.” 

Ian picked up the two larger boxes and snagged the stack of colorful envelopes on the hall table. Once he sat down, he hoisted Chloe onto his lap and pointed to the address line of the smallest box. “Can you read that?”

The packages were from Ian’s parents, Ian’s sister’s family, one of Jackie’s daughters and Siobhan’s family. They were still busy figuring out who sent each envelope when Michael walked in the door.

“I’m home!”

“Daddy!” Chloe jumped up and ran over to him, clutching one of the envelopes. “Look what I got!”

It was a good thing that Michael was near one of the ottomans so he could sit down when his knees went out. Chloe just climbing into his lap and thrust the pink envelope under nose. “What’s that, sweetie?”

“Birthday card.”

“But how do you know? You didn’t open it.”

Chloe looked down at it. “But it’s for me and it’s my birthday.”

Michael picked her up and carried her over to the couch and sat down next to Ian. “That’s a logical deduction I suppose but you really should open it, don’t you think Ian?”

“I think she should open the cards but maybe wait on the presents until the party tomorrow.”

Thinking it over, Michael nodded. “I think that’s fair. What do you think, Chloe?”

“I get to open the boxes tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Okay!” Chloe ripped open the envelope which happened to be from Michael’s grandmother and a ten dollar bill fell out. Ian suppressed the urge to laugh at the look on Michael’s face. His grandmother still only sent him five dollars for his birthday.

Chloe read the card, getting help on some of the words from her parents. “Who is Gigi?”

“That’s my grandmother; she’s your great grandmother.”

Ian eased out from under his half of Chloe and went into his study to get the family tree he and Chloe had made one afternoon. He brought it back and used it to explain who each card came from. Chloe had thirty dollars when she was finished and she counted it carefully, twice.

“That’s quite a haul you’ve got there, young lady. What do you want to do with all that money?” Ian asked.

“Buy a toy for Flannel?”

“I’m going to let you two discuss this; I need to get something to eat because Chloe’s ears are looking mighty tasty.” Michael gave the ears in question at quick nip, making Chloe giggle then gave Ian a kiss as he got up.

“There’s chicken stew in the fridge and we saved you some of the salad. Chloe, why don’t we go keep Daddy company while we make our list?”

“Okay Papa.”

If Michael looked happy when Chloe called him Daddy, he looked like he was going to explode with joy now. He waited for Ian and Chloe to join him, hooking his pinky with Ian’s for a moment before heading for the fridge.
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“Would you stop smiling? You’re starting to make me nervous.” Ian said as he picked up the shampoo and handed it to Michael.

“But she’s starting to trust us. She called you papa.” Michael took the shampoo and started lathering up Ian’s hair.

“It is wonderful but she still doesn’t talk about her mother or anything else that happened before we got her.” Ian cautioned.

“Maybe she’ll open up after she’s been here longer than two weeks. Tilt your head back.”

Ian did as he was told and stood up after the rinse. Michael took his place on the bench and Ian soaped him up. They were both perfectly capable of washing their own hair but they preferred it this way when they had time.

“We still need to find a pediatrician. Do you have time on Thursday to go with me to meet Dr. Ellison?” Ian asked.

“What time?”

“Eleven thirty at her office; it’s over on Germantown across from the hospital.”

“Yeah, I can make it. Is that the one Pieter was talking about?”

“Yes, he actually made the appointment for us. Close your eyes, love.”

Six minutes later, they were both clean and dry and settled into bed. Michael snuggled into Ian’s side with a big yawn, his head on Ian’s shoulder.

“Should we start looking for daycare for the summer?”

“There’s a summer day camp program at the Boys & Girls Club in Germantown. I’ll be home most of the summer but Chloe should have an opportunity to play with other kids during the day. I was thinking she could go two or three days a week.”

“That sounds good, if you really want to do that. I thought you were going to look into getting an internship this summer?”

“I was but you’ve got school, Pieter’s starting his residency and Grant’s hitting his stride with his dissertation. I don’t have to do an internship, it was just an option.”

Michael raised his head to stare at Ian. “Do you think I should quit school until after the Olympics?”

“Why? So you can be with Chloe?”

“Yeah. I feel like I barely spend any time with her and it’s not going to get any better.”

“You might not like this but I’m going to ask anyway. Why not give up competing?”

Michael responded by getting out of bed. Ian knew he’d hit a sore point when Michael started pacing but he didn’t regret asking the question.

“I’ve been thinking about that too,” Michael admitted as he walked back and forth at the foot of the bed. “It would certainly make life easier if I just retired.”

“But you don’t want to.”

Michael stopped in mid stride. “No I don’t.”

“Then you shouldn’t. Having kids means making sacrifices but there are two of us here, love. You can still have school and swimming and I’ll be here to take up the slack.”

“Ian, you’ve given up so much for me already.”

“We’ve had this discussion before. The benefits of my current life far outweigh anything you think I gave up for you. I don’t see a shackle on my ankle, Michael. As for not spending enough time with Chloe, what kind of message would you be sending if you quit school to compete? That sport is more important than education?”

Sighing, Michael got back into bed. “I just don’t want her to think I don’t love her or that she’s not important to me.”

“That’s because you’re feeling guilty that you don’t love her yet.” Ian knew he was probably opening another can of worms but it didn’t want things to fester in Michael.

“Ouch.” 

“Well you don’t. She’s your daughter and you’re starting to love her but there’s no switch you can flip to automatically have feelings for her. You love the idea of the daughter; you’re still getting used to her as a person.”

“You seem to love her.”

“Because she’s a part of you. I love you and I can see you in her so it’s easier for me. I think you’re also hanging on to some resentment over Sara not telling you.”

“That’s not Chloe’s fault!”

“No it isn’t but there are six years of Chloe’s life you missed. You can’t try to make those up in a couple of weeks.”

Michael chewed that over for a while before admitting in a soft voice, “She seems to like you better than me.”

“Ah. And that bothers you.”

“On the one hand, I’m thrilled because I want her to love you but-”

“You’re jealous.”

“Yes.”

“The key word here is ‘like.’ She might have called me papa but she’s still checking your reaction to any decision I make when we’re together. She doesn’t know what to make of you anymore than you know what to make of her. You both need time to get used to each other.”

“So I should quit school and competing and spend all my time with her.”

“What would you do while she’s in school?”

“Ian!” Michael said with a whine. “You’re not giving me any answers here.”

“And I’m not going to. This is something you’re going to have to figure out for yourself. You know I’ll support whatever you do as long as you are happy. Take your time and really think this over, that’s all I’m asking.”

“Okay. I won’t make any snap decisions.”

“Good.” 

They kissed good night and Michael turned over so Ian could spoon up behind him.

“I can’t believe Grandma sent her ten dollars! I only got five until I was twenty one.”

“Hush up and go to sleep.”
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Debbie bit her lip as they made the final turn onto Michael’s street. She was a bundle of nerves for a variety of reasons, all of them having to do with meeting her granddaughter. She felt Hilary give her a quick squeeze on the shoulder and turned around.

“It’s going to be okay mom.” Hilary said encouragingly.

“I hope so honey.”

Ryan pulled into Michael and Ian’s driveway behind their cars with Fred pulling in right behind them. Although every member of the family had wanted to welcome the new child into the fold, they’d gone small with only Michael’s parents, step parents and sisters. 

Everyone piled out of their vehicles, Whitney having ridden up with her dad and stepmother and unloaded the gaily wrapped presents. 

“Fred, how many presents did you get?” Debbie asked accusingly as Fred, Jackie and Whitney pulled out ten or twelve gifts.

“These aren’t all from me! Linda and Ginny sent gifts and so did their kids.”

Debbie gave him a sharp look, not believing that for a minute but she didn’t want to get into it with him, not today. They all trooped up to the front door and Jackie rang the bell.

A moment later, they heard rapid footsteps heading for the door and it opened a foot. A little face appeared and Debbie started to say hello when the door slammed and the footsteps retreated. They all looked at each other, wondering what was going on.

A minute later, Ian opened the door. “Hi! Sorry about that.”

“Was that Chloe?”

“Yeah, she was so excited that she forgot to let you in, now she’s had an attack of shyness.” Ian said with a grin as he stepped aside. “Come on in and give her a little time.”

Ian gave them all hugs and kisses as they came in, helping them off with their coats before leading them into the sun room which was decorated with balloons and crepe paper ribbons. Chloe was glued up to Michael’s side, one small hand clutching his shirt. Pieter and Grant were looking a little amused as they waved to the newcomers from their chairs.

Michael looked up when they all walked in, “Hi everyone.” He introduced Chloe to her grandparents and aunts but she looked very doubtful even when Debbie leaned down to give Michael a kiss.

Chloe was a little standoffish at first but soon warmed up to her relatives, even venturing to sit in Fred’s lap and cuddle up to Debbie while the grownups talked.

“Are we eating first or opening presents?” Ian asked Michael, keeping one eye on Chloe’s reaction.

“Well I don’t know. Chloe, what do you want to do?”

“Presents?”

“Okay but you’ll have to eat your lunch too. Do you promise?”

“Yes Daddy.”

“Let’s go then.” Michael moved a chair a little closer to the coffee table and patted it.

A pile of books, toys, DVDs and clothing later, Chloe thanked her grandparents, aunts and uncles for their gifts hardly believing that all these things were now hers. Grant, Pieter and Ian had slipped away to finish preparing lunch. After eating lunch, the birthday cake was brought out and Chloe blew out the candles with Michael and Ian’s help.

Chloe had just taken her first bite of cake when Ian looked at Michael, feigning surprise.

“Michael, did we forget to give Chloe her present?”

Chloe froze in mid-chew as everyone hid smiles.

“I think we did, Ian. Do you remember where we left it?”

“Was it outside?”

“No, we wouldn’t have left it outside; it’s too cold out there.”

“What about the garage?”

“It’s big but it’s not that big.”

“Hm. Could we have hidden it in the kitchen?”

“Why, that’s where it is! Chloe, you should go look in the kitchen.”

Chloe put her plate down and ran to the kitchen door to find a red bike with training wheels and a white basket on the handle bars. “A big girl bike! You got me a big girl bike.”

She jumped up and down, running back to give Ian and Michael hugs. “Will you show me how to ride it?”

“Let’s go try it out in the garage.” Michael answered.

Everyone came out to watch Chloe try out her new bike in the garage that had been left empty the night before. Debbie sidled up next to Ian after he’d helped Chloe with her helmet and pads.

“Did she tell you she wanted a bike?”

“No but she was coveting the bike of one of the girls down the street so we figured she’d like it.”

“Are they near Chloe’s age?”

“A couple of years older, we ran into them when we were walking the dogs.”

“Has she been to a pediatrician yet?”

“No, we’ve got an appointment with one next week. She was just in the hospital and the doctor mentioned she was a little underweight for her height so we wanted to see what a couple of weeks of being here would do. She’s gained a couple of pounds but we don’t want to give her a complex over it.” Ian said softly.

“Good move. What’s with the booster seat?”

“In the car? Doesn’t she need one?”

“Not at her age, I’m surprised she fits but then she doesn’t have much in the hip department yet.”

“Hm. I just thought that she was still supposed to use one and no one said differently. Now that I think about, no one else at the school has one for their daughter.”

“It’ll make life easier if you don’t have to get her in and out of it, believe me.”

Ian looked puzzled for a minute. “You know, Chloe was in a booster seat during the accident. Wouldn’t Sara have known Chloe was too old for it?”

Debbie shrugged, “One more mystery about Sara I guess. Fred found his file and he wants to talk to both of you before we leave. Jackie and I can distract Chloe for you, if you’d like.”

“Thanks Debs, you’re aces as a mother-in-law.” Ian put his arm around her, watching Chloe make another circle.
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Deb as true to her world as she suggested they all watch one of Chloe’s new cartoons before getting back to Baltimore. Michael and Ian went into the kitchen to clean up and Fred joined them a few minutes later, holding a manila folder.

“What’s the deal, dad?” Michael put down the pot he was scrubbing and sat down across from Fred, Ian sitting down next to him.

“Howard worked for Citigroup, I’m sure you’re both familiar with them. Back when you and Sara were dating, he was slated for a promotion to Japan. I figured I’d save a little time and do a little investigating so I called the corporate headquarters. They have no current employee named Howard Eldridge. He might have retired but the company doesn’t give that kind of information. It’s not quite a dead end but it’ll give your lawyer a place to start.” Fred pushed the folder across the table.

“Thanks Fred.” Ian said gratefully.

“Yeah, thanks Dad.” Michael added as he opened the folder stopping at the picture of Sara clipped inside. She was wearing her volleyball uniform so Michael knew it must have been from the school files or from the newspaper. He’d forgotten how pretty she was.

“Is that Sara?” Ian asked, looking over.

“Yeah, it’s the only one we’ve got now. Do you think we should put this in a frame for her?”

“Maybe we should wait for when she asks about her mom.” Ian suggested. 

“Maybe.” Michael looked up. “What do you think Dad?”

Fred looked pleased to be included in the discussion. “If she’s not asking, maybe you should wait until she does.”

“Do you think it’s weird that she doesn’t talk about Sara?”

“Not weird but a bit odd, then everything about this is odd.”

“What do you mean, Dad?”

“Sara called for a month after you broke up then suddenly she stopped a week before she graduated. Maybe she’d discovered she was pregnant. That’s when you’d expect any girl to call the father of her baby but not Sara. I have to wonder why she didn’t. Then six years later she suddenly turns up asking for child support but she did it through a lawyer.

“Why didn’t she just contact you? You have a reputation as a fair and upstanding guy. If she needed money wouldn’t have been worth going that route before hiring a lawyer who would have to be paid? What about that lawyer anyway? Has Carl asked him or her? I don’t want to make things worse here but this thing’s a boatload of odd.”

“And we might never know why.” Ian said, looking at Michael.

“Maybe not, that’s life. You don’t get all the answers.” Fred shrugged his shoulders philosophically.

&&

Around four, Fred began to make motions toward the door, wanting to get back to Baltimore before dinner time. Normally, Michael’s family would have stayed overnight but they wanted Chloe to have more time to get used to them before doing that.

Michael promised that they’d come down one weekend after Spring Break so Chloe could meet her great grandmother and other family members as everyone said goodbye. Chloe had relaxed enough to let everyone hug her and finally the house was empty of visitors.

Pieter and Michael saw to putting together dinner while Ian sat Chloe down at the kitchen table and started her on writing her thank you notes. Grant volunteered to address the envelopes and not incidentally, be around to watch this endeavor. 

“Papa, I told Grammy thank you when she was here. Why do I have to write her?”

“Because it’s polite to thank people formally when they’ve given you a gift. I’ll go get your stationary and stamps so sit tight.” Ian got up to go into his study.

Snickering, Pieter thumped Michael’s back and whispered, “He bought her stationary!”

“Shush up, Pieter.” Michael said just as quietly, nudging him back.

Ian returned holding a box, his address book, a roll of stamps and three pens. Grant was highly amused to note that Ian had indeed gotten stationary specially made with Chloe’s name and address on both the paper and the envelopes. It was a lovely set, cream with green ink but still! Grant made a note to tease his friend about it after Chloe was in bed.

“All right. Here’s the list of your gifts and who sent them to you. Let’s get started.”

He didn’t expect her to do all the work; she was only seven after all. So she only wrote the salutation and signed each note after dictating the body to Ian. They only did four before dinner was ready and Ian decided that was enough for tonight.

After dinner, they went into the family room to watch another of Chloe’s movies. Halfway through, Chloe conked out across Ian and Michael’s laps. Michael only realized she was actually asleep when she started snoring ever so slightly.

He shifted her carefully in his arms and carried her upstairs, Ian following behind with her shoes in hand. They had a little difficulty getting her clothes off and her pajamas on and Ian fretted briefly about her teeth not getting brushed but Michael hushed him up.

Once the monitor was on and the door closed, Michael put his arms around Ian and started walking him backwards towards their room, “She’s asleep and it’s only seven.”

“Mr. Phelps! Are you suggesting sex?”

“I’m not just suggesting it, I’m thinking about demanding it. It’s been days!” Michael simultaneously nibbled on Ian’s ear and opened the door to their bedroom, closing it behind them after they were inside.

“I’m shocked. We’re respectable parents; we can’t go running off and having sex.” Ian’s words were belied by his actions as he started unbuttoning Michael’s shirt.

“Why not?” Ian’s shirt was removed and Michael toed off his shoes.

“Because it just isn’t done.” Ian kicked off his own shoes so Michael could help him out of his pants.

“It looks like we’re doing it though.” Michael pushed Ian back on the bed and pulled off Ian’s pants and socks before starting on his own pants. Ian couldn’t help but fondle himself as the rest of Michael’s body was revealed.

“Oh baby, you know how hot that makes me.” Michael said as he knelt beside the bed and engulfed Ian’s cock with his mouth.

Ian arched up into that hot wet orifice, Michael was right; it had been far too long. He reached his hand down to stroke Michael’s head, moaning as Michael bobbed up and down, his tongue pressing all those spots that drove Ian wild.

After bringing Ian to the brink, Michael back off and reached for the lube. He slowly began stretching Ian’s anus, enjoying all the tiny moans and whimpers Ian was making. He put the lube aside and climbed up on the bed, pushing Ian up on his side and moving behind him.

Ian grabbed one of the pillows and eagerly hitched his leg up as Michael slid inside him smoothly. He closed his eyes tightly at the slight burning sensation, breathing deeply and relaxing into the intrusion.

“Okay, Ian?”

“Ye-yes.” Ian stuttered as Michael’s hand cupped his balls. “Oh, yes.”

Michael flexed his hips as one finger searched out Ian’s perineum, his mouth sucking on Ian’s neck. 

“Oh, yes. Yes.” Ian moaned his hand busy stroking his penis. “Michael, love. Oh.”

Flexing deeper, Michael slung his leg over Ian’s hips to get even closer. Ian felt surrounded by Michael, invaded and loved all at the same time. He twisted his head around to kiss Michael, their mouths melting together when he started coming, his sperm spurting out onto the pillow.

Ian knew Michael was close and purposefully tightened his passage, capturing Michael’s cock and squeezing. Michael jerked as he was taken by surprise; his orgasm ripping through him at the sudden sensation.

Grinning, Ian tossed the messy pillow off the bed and ran a hand down Michael’s thigh. Michael’s hot breath still came rather rapidly against his nape and he was very pleased with himself. It wasn’t often that he could remain aware enough after he came to turn the tables on Michael.

Michael’s penis slipped from him and Ian turned over to find Michael smiling at him.

“You think you’re so smart.”

“I am smart. I made you think this whole thing was your idea.” Ian said smugly. “Thus the seducer becomes the seduced.”

“Inconceivable!” Michael said weakly, quoting the movie they’d been watching earlier.

“If rodents of unusual size appear, I’ll know who is to blame.”

“Well I feel like we’re wallowing in a Fire Swamp so it’s not inconceivable” 

Ian laughed and gave Michael a long kiss. “At least you’re using the word correctly.” He sat up and got off the bed, dragging a limp bodied Michael up into a sitting position. “Are you doing your Westley impression?”

“Yes but also I don’t want to do my homework. I have three chapters to read before Monday.” Michael said, still limp.

“I’ll let you fondle my ass in the shower if you get up right now.”

“You let me do that anyway.”

“All right, I’m pulling out the big guns. I made my special macaroni and cheese and there’s a big bowl waiting for you in the fridge.”

Michael was up and in the bathroom within seconds. “Why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” 

Ian heard the shower turn on and walked into the room to find Michael already soaping up. He opened the door and slipped inside, “Oh! This water’s cold. You couldn’t even wait for the water to warm up?”

“Heck no! Grant and Pieter could find your mac and cheese at any moment and it’s down there unprotected. You think I’m going to take that risk?” Michael ducked his head under the water and rinsed off. “What color bowl is it in?”

“The orange Tupperware with a label that says “Chloe’s lunch’.”

“Baby, that’s brilliant!” Michael stepped out and grabbed a towel.

“Now that you know it’s protected, why don’t you come back in here?” Ian didn’t seriously think Michael would actually do it; the man was on the hunt after all but it was fun to watch Michael squirm a little.

“Uh.”

“Oh, go on. I’ll see you downstairs and don’t eat all of it before I get there!” Ian yelled the last few words as Michael was already in the bedroom struggling into his sweats.

“Thanks Ian!”

Shaking his head, Ian got out and dried off more slowly than Michael had. He dressed warmly and trotted down the stairs and into the kitchen. Michael was standing by the microwave, eating from a plate while standing up.

“You just ate two hours ago, you can’t sit down?”

“I didn’t want to wait, I love your mac and cheese. Mine never comes out like this with the crunchy top.”

“Panko crumbs. I saw it on ‘Good Eats’.”

“Really? I’ll have to try it but it still won’t be the same. I wouldn’t be able to feel the love.” Michael gave Ian a sappy smile.

“Is this your way of telling me you didn’t save me any?”

“No?” Michael tried for an innocent look but failed miserably.

“This is one of your food lies. Give me the fork.”

Michael sighed and handed it over. Ian speared a nice hunk of food and put it in his mouth before handing the fork back to Michael.

“That’s all you wanted?”

“No.” Ian stepped over and took out a green Tupperware bowl and took the lid off, sticking it in the microwave. “I put it in two bowls because I’m wise your ways.”

Michael picked up the lid and chuckled when he saw it was marked as tofu. “I bow to the master.”

“Thank you love. As it happens, I have homework too. Want to hang out with me in the family room while we read?”

“That’s a plan.” Michael’s lips met Ian’s in a sloppy kiss. “I left my back pack in the hall so I’ll meet you on the couch.”

Shuffle

February 6, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“Daddy, what are you doing?” 

Chloe had been drifting around the house the last half hour as the men took care of various household chores. Grant was mopping the hard surface floors, Ian was vacuuming the carpeted areas and Pieter was dusting and straightening. 

“I’m ironing, Chloe.” Michael answered. “Are all your toys put away in the sunroom?”

“Uh huh.” Chloe said as she flung herself across Michael and Ian’s bed and stroked Flannel’s back.

“Did you clean your room?”

“Uh huh.”

“Good job, you finished before everyone else.” Michael finished the collar of Ian’s shirt and put the iron aside to hang that shirt up and picked up one of his own.

“But I’m bo-r-ed.” She said, stringing the word out.

“Oh, you are? What about your homework?”

“Uh huh. I did my spelling last night.”

“And math?”

“Uncle Grant helped me the other day. Uncle Pieter said we’d do social studies tomorrow.”

“You don’t have any math to do for Monday?”

“No. Daddy, can I play on the computer?”

“You know the rules.”

“But everyone’s busy! Can’t I play by myself just once?”

“Sweetie, Papa and I don’t want you using the computer by yourself.” Michael said and then continued when Chloe tried to protest. “No, end of story. If you can wait for ten more minutes, I’ll be done here.”

“Okay. Can we go to the movies?”

Michael paused and gave her a look, “I thought you wanted to play on the computer?”

“I want to go to the movies too.”

“Um. What do you want to see?”

“I don’t know, Amanda says the movies are fun. Like a big TV.”

“You’ve never been to a movie?” Michael asked, carefully putting the iron down before he dropped it.

“No, mommy said I was too young to sit still and be quiet but I’m bigger now, I’m seven.” Chloe said earnestly. “Please Daddy?”

“I suppose we can go this afternoon if there’s a good movie playing.” 

Chloe jumped up and hugged him around his waist. “Thanks Daddy!”

Michael wrapped his arm around her and kissed her head. “You’re welcome but are you sure your room’s all cleaned up? No more shoes hiding under the bed?”

“I’ll go check!” She ran out, almost mowing over Ian in the hallway.

“Slow down, Chloe!” Ian said as he caught her.

“Papa, we’re going to the movies!” Chloe ducked around him and ran into her room.

Ian raised a brow and walked into the bedroom. “We’re going to the movies?”

“Chloe’s never been and she’s bo-r-ed.”

“Never?”

“That’s what she said. Are you done vacuuming?”

“Yes, the first floor is clean. I can’t believe she’s never been to a movie.”

“Me either. Any idea what’s playing that’s age appropriate?”

“There’s that new Pixar movie out. She’ll probably enjoy that and we won’t be bored out of our skulls. Maybe we should go out for lunch too.” Ian sprawled across the bed, much in the same way as Chloe had done moments earlier.

“We could but I doubt you’ll get Chloe to eat sushi.” Michael hung up the last shirt, turned off the iron and unplugged the cord.

“I wasn’t thinking we’d go for sushi, smarty pants.”

“Are you calling me names?”

“What if I am?” Ian said cockily.

Michael jumped on the bed and tried to pin Ian down but Ian retaliated by finding Michael’s ticklish spot on his ribs. Flannel gave them a look of distain for disturbing his nap and jumped down. They rolled around, each trying to get the advantage when Michael cheated, darting his head down and licking across Ian’s lips.

The lick turned into a kiss, the tussle into an embrace as Ian pulled Michael closer; their tongues and arms tangling together. Ian was starting to think he might be getting lucky when he felt a little poke on the top of his head. He froze and opened his eyes to find Michael giving him a panicked look. They broke their kiss and looked up.

Chloe was standing next to the bed, giving them a frown. “No kissing until your chores are done!”

“Oh really?” Michael asked as he reached out an arm and snagged her by the waist, dragging her onto the bed and hovering a hand near her neck, wiggling his fingers. “What about tickling?” 

She gave him a wary look while Ian attacked from the other side, gently tickling her ribs. Chloe shrieked, grabbed one of the pillows and tried to hit him with it. Michael helped out by ganging up on Ian with her then the tides turned when Ian pointed out that Michael had started it. A few minutes later, Chloe collapsed in between them, panting and sweaty.

“Are you still bo-r-ed, Sweet Pea?” Michael asked, looking down at her.

“No but can we still go to the movies?” Chloe looked between her fathers, with the puppy dog eyes.

“Not only are we going to the movies, we’ll also go out to lunch. How does that sound?”

“McDonalds?”

Michael chortled at Ian’s expression. “I don’t think we can talk Papa into McDonalds this soon after the last time.”

“There are other restaurants in this world besides McDonald’s. We could go up to the mall at King of Prussia; they’ve got a great theater there and several different restaurants.”

“No happy meal?”

“Not this time,” Ian said. “How about pasta?”

“Pasta! Grant, we’re down working our fingers to the bone and they’re up here talking about pasta!” Pieter said from the doorway as Grant crowded in behind him.

“We’re just cheap labor to them, Pieter.”

“Cheap? Have you seen our food bills since you’ve been here?” Ian asked with mock outrage.

“I have seen the bills since we all contribute to it and we all know who has the big stomach in this house.” Pieter said, smirking at Michael and walking over to the bed, perching on the edge. “By the way, my father is coming to visit next weekend after the meet in California; is it okay for him to use the guest room?”

“Sure.” Michael said after Ian shrugged. “I didn’t realize the other Dr. van den Hoogenband was going to be there. I thought he was retired.”

“He is; I think he misses going to meets and of course, he’d like to get to know Grant better.” Pieter said, oblivious to Grant’s unenthusiastic expression behind him. “What was all the yelling about earlier?

“We’re going to the movies,” Chloe announced excitedly, “And lunch at the mall!”

“A movie? I haven’t been the movies in months.” Pieter said, staring at Ian and Michael before setting his gaze on Chloe.

Right on cue, she piped up, “Daddy, can Uncle Pieter go with us?”

“But Uncle Pieter is a notorious popcorn stealer, Chloe.” Ian said. “Are you sure you’re willing to risk it?”

“I’d share mine with him.”

“Ah, I see your child isn’t picking up your bad habits Ian. Thank you Chloe, I would be honored to share your popcorn.”

&&

Chloe discovered that she liked gnocchi, bruschetta, and the marinara on angel hair pasta but passed on the salmon and calamari during a huge lunch at Maggiano’s Little Italy. For the movie, they purchased a small cup of popcorn for form’s sake although everyone was too stuffed to really want any.

Chloe fell asleep in the backseat on the drive home and after getting her up to bed, Ian and Grant settled in to watch one of the football videos Ken had sent while Pieter and Michael went to the pool.

“Are Ian and Chloe taking you to the airport on Tuesday?”

“Yeah, my flight leaves at six.”

“Is Ian staying to be with Chloe? Because Grant and I would have been happy to take care of her.

“Now you tell me!” Michael said with a grin, “Actually, Ian’s still a bit leery on going to a meet and not swimming. Hopefully, once he swims at the Villanova meet, he’ll get over it.”

“Speaking of getting over things, are you done with running around town bribing people?”

“Did Ian tell you about that?”

“Yes and I thought he was trying to pull the wool over my eyes. It didn’t really sound like something you would do.”

“Well I tried but Dr. Rawlings didn’t actually take it.”

“Why were you so desperate to have Chloe go to that school? You weren’t a big fan of the private school route in the beginning, if I recall correctly.”

“It was something mom said; about a private school being safer for Chloe. Jenks Elementary was nice but it was too open.”

“Open?”

“There were a lot of doors, plenty of ways for someone to get in there and over twenty kids in each class. If one of the psychos showed up, they would have had no problem getting Chloe out of that school. With the number of students, they might not even notice right away.”

“I thought Cathy was in jail for life?”

“I’m not worried about Cathy or Taylor; I’m worried about the next one.”

“You sound like you’re expecting someone to show up. Has something happened?”

“No, nothing unusual but I wasn’t expecting it the last time either. I try not to be paranoid about it but…”

“Now that you have Chloe, you’re even more alert.

“Yeah.” Michael parked the car and turned off the ignition. “She’s had a hard enough life already without being hurt just because she’s my daughter.”

“Do you regret taking her now?” Pieter asked, completely serious.

“What? Of course not.” 

“Then stop letting it chew you up. You’ve taken every precaution and you’ll only start making her paranoid if you keep this up. You won’t even take her for a walk unless one of us is with you. Not that we mind but she’s a smart little girl, Michael and she’ll start wondering why her daddy is acting like a weirdo.”

“I know.” Michael put his head down on the steering wheel with a sigh. “I’m sort of having trouble getting a handle on the fatherhood thing.”

“You were doing fine earlier today, mijn vriend. You’ve only been a father for a month, give yourself a break already. Now, are we swimming or sitting here all night?”
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Three hours later, Pieter tossed his swim bag in the back of the car and got in the passenger seat. Michael got in a couple of minutes later and started the car.

“Do you think it’s safe to go back?” Pieter asked.

“It’s the Sydney vs. Melbourne match.”

“The game was played almost a year ago and they’ve watched it twice.”

“You saw what happened the last time. They’ve probably just broken out the vegemite.” Pieter and Michael both shuddered at the thought.

“I am not kissing Grant tonight if he’s been eating that stuff. It’s disgusting.”

“I’m with you on that. Man, throw a bunch of convicts together and crap like that happens.”

Pieter chuckled. “Oh, good one. I guess we should consider ourselves lucky that it’s not wallaby livers or kangaroo tail.”

Michael put his hand over his mouth. “That’s gross Pieter!”

“But true.”

&&

Pieter and Michael got home around eight and were not surprised to see Grant and Ian in the family room watching videos of their other favorite show, “Deal or No Deal” and playing along with the contestants with the aid of the remote. Chloe was awake and sitting on the floor in front of the coffee table, helping to keep score.

“Hello, all.” Pieter said, pushing Grant forward on the chaise lounge and sitting behind him. “Who is winning?”

“Uncle Grant has a big lead but Papa’s gaining on him.” Chloe said. “Hi, Daddy. Did you have fun at the pool?”

“Yes but not as much fun as when you’re there.” Michael said, giving her a quick kiss before sitting down next to Ian. “Did you have a good nap?”

“Yes, I slept for a long time so Papa said I could stay up until nine thirty.”

Michael nodded. “That’s a good idea, that way you won’t be awake at five tomorrow morning.”

“Enough chit chat, we’re playing here. And no comments from the two of you, it’s too late to join the game.” Ian pushed the button on the remote to start the program again, his competitive side raring to go.

&&

February 8, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Ian put Michael’s second bag on the curb, giving father and daughter a little time to say their goodbyes.

“I’ll call you every day at dinner time and I’ll be home on Sunday.”

“You promise?”

“I promise. And I’ll email you every day too.” Michael said, giving Chloe another squeeze before kissing her cheek. “I love you, sweet pea.”

“Love you too Daddy.” Chloe kissed him back and then Michael set her back in the car before putting his arms around Ian.

“You’ll email when you get there?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll swim your best.”

“Yes.”

Ian tightened his arms and they shared a brief kiss. “Be good while you’re gone and don’t forget to give Bob that envelope.”

“I’m always good and it’s in my swim bag.”

One more kiss and Michael stepped back and picked up his bags, slinging his swim bag over his shoulder before heading for the doors of the terminal. He turned and waved before he walked in, Chloe and Ian waving back and then he was gone.

Ian sighed and walked around the car to get behind the wheel. “Chloe love, are you buckled in.”

“Yes Papa.”

“Okay. Then let’s get out of here.”

“Can we watch the tapes of you and Daddy and the uncles swimming when we get home?”

“We certainly can.”

&&&

February 9, 2010 San Diego, CA

“Hey Michael.”

Michael turned around and saw Miles Fallon putting away his stuff a few lockers down.

“Miles! How’s it going?”

“Pretty good. How’s married life?”

“Awesome. What have you been up to?”

“School, swimming. The usual. I’m almost done with my sophomore year at UT Austin.”

“For social work, right?”

“Yep. How’s grad school?”

“I like it, just a little nervous about the dissection stuff this summer.”

“Phelps! Michael Frederick Phelps! Where are you?”

“I’m back here Bob. In the corner by the showers.”

Bob Bowman came around the corner a moment later. “Okay, where is it?”

“Oh. Hang on.” Michael pulled out the envelope that Ian had given him. “Here you go.”

Snatching it up, Bob opened it and pulled out a picture of Chloe. “Ah, there she is.”

“We sent you pictures!”

“Those were in email and they don’t count. I can’t believe you have a little girl.”

Miles gave Michael a shocked look and craned over Bob’s shoulder to see the picture.”

“I can’t either yet.”

“How’s Ian doing?”

“He’s good. She calls him Papa.”

“Aw, that’s cute but does she swim?”

“Bob! Grant and Pieter have been teaching her but we’re not going to push her.”

Bob tucked the picture into his clipboard and clapped Michael on the shoulder. “I’ve got to get out of here, have a good race!” Bob nodded to Miles before disappearing back around the row of lockers.

“You have a kid?”

“Yep. She turned seven a couple of weeks ago.”

“Wow. Why didn’t you ever tell anyone?”

“I found out before Christmas.”

“Oh. Wow.” Miles said, still looking shocked.

Michael grinned and started stripping down. “You already said that.”

“You were only sixteen; it just blows my mind. You could be a grandpa before you’re forty.”

“Don’t say that! Chloe’s going into a nunnery or something the minute she starts talking about boys.”

“Right. That’s what my dad used to say about my sister. She’s got five kids now.”
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February 13, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Chloe ran into the family room and switched on the TV, taking a seat right in the middle of the couch.

“Papa, hurry up.”

“We’re coming.”

“You promised we’d watch it right after dinner. It’s after dinner.”

Grant snorted as he handed Pieter the plate he’d been drying. “She’s getting her bossy side from Ian; isn’t it cute?”

Ian flicked him with a towel and turned off the water in the sink as Chloe called for him again. Ian walked into the family followed by Grant and Pieter.

“Chloe, it’s a recording.”

“But you won’t tell me how Daddy did.”

“Because we don’t know munchkin. Your papa has been very strict with all of us; we weren’t even allowed to read the newspaper today.”

“But Uncle Grant, there’s no sports in your paper.”

“Exactly. See, even Chloe knows the New York Times doesn’t have sports.”

“Sports no, but there’s a big article on Michael in your paper.”

“Daddy’s in the New York Times?” Chloe asked, sounding much more impressed than merely seeing Daddy on TV.

Ian slowly looked over at Grant. “What have you been telling this child?”

“Nothing! We just read the paper together.”

“Uh huh. Stocks are fun. Can we watch now, Papa?”

Nodding, Ian picked up the remote and keyed up their TiVo. Michael’s race from Friday night had been broadcast live but it had been midnight in Philadelphia and they’d all been fast asleep by then.

The taped program started with a replaying of the heats leading up to the 200m Free final and the sports announcers were quick to point out that this was only Michael’s second meet since the Olympics.

“Amanda, do you think Phelps is back into his form now?” Rowdy Gaines asked.

“Actually, Rowdy I was watching him the heats and he looks better than ever.”

“Any concern that he finished in second place for the semifinal?”

“No, he’s the most experienced swimmer in this field and he’s long beyond the days of setting world records in the heats. Since he’s being coached by Australian legend, Ian Thorpe, I think they’ve got some kind of game plan going.”

“Phelps has been swimming internationally for ten years and has said he’s retiring after the 2012 Olympics in New York. He’ll only be twenty seven so do you really think he’ll retire, Aaron?”

“He’s the only one that can answer that and we’ll have an interview with the man who has seventeen Olympic medals, Michael Phelps, after the break.”

Grant, Pieter and Ian all shared a look. 

“Amanda’s in broadcasting now? Pieter finally asked.

“It appears so.” Grant said.

“Papa, do you know her?”

“Yes, poppet. We all know her; she swam with us at the Olympics.”

The program returned with Amanda and Michael sitting on chairs in front of the pool.

“Welcome back to ESPN’s coverage of the 2010 FINA World Cup here is San Diego, California. I’m here with Michael Phelps, who will be competing in the 200m Free final tonight. Good to see you again, Michael.”

“Good to see you too Amanda.”

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m feeling really good. My training has been going well.”

“You’re being coached by Ian Thorpe, who you married last August. Has it been difficult being coached by your spouse?”

“Ian’s pretty tough on me but he’s also good at keeping me focused.”

“You’re also training with Grant Hackett and Pieter van den Hoogenband?”

“Well, they’re also retired so they get to take it a little easier then I do but yes, they’ve both been really great about getting into the pool and giving me a run for my money.”

“How’s college life treating you, you’re in grad school now right?”

“I’m currently studying for my doctor’s of physical therapy degree at Arcadia University. It’s a great program, all of my professors rock. I feel like I’m learning ten new things every day.”

“And Ian’s in grad school too?”

“We’re sort of a student household. Ian’s at Wharton, Pieter’s starting his residency at Temple and Grant’s running back and forth between New York and DC working on his doctorate. I call it the Phelps’ Home for Retired Olympic Swimmers.” 

“Sounds like fun. You’ve recently found out you have a daughter?”

“Yes, I do. She’s a great kid. Hi, Sweet Pea!” Michael said with a wave at the camera.

“Thanks for sitting down with us today, Michael and good luck tonight!”

“Thanks, Amanda.”

The scene switched to one of the officials leading out the swimmers for the final in the 200m Free and Amanda was back in the announcer’s booth with Rowdy.

“She’s actually quite good. She didn’t ask any stupid questions.” Grant remarked.

“Then she must not have been doing this for long.” Pieter said with a catty tone.

“Papa, Daddy said hi to me!”

“I know, Chloe.”

The swimmers were announced and Grant shook his head. “Who are half those guys? I hardly recognize anyone.”

“We have been out off the swim world for almost two years; many people retired after Beijing. Oh, they’re on the blocks.” Pieter said excitedly.

The beep sounded and Michael along with the rest of the field dove into the water. Without realizing it, everyone in the family room started cheering Michael on; coming to their feet as Michael made the last turn two or three strokes ahead.

“I think he’s going to do it!” Rowdy said as Michael began putting even more distance between him and the other swimmers. “Phelps was three seconds under the world record split on that last turn. Coburn’s in second and LaSalle’s fighting off Wolansky for third but no one’s going to be able to beat Phelps here. He seems to have backed off a little here in the final sprint to the finish but yes!”

Michael touched the wall and the room cheered; it was a new world record by one and three quarters of a second. Michael turned to check his time and thrust a fist up while the occupants of the family room hugged each other, yelling and cheering. Ian’s sharp eyes caught the moment when the swimmer in the next lane with an Australian flag on his cap leaned over and gave Michael a hug.

Rowdy continued, sounding almost frantic with excitement. “Phelps has broken the world record for the second straight time. Australia’s Steven Coburn wins the silver and Georg Wolansky the Ukraine touched third. Amazing race, Amanda. Phelps was in control from the start and just pounded the competition down.”

“Rowdy, I’ve never seen him come out so strong in a race. He’s normally swims a little back in the field before turning on the speed in the last lap. This time he went in fast and kept growing the lead. What an awesome display of his total dominance in this event.”

“I know I wouldn’t want to swim against him. Did you see how tight his turns have gotten?”

“You can definitely see Thorpe’s influence there. I’m Amanda Beard with Rowdy Gaines and we’ll be right back after the break.”

The household in Philadelphia watched the rest of the program including the award ceremony in a state of elation discussing the finer points of the races but always returning to Michael’s swim.

The phone rang at eight and Chloe ran for the handset, knowing it was Michael making his nightly call. She started talking without even making sure it was him.

“Daddy! We watched you on TV.”

“You did?” 

“Yes, we TiVo-ed it. You said hello to me.”

“I sure did. How was your day?”

As Chloe rambled on about her activities, Ian went and got three copies of the NY Times; Grant’s subscription copy and the two extra he’d purchased. Ten minutes later, Chloe handed Ian the phone.

“Thank you, Chloe. It’s bed time now.”

“I know. You’ll come up and tuck me in?”

“Of course I will.”

Chloe ran out of the room and they could all hear her footsteps pounding up the stairs. Ian shook his head and put the phone up to his ear.

“Hello love.”

“Hi baby. Was that-?”

“Chloe running up the stairs? No, it was the baby elephant we’ve adopted while you’ve gone.”

Michael laughed appreciatively, “And you’re letting it in the house? That doesn’t sound like you.”

“Ha. Nice swim by the way.”

“Thanks coach.” 

“Amanda called it ‘an awesome display of your total dominance in this event.’”

“She said that? That’s nice of her.” Michael sat down on one of the chairs near the warm up pool, stretching out his legs in the sunlight.

“Did you know she was going to be there?”

“Nope. And I don’t think Rowdy was pleased about it either. He was scheduled to interview me yesterday but the producer saw Amanda and me talking so he put her in for it.”

“It was a good interview.” Ian said; lounging back on the couch and ignoring the kissing sounds Grant and Pieter were making at him.

“She’s fun to talk to. She’s getting married in September by the way and we’re all invited. They’re still hammering out the details but we’ll get the official invite in a couple of months.”

“Who is she marrying?”

“Brian Ogden. He’s a civil engineer, thirty two, runs marathons for fun and is doing the Ironman next year. He’s six two, has blond hair, blue eyes and hang glides.”

“Ah, you had a long talk with Amanda.”

“No, that was the first ten minutes; she’s that excited about getting married.”

“Well, I can’t give marriage a bad rap. How are you doing?”

“I miss you, I miss Chloe. I miss the house, the dogs, the damn cat and I even miss Pieter and Grant.”

“I’m glad I was the first on your list and we all miss you too. The damn cat has been sleeping on your side of the bed and it’s just not the same.”

“No it isn’t. Bob really appreciated the picture, by the way.”

“Since he demanded it, he’d better damn well appreciate it. Who the hell is Coburn?”

“Steve Coburn? He’s from Perth I think. His coach is Bernie Mulroy; do you know him?”

“Yes, I’ve met Bernie. How well do you know Steve?” Ian tried not to sound jealous but failed miserably if Grant and Pieter’s expressions were anything to go by.

“Ian, he’s seventeen. He’s a nice kid but really, how can he compare to you?” Michael sounded more amused than angry. 

“I don’t like the looks of him.”

“Baby, please. I’m all yours, all the time; you know that.” Michael spoke soothingly. “We’re still on for our date on Sunday night, right?”

Taking a deep breath, Ian made a conscious effort to calm down. He didn’t know why he was so jealous all the sudden; Michael was completely trustworthy and would never betray his wedding vows. 

“Ian, are you still there?” Michael asked worriedly.

“Yes love. I’m sorry; I have no idea what came over me. I’ll meet you in the shower five minutes after Chloe’s asleep.”

“Ooh, shower sex!”

“Followed by counter sex, bed sex and middle of the night sleepy sex.”

Grant leaned over to whisper into Pieter’s ear and they both started laughing.

“You certainly have been plans for us, baby.”

“You’ve been gone since Monday and I’m swimming next week. Sunday’s the only night we’ve got, love.”

“I wasn’t complaining Ian; I’m just hoping we can squeeze all that in. You think Chloe will mind going to bed at four?”

Laughing, Ian crossed his legs and threw a pillow at Grant and Pieter who had gone from teasing him to macking on each other. “I’ll see what I can do to tire her out before we pick you up.”

“Hey, don’t forget that Pieter’s dad is coming back with me.”

“Oh, that’s right. Pieter’s dad is coming to visit, I completely forgot.” Ian said loudly with plenty of enunciation then smirked when Grant froze and rolled off of Pieter, throwing a snotty look in Ian’s direction.

“Why are you speaking that way?”

“Grant and Pieter were snogging on the chaise lounge. Right in front of me and I had to stop it.”

“Ian! You’d better apologize right this minute. If Grant’s there, he knows what we’ll be doing on Sunday. How likely do you think it is that he’ll choose that moment for his revenge?”

“You have a point. I’ll take care of it later.”

“Ian.”

“Oh all right. Hang on.” Ian pulled the phone away but didn’t cover the mouthpiece. “I’m truly sorry that I interrupted you and Pieter by mentioning the unmentionable.”

Grant grinned craftily knowing full well that Michael could hear him, “I’m not really feeling this apology, Ian. Want to try again?”

Ian could hear Michael squawk and continued speaking, “However, I do need to point out that you were violating House Rule No. 2 and that Pieter’s shirt is off. Frankly Grant, I’m shocked. Absolutely shocked.” He smiled smugly as Grant’s expression changed to one of worry.

Michael spoke sweetly, “Ian, would you please hand the phone to Grant?”

“Of course love.” Ian got up and walked over, holding out the handset while mouthing ‘you’re going to get it now.’”

“Michael? Hi, great swim. Totally awesome and you’ve-.” Grant stopped speaking and nodded his head. “Uh huh. No I-. It wasn’t like-. Yes, he’s right here.” Grant quickly passed the phone over to Pieter who was trying not to laugh.

“Hi Michael. Yes, well you know how Grant is, the big lug. Of course. See you Sunday, then.” Pieter got up and handed the phone back to Ian while giving him a quick cuff to the head. “Michael says to stop making him the bad guy; it’s your damn house rule.”

Taking the phone warily, “Love?”

“Ian, I am so going to spank you when I get home; add that to your list. You exasperate me but I love you anyway. I’ve got to go warm up for the next heat, kiss Chloe good night for me.”

“I’ll do that. Love you.”

“Love you too. Behave yourself and stop picking on Grant.” 

Ian put the phone down after hearing the click and glared at Grant. “You got me into trouble.”

Chuckling, Grant stood up and put his arm around Pieter, “You did that to yourself, mate. Come my little witch doctor, let’s go do something absolutely wicked that Ian won’t be doing tonight.”

“Beminde, you read my mind.”

The two men went into the kitchen and Ian heard the basement door open and close. He stood up with a sigh. No, he definitely would not be doing anything wicked tonight and he had a daughter waiting to be tucked in upstairs.

&&

Michael hung up his cell phone and put it away in his jacket, standing up and heading into the changing room to get ready for his heat. Unbeknownst to him, Steven Coburn who had been sitting a few feet behind him also stood up and followed him, his eyes glued to Michael’s tall lean body. 

&&

“Great swim, Michael.”

“Thanks Miles. You’re in the finals tomorrow for the 100m Back right?”

“Yep!”

“Congratulations. You must really have been working hard because that wasn’t one of your events two years ago.”

“Coach said I should give it a try, that I had a good stroke in the medley and what do you know? Coach really does know best.” Miles grinned and shut his locker, securing the lock. “Are you still up for dinner?”

“Heck yeah, I’m starving.” Michael closed his own locker and spun the combination after snapping the lock shut. He checked his watch and nodded towards the exit. “The shuttle should be outside in a couple of minutes.”

Miles and Michael walked out to the waiting area and chatted through the wait and the ride back to their hotel on the crowded bus. Miles, sitting on the aisle, was patient once the vehicle stopped and only stood after everyone else had gotten off.

“Dude, you still have the bus phobia?” Michael asked.

“After what happened in Beijing, do you blame me?” Miles walked down the stairs and onto the pavement.

“I’ll bet you never go out on the town with Aaron and Crocker again.”

“I won’t even get in the same elevator with them. Not that it’s an issue anymore but why’d they have to let me get off three miles from the village?”

“Because they’re evil and you were the rookie. You want to stop at your room and put your stuff away? I’ll put your order in.”

“Great, I’ll have the ribs this time. Want to share the antipasto?”

“Okay. See you in a few.” Michael said, waving as he headed to his suite.

&&

An hour later, the remains of their dinner was scattered over the coffee table and Michael and Miles were absorbed in an Animal Planet documentary when there was a knock on the door.

Miles looked at Michael, “It’s your room, man.”

“Gee thanks. I buy you dinner and you can’t even do one small favor for me.” Michael said, hauling himself up. He walked over to the door and stepped back in surprise. Steve Coburn was lounging up against the door jam and giving him a sultry look, a bottle of unopened wine in one hand and two glasses in the other.

“Hi, Michael. I figured you’d be lonely tonight so I thought I’d drop by and keep you company.” Steve tried to walk in but Michael grabbed the door and prevented any forward movement.

“Whoa. Dude, I don’t know you’re doing but I’m not interested.”

“Because you’re so faithful to Ian? I can be Ian for you. I don’t mind, I like pretending that I’m the great Ian Thorpe.” Steve turned his face and tried to look down at Michael with one of Ian’s signature poses but he was three inches shorter and it just didn’t work.

Michael could see a slight resemblance but Ian was a thousand times sexier and tons smarter. “Go to bed Steve.”

“Are you turning me down because I’m just a kid? I’ve done things you’ve probably never heard of.” 

Michael sidestepped Steve’s attempt to touch him and held the door firm. “I don’t care if you’ve slept your way through all of Perth. Step out of the doorway, Steve.”

The younger man’s face changed, going hard. “Yeah, like you weren’t fucking Ian when you were fifteen, you whore.”

“Michael, what’s going on?” Miles asked, approaching the door. He’d heard the whole thing and had already called security but this was turning nasty.

Steve looked between Miles and Michael, a cunning gleam in his eye. “Oh, won’t Ian be surprised that you’re fucking some American behind his back.”

Having had enough, Michael just shook his head. “Oh, please. Miles is so straight they’re naming rulers after him and Ian knows that.” Michael reached out and pushed Steve back, slamming the door in his face before turning to Miles.

“Can you believe that?” Michael asked as Steve pounded on the door.

“No, I can’t. I knew he was weird but I didn’t know he was psycho. Rulers?” Miles couldn’t help asking.

“Yep. Rulers. Thanks for coming to the rescue. I don’t think he’s going away though.”

“He will once hotel security gets here. I already called them and they’re going to wait here while I go get my stuff. I’m staying on your couch tonight just in case the nut job comes back.”

“Miles, you don’t have to do that.” 

They both paused when there was a commotion out in the hallway and Steve’s shouts got louder for a minute then cut off. There was a much gentler knock on the door and an authoritative voice asked for Mr. Phelps. 

Michael opened the door to find a uniformed guard waiting. “I’m Michael Phelps.”

“Sorry for the disturbance but are you okay?”

“Yes, thank you for coming. He just showed up and tried to get in.”

“Do you know him?”

“He’s Steve Coburn, he’s on the Australian team; we’re both competing out at Sea World.”

“Thank you, sir. We’ll take him down to the lobby and call his coach, I think he’s the same guy who was causing problems in the bar last night.”

“You let him in the bar? He’s only seventeen.”

“They wouldn’t serve him, so he threw a fit.”

“Sir, would you mind staying here with Michael while I go get my things? I know you’ve got that loony now but he might come back.”

“Certainly sir.”

Miles slipped out around the guard and closed the door behind him. 

“Thanks for your help tonight sir, I really appreciate it.”

“It’s my job; I just hope you won’t blame the hotel for this.”

“Of course not. It’s not your fault that Steve’s a whack job.” Michael moved over to the couch and started gathering up the dishes and plates, stacking them neatly on the tray and throwing away the trash.

“Have you known him long?”

“No, just met him for the first time a couple of days ago before the meet started. And he’s a whack job for trying to drink during a meet not to mention coming up here.”

Miles returned two minutes later with one of his bags and the guard waited while Michael put the tray outside the door.

“Thanks again, George.”

“No problem, Michael. Take care of yourself and make sure those sliders are locked, okay?”

“I’ll make sure. Have a good night.”

George closed the door after waving and Michael locked it behind him.

“Gee, Michael. I was only gone five minutes.”

“What?”

“George?” Miles made a motion towards the door. “Did you guys exchange life stories?”

“Oh, well he’s married and I signed an autograph for his daughter who happens to be named ‘George’ too. Amazing isn’t it?” Michael grinned and then sobered. “Ah crap. I have to call Ian and it’s almost one there.”

“You have to tell him tonight?”

“Yeah I do. You think someone’s not already thinking about calling him or Grant or Pieter? This hotel is crawling with swimmers and coaches. I’m going to go into the bedroom and call him, I know you’re probably ready for bed but give me a few minutes.”

“Can you give me a pillow or something? I can sack out on the sofa.” Miles said a little nervously.

“Don’t worry Miles; there are two queen beds in the bedroom. The couch does pull out but it’s not the ideal sleeping surface and you’re got a big swim tomorrow. Be back in a few.”

Miles made himself comfortable and turned the volume up on the TV as Michael went into the bedroom and closed the door.

Ian had just gotten comfortable in bed after staying up a little late to watch a movie he’d wanted to see. Well, actually he’d been going to bed later every night in an attempt to not feel so lonely on the large mattress. He reached for the light and almost fell out of bed when the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Ian?”

“Michael love, what are you doing up? You should have been in bed by now.”

“I know and I would have been but something happened earlier and I wanted to let you know before anyone else called you.”

“You haven’t hurt yourself have you? Please don’t tell me you’re calling from a hospital?” Ian sat up and reached for his glasses and notepad, ready to take down information.

“No, I’m fine. Remember how you said you didn’t like the looks of Steve Coburn? Turns out you were right to worry.”

“Did he try something?”

“He showed up here and thought he’d get some action. Thankfully, I was hanging out with Miles and he called security.”

“That bastard! Did he hurt you?”

“He didn’t even touch me. I think he was drunk but I’m not sure; security was going to call his coach. He just weirded me out. I’ll tell you more about it when I get home but I wanted to let you know.”

“Wait a minute. You’re sure you’re okay? I can be out there in seven hours.”

“Yeah, I’m okay and as much as I’d like you to be here, I’m going to be on a plane in thirty two hours. You’d just be turning right around so it doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, if you’re sure then I’ll be waiting for you at the usual place.”

“Thanks baby. I love you.”

“I love you too. Good night love.”

“Night.”

Ian hung up the phone and knew he’d never get to sleep now. While he put his slippers and winter robe back on, he mentally reviewed everyone he knew in San Diego. He knew Michael could handle this but he did have two events on Saturday and he’d need to concentrate on his swimming.

He turned the light on down in the foyer and walked down the stairs and into the kitchen, filling the tea kettle and pulling out the chamomile. The basement door opened and Grant stuck his head out.

“Ian, what are you doing up?”

“Michael just called. That dipstick Steve Coburn made a pass at him.”

“Ah, then he told you. Amanda just rang us and we were wondering.”

Ian pulled another cup down and got the cream out. “Yes, he figured someone would call and didn’t want me to worry him. Do you know anyone in San Diego?”

“Amanda. She’s keeping her eyes and ears open. Hopefully the whacker will be tossed on the next flight to Perth.”

“You know they won’t do that, Grant. Not if he’s got a chance to win a race.”

“His best event was the 200m Free, he’s a long shot for the 100 and that’s his only race tomorrow. Did Michael say anything about withdrawing?”

“No and why should he? He didn’t do anything wrong; if anyone should withdraw its Steve.”

“Well I’m glad you aren’t blaming Michael for this. What twigged you to the dipstick?”

“He hugged Michael.” Ian paused, aware that Grant was looking at him as if he were insane. “I know it sounds weird because we all hug but not after only knowing someone for a couple of days.”

“Hm. I didn’t think about that but you’re right. I wouldn’t let you hug me until won you won a gold medal because I have standards. That guy is at his first international meet and he’s running around hugging people, he’s got some nerve.”

Ian smiled, appreciating Grant’s effort to lighten the mood when Pieter padded into the kitchen.

“Snuggly bear, where did you go?”

“I’m right here Pieter.”

“I was talking to Ian.” Pieter said with a smirk as he sat down on Grant’s lap. 

“Snuggly bear?” Ian asked with a laugh.

“Yes, snuggly bear. Do you have a problem with that, Pookie?” Grant said in a mock threatening tone using the nickname he’d heard Michael call Ian once and only once.

“No problem. I’ll just sit here and wait for the water to boil.” Ian said, backing off and staring innocently at the stove.

“Do you want to sleep with us tonight, Ian?” Pieter asked, making both Ian and Grant stare at him. “Oh, get your little minds out of the gutter. You’ve been moping around since Michael left and you’re not sleeping well. I’ve heard you walking around up here. Maybe it would help if you weren’t alone in the bed. It’s a friend thing, you perverts.”

“Pieter, thanks for the offer but Chloe’s used to coming in our room on Saturday mornings. Finding the three of us in bed together would be too confusing, no matter how innocent.”

“Well I offered and we’re here for you, Ian. I called my father and he’s going to stick close to Michael, just in case.”

“Thanks for thinking of that Pieter; I’m glad you’re both my friends. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“As we’re making no moves to find some place else to live, I don’t think you have to worry about losing us anytime soon,” Grant said.

“You know we don’t have a problem with that.”

“I know but I’m sure Pieter’s dad is going to bring it up.”

“Grant, I’ve told him he can think what he likes but it’s none of his business. I’m happy here with you and with Ian, Michael and Chloe. It’s like family but without all the baggage.”

Grant squeezed Pieter’s hand, “Amen to that.”

The kettle whistled and Ian got up and poured the water into the teapot, getting down a third cup. He was still worried about Michael but with Grant and Pieter’s support, he’d make it through the next thirty six hours.
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Michael woke up when a phone started ringing. He reached out to where the phone should be and found air. Oh, right. He wasn’t at home. The phone kept ringing so he flipped over and found the night stand, finally putting his hand on the instrument.

“Hello?”

“Did I wake you up, love?”

Michael smiled at the sound of Ian’s voice, what a nice way to wake up. “Yeah, what time is it?”

“Its eight fourteen your time.”

“Oh.” Michael made himself comfortable. “That means you’ve been up for hours, huh?”

“Yes, our daughter saw fit to wake me up at seven since you aren’t here to watch cartoons with her.” Ian said, sounding slightly irate.

“Poor baby.”

“Comes with the territory I guess. Happy Valentine’s day, by the way.”

“Happy Valentine’s day to you too. Did you get your present?”

“Yes I did. I thought we agreed to only spend twenty dollars?”

“So I went a little overboard, do you like it?”

“You know I do! It’s perfect and thoughtful, just like you.”

“Thanks, Ian. I won’t be able to be there the first two days but I got a good deal for the whole two weeks. You’re still going to have to get your parents and Christine’s family there.”

“That will be no problem. Mum loves Paris. Is the other room for Deb or Fred?”

“Mom and Jackie. Dad doesn’t like France and Ryan’s got a conference in Chicago. But nothing’s final so if you have someone else in mind, feel free.”

“No, that’s fine. Thank you so much and your present will be waiting for you after Chloe’s in bed.”

“Oh, I’ll bet I know what it is and it’s one of my favorite things.”

“I think you’ll still be surprised anyway. Your plane is landing at four forty?”

“Yeah. Hey, is Pieter coming to the airport?”

“We’re thinking of taking two cars. You’ll ride with Chloe and I; Pieter and Grant will have Doctor van den Hoogenband. Have you seen him at all?”

“Yes, we had lunch together yesterday but there were a bunch of people with us. Ian, I need to get a shower and get something to eat.”

“You’ll call me later?”

“I sure will. Have a good day.”

“You too.”

Michael put the phone down and turned over to see Miles staring at him, his head propped up on his hand. “Oh, sorry. Did I wake you?”

“No and you forgot I was here, didn’t you?”

“Um. Yes. Sorry.”

“No problem. What did you get him?”

“Huh?

“What did you get Ian for Valentine’s day?”

“Ah! I rented an apartment in Paris; Ian’s competing at the Gay Games there in August.”

“That’s quite a present.”

“Well, it was cheaper than staying in a hotel suite for two weeks and we’ll get to spend time with Ian’s family.”

“Aren’t you going to Australia next month?”

“Yeah but I worry that he doesn’t get to see them enough. It’s a long way no matter how you slice it.”

&&

Michael finished the last semi-final he’d swim for this meet and headed for the warm up pool without pausing to celebrate qualifying in first place for the final. Steve Coburn had been swimming two lanes over and Michael wasn’t about to linger in the area.

He was surprised when Pieter’s father, Cees-Rein, fell into step beside him and seemed to be escorting him to the other pool.

“I suppose you heard, Doctor?”

“Yes, from the Swiss coach who probably heard it from the German team’s doctor who heard it from one of his swimmers who is dating a Canadian. He didn’t injure you, did he?”

“No, he didn’t get a chance but I’d rather not have to share the water with him.”

“I don’t blame you. You know, there’s a flight out of Los Angeles at twelve thirty tonight that arrives at eight in the morning in Philadelphia.” Cees-Rein said casually.

Michael stopped and stared at him, “My last swim’s at eight and it’s an almost three hour drive.”

“Or an hour’s ride by helicopter.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’ve already looked into it. It’s a pretty reasonable fee too.” Pieter’s father handed over a brochure with the pricing schedule circled.

“Doctor van den Hoogenband, thank you! You’re coming with me right?”

“That’s not necessary. I already have my flight booked.”

“But we’d all have to trek back to get you at the airport. Hang on.” Michael dug into his bag and found his cell phone, hitting the autodial.

“Hey Maureen, its Michael. God, the grapevine’s really working over time today; I’m fine. Listen I need you to do me a favor. There’s a flight out of LAX to Philly after midnight. Can you change my reservations to that one and book another seat? Great! Also call Corporate Helicopters, their phone number is 800-345-6737 and arrange a flight from their field here in San Diego for two. Doctor Cees-Rein van den Hoogenband. Yeah, Pieter’s dad. We can be there by ten. Thanks Maureen, you’re the best!”

Michael hung the phone up and put it back in his bag with a grin. “There! All fixed up and Maureen will call me if there are any snags.”

“Michael, it’s hardly necessary.”

“Please. You’re Pieter’s dad and he’s like a brother to me. And why would I charter a helicopter just for me? You don’t mind leaving early do you?”

“No, no of course not. Thank you.”

“Thank you for thinking of it. I really want to go home.” Michael walked over to the pool with a lighter step.

&&

It was really neat to see lights of California zoom beneath them but Michael was barely interested in the pilot’s spiel. Bob, Amanda, Miles and Cees-Rein seemed to be enjoying it but Michael was just anxious to go home.

He’d dashed back to the hotel during the afternoon break, won both of his races easily and managed to avoid further contact with Steve with one goal in mind: to see Ian and Chloe.

Miles had offered to stay with him again that night but when Michael mentioned that he’d chartered a helicopter to LAX; Miles asked to hitch a ride on it. The connection to Austin was better out of LAX and he’d be home by six am. Michael quickly agreed and soon he’d found both Bob and Amanda also asking to share the ride too. Aside from thinking that he was going to have four volunteer body guards out of San Diego, Michael didn’t mind.

The chopper landed at eleven on the heliport on top of the airport and a crew person helped them with their luggage and led them through the access door and down to the departure level.

Michael and Cees-Rein said good bye to their friends and made their way to the Frontier Airlines counter. The counter person checked them in quickly and told them they had an hour and a half to wait; the plane was slightly delayed out of San Francisco.

“Excuse me, ma’am. How close is the Qantas lounge from here?”

“Are you a club member, Mr. Phelps?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Then I’ll be happy to call a courtesy vehicle for you.” He picked up the phone and one of the little carts pulled up a few minutes later.

“Michael, where are we going?”

“To the Qantas lounge; Ian’s been a member for years and he’s got this special membership, we can use their lounges anytime.”

The club was quiet and sparsely populated, just what Michael needed to relax and unwind a little.

“May I ask you a question, Michael?” Cees-Rein said after they’d sat down with their complimentary beverages.

“Sure.”

“What do you think of Grant?”

Michael thought about it for a minute before replying, “He’s one of the most loyal people I’ve ever met. Once he decides that you’re good people, there’s nothing he won’t do for you. He really loves Pieter; they’re so good together and I trust him with my daughter. Is that what you wanted to know?”

Cees-Rein sighed and put his feet up on the handy hammock. “I knew he was a good man when he gave Minouche the chance to tell the truth. If he had any designs on Pieter at that time, he wouldn’t have done it that way. I was just worried you see? After what happened, I was concerned that Pieter was making a mistake. Not with Grant but getting involved again so quickly.”

“You really should talk to Pieter about this.”

“You’re right, which is why I was so glad to take Dr. Visser’s place on this trip.”

“Dr. van den Hoogenband, you don’t need an excuse to visit. You’re Pieter’s father and he loves you; our house is always open to you.”

“I wasn’t sure he’d want to see me. We had words before he left; words while he was divorcing Minouche.” The older man’s voice shook. “I’ve never spoken to Pieter like that but I was so mad and I took it out on him.”

“Were you mad at Minouche?”

“No, myself. I should have stopped him from marrying her. She was never what he wanted but he tried always to please us, to please me.”

“You can’t blame yourself, Dr. van den Hoogenband-”

“Michael, please. Call me Cees.”

&&

Michael and Cees talked during the rest of the wait and through the first hour of the flight, both men finally needing to sleep. The plane landed at nine ten am and after retrieving their bags, Michael hailed a cab.

“Ian and Pieter aren’t meeting us?”

Shaking his head, Michael grinned. “Oh, we’re surprising them.”

“Do you think that’s wise?”

“They’re retired, they can use some excitement. Don’t worry Cees; they’re already up and eating breakfast. Ian makes really great pancakes and he’ll probably make the regular batch, so they’ll be plenty for me, uh, us.”

&&

The cab pulled up in the drive and Michael paid the fare with a nice tip then unloaded the truck. He hoisted his bags up and eagerly led the way to the back door, pulling out his house keys once he was there.

He held the door for Cees and dropped his bag in the mud room, already able to smell the bacon, eggs and yes, pancakes being made.

“Honey, I’m home!”

“Michael?”

“Daddy!” Chloe yelled, running into the mudroom to be scooped up by her father. “Daddy, you’re home!”

“That’s what I just said.” Michael gave her a big hug, looking up to see Ian standing in the doorway. “There you are!”

“What are you doing here?”

“I missed you guys so much that we flew out last night, barely waited to get my medal.” Michael walked forward and drew Ian into the hug. “I wanted to come home.”

“You’re here now, love.” Ian said softly, rubbing gently up and down Michael’s back. He saw Pieter’s father waiting by the door and gave Michael a quick kiss. “We’ve got a guest and I’ll bet the bacon is close to burning. Let’s go into the kitchen?”

“Oh. Okay. Ian, you know Pieter’s father?”

“Yes, we’ve met several times. It’s good to see you again, Dr. van den Hoogenband.”

“Good to see you again too Ian. And this must be Chloe.” Cees said, smiling genially. Chloe responded with a little wave then hiding her face in Michael’s neck.

“Please, come into the kitchen. Are you hungry?”

“Yes and It smells delicious.”

The group moved to the kitchen and Ian hurriedly set two other places and pulled another chair over. Chloe remained wrapped around her father telling him all the things he missed while he was away.

“Guess what?”

“What?”

“I swam all the way across the pool with my head down. Uncle Grant saw me do it.”

“You did?”

“Uh huh. And I got a ninety three on my math homework. And Gadget almost caught a squirrel yesterday.”

“Which one?”

“Bobby, the black squirrel who lives in Mr. Troy’s yard. And Connie at school brought cookies, the homemade kind. Can we make cookies today so I can take some to school tomorrow?”

“I don’t know if we have the ingredients-”

“I bought them on Friday.” Ian said as he flipped a pancake.

“Then I guess we’re making cookies this afternoon. Ian, are Grant and Pieter up yet?”

“Yes, they were up here earlier; they’ll be back in a moment.”

“They went to get their swim stuff. Are we still going to the pool?” Chloe asked, looking between her fathers.

“Of course we are. I slept on the plane and Papa has a meet this weekend.”

“Is Papa leaving now?”

“Nope, he’ll only be thirty miles up the road and we’re going to see him on Friday night and Saturday.”

“Okay. Can I go get the uncles? I’m hungry?”

Michael looked at Ian, to make sure that Grant and Pieter were really just getting their swim gear; with those two you never knew. Ian nodded and Michael put Chloe down to run over to the basement door and yell down the stairs.

“Uncle Grant and Uncle Pieter, I’m going to eat your pancakes!”

“We’re coming! Pieter can’t find his goggles.” Grant yelled back.

“Chloe, tell them that they’re in the car.” Ian said and Chloe relayed the information.

“See, I told you they weren’t down there Grant.” Pieter grumbled as he came up the stairs, only to stop cold when he spotted his father.

“Pappa! Wat hier doet u?”

“Een vader can't bezoekt zijn zoon?”

Pieter rushed forward and threw his arms around his father, kissing both his cheeks. “Hoe is moeder?

“Zij verzendt haar liefde.” Cees held him at arm’s length looked him over. “We’re being rude to your friends. How have you been?”

“Good. And you?”

“It was an interesting meet as I’m sure you know.” Cees cast an eye on Chloe and didn’t elaborate. He looked around the room and spotted Grant lurking by the door. “Grant! It’s good to see you again. How is your dissertation going?”

Grant looked surprised at the friendly tone in Cees’ voice but managed to answer. “It’s going fine, sir.”

“Good to hear that, imagine having two more doctors in the family!”

Even Pieter looked surprised at that and saw Michael sitting at the table. He gave Michael a considering look before turning back to his father. “We’re heading to the pool later but I can stay behind if you’re tired.”

“No need, I’d like to see where you swim; I’ve been looking forward to it and like Michael, I slept on the plane.”

“Enough chit chat. Everyone sit down before it gets cold.” Ian put the platters of eggs, bacon and pancakes on the table before going to the fridge and adding a big bowl of fruit.

The food vanished into various bellies, Michael fighting Chloe for the last pancake before agreeing to split it.

“That was a wonderful meal, Ian.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Please call me Cees, you too Grant. Doctor van den Hoogenband is such a mouthful.”

“Oh, Uncle Pieter! I didn’t get to do my greeting.” Chloe complained.

“You’re right. Go ahead, he’s sitting right there.”

Chloe got up and stood next to Cees, extending her hand. “Ik ben zeer gelukkig om u, Dr. van den Hoogenband te ontmoeten.”

“Ik ben zeer gelukkig om u te ontmoeten ook, Misser Phelps.” Cees said gravely, shaking her little hand.

“Ik hoop u van uw bezoek aan ons huis in Amerika geniet.” Chloe said, looking at Pieter when she was done.

“Very good! You said everything perfectly!” Pieter clapped his hands.

“Dank u Oom Pieter.” Chloe finished up with a curtsey and returned to her seat.

“Pieter, you’ve been teaching Chloe our language?” Cees asked.

“Yes Pappa. She’s got a lovely accent, doesn’t she?” Pieter gave Chloe a proud smile.

“It was very good. You must learn very quickly, Chloe.”

“Papa says I’m a whiz except for when it comes to math. We all work very hard on my math.”
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Chloe proved that she could indeed swim the length of pool and did it twice just because she could. Michael was taking it easy, spending time with her in one lane while Pieter, Grant and Ian swam and Cees sat nearby.

“Daddy, what’s the one where you swoop?”

“Swoop?”

Chloe moved her arms out and over. “This one.”

“Ah, that’s the butterfly.”

“Papa says that’s your sig-.” Chloe struggled to remember the word.

“Signature stroke?”

“Yep. What’s that mean? You’re not holding a pen.”

It took Michael a minute. “Oh, it’s a different meaning then signing your name. Papa meant that it’s the stroke I’m best known for.”

“Can you teach it to me?”

“Um. It’s not easy to do and it can hurt your back. How about you learn the backstroke and the breaststroke first, then we’ll go on to the butterfly?”

“Okay, what’s the backstroke?”

Michael lifted her up and put her on the pool deck. The rule was that if one of them wasn’t actively with Chloe or watching her, she had to be on the deck.

“Okay, I’m going to show you the backstroke.” Michael got into position and looked up at her. “Give me a countdown.”

“Three, two, one go!”

Michael kicked off and concentrated on form over speed, making the turn at the end of the pool and coming back. He touched the wall and flipped over onto his feet. “What do you think?”

“I want to try!”
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Michael was the one who remembered that their four door SUVs had a third row of seats in the back, so they could all travel together. Ian was driving, Grant had shotgun, Pieter and Cees were in the second row with Michael and Chloe in the rear.

“Pappa, we normally stop at the grocery store on the way home; do you mind coming along or do you want to go back to the house?”

“I’m here to experience your life, Pieter. Do whatever you normally do. And if I might ask, why was there no one else at the pool? I thought you swam with a club on Sundays?”

“We swim with them every other week. Chloe is not allowed to swim there so we rent the YMCA pool; it works out well and it’s nice not having to fight for a lane.”

“What does Chloe do when you’re swimming?”

“Uncle Grant helps me with my math in the library or Oom Pieter teaches me Dutch, Grootvader.” Chloe said, repeating ‘grootvader’ two more times. She loved saying that word and Cees had granted her permission to use it although he wasn’t really her grandfather.

“Ian, do you have the list?” Michael asked from the backseat causing Chloe, Grant and Pieter to laugh.

“Daddy! Papa always remembers the list. Why do you always ask?”

“Because one day he might decide to surprise us.”

“I have it!” Ian announced from the front seat. “Pieter, you’ve got lunch duty so what’s today’s secret item?”

“Oh.” Pieter turned his head and looked at Chloe. “Well then, we’re looking for something purple.”

“Is it a vegetable, Oom Pieter?”

“Yes it is.”

“Eggplant! Are we having cheesy eggplant and tomato sandwiches?”

“We are indeed. You’re a good guesser!”

“Or you just need to expand your lunch repertoire, Pieter.”

“Hush up Grant!”

Once at the store, Ian pulled out his list and they split up; Pieter and Ian heading for the vegetable and fruit section while Grant and Michael took Chloe to the seafood and meats.

Cees decided to go with Pieter and Ian and watched them pick and choose among the copious selection Whole Foods offered, a variety of which made it into the basket.

“Ian, are those strawberries on the list?”

Pausing, Ian admitted that they were not. “But I didn’t know they’d have any.”

“Then put them on the list for next week.”

“But they’ll be gone!”

“They’re also six dollars a pound!”

Sighing, Ian grabbed the handle of the basket and moved on much to Cees’ amusement. They finished that portion of the shopping and met the rest of the household in the dairy section. Cheese was always a point of contention, especially the gourmet kind.

Ian consulted his list. “Michael, we need provolone and mozzarella. Grant, you’re on Swiss and blue crumbles. Pieter, Swiss and Gouda please. Chloe and I will pick out the cheddar.”

The group split up and returned with their packages, Cees guarding their baskets.

“Okay, what special cheese are we getting this week?” Ian asked as they all looked at Chloe.

“We’re studying England.”

“English cheese it is.”

They trooped over to the right section and checked it out, deciding on Wensleydale; a mild white cheese that the cheese monger said would go well with apples.

“We’re going to the bakery next, Cees but there’s a small seating area if you’d like to skip it and get a cup of coffee.”

“No need, this is very interesting; I’ve never been in a market here. I had no idea there was this much variety.”

“They aren’t all like this. This one’s for the foodie type but we like their meats and produce and they have things regular markets don’t.”

“It’s still very interesting. It reminds me of a market in Europe.”

“I think that’s the look they’re going for, Pappa.” Pieter said, half cynically.

Breads were chosen and they finished up the shopping, Ian pulling out the credit card they used for all the groceries. Pieter and Michael pulled out their reusable totes and began bagging everything as Grant and Chloe put the groceries on the check out belt.

The car was loaded carefully and they all took their seats again for the rest of the journey home.

“Guys, can you handle the prep while Chloe and I take our walk? We’re running a bit late today.” Ian asked as he merged back onto the main road.

“No problem,” Grant said, answering for all of them.

“When are we baking cookies, Daddy?”

“After lunch, Sweet Pea.”
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Lunch was made and eaten, cookies were baked and taste tested and the household settled down. Chloe was playing in the sun room and Grant, Michael and Ian pulled out their school work in the family room.

Pieter gave Cees a tour of his and Grant’s apartment then settled in the kitchen while working on preparing the evening meal, a casserole adaptation of the Chicken au gratin stir fry they all liked.

“Do you always cook lunch and dinner on Sundays?”

“Yes, it gives the rest of them a chance to catch up on their classes and it will work well when I start my residency. We all make 4 meals a week except Grant who has three. After June, he’ll take my breakfast on Fridays because I have to be out of the house early. The schedule’s on the side of the fridge, if you’d like to take a look.”

Cees got up and looked at the color coded paper, “Is this Ian’s handiwork?”

“Yes, he’s got us on a good routine.”

“Have you given up on finding a place of your own with Grant?”

“We have our own place but we also have our friends nearby. Having Chloe here just makes it all the more fun.”

“You don’t have to be defensive, Pieter. I think you’ve built a fine life here and I’m very proud of you. Tell me about your volunteering; is it at the hospital we passed?”
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Chloe went up to bed at eight and after three chapters; she was fast asleep much to Michael’s relief. He loved her but he really wanted to spend time alone with Ian and went quickly down the hall to their room.

Ian was standing at the sink, flossing his teeth and wearing only a robe when Michael walked in the bathroom, turned on the shower and started taking his clothes off. Ian threw away the floss and quickly brushed his teeth, looking at Michael in the mirror.

“She’s asleep?” Ian asked after he washed his mouth out.

“Yep.” Michael put his clothes in the hamper and stepped under the water. “Ah, it’s good to be home.”

“You had a very successful meet but it wasn’t a good trip, was it?”

“Not by a long shot. That Coburn guy is weird all the way around.” Michael said, moving over to make room for Ian.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” Ian said, putting his arms around Michael and pulling him close.

“Hey, we both have responsibilities and he might have hurt you. I think he’s got some kind of obsession about you.”

“What do you mean?”

“He said he likes pretending that he’s the great Ian Thorpe.”

“He has the great part right but as for the rest, he’s much too short and his nose!”

“Ian you really have no room, literally, to talk about anyone’s nose. He’s short, obnoxious and a real loser. We should call your parents and David and Christina, just in case he tries something with them when he gets home.”

“You think he will?” Ian asked as he picked up the soap and started lathering up his hands.

“He showed up at my hotel room with a bottle of wine and he’s only seventeen.” Michael turned around when Ian elbowed him so his back could be washed.

“Okay. I trust your instincts and I’ll call them tomorrow morning; it wouldn’t hurt to give them an update. Our tickets for Sydney arrived Wednesday.”

“Maureen told me. I owe her flowers and a nice dinner the next time we’re in New York. She really came through for me in San Diego.”

Ian chuckled. “I’ll take care of the flowers tomorrow. She needs to quit working for Tim and set herself up as a travel agent; she truly can work miracles.” Ian let his hands drift around Michael’s waist, pulling Michael back against him, kissing Michael’s neck. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” Michael twisted in Ian’s arms and slung his own arms around Ian’s neck, leaning in for a long lush kiss. He soon found himself turned back around with Ian’s hips grinding into his, Ian’s hand on his cock and an orgasm rushing through him.

“Wow.”

“Oh, that’s only the start. I’ve got more plans for you, my dear.” Ian said, quickly washing his hair and Michael’s before stepping out of the shower, pulling Michael’s languid body out behind him. “We’re on a schedule here.”

“A schedule?”

“Yes. Shower, counter, bed, more bed. Remember?” Ian picked up a towel and started drying Michael. “It’s almost nine and you’ve got class at eight which means you’ll be up at six. If we don’t lollygag, you should still get a good night’s sleep.”

Michael giggled silently; Trust Ian. “What happened to the stuff by the sink?”

“I put it in the cupboard; no need to go knocking stuff off. Now hop up love.”

“You want me to put my butt on that cold marble?”

“Oh, sorry.” Ian picked up a clean towel and folded it over, placing it on the edge.

Michael hopped up and got comfortable. “This isn’t a very romantic-” He started to say when Ian’s lips became attached to his neck. “Oh. Never mind.”

Ian made love to him fast and hard, making sure that Michael felt every thrust; washing away all thoughts of San Diego and Steve Coburn from his mind. Michael wasn’t quite ready to come again but he enjoyed the ride, stroking various parts of Ian.

After Ian came, he pulled Michael back into the shower and tenderly washed him, his mood softening as he leaned his head against Michael’s.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what, baby?”

“For strong arming you into sex.”

“I didn’t see any handcuffs, Ian.”

“I just hate the thought that you’re not safe.”

“I know. I feel very possessed, if it makes you feel any better.”

Ian grimaced. “I should have just whipped my dick out and peed a circle around you.”

“Gross but effective. Ian, I know you’re possessive and you know I don’t mind.”

“I feel like a Neanderthal.”

“Oh, you’re much too well groomed for that role.” Michael said with a grin, tickling along Ian’s ribs. “It’s okay that you have to stake your territory when I’ve been gone. I’ve done the same to you.”

“I’m trying to be good you know. I’d like nothing better than to lock you away in this room with me.”

“What about food?”

“Grant could slide things under the door.”

“And Chloe?”

“There’s the intercom and you could wave at her from the window.”

“School?”

“We have a network connection in here, you could take them over the web. Any other objections?”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out.” Michael said, turning off the water again. “I’m glad we decided to get that new water heater.”

“Me too. And that Grant and Pieter have their own.” Ian caught the towel that Michael threw him.

They drifted into the bedroom and got between the sheets, cuddling up as always. “Do you feel better now?”

“Yes I do, love. Thank you for understanding.”

“You’re welcome. Are you ready for the meet this week?”

“I think so. I’ve been using the pool at school between classes.”

“I can tell.” Michael said, his hand petting over Ian’s stomach.

“Are you inferring something?”

“Me?” Michael asked innocently. “Of course not. Your starts were looking good today.”

“Thank you. Did Chloe ask you about swimming the fly?”

“Yeah but I think she’s too young still and I’d like to make sure her back is strong enough.” Michael’s hand drifted up to play with Ian’s nipple.

“Good. Oh!” Ian gasped when Michael’s mouth followed his hand. Ian stretched his arms out, giving Michael free reign and soon was spreading his legs so Michael could make himself comfortable between them. That mouth kept working him; his nipples, chest and torso where Michael’s private playground as he nipped, licked, nibbled and sucked.

“You taste so good, baby.”

“Michael. Michael I love you so much.” Ian moaned, his body shaking. “Please, you have to take me; I need to be yours.”

“I know baby.” Michael reached up and found the lube he’d hidden under the pillows, quickly preparing Ian for entry. He knelt and raised Ian’s long legs to rest against his own chest before slowly sinking home.

“God, Ian!” Michael grunted as Ian’s passage closed around his cock.

Ian cried out and reached down to stroke his own penis. “Hurry, love. I won’t last long.”

Michael took him at his work and began thrusting hard and fast, much as Ian had done in the bathroom earlier. Despite their earlier orgasms, both were too excited by the sensations and came mere moments later; Michael’s hips jerking uncontrollably as he shot his sperm deep inside Ian.

He finally moved over and helped Ian lower his legs, both of them breathless and sweaty. Michael pulled Ian into his arms and rolled until Ian was on top of him and kissed his face over and over as he whispered, “I love you. I hate going away. You’re the only one I want, the only one who can make me feel like this.”

Ian’s lips met his and he finally felt like he was home, safe with his family.

“I love you so much, Michael.” Ian said with one last kiss before rolling off Michael to reach for a baby wipe and began cleaning them up a bit. The towels were disposed of and he got back under the sheet, pulling the covers up over them.

“I wish we really could stay home all the time.” Michael said absently as he played with the hair at the back of Ian’s neck.

“Me too. Whole Foods does deliver and we could get the rest of the stuff off the internet.”

“The other kids would probably pick on Chloe for having weird parents though.”

“True. We’ll just have to wait until she’s in college.” Ian kissed Michael’s brow and tightened his arms.


DUTCH TRANSLATIONS:
Beminde: beloved
Pappa! Wat hier doet u: Dad! What are you doing here
Een vader can't bezoekt zijn zoon: A father can’t come to see his son
Hoe is moeder: How is mother
Zij verzendt haar liefde: she sends her love
Ik ben zeer gelukkig om u, Dr. van den Hoogenband te ontmoeten:
I am very pleased to meet you Dr. van den Hoogenband
Ik ben zeer gelukkig om u te ontmoeten ook, Misser Phelps:
I am very pleased to meet you too, Miss Phelps
Ik hoop u van uw bezoek aan ons huis in Amerika geniet:
I hope you enjoy your stay at our home and in America
Dank u Oom Pieter: Thank you Uncle Pieter

Bananas in Pyjamas

Ian was surprised that Dr. Rawlings made no complaint when he’d told her that Chloe would be missing over a week of school to visit Australia. She only smiled and mentioned that Chloe was doing so well with her class work that she was ahead of her age mates.

“I must admit, Mr. Thorpe that I thought Chloe was going to be a behavioral problem with her history but you are all doing such a good job with her. I know I should not gender discriminate but I wondered how four men would do raising a little girl.”

“We wondered ourselves, Dr. Rawlings, which is one of the reasons we wanted her here, to have positive female influences. I’m sorry that Michael came on so strong-”

“Mr. Thorpe, I had no idea that someone had tried to kill you and I thought Mr. Phelps was exaggerating. Gladys, my secretary, remembered the news reports and I’m very sorry I didn’t take your concerns seriously. Please relay my apologies to Mr. Phelps.”

“I’ll do that but may I ask, why did you admit Chloe then?”

“I really can’t tell you. It wasn’t the money; it was the look in Mr. Phelps’ eyes I guess.”

“Thank you, Dr. Rawlings for giving us a chance. Chloe’s very happy here and that means more to us than anything.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Thorpe and enjoy your visit home. If possible, would you help Chloe write a short report on her visit? Travel is very enriching and I don’t think any of our current students have been to Australia.”

“That’ll be no problem.” Ian stood and shook her hand, showing himself out and smiling at Gladys, making a mental note to send her something on the next Administrative Assistant’s day.
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March 3, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“Chloe, I don’t think you need to pack your heavy coat. Your lighter coat will be fine.”

“But won’t I be cold?”

“No because Australia’s weather is just the opposite of the weather here. It’ll be much warmer there.”

“Oh. Okay. When are Aunt Beth and Aunt Colleen getting here?”

“In a while.”

“You’ll tell them that Flannel isn’t allowed outside and that they have to watch Gizmo when they walk him?”

“I’ve already told them but we can tell them again.”

“Okay. Should I take my swim suit?” Chloe asked as she held up the item.

“Of course.” Ian took it the tiny thing and folded it up around Chloe’s goggles and cap. “We might even go to the beach if it’s warm enough while we’re there but get your umbrella.”

“My Spongebob umbrella?”

“That will work.”

Ian closed the suitcase twenty minutes later after checking his list. “I think we’re done.”

“What about my toothbrush and that stuff?” Chloe asked pointing to two outfits Ian had left out.

“Those go in the carry on bag along with your toys and books, just in case our luggage is lost.”

“Okay. Can I go play with the dogs in the backyard?”

“Make sure you dress properly and?”

“Don’t open the gates!”

“That’s my girl!”

He hauled her suitcase into the hall as she went running down the stairs, calling for Gadget and Gizmo. Ian shook his head, giving up on telling her not to run and went into the master bedroom. Michael had the list Ian had given him and was piling their clothes on the bed.

“Hi baby. Was that our elephant on the stairs?”

“Who else? How can such a tiny thing be so loud?”

“She really tries? I think I’ve got everything pulled out.”

Ian took the list and looked everything over. “Yes, you do. Where are the suitcases?”

“I was waiting to pull them out. You know how much Flannel likes lounging around in them and I figured I’d spare us the extra cat hair.”

Throwing a look at the cat that seemed to be sleeping on the window sill, Ian nodded. “Thanks.”

It only took seven minutes to pack everything, holding out certain items for their carry on bags and Ian checked his list again. “That’s all of it. Are Grant and Pieter in their apartment?”

“Yeah but their bags are in the living room already.”

The doorbell rang and Michael dashed downstairs, making almost as much noise as his daughter had. Ian snorted and shook his head. “And I wonder where she gets it?”

Downstairs, Michael checked the monitor and flung open the door.

“Beth! Colleen!” He gave both of them a hug and pulled them inside out of the cold. “How was your drive up?”

“Quick for once. There was hardly any traffic on 95.” Beth shrugged out of her jacket and handed it to Michael, looking up as Ian came down the stairs with their luggage. “Ian, why are you carrying so much?”

“Baby! I was coming right back.” Michael ran over and took half the bags from Ian. 

“I know but they’re not that heavy. How are you today, ladies?” Ian put the bags down and gave both women a hug and a kiss.

“We’re fine. Thanks for letting us have the house for a week, we really needed a vacation.” Colleen said as she removed her coat.

“You’re doing us a favor, staying here with the animals.”

“It’s still away from Baltimore and that’s a good thing right now. Where’s my niece?”

“Outside with the dogs. I’ll get her in a minute; can we show you the guest suite?”

“Sure.”

Ian took them on a quick tour while Michael went and got their bags out of their car. He took them upstairs and caught up with the tour in the kitchen just as Ian was explaining where things were.

“Ian, I’m sure you’ve made a list or two explaining everything.” Beth said, grinning knowingly. “Your lists are legendary.”

Ian smiled sheepishly and pulled out a thin comb bound booklet. “These are all the instructions for the house and the animals plus how to turn off the water, what to do if the security alarm goes off and all those other things.”

Michael snatched the book up and flipped it open. “And it’s even indexed.”

“And there’s an appendix. No use going half way on a project.”
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They’d just introduced Grant and Pieter to Colleen and Beth and settled down in the family room when Chloe blew in from the backyard.

“Papa, are the aunts here?”

“They’re sitting right over there.” Ian nodded across the room, amused when Chloe turned around so quickly she almost fell over.

“Hello, Chloe. I’m your Aunt Beth and this is Aunt Colleen.”

“Hello.” Chloe said, coming forward and shaking both of their hands. “Did Papa tell you about Flannel and Gizmo?”

Colleen looked at Ian who nodded. “Yes he did. In fact he even wrote it down for us so we’ll be sure to take good care of the animals.”
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Colleen’s minivan was packed to the gills with people and luggage but somehow they managed to fit and the trip was quick enough that the crowded conditions weren’t really bothersome. Colleen dropped them off at the terminal and they all piled out, Michael taking a hold of Chloe and letting the other men deal with the bags.

They said goodbye to Colleen and checked in, their bags being whisked away by a skycap after Michael explained to Chloe that it wasn’t someone stealing their bags.

The terminal wasn’t busy and it wasn’t long before they’d walked to the correct gate and found seats facing the windows so Chloe could watch the planes.

The flight was called on time and they boarded after the first rush; they were grateful that they were flying mid-week and it wasn’t overly crowded. Once the plane gained altitude, Ian and Michael moved into four empty seats and spread out their laptops and books, setting Chloe up with Pieter’s portable DVD player in the two seats between them.

Grant and Pieter sat on the same row on the window side of the aisle and Grant got his own work out, leaving Pieter to read a novel and snooze. Chloe fell asleep right after eating and stayed asleep until they were ready to land when the air pressure changed. 

Due to Ian’s planning, the transition went smoothly between getting off one airline, retrieving their bags and checking in at the Tom Bradley terminal. The two and half hour layover was only an hour by the time they settled in to the Qantas lounge. Michael took the opportunity to take Chloe into the restroom and help her change into her pajamas. They came back and settled in one of the cushy chairs, Chloe crawling into Michael’s lap.

“Daddy, will it really be Friday when we get there?”

“Yes, because we’re crossing the International Date Line. We’re losing a day but we’ll get it back when we go home. Are you still sleepy?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well you’re going to get your own bed on the plane this time.”

“Uh huh.”

Ian cocked his eye at Michael. “You know she’s going to wake up when we’re halfway there.”

“I know but I’d rather let her sleep while she can. It’s way after her bedtime after all.”
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Chloe was so enchanted by the accommodations in first class; she stayed up for several hours watching cartoons and playing games on her own video monitor and ate every bite of the late dinner the flight attendant put in front of her. Three hours in, Michael finally told her to turn the video off.

Ian took her to brush her teeth while Michael converted her seat, putting away all the toys and books but leaving out Hans, her bunny and arranging her blanket and pillow. She was tucked in and Michael and Ian gratefully slipped into their own beds. Two hours later, Michael felt a poke on his arm and opened his eyes tiredly to find Ian looking at him.

“What?”

“We have a visitor.” Ian shifted his gaze to the foot of their beds and Michael saw Chloe curled up into a tiny ball.

“Should I put her back in her bed?”

“No, let’s bring her up here. I just don’t want to accidentally kick her.”

“Okay.” 

They sat up and carefully picked her up, putting her in between them and straightening out her body.

“She’s cold.” Ian commented.

“She left her blanket over there. Hang on.” Michael reached over and snagged both the pillow and the blanket. “Pick her up for a minute.”

Ian did so and Michael folded the blanket, cushioning the small gap between their seats.

“Okay, put her here and we can share our blankets with her.”

They settled back down and Chloe cuddled right up, becoming a warm lump. Ian reached down and moved her hair back from her face, smoothing it back.

“She needs a hair cut.”

“A cut or a trim?”

“A cut I think. She looks good with long hair but it’s too long for her to care for and it’s getting ratty from all the swimming.”

“We’ll see how she feels about it. Maybe your mom or Christina knows a place in Sydney.”
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Two hours before their flight landed, they were all awake and taking turns in the bathroom to freshen up and change back into their street clothes.

“Chloe put the game away please. You’re holding up the breakfast service.” Ian said, nodding towards the flight attendant.

“We get to eat again, Papa? I like this airplane better than the other one!” Chloe said, pushing the screen out of the way and pulling up her tray table.

The flight attendant chuckled, “We love hearing that, Miss Phelps. Did you want chocolate or white milk?”

“Chocolate, please.” Chloe answered. “Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll be right back with your beverage. Mr. Thorpe, would you like a refill on your coffee?”

“Yes please; you’re a lifesaver.”

“My pleasure.”

Michael came back to his seat to find his meal and his family already eating. Suspiciously, it seemed as if there was a bite missing from his croissant and if the muffled giggles coming from Chloe’s seat were in indication, he knew where it went.

“Ian, are there mice on this flight?”

“Michael, there can’t be any mice on board. They don’t have passports.”

“But there’s a tiny little bite missing from my bread. What else could it have been?”

“Perhaps it was a wee bird.”

The giggles increased as Chloe put her hand over her mouth, trying to keep quiet.

“How would it keep up with the plane?”

“Daddy! It was me!” She said, jumping out of her seat and over to Michael. “I tried your croissant because I didn’t get any.”

“You didn’t get any bread?”

“I got a bagel.”

“So it would only be fair that I get a bite of yours then, wouldn’t it?”

“Daddy it’s very small, you’re very big and I’m very hungry.” Chloe said earnestly. “Can’t Papa give you a bite of his?”

He turned his head to look at Ian’s tray and Chloe scampered back to her seat to protect her bagel. Ian solemnly shook his head, tsking under his breath.

“So it begins.”
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Ian sat with Chloe as the plane descended; he’d flown into Sydney enough times to reserve a seat on the best side of the aircraft to see the coastline and city. 

“Are we going to see where you and Daddy met?”

“Yes we are. We’re going to swim there on Monday.”

“Are Uncle Grant and Oom Pieter coming too?”

“They’re going on to Brisbane to visit Uncle Grant’s mum and dad.”

“Brisbane is the capital of Queensland, like Harrisburg is the capital of Pennsylvania and it’s called the Sunshine State like Florida.”

“Very good. What state is Sydney in?” 

“New South Wales, the most populated state in Australia. Papa, are we going to the garden in Sydney?”

“The Royal Botanic? Yes, we were planning to. Why?”

“Because that’s where you and Daddy went.”
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March 5, 2010 Sydney, Australia

The customs agent was very careful as she pressed the first stamp into Chloe’s passport and handed it back. “Welcome to Australia, Miss Phelps.”

“Thank you!” Chloe looked at it and blew on the ink before passing it over to Ian. “Look!”

“I will, Chloe but we need to keep moving through the line please.”

Chloe nodded, picked up her suitcase and rolled it over to join Pieter and Grant as the agent turned to Ian. “Welcome back, Mr. Thorpe. Anything to declare?”

“No, ma’am.”

Ian’s luggage was quickly inspected, his passport checked and he was through. Michael’s bags and passport got the same treatment and he realized that something was missing.

“Ian, do you have Hans?”

“Chloe’s rabbit?”

“Yeah, it’s not in my bag.”

“Oh hell. Where could it be? It wasn’t in her seat.”

Ian and Michael stepped to the side and did a quick check through their carry on bags with no sign of the stuffed animal.

“Okay, go find my parents and take Chloe to the big kangaroo so she can get her picture with her passport; I’ll go to the Qantas desk and ask them to get it off the plane.” Ian said frantically.

“What’s wrong?” Grant asked coming over when he noticed there was a problem.

“Hans is missing.” Michael answered, still checking his bag in hopes the rabbit would suddenly appear.

“No he’s not; Pieter’s got him. Chloe was worried that Pieter was having trouble sleeping on the plane so she gave Hans to Pieter. See?”

Michael and Ian were relieved to see Chloe holding her rabbit and chatting with Pieter as she looked around at all the people moving about.

“Thank god! Where were we when this was going on?” Ian asked.

“You were asleep. She was very brave to share Hans with Pieter but I think that’s why she ended up in with you. She can’t sleep without it.”

Crisis averted and luggage trolleys obtained, they moved out of Customs and into the public corridor towards the Blue Sky Café where Ian’s parents were waiting. Ian thought they’d be sitting down and enjoying a coffee but his mother and father were standing just outside the entrance looking anxiously in their direction.

Ken’s face brightened when he spotted the four very tall men through the crowd and he nudged Margaret. Both of them immediately started looking lower and Ian grinned to himself.

“Michael, I think I’ve just been demoted to second class citizen.”

“Oh really?”

“Yes, we’ve been spotted by the parents and Mum’s busy trying to see Chloe through the crowd.”

“Ah, well you should pick her up and make it easier for them. Score points while you can because it’s all downhill from here.”

“Brilliant plan. Chloe-love, how about a ride? I can see Nana and Granda.”

“Really?”

“Yep!” Ian reached down and slung her up into his arms. “See right by the blue door? Nana’s wearing the red shirt and Granda has the hat on.”

“I see them!” Chloe said, waving her hand and laughing when they waved back. “They see me!”

Thankfully the corridor wasn’t that long and Ian set Chloe so she could greet her grandparents. She wasn’t shy at all, running forward and hugging them both; telling them all about the trip. Michael interrupted her, giving Ian a chance to greet his parents by reminding her that Grant and Pieter were leaving.

She kissed and hugged Grant and Pieter, giggling when Pieter whispered in her ear.

Margaret said her farewells to Pieter and Grant then took charge of Chloe, holding her hand and getting her moving to the car leaving the men to deal with the luggage and their own goodbyes. They saw Grant and Pieter off then Ken led the way outside. Michael and Ian immediately took off their coats and Ian mentioned they’d need to pick up some sunscreen.

“You didn’t bring any? It wasn’t on your list?” Michael asked, feigning shock.

“Do you know how hard- oh, forget it. No, it wasn’t on the list. I also forgot our sunglasses.”

“Easily solved so no worries, boys. We have plenty of sunscreen around the house and I think there’s even a few pair of your sunglasses, Ian. The car’s right down that aisle there.”
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Chloe was hopping up and down between their car and the next as Margaret watched. She smiled at the men as they arrived. “I just told her that we’re going to the zoo on Wednesday and she’s showing me her kangaroo impression.”

Glad that Chloe was burning off a little energy, Michael and Ian loaded the car and they were off. Immediately, Chloe noticed that they were driving on the ‘wrong’ side of the road but Ian quickly explained that this was how people drove in Australia.

The drive to Ian’s parent’s house didn’t take long at all and they were soon unloading the car and going inside. Chloe was thrilled with the bunk bed in her room and the pool in the backyard, wanting to go swimming as soon as possible.

“Daddy, I’ve never been in an outside pool!”

“Chloe, give us all a chance to get settled in, unpacked and unwind a bit and then you can go swimming.” Michael said calmly, as he unzipped his bag. “Have you unpacked your suitcase? You can’t go swimming without your suit.”

“Oh! Okay!” Chloe started to run out and Michael stopped her. 

“No running in Nana and Granda’s house, Chloe. Remember?”

“Yes, sir.” Chloe walked out slowly, exaggerating each step as if the weight of the world was on her shoulders. Margaret watched her as she went down the hall and then walked into Michael and Ian’s room.

“What is Chloe doing now?”

“She runs everywhere at home and I told her she couldn’t do that here.”

“Ah. I brought you some extra pillows and there are extra blankets in the closet. Do you have enough hangers?”

“We’ll be fine Margaret. How are you by the way? I didn’t get a chance to ask earlier.”

“I’ve been fine.” Margaret answered, taking a seat on the chair near the window. “Ken’s showing the new grill to Ian.”

“Ken got another grill?”

“It’s a new one every year for that man but I shouldn’t complain, it could be cars. How have you been?”

“I’m doing fine. It’s hard sometimes, trying to fit Ian, Chloe, school and swimming in but it’s worth it.”

“It will get better once you graduate and retire. My, that’s an odd sentence.”

Michael chuckled. “It is a strange combination, isn’t it.”
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Chloe did indeed get her swim, shrieking as she hit the water. It was much colder than she was used to but she was soon zipping around and using the floats and toys that her cousins had left behind. Ken was manning the grill while Margaret relaxed with her son and son-in-law.

“She’s a lovely girl, boys.”

“Thanks mum but she more or less came that way.”

“Are you still thinking about having a baby? I’m sure Christina would understand if you’d changed your mind now that you’ve got Chloe.”

“Oh, we thought it would be more like Christina changing her mind.” Michael said, looking at Ian. “We still want to have a baby, more than one if we can manage.” He saw Margaret’s look and continued. “Oh, not that we’d expect Christine to do this more than once but realistically speaking a multiple birth is possible and Colleen has also offered to surrogate for us.”

“Mum, we do plan on talking this over with Chris and David because the logistics are going to be complicated. Did she ask you to talk to us?”

“No, not directly but I’ve been anxious ever since you all began this. Anxious for it to happen, anxious for Christine’s safety.”

“Mom angst.” Michael said with a nod. “Debs is doing the same thing. There are some legal issues we’ll have to deal with too. Surrogacy isn’t legal here, although it is legal in Victoria or was it Queensland?”

“I think it was Victoria.”

“Yes I know that but David’s employer is talking about transferring him to London next year and it’s legal there, including giving you both rights to the child.” Margaret said, proving that she could still do her homework.

“Oh.” Ian sat back and shared a glance with Michael. “What’s the likelihood that it will happen?”

“They’re waiting for David and Christine to make up their minds but it’s only for two years. Depending on how well the job goes in London, he’ll be promoted to vice president and they’ll come back here.”

“Wow! Vice president! He’s awful young for that, isn’t he?” Michael asked.

“The directors at SpectraCon are very pleased with his work. The move to London would also be a promotion, he’ll be head of technology for Europe if he takes it.”

“We’ll have to take them out to dinner to celebrate! Even if he doesn’t want the job, it’s still great that they asked him.” Ian said. 
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March 6, 2010 Sydney Australia

The meeting of the cousins that afternoon was fun for all involved despite some initial wariness between two little girls both used to being the only little girl in the room. The Thorpe-Phelps, Thorpes and Williams families met at Wylie’s Baths, a salt water facility near Coogee Beach so the children could swim safely and the adults could enjoy the ocean views.

Daniel wasn’t quite up to swimming, he had just turned one but Iona and Chloe had a blast. They raced and dashed and splashed as the adults took turns staying nearby to keep an eye on them. Right before lunch, Margaret and Ken took over so the younger couples could discuss things.

“Ian, I suppose Mum told you about London?” Christina asked.

“Yes, she did. Congratulations, David.”

“Thanks. I’d like to take the job but we’re both a little leery about moving to England.”

“I know Christina’s never made it there but you haven’t been either David?”

“No. That’s part of the problem; the company will pay to fly us up there to check it out but we’d rather not take the kids that far and haul them around while we house hunt. And we can’t leave them with my parents or Margaret and Ken. Iona’s too much of a handful for them.”

Michael and Ian looked at each other and Michael spoke up. “We might have a solution for you. Ian’s swimming in Paris in August and we’ve rented a six bedroom flat; we were going to invite you guys along with Margaret and Ken and my moms for a two week visit. London’s a short flight or train ride away and if you go the second week, you’ll have six adults to watch the kids.”

“Ian, you’re swimming?” Christina asked.

“Yes, in the Gay Games. I thought I told you?”

“That’s this year?”

“Yes, sister-mine. I’m competing in three events.” Ian said. “You really never listen to me, do you?”

“I listen, I just don’t write things down.” Christina answered, sticking out her tongue. “You’re normally blathering on about Michael and there’s only so much of that a girl can take.” 

“Okay, before the sibling thing gets to stage two let’s move on. Guys, that’s a great plan and I’m sure SpectraCon will spring for our airfare and Margaret and Ken’s since you’ve taken care of the housing situation.”

“They’re that anxious to get you to London?” Ian asked.

“Yeah, there’s a program I’ve been working on that they want to use for all the branches but it’s got to roll out in London. We’ll be there for two years, minimum but it could go an additional six months. Now that we’ve got that settled, let’s talk about the baby situation.”

“Chris, are you sure you still want to do this?” Michael asked.

“Yes, of course. I always knew you guys would be great parents and Chloe only proves my point. Unless you’ve changed your minds?”

“No. Chloe’s just made us realize how much we wanted children in our lives and we don’t want her to be an only child. Whitney and Hilary have offered to donate eggs for us and I’d be the sperm donor.” Ian said.

Christina gave a huge sigh of relief and then looked at Michael. “Um, that didn’t mean what you thought it meant. IVF means I won’t have to do hormone therapy for the egg harvesting.”

Michael chuckled and shook his head. “I heard all about it from Whitney and I don’t blame you in the least. Ian and I know we’re really lucky that you are willing to go through all of this for us.”

“The only problem I see is that you might have to move up your time table. I know you wanted to wait until you were both out of grad school but we can’t count on it working the first time. We’d also have to get all the parties together with the right timing.” David said.

“Okay, so let’s say you move to London. When is that happening?” Ian asked.

“Next February and I don’t want to be pregnant during the move so we could start trying in April. I know that’s way ahead of schedule but I won’t be working while we’re in London so it works out well for us.”

Ian and Michael looked at each other. Michael finally nodded and Ian smiled, leaning over to kiss him before turning to look at his sister and brother-in-law. 

“We’re in but we’re only going to try this three times: April, July and October. No more than four embryos for each attempt and the decision to selectively terminate is yours as we’ve previously discussed. We’ll pay for your medical care and a housekeeper or cleaning service while you’re pregnant.”

“Ian, I kept the house clean and worked full time while I was pregnant with Iona and Daniel.”

“Chris, there is only so much time in the day. You’re basically giving us your body for nine or more months and-”

“Ian, women have been having babies for centuries without needing a housekeeper.”

David caught Michael’s eye and twitched his head towards the refreshment kiosk. Michael nodded and eased Daniel’s carrier further into the shade before getting up and slipping away. 

“Well, you tried to avert the battle but the war rages anyway.” Michael remarked as he strolled along with David.

“Just so you know, I think the housekeeper is a good idea myself and Chris probably does too but she’s just as stubborn as he is.”

“Don’t I know it? David, how do you really feel about all this?”

“About Christina having her brother’s baby?” David grinned. “Aside from feeling like we should all be living in that place, the one your Dad talks about?”

“West Virginia?”

“Yes! I have my days where I wonder if we’re all crazy but I’m also just geeky enough to be intrigued by the process.”

“Ian keeps mentioning that it’s like a ‘Friends’ episode and I keep telling him that there’s a reason Frank and Alice never show up again after the triplets were born.”

“Are you having doubts, Michael? I saw that little interchange between you and Ian.”

“Our only disagreement is the timing. You know Ian, once he makes up his mind he’s ready to go; I’m the one who wants to wait until after New York. So in a way, you guys are giving us the perfect compromise.”
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Monday March 8, 2010 Sydney, Australia

The visit to the Olympic Village started with a walking tour although Chloe was more interested in getting to the pool at first but the Cauldron captured her interest with a vengeance when Michael mentioned that Ian, Pieter and Grant’s names were engraved on several of the over four thousand plates.

It took her two minutes to find the first one and she soon found the rest, making sure that Michael took her picture near one of Ian’s. The Memory Poles were the next items that caught her interest, especially the plasma screens playing highlights from the 2000 Games. 

“Papa, that’s you!” Chloe’s high pitched voice caught the interest of several tourists in the area but Ian ignored them.

“I know, Chloe.”

“Was it fun?”

“It was a blast.”

Chloe watched for several more minutes then looked up at him. “Can we go to the pool now?”

“Yes, it’s not far from here.”

They set off, Ken and Margaret holding Chloe’s hands with Michael and Ian following behind.

“Why do you think she’s so obsessed about going to the pool?” Ian asked idly, his hand securely clasped in Michael’s.

“Because she’s our kid? Actually, I think it’s that story you tell her about how we met.”

“It’s just a story.”

“But for her it’s like a fairy tale come to life. She loves all those little details you keep adding.” Michael tugged Ian closer and put a quick kiss on his cheek. “You really should write it down sometime although no one could ever tell it like you do.”

“Thank you love.”

The Aquatic Center had gone through some changes in the last ten years. The addition of the leisure area alone made a big difference but the big pool was still there. 

“Chloe, did you know that there’s a window in the pool so you can see underwater?”

“Really?”

“Yep. In fact, Granda and Nana are going to take you there once we’re all changed and you can watch Papa and I swim. Would you like that?”

Chloe nodded enthusiastically and followed Margaret into the changing room while Ken, Michael and Ian went through the men’s door. The younger men quickly slipped into their suits and went out after locking up their belongings. Ken took a little longer to get into his trunks but soon joined them.

Margaret and Chloe emerged minutes later, Chloe wearing her new Adidas swimsuit which Ian admired profusely much to Michael’s amusement. Hey, it wasn’t his fault that Chloe lived with three Speedo sponsored swimmers.

“Mum, Dad we’ll see you in a few minutes. Chloe, don’t run.”

“Okay, Papa.”

Getting into that pool again felt a little like coming home. Aside from his wins, Ian just liked how the water felt at this particular venue. It was one of the fastest pools in the world and an experienced swimmer could feel the difference. Michael took the lane next to him and they both swam slowly, warming up a bit.

Michael flipped over halfway down the next lap and switched to the backstroke, keeping pace with Ian. They did a few more laps, taking their time before stopping at one end.

“Hey Ian?”

“Yes love?”

“You think they’re down there by now?”

“Probably.”

“And how big is this window?”

“The full length of the pool. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yep. Come on.”

Michael hauled himself out and waited for Ian, noticing that a small crowd had stopped to watch them, obviously here on a tour of the facility and well aware of just who these two swimmers were as the tour guide was practically quivering with excitement.

“Hi. Would any of you happen to have a whistle?”

An older woman nodded and reached into her purse, holding it out to him. “Here you go.”

“Thanks but would you mind giving us a start?” Michael asked, with a smile.

“Uh. Of course, dear.”

Michael looked at Ian, “One up and one back?”

“Sounds good.” He paused and shot a smile at the tour group. “Don’t think badly of me if he wins. He’s still in training.”

“And he’s already making excuses.” Michael said, winking at them and stepping up on the block. “Come on, old man. Your fate awaits.”

“Old man? Oh, you’re going to pay for that.”

The whistle owner stepped up and waited for them to take their positions before putting the device to her lips and blowing. Both men were off the blocks in a heartbeat, Ian’s entry giving him a slight edge but they were even after the turn.

Michael had plenty in reserve however they hadn’t warmed up properly and Ian wasn’t pushing so he held back and wasn’t surprised that Ian out touched him at the wall.

The touring group applauded as they hauled themselves out and came forward to ask for autographs after giving both men a minute to grab their towels. Chloe didn’t pay any attention and came running up to Ian, flinging her arms around his waist.

“Papa, you won! You won!”

“I know and was that running I saw?”

“Um, no?”

“Um, yes I think.” Ian said, reaching down and picking her up. “Where are Nana and Granda?”

“Right behind me?” Chloe said hopefully, peeking over Ian’s shoulder at the direction she came from.

“I don’t see them. What did Daddy and I say about running?”

Chloe looked down then buried her face in Ian’s neck. “I’m sorry.”

Ian smiled an apology to the people still waiting for an autograph, shrugging his shoulders. “I know you are but we’ll talk about this later.”

“Ian, let me have her and we’ll head over to the other pool.” Michael said, handing the paper he’d just signed back and reaching for her.

“Actually, folks we do need to get going. Thank you ma’am for your help,” Ian said, looking directly at the woman with the whistle.” He handed Chloe over and gathered their items, walking off behind Michael towards Ken and Margaret.

“Daddy, I’m sorry I was running.”

“I know you are, Sweet Pea but you see now why we asked you not run?”

“Because Nana and Granda can’t chase me like you can?”

“Right and you’ll also apologize to them, won’t you.”

“I will, Daddy.”

“Okay.”
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March 12, 2010 Cronulla, Australia

Michael woke up to around six when Chloe climbed into bed with them. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

“Do we have to go home today?”

“Yes we do. Papa and I need to go back to school. Don’t you want to go home?”

“I miss the puppies and Flannel but can’t Nana and Granda come home with us?”

“You really like them don’t you?”

“Uh huh. Nana gives good hugs and Granda smells like Papa. But I like Grammy and Pop Pop and Gran and Grampa too.”

“I know you do. You know Granda and Nana will be in Paris with us in August.”

“Oh. Are they going to watch while Papa and Aunt Chris make a baby? Do I get to watch?”

Michael froze in shock. He and Ian had intended to talk to Chloe about their plans for another child but they’d underestimated their daughter’s ability to overhear things.

“Well, Aunt Chris is going to make a baby for Papa and me but we don’t get to watch that.”

“Can we watch when the baby’s finished?”

“Um. That will be up to Aunt Chris I suppose. Do you know where babies come from?”

“Uh huh. Uncle Pieter showed me in a book when I thought Gadget was going to have puppies. Aunt Chris isn’t going to have a puppy though, it’s really going to be a baby?”

“It’ll be a baby.”

“Can we get a puppy? Or a kitty?”

“We already have two dogs and a cat, Chloe.”

“But Iona’s going to have two babies now.”

“Ah. The new baby is going to be our baby. He or she will be coming home with us so you and Iona will both have a baby and you’ll be even.”

“Oh. Can I name the baby?”

“That’s a tough one. What do you have in mind?”

“Elora Danan or Buttercup.”

“Princess names?”

“Uh huh.”

“What if it’s a boy?”

“Nemo, after the fish.”

“Papa and I will take your suggestions under advisement but we have a long way to go before the baby is born.”

“Okay. Can I go call Oom Pieter and Uncle Grant?”

“It’s six twenty in the morning so why don’t you wait until after breakfast?”

“All right. I’m going to go watch cartoons!” Chloe squirmed away and slid off the bed.

“Don’t run!”

“I won’t.”

Chloe closed the door behind her with a wave and Michael turned over onto his back.

“Buttercup?” Ian asked.

“You bastard! I knew you were awake.” Michael said, looking down at him.

“I didn’t wake up until she started talking about the baby and you seemed to have it well in hand. We really need to start watching what we say in front of her.”

“That’s got to be the understatement of the year. I can’t believe we’re going home today; where’d the week go?” Michael asked as he slid back down the mattress and snuggled into Ian’s warm body.

“We spent it trying to keep up with Chloe.” Ian wrapped his arm around Michael and kissed his brow. “I’ll miss Mum and Dad though.”

“I will too. You know, with David and Chris in London; they’re going to be awfully lonely here. Do you think they’d consider coming to live with us for a while?”

Ian was silent for a moment, moved that Michael would even consider opening their house to his parents. “Michael, are you sure about that?”

Michael hitched himself up on his elbow so he could see Ian’s face. “Of course I’m sure. I love Margaret and Ken and I know you worry about them. You’d worry even more while Chris and Dave are gone. We need to talk to Grant and Pieter first because it will affect them but if they agree, we can talk to your parents while we’re in Paris.”

“Thank you, love. I don’t know if they’ll agree to it but it’s worth a shot.”
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When their flight landed in Philadelphia at 5:22 pm, Michael took control of their baggage while Ian handled Chloe who was raring to go after spending twenty plus hours trapped in a plane.

Colleen and Beth met them outside of customs and had thoughtfully brought along outerwear for each of them as there were three inches of snow on the ground with more expected later that night. Due to the weather, they’d brought along Michael’s SUV instead of driving them back to the house.

“Sorry to make this so quick but we both have to work on Monday and we can’t afford to get stuck here tomorrow,” Beth said, holding out the keys.

Ian helped Chloe into the car and turned to them, “We understand totally; thanks for minding the house for us.”

“It was our pleasure, we had a great time and the animals are fed and we gave the dogs a walk before we drove down. We’ll call later this week to hear all about your trip!”

They both hurried to their van after a round of hugs and goodbyes and Michael got behind the wheel as Ian took the passenger seat. The trip home was a little harrowing, due to the snowfall and Michael gave a huge sigh of relief after he parked the car in the garage.

“Well, I didn’t think we’d ever make it home.”

“Neither did I and I’m glad you were driving. Chloe, let’s get you inside and Daddy and I will get the bags.”

“Can we have dinner soon? I’m hungry.”

“I’m sure we’ll manage something.” Ian said as he opened her door and let her out, going to unlock the door to the kitchen and escorting her inside before returning to help Michael with the bags.

“We left with five bags, right?” Michael asked, struggling to get the big suitcase out.

“Yes dear.” Ian said as he reached over and took one edge of the bag to help him.

“And we’re coming back with seven.”

“I know dear.”

“Just checking.”
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Colleen and Beth had left them a hearty beef stew in the fridge so dinner was simply a matter of heating it up on the stove while Chloe played in the sunroom with the dogs. Ian switched the burner on under the pan and turned the handle to the side then went to check through the mail that piled up while they were gone. Michael came down a few minutes later after putting the first load of laundry in the washer and joined him at the kitchen table.

Michael smiled when Ian absently reached over and rubbed his back for a moment. “It’s good to be home.”

“Yes it is. Looks like we might be housebound tomorrow too if that snow continues falling.”

“I checked the weather while I was upstairs and they say we might get four more inches. What a difference from Sydney.”

“I like the snow actually. Not to drive it but it’s pretty to look at.” Ian put the bill he was looking at into one of the piles he’d started and turned to the next envelope, pushing up his glasses then reaching for his cup of tea.

Looking at him, Michael realized again how much he loved this man and the home they’d built together. 

“Michael?”

“Huh?”

“You’re looking at me funny.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too but do you want a cup of tea?”

“What?” Michael shook his head and stood up. “Oh, I’ll get it. Do you want a refill?”

“That would be nice.” Ian said, giving him a look over his glasses.

Michael poured the tea and returned to the table, stopping to set Ian’s cup in front of him. Ian snagged him by the waist and tilted his head up.

“Give us a kiss, love.”

Grinning, Michael did so and found himself sitting on Ian’s lap; their lips meshing together.

“Papa! Daddy! Can I go outside?” Chloe asked as she walked into the room and stopped. “Are you kissing again?”

“No you may not and yes we are.” Ian answered, his head resting on Michael’s chest.

“You guys kiss all the time. When I grow up, I’m never kissing anyone.”

“You’re not going to kiss us?” Michael said, struggling not to laugh.

“I mean kiss boys.”

“We’re boys.” Ian pointed out.

“No you’re not. You’re dads. Can I have a cookie?”

“How about a banana instead? Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.”

“Okay.” Chloe washed her hands and grabbed a banana, running back to the sun room.”

“Well I feel oddly asexual now.” Ian said with a grin.

Wiggling his bottom, Michael grinned back. “You don’t feel asexual to me.”

“Um, hold that thought until we get her in bed.”

“I’d rather hold something else but okay.”

Pop Music
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May 7, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Ian tossed his briefcase in the backseat, closed his door, started the car and pulled out of the parking lot carefully; he had too many plans for his summer to get into an accident. There was Paris and all the training but what he was really excited about was that he and Michael would have a nice stretch of commitment free days to spend almost any way they wanted.

Of course, they’d still have to be dressed and presentable before eight and after three every school day until June eleventh but that still left them seven hours.  Ian hoped they’d spend at least half of them without leaving their room.

When he turned on to their street and drove up the hill, he spotted their teenaged neighbor, Trisha Newberg, sitting on her front porch with a group of friends and grinned; Michael must be washing his car or doing something to attract attention.  Sure enough, both Michael and Grant were in the front yard, their chests and legs bare in the unseasonably hot weather, shovels in hand as they worked on enlarging the beds in front of the house.

He pulled into the drive and got out the car, feeling overly warm for a variety of reasons. Yes, Michael was certainly in fine shape and his tan was coming along nicely. Briefcase in hand, Ian stopped at the edge of the driveway.

“How long have you two been working out here?”

Michael stopped shoveling and propped his arm on the top of the shovel’s handle. “A couple of hours. We’ve already got the walkway ripped out.”

“So I see.”  The slate pavers, which had become wobbly over time, were stacked neatly under one of the trees in the yard ready for reinstallation once the area was leveled. “Let me grab a quick snack and change and I’ll be out to help.”  

“Thanks baby. Oh, how did your exam go?”

“I think I’ll be maintaining my grade average but I’m glad it’s over.  Dr. Foster was the most boring professor and if I never hear his droning voice again, it’ll be too soon.” Ian leaned in and stole a quick kiss before heading around to the back door.

Ten minutes later, he was back in the kitchen and making several sandwiches. He loaded a tray with the sandwiches, bottles of cold water, napkins and two wet towels before taking it all out to the front porch.  The dogs were lounging under the chairs and wagged their tails but neither bothered moving.

“Guys, are you hungry?”

Michael and Grant out aside their shovels and jostled each other up the stairs, gratefully taking the wet towels Ian handed them. They all took a sandwich and water, sitting on the top step and talking over the plans for the front yard. An hour later, the last of the over pruned and very ugly Leyland Cypress was hacked down and carted over to their garden debris pile.

On the way back, Michael stopped and looked at the house. “You know, it’s not so bad now that you can see the first floor.”

Ian paused beside him and nodded. “No it’s not but now it needs a paint job.”

Grant gave them both a glance, “I’ll put money in the kitty if you agree to have it professionally done.  I can paint a flat wall but all that trim is too scary.”

“Don’t worry, Grant; we’ve already got several estimates. We just needed to clear the way for them, so to speak.” Ian said, patting Grant on the shoulder. 

“Ian got the owner to take eight grand off the asking price because of the paint.” Michael said proudly.

“That figures. You are changing the colors, right?”

“According to one of the contractors we talked to, these are historical colors but thank god, they aren’t the only ones.  We’re getting rid of the brown, yellow and pink combo but we haven’t narrowed it down yet.” Ian said, reaching for the rake.  “Where’s Pieter?”

“At the hospital. He’s picking Chloe up on his way back.”

“Good of him. Was he scheduled to volunteer today?”

“No. He saw us dragging out the yard tools and left suddenly.  You know how he feels about manual labor.” Grant commented, pushing the wheelbarrow closer.

When Chloe and Pieter drove up, the area in front of the house was cleared and the new path was outlined.  Grant, Ian and Michael were back sitting on the steps, enjoying the sun and bottles of cold water.

Chloe climbed out of the car and ran across the yard, waving a piece of paper. “Daddy, Papa! Look what I got!” She thrust the paper under Michael’s nose.

He looked down, taking it from her to see that she’d gotten a one hundred on her math quiz. “Chloe! Congratulations. Look at this, guys.”

Grant smiled and gave her a high five. “Wow, Chloe!” 

“This is wonderful, Chloe-love. Your first one hundred in math.”  Ian gave her a quick kiss, not wanted to get her all sweaty.

Pieter emerged from the front door, having gone around to the back to avoid getting his shoes dirty. “It’s nice to see all that hard work she’s been doing paying off isn’t it?”

“It is indeed. Chloe, we’re all very proud of you; we’ll have to be sure and tell the grandmoms.”

“Thank you. Can I have a reward?”

“A reward?” Michael asked, fearing what she’d come up with.

“Amanda’s parents give her five dollars for every ‘A’ on her report card.”

All four men stifled sighs; Amanda was in Chloe’s home room and they’d grown heartily tired of hearing about the girl.  Ian in particular thought Amanda’s parents were much too permissive but none of them approved of Amanda’s exploits.

“This isn’t your report card.”

“I know but I’m getting holes in my tennis shoes, see?” Chloe stuck her foot out and sure enough, there was a hole on the left toe of the shoe. “Can I get a new pair?”

Michael grinned, “Honey, you don’t need to get an ‘A’ to get new shoes. All you have to do is tell us.   What have you been doing to get holes in your shoes anyway?”

“I don’t know. But my pants are too short too.  Miss Laura says I must be going through a growth spurt.”

Ian reached out and gently pulled her closer, telling her to stand up straight.  “Well, I think Miss Laura’s right.  These are the pants we bought you in Sydney and they’re already too short.  Are all your clothes like this?”

“Uh huh. I can’t wear my Spongebob shirt anymore, it’s too tight.”

“I guess that means we need to go shopping.” Michael said with a wince and not at the thought of spending the money. He hated to shop but he wasn’t going to leave it up to Ian.

“You’ll probably need a whole new wardrobe, Chloe. We should go through all your clothes and make lists of what you need.” Ian said enthusiastically.

Michael winced again; then again maybe Ian could handle this one all on his own.

Grant stood up quickly; he was long familiar with Ian in shopping mode and knew when to make an escape.  He snagged Pieter’s hand and started for the front door. “I can see we’re no longer needed out here and it’s my turn to make dinner.”

“But I want to go shopping with Chloe!” Pieter protested.

“You’ll be shopping with Ian, Pieter.”

Pieter looked at Chloe then at Ian then moved on to Michael who was looking trapped. “Ah, well I’ll just go help you with dinner.”
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May 8, 2010 King of Prussia, PA

A man with a plan can be a dangerous thing.  Ian with four different shopping lists was down right terrifying.  Although Michael had tried his best to avoid being in a mall with Ian and lists, he’d felt it was his duty as Chloe’s father to be there when she needed rescuing.

He’d thrown himself on Grant and Pieter’s mercy, begging them to go along and not leave him to Ian’s whims.  After a judicious use of puppy dog eyes and downright blackmail, Pieter had reluctantly agreed and then convinced Grant that it couldn’t be that bad.  They all foolishly believed that until Ian handed them each a list, thoughtfully categorized by store then sorted alphabetically.

“Ian baby, there are four of us and one of Chloe. How is she supposed to try on clothes in four different places?”

“We’ll start at the first store then you’ll go on to the next store and start pulling things from your list.  We’ll join you there and Pieter will go on to his first store.  Wash, rinse repeat.  It’s quite simple really and we should finish quicker by splitting up the work.”

“So we all get to pick out Chloe’s stuff?”

“Sure, just remember: no fur, no feathers, no bare midriff, no sayings on the arse, no platform shoes and nothing else inappropriate.  There are notations on the bottoms of your lists. Of course, Chloe gets the final say but we’ll be her personal shoppers.”

 Chloe liked that idea but Michael and her uncles understood that this was one way to keep her from ending up with things they wouldn’t of her wearing.

The first store, Strawbridge’s was easy enough; the list called for underwear, socks and two pair of Keds; a white pair for the summer and a navy and white saddle style one size larger for the next school year because they were on sale.

Michael went off to the next store and found the summer shorts and t-shirts from his list, giving each one a careful going over.  He’d never given much thought to what little girls wore but he did agree with Ian that there were things that went over the line.  Thankfully, Chloe didn’t seem to be too clothes conscious but he expected that to change soon.

Twenty minutes later, Chloe came in with her entourage and Ian whisked her away to a dressing room.  By the fourth store, they’d all apologized to Ian for doubting his plan and they were finished before anyone needed rescuing.

They got home and unloaded the bags, removed tags and sorting stuff for a run through the washer then Michael, Ian and Chloe took the dogs for a walk over to Osaka to pick up lunch.
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Monday morning saw a happy Chloe in new clothes climbing out of the car and running to join her friends walking into the building. Ian sleepily returned her wave and headed back home.  Despite the sunny weather, all Ian wanted to do was climb back into bed and burrow under the covers with Michael who was sleeping in today.

He parked the car on autopilot and locked the door behind Pieter who was just leaving for his volunteer shift. The alarm was activated and he made sure the cat’s dish was filled before heading back to bed.

When he opened the door to find a nude Michael lounging seductively across the bed, he knew that he’d been thoroughly fooled.

“Hi baby.”

“Hi.  You’ve been busy.”

“Yep. I’m freshly bathed, brushed and thoroughly lubed. You have four minutes to shower and brush or I’m starting without you.” Michael’s hand drifted down his torso as he stared lustily at Ian.

Ian’s clothes hadn’t even settled on the floor when he reached into the shower stall to turn on the water and grabbed his toothbrush.  After the quickest shower of his life and a cursory dry off, Ian stopped at the door to see Michael languidly stroking himself.

“That wasn’t four minutes!”

“I was getting lonely and you’re still way over there.” 

Ian could just make out the pre-come glistening at the tip of Michael’s cock and hurried to the bed, kneeling beside his spouse and running one finger down the rigid flesh.  “Michael, you know how crazy this makes me; the thought of you pleasuring yourself.”

‘I know, why do you think I’m doing it?” Michael slid his right hand down to his balls, manipulating the sacs and used his left hand on his nipple, tweaking it into a hard peak. “Are you just going to sit there and watch?”

Instead of answering, Ian ducked his head and licked the prominent ridge of Michael’s collarbone, his hand on Michael’s thigh and his eyes meeting Michael’s. “I want you to make yourself come for me and then I’m going to ride you hard; so hard you’ll still be feeling me inside of you next week.  I’m going to suck on your sexy nipples until you come again no matter how long it takes.”

Michael grasped his penis hard and stroked himself, moaning as Ian spoke. Ian kept talking of all the naughty things he was going to while hitching his leg over Michael’s thigh and rubbing his own hard cock on the smooth skin of Michael’s flank.

“Oh god Baby, I’m going to come!” Michael gasped out as his hand sped up, his hips moving involuntarily.

Ian decided to help him out and lifted his head to suck on Michael’s ears.  With the merest touch on his sensitive lobe, Michael went off like a rocket; his come spraying up his body as he shouted out Ian’s name.

Gathering Michael’s limp body in his arms, Ian whispered soothingly giving Michael time to recover.  After a few minutes of spent kissing each other, Ian rolled onto his back and pulled Michael on top of him.

“I thought you were going to ride me until I screamed?” Michael asked, grinding his groin into Ian’s.

“I changed my mind.” Ian said, reaching down and pulling Michael upright, so his knees where on either side of Ian’s hips then putting his hand between Michael’s ass cheeks, testing out the slickness of his hole. 

“Ooh, very nice.” Ian’s finger breached the ring of muscle and teasingly brushed over Michael’s prostate causing Michael to arch his back and press down. 

“Ian!” Somehow Michael stretched the one syllable out to three as his cock began to fill again.

“Come on love, there’s more of that for you.” Ian said as he put his hand on Michael’s hip to lift him up, using his other hand to steady his penis as Michael slid back down both of them moaning at the sensation.  Michael leaned forward, putting his hands on either side of Ian’s head and bent down so their mouths could meet.

As their tongues entwined, their hips began to move; Ian used his hands on Michael’s hips to help their motion.  Michael pulled his mouth away, his chest heaving as the sweat began to build on their bodies.  At the end, they were groaning loudly and Ian shouted hoarsely as his orgasm started.

An hour later after they’d both fallen asleep without bothering to clean up, Michael woke up and stared at the ceiling for a minute before realizing just why he was so itchy. Ew.  He started to nudge Ian then reconsidered.  His baby hadn’t slept well last week due to exams and final papers so maybe he should let Ian get sleep while he could.  

Michael carefully got off the bed and padded into the bathroom, closing the door and turning on the shower before taking care of some urgent business.  The water warmed quickly and he got in, making sure to wash all the itchy bits.  He got out and dried off, brushing his teeth then wetting down a towel before returning to the bedroom.

Ian didn’t even budge when Michael toweled him down and pulled the sheet over him but seemed to sigh happily when Michael kissed his brow.  Michael stood and just looked at him for a minute before throwing on some clothes and going downstairs to find some food.  What he found was Grant sitting at the kitchen table industriously working on his dissertation.

“Oh. Uh, hi Grant.”

“Hi Michael.”

“Do you want some breakfast?”

“I bought some muffins while I was out, they’re in the counter.”

“Oh. Great.”  Michael went over to the counter and picked up a chocolate chip muffin, noticing that the tea kettle was on the stove.  “Do you want a refill on your tea?”

“Yes please.”  

Michael sat down a couple of minutes later with two cups and his muffin, putting Grant’s cup back on his saucer.   He picked at the muffin for a minute watching Grant.

“I thought you were in New York today and tomorrow?”

“I was on my way to the train station, noticed it was too nice of a day to spend cooped up in the city and came home.  Nice show you two put on, by the way.” Grant finally looked up at him and winked.

Michael turned bright red and dropped his head into his hands. “Oh geeze.”

“Hey, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s nice to know you’re still having fun between the sheets even after six years and having a kid.  Although I’ve never heard you guys yell like that before.”

Michael could feel the heat coming off his face. “Um, with Chloe just down the hall, we have to be quiet.  This is the first time since she’s been here that Ian and I have been alone.  Well, we thought we were alone.”

Grant pushed himself back in his chair, picking up his cup. “You know, Pieter and I would be happy to take Chloe out on a Saturday or Sunday afternoon so you can have privacy.  We could stay with her one night if you wanted to go out or we could take her out while you stay in.”

“That’s sweet of you to offer but we already impose-”

“It’s not an imposition. Chloe’s a great kid and we love spending time with her; Thursday afternoon is one of the high points of my week.” Grant said referring to the day he picked up Chloe from school.

“I’ll have to talk it over with Ian.” 

“Okay.”

“I worry that I’m not spending enough time with her, with training and meets.”

“That’s understandable; she wasn’t part of your original training schedule.  You know there’s a pool at Chestnut Hill College?”

Baffled at the change of subject, Michael could only shrug.

“Well, they’re open in the mornings and it’s a half a mile away.”

“Really? I thought they were only open to students.”

“And faculty.” Grant said, pulling out a folder and passing it to Michael.

Michael took the folder and saw the letter inside, “Faculty?  You’re going to teach there?”

“I’ll be teaching Macroeconomics for their Continuing Studies School this summer on Tuesday evenings. This fall, I’ve got International Business, Intro Business and Principals of Finance both on Monday and Wednesdays and I’m helping out the athletics department on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

“What about your dissertation?”

“I’m three quarters of the way there but my defense isn’t scheduled until next spring because my advisor is on sabbatical. I needed something to fill my time and this just fell into my lap.  I’ve run into Dr. Horst, the dean, several times around town and we started talking one day. She called before we went to Australia and asked if I’d be interested in taking over some classes. The rest was just working out the visa situation so I could take the job.”

“Grant, congratulations! Are you excited about teaching?”

“Eh.” Grant said, shrugging with Pieter’s shoulder movement which greatly amused Michael. “I did some teaching in grad school but it all depends on the students.  It’s a small Catholic school and although Dr. Horst assures me it’s very liberal, I’m a little worried.”

“You didn’t take the job just for the pool privileges, did you?”

“Don’t be silly. I wasn’t looking for a job at all although I was beginning to wonder what I’d do for the next four years while Pieter’s in residency. It’s not a tenure position but I will have health insurance and the like plus my family members can use the pool.  Dr. Horst knows that we all live together and it was one of perks she dangled in front of me.”

“Perks?”

“Using the library and the other facilities. As a staff member, I get almost unlimited interlibrary loans; isn’t that fantastic?”

“You are such a geek!”

“Hey! No name calling.  Anyway since it’s such a nice day, we should finish up the front walk. What do we need to get from Home Depot?”

“The gravel, leveling sand and mulch. Actually we should have the mulch delivered because we need to do all the other beds too.”

“What about plants?”

“After the painters, I’d think. They’re just going to tromp all over them anyway. Hang on a sec.” Michael got up and went into the kitchen desk drawer, removing a packet.  He came back over and pulled out the various paint combinations.  “We like this one but the green is really dark.”

Grant looked through the sheets and pulled out one that had a deep red, dark brown and cream. “What about this?  It’s a darker version of what you have but sharper looking.”

“Hm. You know, it’s just too hard to make a decision with these little chips but I bet we could get a couple of quarts that matched and paint a piece of plywood so we could get a better idea.”

Gathering up his papers and books, Grant nodded. “Okay, go tell Lover Boy where we’re going. The sooner we get there, the sooner we’ll be done.”
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Michael ended up making a big note using a piece of Chloe’s poster board, propping it up in front of the mirror in the bathroom when Ian didn’t budge despite the mention of shopping.  He carefully locked the house up and set the alarm as they left, forwarding the house phone to his cell.

“When do you start teaching?”

“The end of June, the twenty third I think.”

“So you’ll still be able to go to the beach with us?”

“Yes indeed.  Pieter and I are both looking forward to it but we’re really taking the cat and the dogs?”

“Sure, why not?  We can’t leave them here by themselves.”

“And various members of your family will be there?”

“Yep but don’t worry; we’ll be in separate condos on the seventh and eighth floors. You and Pieter will have your own room and bath. Chloe’s sharing her room with Gina and Lexie. Beth and Colleen are in the fourth bedroom.”

“I remember Gina but which one was Lexie?”

“Lexie is Pete and Frannie’s daughter; Frannie is one of the cousins and her husband works for the Cleveland Browns.”

“The big guy who laughed really loud?”

“That’s the one. Nadia and James are picking Lexie up on their way from Chicago. They’re staying with her mom’s folks up on 20th Street along with three of their kids. 

“Siobhan and Art have all the boys in their condo including Trent, Max and Dennis; they’re right below us. Mom and Ryan are sharing with Pat and Kate and Brendan and Angie and they’ll be next door.  Hilary, Craig, Whitney and Peter are in with Dad and Jackie next door to Siobhan. Linda, Rodney, Ginny and Eddie have all the older girls: Molly, Sierra, Cassidy, Danica and Tracy in the condo next to Dad.

Grant shook his head. “How do you keep all this straight?”

“Haven’t you been reading the email from the family list?  Ian, Mom, Siobhan and Jackie have been working on this for two months. I’m sure there were royal weddings conducted with less attention to detail.”

“I’ll take your word for it. I’m not on your email list.”

“You’re not?”

“No, you’ve mentioned it before but I thought it was only for your families.”  

“Well hell, Grant.  You are family and I wouldn’t want you to miss things like the great sauerkraut debate of 2008.  Just ask Ian add your email.”

“Ian’s in charge of-? Wait, its Ian of course he’s in charge.”

“Heh. He’s one of the moderators; Siobhan’s the list owner. She beat Ian in setting it all by an hour. He still bitches about that so don’t even go there.”

“Now Michael, you can’t expect me to pass up an opportunity like that.”

“True. Okay, you have free reign but don’t blame me if it backfires on you.” Michael pulled into the parking lot of Home Depot and parked the SUV. “You want to help me put the seats down so we can fit everything in here?”

“Sure.”

Inside, Grant snagged one of the contractor’s carts and they headed for the paint department. The clerk was happy to match their paint and said he’d be done in a half hour.  That task completed, they headed for the garden center to get the other stuff when they both paused by a demonstration for an endless pool.

“Ever use one of those, Michael?”

“Yeah, at Michigan and the Speedo labs. You?”

“At the Speedo labs and back home.”

They stood for a moment, watching the video when Michael started laughing.  “We’re so pathetic. Other guys stop and look at power tools; we look at pools.”

“Excuse me, guys but I couldn’t help but notice you were interested in our demonstration pool. Do you have any questions?”

Grant and Michael looked at each other then Grant turned back to the salesman. “Do you have a brochure?”
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They loaded the final bag of sand into the back of the SUV and Michael stopped. “We don’t need a pool.”

“No, we don’t. But Pieter and I will pay for half if you get it.”

“Oh, way to talk me out of this Grant.” Michael said as he got behind the wheel.

“I’m only thinking of you.  Once the baby comes, you’ll want to spend more time at home.” Grant said, with patently mock sincerity.  “You can talk it over with the little woman when we get there. Ouch!” Grant grabbed his arm. “Does Ian know you’re so violent?”

“Strangely, it only seems to come out when you’re around.”
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The SUV was unloaded and they went inside to change. There was no sign of Ian downstairs so Michael went up to the bedroom and saw that the bed was empty and unmade.  The note in the bathroom was gone so Ian must have gotten up at some point although his car was still in the garage and none of the bikes was missing although the dogs weren’t home either.

Thinking that Ian had taken the dogs for a walk, Michael went outside and started working.  He’d just gotten the shovels and other tools when he felt a presence behind him.  He turned around and found himself staring at Steve Coburn who was wearing Ian’s favorite shirt.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Is that anyway to talk to me, lover?” Steve put his hand out to Michael.

“Where’s Ian?” Michael asked, backing away.

“Why do you care?  I can be more to you than he’s ever been.” Steve lurched forward and grabbed Michael by the arms, trying to pull him closer his mouth reaching for Michael’s. “He’s never going to be a problem for you again, lover.”

Suddenly furious and frightened beyond words, Michael broke away from him. “Where’s Ian? Where are the dogs?”

“I don’t like dogs, Michael. They’re filthy messy beasts; much like Ian. He’ll be nice and clean once they fish him out of where I threw him.” Steve’s eyes were cold and evil as he advanced towards Michael. “You’ll soon learn not to bring things in our house that I don’t like.  Like that little girl of yours.  Children are messy too and she’ll just distract you from taking care of me.”

Michael almost tripped over one of the shovels as he backed away and without a thought he ducked down and grabbed, holding it like a weapon.  “Steve, this isn’t a game. What did you do to Ian?”

Steve laughed, “Oh right. You’re such a sweet piece of pussy Michael so don’t try to play it tough. I know you want me.  You’re going to be so sweet when I fuck you and I’ll teach you how to-”

Suddenly frightened beyond words, Michael swung the shovel back and brought it forward striking the side of Steve’s left knee with the flat side, breaking the patella.  He wasn’t taking anatomy for nothing and Michael knew exactly where to hit to do the most damage.

Steve screamed, falling back and grabbing his knee. “What the fuck are you doing? You’re going to pay for this, you bitch!”

“What have you done with Ian?” Michael asked, holding the shovel up and ready to swing again. “You’re already looking at two surgeries and a year of rehab, Steve.  Tell me where Ian is right now or I’ll hit the other knee.”

The front door slammed but Michael didn’t look up, he only heard Grant yelling as he ran towards them. 

“Michael! Michael, what are you doing? Put the shovel down.”

Michael shook his head. “I can’t. He’s done something to Ian.”

Grant stopped trying to take the shovel and looked down at the man moaning in pain. From the house, he’d thought that Michael had been attacking Ian but now he could see it was some stranger. “What are you talking about?”

“That’s Steve Coburn, he’s hurt Ian.” Michael said, angrily wiping tears away. “He kept coming towards me; he told me he’s hurt Ian and the dogs.”

“Ian’s not in the house?”

“No. He’s missing and so are the dogs. The bed’s not made.”

Grant nodded, suddenly understanding. “Okay. Calm down and give me your phone so I can call the cops.”

Fumbling, Michael unhooked the phone and passed it over, never taking his eyes off Steve. “He threatened Chloe. He said- he said.” Michael couldn’t finish.

During the next half hour of his life, Michael knew things happened. He heard Grant make the call and speak to the operator but he couldn’t make out the words.  His only thoughts were for Ian.  Where was he? How had this happened?  Please let him be okay, please let him be alive.

He started shivering and he could feel someone’s arm around him but it wasn’t Ian’s arm and then there was a blanket and he was sitting and a woman was asking things but it wasn’t Ian’s voice and lights and shouting and Grant telling him something and Pieter was there but no Ian.

The feel of two furry bodies against his broke him out of his haze, both dogs trembling and trying to climb into his lap. “Giz? Gadget?” He looked around and saw both Pieter and Grant staring towards the driveway where EMTs was loading a long familiar body on a stretcher into the back of an ambulance. “Ian?”

“Michael. Michael, listen to me.” Pieter took his hands and moved in front of Michael, blocking his view. “Ian’s going to be okay. He’s had a knock on the head, bruises and he’ll be stiff from being tied up but he’s okay.  They’re taking him down the hill to the hospital, I’m going to take you there and Grant’s going to get Chloe. Michael, are you listening.”

“Why can’t I go with him?”

“Because it’s right around the corner.  Can you stand up?” Pieter spoke gently but in a businesslike manner.

“Of course I can-” Michael tried to rise and stumbled when his legs went weak. Grant and Pieter both helped him stay up right and Michael took several deep breaths. “I’m okay. Um, I need to-” 

Staggering back from them, Michael turned and threw up on a pile of dirt, falling down and bracing himself on his hands as he emptied his stomach and kept retching.  After what seemed like hours but was probably on a couple of minutes, strong hands were helping him sit down and a cold towel wiped his face down. Another cold towel was put on the back of his neck and he shuddered as his stomach rolled then settled.

“Ssh. It’s going to be okay.” Pieter said, pulling him into a hug. “He’s okay, he’s okay.”

“It won’t be okay until I can see him and hold him and he says he’s okay.”

“I know and Grant’s got your wallets so let’s go.” 

Somehow, Grant and Pieter got him in a car with a bottle of water, some ice in a towel and in a much calmer state.  Grant pulled out behind them to head for the school and they were parking in the ER lot before Michael could start getting anxious again.

“May I help-?  Oh, hi Dr. Hoogie. Is your friend hurt?” The receptionist at the ER looked at Michael who was still holding the ice to his neck.

“No Candy, he’s feeling a little wonky but we’re here for Ian Thorpe.  He should have just come in with the ambulance.”

She looked at her computer, nodding his head. “Yes, he’s here. He’s in ER 3 and they’re doing the initial exam.

“This is his husband, Michael. Is there paperwork to be filled out?”

“You know it.” Candy pulled out a clipboard and handed it over. “I’ll check with Dr. Nelson in a minute and see when you can go back.”

“Thanks, Candy.”

Pieter led Michael over to the waiting area and pulled out Ian’s license and insurance card, using them to fill out the forms while Michael sat with his feet up and slowly slipped at his water per Pieter’s instructions.

“Pieter?”

“Yes, Michael?”

“Did you see Ian? Back at the house?”

“Yes I did.”

“Where was he?”

“I think they found him tied up in the other garage.”

“And he was alive?”

“Yes, of course he was, Michael. He was groggy but alive.”

“Okay.”

A woman walked into the waiting room and sat down across from Michael, a notepad in her hand.

“Mr. Phelps, tell me again how you knew Mr. Thorpe was missing.”

Michael looked at Pieter and then looked back at the woman. “Um, excuse me. Are you a reporter?”

The woman shared a glance with Pieter who stopped writing. “Michael, this is Detective Yarrow. She was at the house, don’t you remember?”

Shaking his head, Michael dropped his feet and sat up. “No. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I was there too. Did that zwakhoofd hurt you?”

“What? No. He grabbed me, tried to kiss me but no.  I’m sorry, Detective-, was it Yarrow? I get kind of loopy when I’m stressed.  What was your question again?”

“How did you know Mr. Thorpe was missing? That Mr. Coburn had hurt him?”

“Because the bed wasn’t made and the note was missing.  Ian always makes the bed, right after he gets up and he would have written something back on the note.  I’ve never left a note that he didn’t write something on it.  I saw all that while I was upstairs but it didn’t really register until I saw Steve.”

“He writes on your notes?”

“Um, yeah.  Sometimes it’s a little joke or he’ll write back in French and then I have to go find the dictionary.”

“Why did you hit Mr. Coburn?”

“Because he said Ian would be nice and clean when they fished him out and that Chloe was a distraction. It was the way he said it, like Chloe was disposable.  He- he said I was a sweet piece of pussy.” Michael swallowed hard and put the ice back on his nape.

Pieter put the pen down and took Michael’s hand. “He really said that?”

“Yeah. I’d picked up the shovel because he kept coming towards me. I told him to quit it and tell me where Ian was.  He said I-. That he-.  Please, can I see Ian? I really need to see Ian.” Michael’s voice quaked and he blinked, trying not to cry again. Pieter squeezed his hand, trying to reassure him.

“I’m sure the doctor will be out shortly, Mr. Phelps.  You’d previously met Mr. Coburn in San Diego back in February?”

“Ah. Yeah. He was in the 200 Fly and the 100 Fly.  Friday night, the night before the last day, he showed up at my room after ten pm.  I was having dinner with a friend; Miles and Steve knocked on the door and started telling me that he knew I wanted him and that he could be Ian for me.  Miles called hotel security and they took him away.  I think Steve had been drinking, he had a bottle of wine with him and the security guy, George, said they’d had a problem with him on Thursday.  Steve’s only seventeen, well maybe he’s eighteen now.”

“Did you press charges?”

“No.  He never got into my room, he was just weird.  But everyone knows about it. Maureen, my manager’s assistant knew about it by the next afternoon and she’s in New York.”

“Have you seen Mr. Coburn between then and today?”

“No, I thought he might turn up when we were in Sydney in March but Ian arranged something. I don’t know what he did but Steve was in Japan while we were in Sydney.”

“You kept tabs on Mr. Coburn?”

Michael nodded, “Yeah, he was weird and scary.  He seemed obsessed about Ian, he’s wears his hair like Ian did.  I keep track of Taylor and Cathy too.  I call the warden at Cathy’s prison every month; I just like to know where the weirdoes are.”

“Taylor and Cathy?”

“Our stalkers.  Ian has had an AVO on Taylor Martin for years; it’s the Australian version of a protection order. Cathy’s serving life without parole at Robert Scott in Michigan; she tried to blow us up.”

Detective Yarrow was looking a little dazed. “Okay.  You have a very comprehensive security system at your home.  Did you set it before you left?”

“Yes, because Ian was sleeping.”

“Mr. van den Hoogenband said he saw Mr. Thorpe earlier, coming back from taking your daughter to school.  Did he go back to bed?”

A blushing Michael admitted, “Um we fell asleep after we made love. I woke up about an hour later and went downstairs. I was sort of shocked that Grant was home because uh, we were a little loud. Since we were both home, Grant suggested that we finish the walk out front. That’s when I went upstairs and wrote the note.”

“What did you write it on?”

Michael caught Pieter’s uneasy look out of the corner of his eye and closed his mouth. “Do I need a lawyer or something?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because you’re asking me all these questions.”

“We’re just trying to determine how Mr. Coburn got into your house or how he lured Mr. Thorpe out. You’ve already admitted to injuring Mr. Coburn but he’s got several bite marks.  We think they’re dog bites but he’s in surgery and Mr. Thorpe’s still unconscious so we can’t ask them.”

“Unconscious! Pieter, you didn’t say he was unconscious. Is he in a coma?”

“Calm down, Michael.” Pieter said soothingly while shooting the detective a dirty look, “He had a hard knock on his head but he was conscious when I saw him. He even asked about you.”

“He did? You’re not just saying that?”

“No, I’m telling you the truth.  Now, sit back down and put your feet up.”

Michael sat, without really being aware of when he’d stood up. “Okay.  Is Grant bringing Chloe here?”

“No, she’s still got two more hours of classes; she’s safer there until we know what’s going on.  Grant stopped to inform Dr. Rawlings and he’ll be here shortly.”

“Oh. Um. Thank you. Sorry I yelled at you.”

“No problem.” Pieter said with an understanding shrug.

Detective Yarrow cleared her throat, getting their attention again, “Mr. Phelps, what did you write your note on?”

“A big piece of Chloe’s poster board; she had a class project a week or two ago and there was some left over.  Pieter, where’s my phone?  I should call Ken and Margaret.”

“Grant has it still I think.  I’ll call them when we know how he’s doing.”

“Mr. Phelps, how long were you gone from the house?” The detective asked, trying to get them back on the subject.

Michael started to answer then suddenly sat up, his head swiveling towards the door to the treatment area. “Ian?”

Pieter and Detective Yarrow both looked at the door, expecting to see the doctor but the doors remained closed. Michael stood up and stared hard.

The sound of someone shouting, the volume getting louder as Pieter recognized Ian screaming Michael’s name.  Michael took off, running at full speed at the doors and flying through them. The detective and Pieter were hot on his heels, trying to catch him.

Felicia Yarrow almost had him when Michael paused at an intersection in the hallway then sprinted off to the left; a direction Pieter recognized as leading to ER 3.  By that point, there were several nurses and other hospital personnel trying to stop him but Michael shook off the orderly and was soon at the curtain at curtain, being blocked by a nurse who appeared to be holding restraints.

“Michael!” Ian screamed again and Michael could hear the panicked sounding voices of the medical personnel in the room with him.

“Ian! Ian, baby I’m right here!” Michael yelled, giving the nurse an evil eye. “Lady, get out of my way.”

“You can’t go in there.  Go back to the waiting room and the doctor will be out shortly.”

“Ma’am, I’ve never hurt anyone in my life but I’m on a roll today and if you don’t let me in there, you’re all going to regret it. He’s my husband. He’s scared and he’s hurt and I need to be with him.”

The nurse spotted Pieter over Michael’s shoulder and gave a sigh of relief. She could tell the tall man meant business but Dr. Hoogie would take care of him.  They all jumped when Ian screamed again and Pieter slipped in front of Michael as the doctor inside the room shouted out for a sedative.

“Danielle, you have to trust me here.  Let Michael in the room; I’ll talk to Dr. Nelson but Ian will be much easier to handle once they’re together.” Pieter spoke calmly and eased her aside, making the way clear for Michael to enter.

His heart stopped when he saw Ian’s bruised body and cuts on his wrists. The staff must have removed his clothes on arrival, looking for injuries and Ian’s struggles to get off the bed had left him naked and exposed, the sheet kicked aside.  Michael dashed forward, putting his hand gently on Ian’s chest not paying any attention to the various medical personnel. His heart broke when Ian flinched at his touch.

“Ian? Ian, I’m here and you’re going to be okay. Baby, can you hear me?” Michael spoke quietly, his body bending over the bed.

“Michael?” Ian instantly calmed, his hand coming up to grasp Michael’s, turning his head in the direction of Michael’s voice. Michael gasped when he saw the damage on Ian’s face, the flesh so swollen around his eyes that they could no longer open.

“Yes, baby. I’m right here.”

“Michael, did he hurt you? Is Chloe okay? He said he was going to-.” Ian said, gagging and trembling.

“No baby, he didn’t hurt me. I hit him with a shovel.  Chloe’s still at school, she’s fine.”

“Really? You’re not just-”

Michael picked up Ian’s hand and placed it on his own face, not caring if Ian felt the tears that were streaming down his face.  “There, you feel that? I’m fine but baby, you need to let the doctors help you. Please? You’re really hurt and they can make you better.”

Ian’s other hand came up and did a quick examination of Michael’s face, neck and shoulders. “You’re not hurt?”

“No baby.  Will you let the doctor’s help you?” Michael asked, fussing with the sheet that was tangled around Ian’s legs and pulling up so Ian was no longer exposed. His hands moved restlessly over Ian’s body, as if making sure he was real.

“You have to stay, Michael. Please stay with me? I- I can’t see.” Ian said the last words at a whisper.

“I know baby, your eyes are all swollen so stop trying to use them.  I’ll be right here the whole time; just relax and let them take care of you.” Michael leaned forward and kissed the uninjured side of Ian’s mouth, taking Ian’s hand in his. “I love you, Ian.”

“I love you too, Michael.” Ian said, his thumb stroking the back of Michael’s hand.

Michael turned to see medical staff all standing still, watching them. “Okay, here’s how it’s going to work. I’m staying here and so is Pieter.  Do what you need to do but no sedatives, no pain meds or anything else without Pieter’s approval.”  Michael’s face and tone were uncompromising.

“Pieter’s here?” Ian asked faintly.

“Yes, baby. He’s here and he’s going keep an eye on things. Grant went down to the school but he’ll be here shortly.” In sharp contrast, Michael spoke to Ian gently and lovingly, his free hand constantly stroking the one spot on Ian’s shoulder that wasn’t bruised.

“Good, trust Pieter.” Ian’s voice was slurring as he settled down.

“I know baby.”

“Michael, Chloe. Sara. Hospital. Don’t.” Ian struggled against his sudden exhaustion, his face twisting in frustration.

Michael understood him anyway. “Chloe will be really scared that you’re in the hospital but I’ll make sure she knows you’re going to be okay.”  

“Good. Hurts.”

“Ssh. The doctor’s here and he’ll help. Just listen to my voice and breath.”  A stool appeared in Michael’s peripheral vision and he snagged it with his foot, sitting down so his face was level with Ian’s. “Do you remember our trip to Fiji? The helicopter ride from Nadi and how blue the water was?” Michael kept talking as the doctor moved forward and was finally able to work on Ian’s injuries.  Pieter watched everything carefully; from the insertion of the IV needle, the dressing of Ian’s bloody wrists and the ointment applied to his eyes before a bandage was wrapped around his head.

Michael was vaguely aware of all this but he focused on Ian, talking to give Ian something to focus on besides the stranger’s hands on his person.  The catalog of injuries his spouse had suffered was long; from punches on his face to the oddly shaped bruises on his torso which came from being kicked.  Thankfully, there would be no permanent damage but Michael found himself wishing he’d done more damage to Steve when he’d had the chance.

Two hours later, Pieter had convinced Dr. Nelson that Ian would be much more comfortable in his own bed and that Pieter would be there to deal with any complications that might arise. A set of Ian’s sweats appeared and Michael tenderly helped Ian get dressed, with Pieter lending assistance when necessary.

A wheelchair was procured and Ian gingerly sat down. Michael signed the last form and handed it over; taking the prescriptions the doctor gave him only to have Pieter snatch them away.

“I’ll take care of these on my way to pick Chloe up. Grant’s outside and he’s going to take you home.” Pieter expertly wheeled the chair out into the hall and took a route out of the ER and through another section of the hospital. Michael looked at him curiously but Pieter shook his head, shooting a look at Ian.

Grant was indeed waiting outside a door marked ‘Staff Only’ and quickly got out of the car when he saw them coming.  Ian was carefully but swiftly transferred into the backseat, Michael taking the seat next to him.  Pieter closed the door and gave Grant a kiss before waving at them and turning back into the hospital.

Michael saw the need for the surreptitious exit strategy when Grant drove out past the ER area. The area was jammed with TV satellite trucks and other vehicles, members of the press milling about like sharks.  They ignored Grant and his passengers, focusing on the ER entry and they were soon off the hospital grounds.

Ian was yawning sleepily as he slumped against Michael.  He hadn’t spoken since telling the doctor that a rape kit wasn’t necessary and Michael was worried.  He believed Ian when he said he hadn’t been raped but he knew something else had happened, something Ian didn’t want to talk about.

Detective Yarrow had asked for a short statement after the doctor had finished, wanting to know how Ian had ended up in the garage.  Ian haltingly explained waking up after hearing the doorbell and answering the door without checking the video camera. Steve had used a stun gun on Ian and both dogs, dragging them all out to the garage.  He’d tied Ian up with wire and taped the dogs’ mouths shut with duct tape.  Steve punched and kicked Ian for an hour, screaming invectives at him and only stopped his abuse when he’d seen Michael pull into the garage.

Satisfied with the initial statement, Detective Yarrow excused herself to return to the police station promising to come to the house the next day.

As they lived so close to the hospital, Michael wasn’t surprised to see more media in front of their house but the police still on the scene quickly moved them aside and let Grant’s car in the drive.  Michael avoided looking at the garage in the back of their lot, preferring instead to be grateful Ian was right next to him.

The car stopped and it took several minutes to get Ian out of car and into the house. A uniformed police officer was stationed in the kitchen and nodded to them, looking at Ian with surprise as they entered.

“Ian, do you want to sack out on the couch for a while or go up to bed?” Grant asked his voice steady but his face tight with worry.

“Bath. Smell. He pissed on me.”

The cop’s eyes widened and he started to speak but Michael shook his head, warning the man off with a gesture of his hand.

“Okay, upstairs it is.  We’ll have to be really careful with the bandages on your head and hands but we’ve managed before, right baby?” Michael said, leading Ian to the hallway.  The trip upstairs and into the bedroom took only a minute and Grant slipped into the bathroom to turn on the shower while Michael helped Ian get undressed.  Ian stood passively under the water as Michael suds him up and rinsed him thoroughly.

“Ian is this okay or do you want me to wash you again.”

“Good. Teeth please?”

“Sure, baby.” 

Michael put the paste on the brush and handed it to Ian, positioning him in front of the mirror.  Afterwards, he helped Ian find the toilet then washed both of the hands and led him out to the bedroom. He helped Ian get into a fresh pair of sweats and gave him a hand into bed.  The bed was freshly made and Ian sank back into the pillows, pulling Michael onto the mattress and huddling close to him.

Michael was glad to see Ian looking a little less pale and picked up Ian’s hand to brush a kiss across the tips of Ian’s fingers. They both tensed when there was a gentle knock on their door.

“It’s me, Ian. I’ve made you a cuppa, soup and a grill cheese.” Grant said, pushing open the door and coming in with a bed tray. “You must be famished, mate.”

“I am a bit peckish.” Ian said, sitting up and making an effort to speak clearly.

Grant handed the tray to Michael who set it across Ian’s lap. “The cup’s about four inches in front of your left hand and I’ve put a straw in it and the soup. Horrible way to treat good tea but your lip looks painful.  The sandwich is also cut up already.

Ian found the tea cup, smiling a little when his finger touched the short straw Grant had thoughtfully provided. “Thank you.”

“What’s a cuppa?” Grant asked rhetorically. “Guys, Chloe will be home in a few minutes. How do you want to handle this?”

Michael instinctively turned to look at Ian then realized Ian couldn’t look back. He squeezed Ian’s thigh before answering. “I’ll go downstairs and tell her what’s happened and then bring her up.  You’re up to seeing her, right?”

“Yes. You’ll need to warn her about my eyes and hand me a shirt.  I don’t know what my chest looks like but it’s not anything she needs to see.”

“Okay.” Michael got up carefully and went to the closet, pulling out a long sleeved T-shirt. Grant took the tray back for a moment while Ian slowly pulled the shirt on then set it back down.  Ian was halfway through with the soup when they all heard the back door open and Chloe’s familiar footsteps running across the kitchen floor.

Michael kissed Ian quickly and headed downstairs, intercepting Chloe in the foyer.

“Daddy! What’s wrong with Papa? One of the girls at school said a man hurt him.”

Pieter gave Michael a look of apology as Chloe climbed up into Michael’s arms. “Sorry, the older girls have cell phones.”

“Ah.” Michael said, sitting down and letting Chloe get comfortable. “Papa was hurt but he’s right upstairs and he’s anxious to see you.” Michael tightened his arms, keeping her in his lap. “But he’s really sore and the doctor put a bandage over his eyes so don’t be scared when you see him.  The bandages will come off in a couple of days and Papa’s going to be just fine. I need you to promise me that you won’t jump on the bed because that might hurt Papa. Can you do that?”

Chloe nodded earnestly and Michael set her down and took her hand, taking her upstairs. Pieter followed behind quietly, holding a bag from the drugstore. He didn’t want to intrude but he was just as eager as Chloe was to see Ian.

Michael tapped on the door and pushed it open, “Baby, Chloe’s home.”

Ian looked up with a smile. “So I heard.” He patted the bed, “Come on over here Chloe-love.”

Chloe slowly walked over, her eyes glued to the stark white material around her father’s head. “Papa, does it hurt?”

“Yes it does but now that you’re here, it doesn’t hurt near as much.  Can you come up here? Michael, help her up.”

Michael lifted her up after she kicked off her shoes and she crawled over, careful of the tray. She lifted her hand to touch him but paused. “Papa, you have a boo boo on your lip.”

“I know. Is it really gross?”

“Uh-huh.  Did Daddy kiss it to make it better?”

“Why, no he did not!” Ian said, exaggeratingly surprised. “Michael, you’d better get over here and take care of that.”  Ian puckered up and Michael smiled, taking a seat on the other side of Ian and bussing him carefully. 

“Does it feel better?”

“Yes it does Chloe. That was a brilliant idea. Grant, Pieter don’t just stand there. There’s plenty of room down at the end.  And what’s the crinkling sound?”

“Oh!” Pieter said as he and Grant sat, both leaning back against the footboard. “I stopped at the pharmacy and filled your prescriptions and got a few other things.”  

“What are prescriptions?” Chloe asked, getting comfy next to Ian and stealing a sip of tea.

“Dr. Hoogie, care to explain?”

“Prescriptions are medicines a doctor gives to make you feel better.”

“And I’m not allowed to touch medicine without Papa or Daddy telling me I can.”

“Very good, Chloe. Now, Pieter what have you got?”

Pieter opened the bag and took out three bottles of pills, two tubes of ointment and a few other things including a heating pad explaining each item for both Chloe and Ian.  Michael took the heating pad and plugged it in, placing it behind the small of Ian’s back.

“Thank you love, that’s much better.  And since there appears to be a mouse in the house who is stealing my sandwich, I think we all need some food.  I’m sure everyone else is just as hungry as the mouse.”

Chloe giggled, nodding at the idea as Michael stomach rumbled as if on cue. Michael got up and took the tray from Ian’s lap. “Chloe, go change into your play clothes please.  I’ll go down and find something.  Pieter, would you mind?”

“I’ll stay and explain the meds. Will you bring a glass of water back with you?”

“Sure.”

Grant stood and helped Chloe off the bed, “I’ll go down with you Michael and get us all something to drink.”

Downstairs, Michael pulled out tortillas, eggs, cheese and the microwave bacon while Grant put the kettle back on and ran a bottle of cold water upstairs. He came back to find Michael gripping the counter tightly and took Michael into his arms.

“He’s going to be okay.”

“I know, it’s just-.”

“You don’t want to break down in front of him.” Grant said, understanding.

“No. It’s bad enough what he went through without adding my crap on top of it. I hit him. I intentionally harmed another human being.”

“Ian lives to deal with your crap and you were protecting your family. That bastard got what he deserved and if I’d known what he’d done I would have gotten a few kicks in myself. Now, pull yourself together. Ian will worry if you take too long.” Grant kissed his forehead and gave him a pat on the back.

They ate in the master bedroom. Pieter had raided the guest rooms and Ian was now propped up with extra pillows under his legs, easing the strain on his back.  The dogs came out from under Chloe’s bed at some point and took their normal places on their beds in the bay window; someone had removed the rest of the tape and Pieter gave them a quick exam to make sure they were okay.

Ian was getting a little groggy again as the Tylenol with codeine took effect and it made the necessary trip to the bathroom to get rid of all the liquid a little rocky but he was soon back in bed and yawning.

“Okay, I think it’s time for a nap.  Ian, do you want us to leave?” Pieter asked.

“No!” Ian said loudly before softening his tone. “Um. Do you mind staying? I can snooze while you’re here and its nice being all together, isn’t it?” 

“Of course we can stay. Chloe, why don’t you get your homework and we’ll all work on it together.” Pieter said.

“Okay!” Chloe climbed down carefully then ran to her room.

“Thank you,” Ian said gratefully once he heard her leave. “I- I don’t want to be alone.”

“Its fine, Ian.  Pieter, let’s get the chairs out of the guest suite and we’ll sit in them. Your bed is very comfortable but you’re hogging all the pillows.” Grant pulled Pieter off the bed, giving Ian and Michael a few minutes alone and taking the paper plates and napkins with him.

“You need anything, Baby?”  

“Um, can you help me lay on my side?”

“Of course.”

He helped Ian get comfortable, putting a pillow between Ian’s legs and pulling the covers up. Ian curled into Michael’s side, his arm around Michael’s legs and his face resting on Michael’s thigh.  “Can you rub my neck?”

“Whatever you want.  Are the pills helping?” Michael said as his strong fingers gently massaged the area.

“Yes.  You hit him with a shovel?”

“Yes. Broke his kneecap. They said he was in surgery. Ian, he didn’t-?”

“No, he wasn’t interested in me; he just wanted to be me.  Took my shirt, all my clothes actually. Are Giz and Gadget okay?  I could hear them whimpering. They tried to protect me.”

Both dogs perked up when they hear their names, their tails wagging.

“They’re a little subdued, he taped their muzzles but Pieter says they’re fine.  I’m glad Steve didn’t have the taser on full power.”

“I know but believe me; it hurt enough as it was.  Can they sleep on the bed with us?  Just this once?”

“Okay. I’ll ask Grant to help them up so they don’t jostle you.”

“Has anyone called Mum and Dad?”

“I don’t know. It’s been-”

“A bad day all the way around. What time is it?”

Michael looked at the clock, surprised to see it was almost seven. “It’s only ten am their time, seven pm here.”

“Can you dial for me? And where’s Chloe?”

Michael answered as he picked up the phone, “She’s downstairs with Grant, getting some ice cream I think.”  He dialed the phone and listened to the rings, “I’ve got their voice mail. Hang on a sec.”

Michael switched ears, before speaking into the handset. “Margaret, Ken? It’s Michael. Okay, um you’re not home but please call us when you get this message. Ian’s been a little injured but he’s fine. Here.”  He gave Ian the phone.

“Mum, Dad I’m fine. A little sore and the codeine is kicking in but I’m fine. We’re all fine and don’t pay attention to the media; we’ll explain it all when we talk to you. Here’s Michael back.”

Michael took the phone and left a few more assurances before hanging up and dialing Chris and David’s house, leaving a similar message.  He could hear Grant and Chloe downstairs still and he chuckled.  “Chloe’s trying to convince Grant that she needs to taste test your ice cream.”

Ian smiled, snuggling back into Michael’s side. “You need to call your mum and dad, and call Carl.  Have you spoken to the police?”

“Yeah, a little. I don’t know what I said the first time; I was too worried about you.” Michael dialed again calling his father first.  He was unsurprised that that line was busy and so was his mother’s.  He dialed Ryan’s cell phone and it was picked up on the first ring.

“Michael? Where are you?” Ryan asked, having recognized the phone number on the display.

“Ryan, hi. Um, I guess you heard?”

“Yes, a reporter called four hours ago. Are you okay? Is Ian?”

“We’re fine. Ian’s right here, a little sore and really beat up but we’re fine.”

“Thank the merciful lord.” Ryan said, the relief evident. “Your mom’s on the landline with your dad. Hang on.”

The next voice Ian heard was his mother’s. “Michael?”

“Hi mom. We’re fine, we’re home and Ian’s really sleepy from the meds but we’re okay.”

“Thank goodness. Margaret, Fred did you hear that?”

As it turned out, Debbie was teleconferenced in with Fred and Margaret, Ken listening in on the extension while Jackie and Ryan manned the internet and the TV, relaying any new info.  Michael handed the phone to Ian who managed to yawn through a short conversation before handing the phone back.

“Michael, you’re home?”

“Yes, we’re all home.”

“Your dad and I can be there in an hour, Sweetie.”

“I know but it’s a mess out here with the police and the news people. Maybe in a few days?”

“Okay. Your dad said to call your lawyer.”

“I’m doing that next.  Mom, Ian’s almost asleep so we’ll call everyone tomorrow.”

“Okay, give Ian a kiss for all of us.”

“I will, night everyone.” Michael hung up and looked down at Ian. “Our parents are amazing.”

“Mum and dad, in Baltimore?” Ian asked, the pills muddling his thought process.

“Mom was on the phone with them.”

“Good Debs.”

“I know.” Michael said tenderly, his hand running through Ian’s hair as Ian finally dropped off to sleep. He was still worried about Ian but they were home, together and they’d make it through. They always did.

Waltzing

May 11, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Ian woke up in the dark and after a minute, realized that there was something over his eyes. When his fingers touched the gauze, the memory came flooding back.

&&

Ian tried to ignore the doorbell but huffed as he rolled over but whoever it was wasn’t going away. He took a quick pee, seeing Michael’s note but going back into the bedroom to pull some clothes on. He reached into the dresser drawer and pulled out a T-shirt and a scrubby pair of shorts, grumbling under his breath.  This had better be important or someone was going to pay.

He hit the intercom button by the door. “Yes, what is it?”

“Delivery, sir.  From Australia for a Mr. Grant Hackett.”

“I’ll be right there.” As he went down the stairs, he realized that Grant had had a birthday the previous day and wondered why Grant hadn’t mentioned it.  Oh ho! Not only was it Grant’s birthday but it was his thirtieth and Ian would have definitely made a big deal over that!  He knew that Grant had purposefully not brought it up to avoid a full day of teasing about being an old man. Ian rubbed his hands together; making plans to drop by the local chemist’s and pick a cane up along with a few other things.

He opened the door, busy with his thoughts and saw a man in a delivery uniform, holding a box. “Sorry about that, I was sleeping.” Ian said, as he reached for the package.

“Good, because you’re going to sleep for a very long time.” The man stepped forward and pressed a black thing to Ian’s arm.

Ian looked down and tried to step back but froze when there was a buzzing sound and the most excruciating pain arced through his body. He dropped to the floor, hitting hard and heard the dogs go crazy, the man yelling and the buzzing sound again, twice.

Intellectually he knew he’d just been hit with a stun gun and that the dogs had been too but he couldn’t make his body move. His only view was the baseboard near the door of the living room and he could feel someone’s hand on his ankle.

“-you’re a real tub of lard you are. Haven’t been watching your weight, have you? Oh, what to do with you? Michael’s going to be home soon and I don’t really have time to give you what you deserve. He doesn’t need to see you again; he’ll be too busy taking care of me.”

Ian could feel himself being dragged back towards the kitchen and could hear the man babbling on. He started to feel better, able to twitch his fingers and move his feet. He reached out and grabbed the leg of the table, which he immediately regretted.

The man pulled him for a moment then came up to look at him.  “Oh, you’re awake again? Can’t be having that can we?”

As the man raised the stunner again, Ian recognized him and tried to block the device but lost consciousness when the flood of pain overwhelmed him.  He woke up again on his back on the cold cement floor and recognized that he was now in the garage.  His arms bound in front of him and he was nude.  He could hear someone talking but he didn’t pay attention as he scanned the room, hoping he wouldn’t see Michael.

“Well, well well.  Look who’s awake.” Steve Coburn said, standing over him wearing his clothes. “It took you long enough. Guess you aren’t such a tough guy after all.” Almost casually, Steve kicked him viciously in the arm causing Ian to gasp with pain.

“Why are you doing this?” Ian managed to ask, trying to curl up and protect himself.

“Because you have something I want.  You’ve always had something I want; the records, the money. All my life I’ve heard about the great Ian Thorpe and how I’d never measure up but guess what? You’re nothing. A piece of shit that doesn’t deserve any of it.  Don’t worry; I’ll take good care of Michael but that little brat’s got to go and your dirty beasts.  No room in Michael’s life for anyone but me now. He’ll be much better off with me and I’m going to fuck him tonight wearing your medals.”

Through his little speech, he kicked and punched Ian; seeming to enjoy taking his fists and feet to a helpless man.  After a few more kicks, he straddled Ian’s chest and leaned down, drawing his fist back then changing his mind. His hand went to the fly of his borrowed shorts and he pulled his dick out.

“What are you doing?” Ian asked, trying to scramble away.

“I need to take a piss. Oh, you thought I was going to rape you? Don’t make me laugh. My dick’s too good for you.”  Steve let loose with a stream of yellow liquid, trying to aim for Ian’s face but Ian kept scrambling back and the majority landed on his chest and arms.

Steve wasn’t happy with that and after tucking himself back in, dropped down and straddled Ian’s chest not seeming to mind he was sitting in his own urine. “You really shouldn’t have done that, Ian. Now I’m mad.  The last thing Ian saw was Steve’s fist being drawn back when the pain exploded around his right eye.

Ian didn’t know how long it went; he stopped paying attention to Steve’s increasingly more garbled explanations of his plans for Michael.  The man was obviously off his rocker and Ian tried to get away but things went dark again after another zap.

He woke up for the fifth time that day to the sounds of several people in the room with him, all sounding frantically businesslike.  Someone cut the metal around his wrists and there was someone talking to him but he couldn’t see. God, he couldn’t see.

He must have been fighting them because he suddenly felt a familiar hand on his face. “Ian, Ian its Pieter.  The paramedics are here but you have to stop fighting.”

“Pie-Pieter?”  Ian grabbed Pieter’s hand frantically.

“Yes, Pieter.” The accented voice confirmed.

“Michael? Did he get Michael?”

“No, Michael got him. Michael’s fine.”

“Pieter, I can’t see.  What did he do to my eyes?”

“The area’s swollen and there’s some damage around your eyes. Ian, you have to go to the hospital but you have to cooperate.”

“Michael, get Michael.”

“I will.”

Ian passed out as the paramedics lifted him and the next thing he knew, he was in a loud space again surrounded by people and the sharp smell of antiseptics filled his nose.  A hand grabbed his chin and he felt another hand on his ankles and he totally freaked out, his legs and arms lashing out and trying to get the hands away from him as he screamed Michael’s name.

After many painful minutes, he suddenly heard Michael’s voice. God, where was he?  Had Steve hurt him too? “Michael!”
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“Ian!  Ian, wake up baby.”

Ian felt those comforting arms come around him and he could smell the familiar scent of the fabric softener Michael used.

“Michael?”

“Ssh. I’m right here. It’s okay.” Michael crooned, his hand rubbing up and down Ian’s arm.

Ian settled down in Michael’s arms, taking several deep breaths and resisting the urge to rip the wrapping off his eyes. “What time is it?

“Two, in the afternoon.  You’ve been in and out of sleep since last night.”

“It’s Tuesday?”

“Yes, are you hungry?”

“Um, yes. I need to pee though. Get a shower and brush my teeth. I feel icky.”

“Pieter said you were running a little fever when he changed your dressings earlier. You want to get up now or rest for a minute?”

“I’ll get up.”  

It was a struggle, getting out of the bedding with his achy muscles and he had to learn a new way to walk that didn’t jostle his sore head.  Michael helped him with the toilet but only with his aim then helped him with getting the shirt and his sweats off.  

The washing and a toothbrush went a long way to making him feel more human, helped along by the kiss Michael placed on the uninjured side of his mouth.  

“Do you want breakfast in bed or are you up to going downstairs?”

“Downstairs. Where is everyone?”

“Chloe’s at school, Grant took the dogs to the vet and Pieter’s making dinner.  He’s been on the phone with your mom and got one of your favorite recipes from her.”

“The dogs, are they okay?”

“They seem fine but we want to be sure. Pieter thinks Gadget might be a little dehydrated. Okay, we’re heading out the door.  Put your hand on my elbow.”

Ian did so and Michael walked forward, giving him little clues as they went out into the upper hall and down the stairs.

“Mum called? You told her I was fine, right?”

“Yes, you talked to her last night.  I know you don’t remember because those pills really knocked you out but we’ll call them later.  One more step and then the kitchen, unless you want to sit in the family room.”

“Kitchen and can I get some coffee?”

“Let’s ask the chef.  Hey Pieter look who’s awake.”

“Ian! Well, you’re looking better.  Did you mention coffee? I’ll get the machine going.”

Michael pulled a chair out and put Ian’s hand on the chair back. “Here’s a chair. You’re facing the stove and the fridge is on your right.”

Ian sat down slowly, getting used to feeling his way around instead of seeing. “How long will I have to have this bandage?”

“The swelling was down a bit but you don’t want to risk your eyesight, my friend.  Dr. Nelson said to give it a couple of days so probably until Friday. You have a follow up visit that morning. Michael, give him one of the ice packs; that should help it along.”

Ian heard a chair being moved and the door of the refrigerator being opened. “But I’ll be able to see?”

“Yes, there didn’t seem to be any permanent damage.”

“Ice pack, Ian.” Michael said, waiting for Ian to put his hand out. The sudden cold made Ian shiver for a second but felt heavenly on his aching face.

“Ian, do you want hot coffee or iced?” Pieter asked from across the room. “Hot might hurt your mouth.”

“Iced I suppose. With milk and sugar please.”

“You got it.”

“What are you making? Michael said you got one of mum’s recipes.”

“Grilled shrimp kebobs with Margaret’s marinade.  Well, actually I think it’s your father’s.”

“It is but Mum’s the one who finally wrote it down.”

“Here’s your coffee, no extra charge for the straw.”

Ian took a sip then another. It wasn’t hot but it tasted good. “Michael, did you call Carl?”

“Yeah, he’s already on the case. He called a couple of hours ago. Steve was going to press assault charges on me but Pennsylvania has really clear laws about trespassing and our property is posted. Not to mention what he did to you.”

“He had surgery?”

“Um. Yeah.  He’ll swim again but not for several months.” Michael voice was calm but it quivered slightly.

“What aren’t you saying?”

“The police want to talk to both of us again.”

“Okay.” Ian tried to shrug but it hurt too much. “We did nothing wrong, Michael and there’s nothing to fear.”

“I know but I’m nervous. Hey, um I promised you food.  What do you feel like eating?”

“A sandwich would probably be best, or something I can eat with my fingers. I’m not sure I’m up to using a fork just yet.”

“I’ll make pitas.  Pieter, do you want one?”

“Yes, that would be great. Put this in the fridge for me and I’ll clean up the work area.”

Ian could hear them moving around, the water in the sink being turned on and items being put on the counter.  Ian felt a little buzz of happiness of being in his kitchen with his spouse and friend; there was a point yesterday when he’d wondered if he’d ever be here again.  He shook his head, not wanting to dwell on it.

“We have turkey and roast beef. Which one do you want, Ian?”

“Ooh. Roast beef with the Gouda if there’s any left.  Onions and the spicy mustard.” Ian answered, suddenly starving.

“Gouda on a sandwich? Ian, you are such a philistine. I’ll have the same but with mayonnaise.”

“I’m a philistine?” Ian asked, happy that Pieter was as Pieter always was: snarky and snippy.

“Yes, it’s my country’s cheese so I can eat how I want. You on the other hand are a foreigner and you should respect the cheese.”

“Get off of yourself, Pieter; be sure and move Grant over first though.”

“Oh, you’re going to be like that, are you?”

Ian and Pieter were still squabbling when Grant came back with the dogs and Chloe, who squealed when she saw her papa in the kitchen.

“Papa, you’re out of bed.”  She ran over then stopped to give him a gentle hug.

“So I am. Chloe, you make me sound like the laziest man on earth.” Ian put his arm around her, giving her a quick kiss on the head.  He’d meant to kiss her forehead but it was close enough.

“Oh no, Papa. That’s Oom Pieter; even Daddy says so.” Chloe said matter-of-factly, snitching a piece of cheese from Ian’s plate.

The men were all silent, and then Pieter squawked out, “Michael! What have you been telling this poor innocent child?”

Ian laughed softly, revealing in his family being around him and listened to Chloe’s giggles as Michael tried to defend himself.
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By eight, Ian’s body was one big ache but he’d managed to coherently talk to his parents, his sister, Michael’s mélange of parents and siblings before rounding it out returning calls to Bob, Tracy, Amanda, Miles and almost every other person he’d ever known. Well, probably not but it seemed like that by the time he hauled himself to his feet.

Chloe was quite amused that Ian was going up to bed at the same time she was but Michael was resolute that Ian needed his rest.  When Pieter and Grant backed him up, Ian gave in and let Chloe take his hand.

“Papa, I’m making funny faces at you.”

“You keep doing that and your face might freeze.  Daddy and I won’t pay for surgery to fix it either.”

“Yes you will.” Chloe said with assurance.

“Oh really?”

“Yes because you lo-o-o-ve me a whole bunch.  Papa, will you tuck me in?”

“Of course.”
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Ian made his way down the hall by himself. Well, Michael was behind him somewhere but Ian wanted to do it alone.  His hand touched a door frame and he stopped.

“Is this the bedroom?”

“Only if you want to sleep in the linen closet.” Michael said, sounding amused.

“I just might if you keep that up.” Ian said, moving on.

He finally found the bedroom and opened the door, trying to remember how the room was laid out.  He confidently started out, not surprised when his hand hit the poster of their bed. “Ha! Right where I thought it would be.”

Ian managed in the bathroom with only a few pointers then slid into bed, taking the glass of water and swallowing the pills Michael gave him.  He groaned as he moved, trying to get comfortable.  “Michael love, will you lay down with me for a while? Just until I go to sleep? I know it-”

“Of course, baby.” Michael climbed in and after some maneuvering; he spooned in behind Ian to hold him securely. “Are you comfy?”

“Um hm.” Ian took Michael’s hand and moved it down until it was resting over his groin.

“Baby, you-“

“No, I couldn’t get it up right now if I tried but this is how you always hold me. It makes me feel safe.”

“I’m all over that then.” Michael said, snuggling in.

Ian stroked his hand down Michael’s arm. “I love you, Michael even if you’re showing a distressingly bossy side.”

“I love you too, Ian you stubborn sod.”
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Carl was in the house when Ian woke up the next day.  He’d had another night of dreamless sleep due to the pills and managed to not panic when he tried to open his eyes.  He could tell Carl was there because he heard the familiar rumbling of the attorney’s court trained voice.

He rolled over and figured out he was alone when no one rushed to keep him in bed.  He moved his arms and shoulders experimentally, please to find the soreness had lessened considerably then got up and felt his way into the bathroom.  He sat down to pee, not wanting to make a mess but didn’t flush.  The more time he had alone, the better.

The bandages around his wrists were easy to take care of even without his eyes.  Then he reached up to tackle the gauze and pads around his head.  He wasn’t going to even try to open his eyes but if he didn’t get his hair washed, he was going to cut it all off.

His fingers worked on the material but he was soon frustrated and searched in the medicine cabinet for the scissors.  Crap, didn’t they have scissors in there? He thought he remembered seeing some but his careful fingers didn’t encounter them.

“Ian, what are you doing?”

Almost jumping into the sink, Ian barely managed not to scream. He heard Pieter moving towards him and a hand came to rub his back.

“I’m sorry, I thought you heard me. Breathe. That’s it. Yes, I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay. I’m okay. Give me a minute.” Ian managed to gasp out.  Pieter got him a glass of water and he drank it gratefully, his heart finally slowing.

“The question remains, what were you doing?” Pieter asked once he felt Ian relax.

“I was trying to get this blasted thing off my head or I’m going to rip my hair out.”

“Ah. Well, do you promise to take it easy with your eyes?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Sit down and I’ll get it off for you.” Pieter said amiably, moving Ian toward the toilet after closing the lid. 

“Just like that?” Ian said, surprised that Pieter wasn’t going to argue with him.

“Yes, you’re an adult and I’m sure you’re aware of the risks. You don’t want to be blind anymore than you want to saddle Michael with a blind husband, I’m sure.”

Ian sighed, he really hadn’t intended to peek but did Pieter have to lay the guilt on that thickly. “You’re an evil cruel man Pieter.”

“Yes I am and imagine how much more cruel I’ll be when I graduate.” Pieter said as he unwound the gauze.  “I’ll be the doctor who tells people that they can keep on smoking and drinking and I’ll be collecting my fees after their funerals.”

“You really expect that to go over well with your patients? How many children smoke and drink?”

“Sadly I’m sure there are a few. Okay, the gauze is off and I’m going to remove the pads over your eyes. Try very hard not to blink or open them or you’ll get an eyeful of the goop.”

“Goop? My, your technical prowess warms my heart.” Ian said as he felt the air hit his eye area.  He didn’t blink but it was surprisingly difficult to keep still and not try to feel the area.

“Laugh it up, kangaroo boy. Tobramycin ophthalmic gel. Are you happy now?”

“Delirious. Now turn the shower on before Michael comes up and finds us.” Ian stood and pulled off his shirt and boxer-briefs.

“Oh, that sounds really illicit. Should I take my clothes off too, to really give him ideas?” 

“Only if you want to rub my feet like Michael does.”

“He rubs your feet? He spoils you horribly doesn’t he?”

Ian grinned widely as he tested the water and got it. “He certainly does and it’s nothing that I don’t deserve.”

“I can’t believe he rubs your feet. Grant doesn’t rub my feet; I’m suddenly feeling very neglected.” Pieter said a pout in his voice.

“That’s because my future doctor is going to be a physical therapist; your future doctor is a geeky business man.” Ian said with deep satisfaction as he found the shampoo.

“Geeky! Grant’s not- oh who am I kidding? The big lug is geeky, I can’t deny it and I’ll have you know my future doctor is now a college professor.  He’s already promised to play Professor and the Naughty Student with me.”

“Grant’s got a teaching gig? When did that happen?”

“He was going to tell you on Monday but-” Pieter paused, unsure how to word it.

“I got the stuffing beat out of me. You can say it.  What time is it by the way?”

“After eight, Wednesday morning.”

“Why is Carl here?”

“He came with the police and he’s doing an admirable job. That detective can barely get a word in sideways.  Put your hand out, I’ve got the conditioner and you could really use it.”

“Gee, thanks Pieter. How does my face look?”

“You’re still very pretty if a little puffy.  You’ve got two rather impressive shiners so you look like you’ve been in a bar fight in the kind of bar none of us would ever go into.”

“What kind of bar would that be?”

“Those places in the movies, where your feet stick to the floor and they’ve never heard of washing the glassware.”

“Pieter, I don’t think those kinds of places have glassware.”

“You’re probably right.  Are you all done?”

“Yes, could you hand me a towel?”

Pieter put the towel in Ian’s hand and stood by to help him get out of the shower. “Sit down for a minute and I’ll redress your eyes. I’ve got something here that might help.”

Ian sat silently as Pieter gently applied more goop and put the pads back.  Something cool was placed over them and Pieter buckled it on, his fingers working quickly.

“There, how does that feel?”

Ian felt the strange thing; it felt like a mask filled with cool gel. “What is this?”

“One of those sleeping mask things, I saw it at the drug store this morning. This way you won’t have to hold the ice to your face anymore.  Now stop talking so I can do your lip. You know, you’re really lucky you didn’t need stitches anywhere.”

“I kn- Pieter, that stuff is disgusting.”

“I told you to not talk, you never listen to me. Ah- Ian, close your mouth. Allow me to enjoy this rare opportunity.”
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Ian felt a little silly in the ice mask contraption and he was sure Pieter had dressed him in stripes and plaids although Pieter swore he hadn’t. Ian didn’t care. He needed coffee and food. He even skipped trying to figure out how to manage down the stairs, accepting Pieter’s arm so he could get to the kitchen faster.

Carl’s rumble stopped as Pieter led him by the doorway and Ian could almost imagine the looks he was getting.

“Baby, you’re awake!” Michael said, coming over to give him a quick kiss. 

“Yes I am and dressed and showered. Now I must eat and coffee.” Ian said, sliding his arm around Michael’s waist.

“Coffee isn’t a verb.”

“It is to me, love.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Thorpe but now that you’re here maybe you could answer a question for us.” A voice said from Ian’s left.

Ian drew himself up and turned in that direction, speaking in his most icy and correct tone. “I’d be happy to answer any questions you have once I’ve eaten.  And in case you didn’t notice, I can’t see you and it’s incredibly rude of you to speak to me without even giving me your name.  I’m sure you’re anxious but really, it’s very unprofessional of you.  Michael love, would you mind taking me to the kitchen?”

“Sure baby.  I’ll be right back, Carl.” Michael tucked Ian’s hand into the crook of his arm and led him off to the kitchen, Pieter trailing behind.

“Good morning, Ian.” Grant said.

“You’re home? You’re not out spanking naughty schoolboys?” Oh, it was mean but really Pieter shouldn’t say those things.

“Pieter!” Grant and Michael said together.

“What?”

Ian took the opportunity to slip over to the fridge, leaving Pieter to fend on his own, pleased when he got the handled on the second try. He found the carton of milk which was always kept on the shelf in the door.  He pulled it out and put it on the counter, reaching up to find one of the plastic cups. He poured a half of a cup full and gulped it down before Grant, Pieter and Michael noticed what he was up to.

“Ian, god. I’m sorry you must be starving. There’s some pancake batter left; do you want a jelly roll up or just plain pancakes?” Michael said as he came over.

“A jelly roll up sounds good.  With the peach preserves?”

“Coming right up.” Michael stepped away and busied himself between the fridge and the stove.  Pieter poured the coffee and Grant gave Ian a hand finding the table.

“Grant my friend! Pieter was telling me about your new job. Where will you be teaching?”

“Chestnut Hill College.”

“That’s awesome, Grant. Seriously, good show.”

“Thank you, Ian.”

“Now you can support Pieter in the style he’d like to become accustomed to.” Ian said with a smirk.

“Ian!”  All three of the other men yelled.  Ah, it was good to have things back to normal.
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Detective Branch was much more polite by the time Ian came into the living room and apologized for what happened earlier, shaking Ian’s hand after Carl introduced them.  Also there was Detective Yarrow and DA Vacarro and they all sat down, Michael sitting closely beside Ian on the sofa.

The interview was short and concise, most of the questions being asked by the DA who had a nice mellow voice and a gentle but firm manner as he confirmed the details of Ian’s previous statement.  They were almost done when Ian went quiet, remembering something.

“Mr. Vacarro, Steve was wearing a uniform when I opened the door, the brown kind like from UPS. He must have taken it off somewhere when he took my clothes. Did you ever find it?”

“A real uniform, Mr. Thorpe?”

“It had the logo on the sleeve; he had a brown clipboard thing. Did you find it and where did he get it?”
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The cops and DA left quickly after that, without really finishing the interview. Carl explained that there had been an UPS driver left for dead the next county over and the police there had no leads in the case.  He warned them that the police would probably come back, with a search warrant if necessary to look for the uniform.

“Carl, they don’t need a search warrant.  Is the driver-?”

“He’ll be fine. They found him in time, he was bound with wire and beaten up but he’ll recover. Guys, I’d like to stay longer but I need to get back to the office. Always a pleasure seeing you and Ian, I’m glad you’re up and about again.”  

The lawyer shook hands all around and went out, leaving them alone. Michael’s hand found Ian’s and squeezed.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes, love.  What time is it?”

“Almost eleven.”

“Oh. That means it’s time for ‘A Wedding Story’ on TLC. I can’t watch but I can still listen to it.”

“Good idea. I’ll make sure to tell you all about the horrid fashion choices.” Pieter said, taking Ian’s other hand and leading him into the family room.

“That’s very kind of you Pieter.” Ian said, dragging Michael along behind them. “Is now the time to mention that we’re living with an old man?”

“Old man?” Michael asked, laughing a little.

“Oh yes. Our own Grant turned thirty on Sunday and didn’t say a word. He almost got away with it too.”

“Grant!” Pieter and Michael said together.

Ian smirked as he sat down, pulling Michael down so his head was in Ian’s lap while Pieter snarked at Grant in the kitchen.

They came back in and Pieter replaced the ice mask making sure to tell Ian that the mask was indeed pink and that he looked ridiculous while handing him a cup of tea and going off to sit with Grant in a snit.

After picking apart the show, Grant announced that he was hungry again and went to make lunch after assuring Ian that his ancient decrepit body was up for the trip.

“You see why I didn’t say anything? Do I need this kind of grief?”

“Obviously you do or you wouldn’t be living with Pieter,” Michael said.

“Oh, that’s rich. Now he’s got you in on it too. Fine, go ahead and make fun of me. You’re all going to be thirty too, you know. Just you wait. Are any of you listening to me?

“Yes, beminde. Now hush up and make lunch; Oprah’s on.”

Michael snorted, poking at Ian’s knee.  “He’s got him barefoot and in the kitchen.”

“And under his thumb. But Grant doesn’t rub Pieter’s feet.”

“Shocking! Then again, I’ve seen those feet and I wouldn’t rub them for a million bucks.”

“People with prehensile toes should not be talking about other people’s feet, Michael.”

“My toes are not prehensile.”

“Michael love, I hate to break it to you but they are.  I’ve seen you pick things up with them.”

“Ian!”

“Hey, don’t poke me. I only speak the truth.”

“Well you certainly like those feet when they-”

“Michael!” Ian said, his hand skating across Michael’s face to cover his mouth.

“Oh ho!” Pieter exclaimed. “What do your feet do, Michael? You can tell me.”

“I don’t think he can, Pieter. Unlike you, we don’t go blabbing about our sex lives.” Ian said, as prim as prim could be causing Michael to chuckle.

“God, Ian. You couldn’t pull that look off when you were a virgin; don’t try it now.”

May 15, 2010 Philadelphia PA

Ian woke on a bright and shiny Saturday morning and looked around the bedroom. Dr. Kumar, the ophthalmologist that Dr. Nelson recommended, had removed the pads off his eyes on Friday afternoon. There was still some swelling and bruising but his sight was unaffected and he’d spent the previous evening drinking in the sights he’d missed over the past week: Chloe’s smile, Grant’s crooked grin, Pieter’s indefinable shrug and most of all, the way Michael looked at him. He knew he’d been very lucky; the driver of the UPS truck was still in the hospital recovering from a broken jaw, cracked ribs and dislocated shoulder.

“What are you thinking about, Baby?” Michael asked in a whisper, his chin hooked over Ian’s shoulder, his arm around Ian’s waist.

“How lucky I am.”

“We’re both really lucky. Do you want to go visit him, Mr. Blankenship?”

“I don’t know if I should. He wouldn’t be there if-”

“If Steve wasn’t four cards short of a deck. Mr. Blankenship was in the wrong place at the wrong time but it wasn’t our fault, Ian.”

Ian sighed and put his hand over Michael’s. “I know but does he look at it that way?”

“True. Maybe we should send flowers to the hospital with phone number and leave it up to him and his family.”

“That’s a good idea. Thank you, love. You know, we really should finish the front walkway today while the weather’s good.”

Michael shifted a little, aligning his lower body with Ian’s and slinging his leg over Ian’s knees. “Um. Okay I guess we could.”

“You have to stop avoiding the front of the house sometime, love. I know it will be hard but you can’t let this go on. I’ll make a deal with you; after we work on the yard we’ll go visit the garage.”

“Ian, are you sure you want to do that?” Michael asked as he propped himself up on his hand to see Ian’s face.

“Do I want to? No. But I have to do it sometime and it won’t get any easier. Having you there will help so will you do it?” Ian said earnestly, his hand tightening over Michael’s.

“You’re being so strong, Ian. How can I not be there?”

Michael bent down and brushed his mouth over Ian’s and was surprised when Ian’s mouth opened and invited him in. The room was soon filled with the sounds of sighs and moans as they touched, stroked and fondled each other as if for the first time, rediscovering the landscapes of each other’s bodies.

Ian moaned as Michael’s hand wrapped around both of their cocks, his own hand busy tweaking Michael’s nipples, his mouth latched onto Michael’s neck. Ian’s orgasm overtook him in a gentle rush, his semen spilling into Michael’s hand and the boxer briefs they hadn’t bothered to remove. Michael’s seed joined his a few moments later and their bodies went still.

Michael stretched languidly, rubbing his legs between Ian’s and nosing around Ian’s chest. “Green bean Ian, jean lean Ian. Aegean, peon, Crimean Ian.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to write a poem about you but it’s really hard. Ian doesn’t rhyme with any of the good words.”

“The good words?” Ian asked, amused.

“Yeah, like love or passion or heart. Not to mention sexy, smart or devastatingly handsome.”

Stifling a laugh, Ian rolled over onto Michael pushing him onto his back to look down at the daft creature he was married to. “You want me to change my name?”

“It would help.” Michael said, kissing Ian’s nose and cupping his hands on Ian’s bottom.

“Perhaps you should take this up with my parents.” Ian said before running his tongue over Michael’s lips and kissing him leisurely before pulling his head back and staring into Michael’s face. “I missed seeing your smile, love.”

“I missed looking into your eyes.” 

“You were really worried, weren’t you?”

Michael nodded, unconsciously tightening his hands. “Uh huh. You would have coped but there’s so much for you to see. I didn’t want you to have that taken away from you.”

“I was worried too but I couldn’t let myself dwell on it for long. Steve tried to take so much from us and I wasn’t going to let him win.”

“That’s my competitive baby.” Michael said proudly with a wide grin. 

“I love you, Michael.”

“I know you do and I love you too. Want to know how I know you love me?”

“How?”

“We haven’t brushed our teeth but you’ve been kissing me anyway and that is definitely true love.”
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“Daddy, you need to move the rock over a little bit.”

“Over that way or over this way?” 

“Towards me.”

“Okay.”

Michael made the adjustment and Chloe walked over the path a few times before nodding her approval. She was taking her job of supervisor very seriously and went over to make sure Pieter was putting enough mulch down.

It hadn’t been as hard as Michael thought it would be, coming back out here. It helped that Ian, Pieter, Grant and Chloe were with him and that someone had removed the crime tape.

“Michael, what do you think about a little pond here?” Ian asked, pointing to where the path curved towards the front door.

“I’m thinking that one of us will be out here cleaning out the leaves every week and it won’t be me.”

“Spoilsport.”

“If you want a pond, we’ll need to find a better place for it or how about a pool?”

Ian stopped shoveling mulch to look at him. “I thought we didn’t want a pool?”

“We didn’t want a big blue kidney bean. I’m talking a lap pool or one of those endless pools. With five swimmers in the house, it would definitely be used.”

“We’d have to get a heater or enclose it.”

“We’ve got the room back there.”

“Hm. Well, it’s worth thinking about. Now we’d better get back to work before Chloe catches us slacking.”
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The garage was harder and Ian almost balked when Michael went to open the door. Michael turned to him and pulled him into a hug.

“We don’t have to do this today.” Michael said, prepared to give him an out.

“I have to do it.” Ian said stubbornly, pressing down his panic.

“Okay. You want me to go in first and open the big door? That way it won’t seem so enclosed.”

Ian gave Michael a rueful look. “Noticed that, did you?”

“Um? Well, a touch of claustrophobia isn’t surprising under the circumstances.” Michael ducked inside and hit the button for the door, coming right back out again to put his arm around Ian’s waist.

They walked around to the front, both looking in at the space. Grant and Pieter’s car was normally parked inside but they’d been parking it outside since the incident. The police had returned on Thursday to search for the uniform, starting out here and found it after several hours. Steve had tucked it into a box of clothes they’d been meaning to donate.

Between the paramedics and the crew of searchers, the previously immaculate garage was a disaster area and Ian chose to focus on that rather than the stains on the floor.

“They didn’t bother cleaning up after themselves, did they?”

“Evidently not. You okay out here?”

“Yes. Why don’t we go get a couple of trash bags and the extra empty boxes from the other garage and clean this up? It won’t take long but it really bothers me to see it like this.”

“Okay.”

Ian’s second garage approach was much easier. With the door open and the prospect of cleaning, he walked in and took the side away from where he’d been bound up. Michael quickly got a broom and swept up the gauze and other debris the medical personnel had left. They worked steadily for an hour; each box of donations was labeled and put outside to be loaded in their car while they decided about the rest of the stuff.

“Michael, what is this?” Ian asked, holding up a box.

“It’s an electronic jar opener. I think my cousin sent us that.”

Ian put it down in the ‘Discuss’ pile and moved on. “Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to put all our wedding presents out here.”

“We didn’t. We put all the extra stuff out here; we’re using all the stuff we liked.”

“You’re splitting straws. Ooh, what’s this? A turkey fryer? I don’t remember getting one of-” Ian stopped when Michael snatched the box up and rushed over to the other side of the garage with it.

“You didn’t see this! Step back from the box.”

“Is that my birthday present?” Ian asked, advancing slowly.

“Is what your birthday present?” Michael said, trying to look innocent.

“Michael, I’ve seen it so you might as well hand it over.”

“Is today your birthday? No? Then tough luck. You can have it in October.” Michael said putting the box back on the shelf.

Ian tried a pout. “But I just want to look at it.”

“No because I know you. First it’s a look, and then you’ll want to touch and the next thing I know I’ll be out looking for another present. No way.”

Stamping his foot, Ian went back to his pile with a huff. “I don’t see what the big deal is. You could give it to me early.”

“Five months early?”

“I could give you your present.” Ian tried.

“No thanks. I can wait.”

“Argh! Michael! Come on!”

“Nope.”

“What’s to stop me from just coming out here and getting it when you’re not home?”

“Because you’re an honorable man who would never dream of taking someone else’s stuff.”

“It’s not someone else’s, it’s mine.”

“It’s mine until I give it to you.”
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Ian grumbled all the way through the rest of the clean up, loading the car and washing up in the house. Chloe sidled up to Michael as they sat down for lunch with a worried look at Ian.

“Daddy, is Papa okay?”

“He’s fine, pumpkin. He’s just mad at me because I won’t let have his birthday present.”

“Papa! Don’t be mad at Daddy.”

Ian sat back with a pout. “But I just wanted to see it. It’s a turkey fryer.”

“A turkey fryer?” Chloe asked, her expression clearly stating that it didn’t sound like a fun present. “Why did you get Papa a turkey fryer?”

“I never said it was a turkey fryer.” Michael said as he put his napkin in his lap, while he peeked at Ian. Ian’s expression was all he could have hoped for, the surprise then the crafty look Ian got when he was trying to figure something out.

“Why did Papa think it was one?”

“Because I packed it in a box once used for a turkey fryer.”

“And you just happened to find a box that once contained a turkey fryer? Grant asked, clearly enjoying Ian’s expressions.

“Sure, the one Siobhan and Art sent us for a wedding present.”

Ian frowned. “We’ve had a turkey fryer for all this time and you didn’t tell me?”

“You signed the thank you note, Ian. Didn’t you read it?”

Ian shook his head. “Clearly the policy that each of us had to write the note for our own relatives is coming around to bite me on the ass.”

“Ya think? Especially since I have three times as many relatives?” Michael said, finally getting his revenge. He reached up to help Pieter put the platter of tacos on the table. “Oh, Pieter that looks great.”

“Thank you, Michael. Let me get the salsa and we can eat.”

As they all added the fixings to their tacos, Grant asked what the plans were for the rest of the day.

“Well, we need to drop off some stuff at the charity shop because we’ve been meaning to do that for months but I don’t think we have any other plans. Michael?”

“That’s all I have. Did you guys have something in mind?”

Pieter and Grant shared a look before Pieter answered. “We were planning on going for walk over in the park; do you want to go along? Chloe can bring her bike and we’ll also take the pups.”

Ian nodded, “Sounds like fun and we can fry a turkey for dinner!” He quickly ducked to avoid the napkin Michael threw at him.
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Although they all thought it was ridiculous to drive somewhere to walk let alone take two cars, they did it anyway. Chloe and the dogs rode with Pieter and Grant while Michael and Ian made the quick stop to drop off twelve boxes at Goodwill then met up near one of the trail heads.

After getting Chloe into her gear and the dogs on leashes, they set off walking with Chloe riding a little ahead but never far enough so her parents couldn’t see her.

“So Pieter what did you want to talk to us about?” Ian asked.

“What makes you think I had something to talk about?”

“Because you and Grant have been giving each other significant looks for a couple of days.” Michael said. “So give already.”

“Well, you know I have a brother Robert.”

“And I have a brother Craig.” Grant put in.

“And? Are you just mentioning this to wipe our noses in your brother-having-ness?”

“Brother-having-ness? That is not a word, Ian.” Grand said.

“Anyway,” Pieter said loudly before the two could start on each other. “Craig and Robert would both like to visit.”

“So what’s the problem? Your brothers are more than welcome to visit.”

“Well, we’d like to know if you are ever going to set up the weight room or not. If not, we’d like to use that room for a guest room; there’s a shower and toilet in there.”

Michael shrugged, leaving it up to Ian. “They’re Ian’s weights.”

“And I’d like to set them up again but it’s much easier using the machines at the school’s gym between classes. Where would we store them?”

“Ian, we can sell them if you want. It won’t hurt my feelings.”

“But they were gifts.” Ian said, looking stricken.

“And they haven’t been used for over a year. Maybe we could donate them to the Y. I know you got a lot of use out of them when you were in full training but there’s no use letting them sit around and gather dust. Seriously, Ian it wouldn’t upset me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, baby.”

“Okay then. I guess you guys have a guest room. When are Craig and Robert coming to visit?”

“Craig’s coming out in late July to watch the US Lifesaving Championship over in Wildwood.”

“And Robert’s coming in June just to visit.”

“So you’re going to be spreading out your brother-having-ness.” Ian commented.

“That’s not a word!”

“And just so you know,” Pieter said, speaking loudly again, “We think having Margaret and Ken living here would be fun not to mention good for Chloe although your mother better not try horning in on our Chloe time.”

“We just want to be able to have guests every once in a while.” Grant put in after flicking his fingers against Ian’s hair.

“Pieter, Grant repeat after me: ‘my so-in-so is coming and they’ll be here x number of days.’ There, wasn’t that easy? You don’t have to ask permission, it’s your house too you know.” Michael said.

“Well said, Michael and I agree.” Ian said, “You are much more than the guys who live in the basement and play their drums too loud.”

“They’re not loud; you just don’t have appreciation for fine music.” Grant retorted.

“Music? I thought you were holding a voodoo ritual down there.”

Michael and Pieter walked a little quicker leaving Grant and Ian, behind to bicker.

“Will those two ever not snip at each other?” Michael wondered aloud, putting his arm companionably through Pieter’s as they strolled.

“I think it’s their way of letting each other know how much they care for each other.”

“Hm. You’re probably right. So, Robert’s coming for a visit. Will he be here in time for the beach?”

“I’m not sure if he’s bought his ticket yet. I’ve heard about all the complicated arrangements that have been made. Is there room for him?”

“There should be, although he’ll have to share a room.” Michael said then turned around to speak to Ian. “Babe, Robert might be coming with us to the beach and put Grant and Pieter on the mailing list so they can get in on all the gossip. Thanks, Babe!”

He turned back to Pieter with a smile as Ian sputtered behind them. “It’s all taken care of. He and Siobhan will have fun trying to work that out.”

“And it looks like Chloe’s all biked out.” Pieter said, nodding ahead of them where Chloe was stopped on the side of the trail.

As they approached, she stood and held her arms up. “Daddy, I’m tired. Will you carry me?”

“Sure pumpkin but what about your bike?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got it.” Grant said, coming over and pulling out what looked like a web of straps from his pocket. He handed Gizmo’s leash to Pieter and ran the straps through the bike’s frame, before hoisting it to carry off his shoulders like a backpack. “There. I’m all set.”

“Grant, that’s brilliant.” Ian said as he helped Chloe onto Michael’s back.

“Thanks. Since I’ve pushed this bike a few times, this is much better than leaning over.” Grant adjusted the straps then tweaked Chloe’s nose, making her giggle.
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May 27, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Grant and Ian lifted the new Japanese maple in place and Grant held it while Ian, Pieter and Michael back filled the hole. Grant checked that it was level and they all stepped back.

“I like it.” Ian commented.

“It looks great against the new house color.” Michael added.

“And we only have one more to do so let’s get shoveling, men.” Grant ordered, picking up his shovel and moving on.

They were on their second day of work and it was starting to look like a front yard again. The walk was done, the beds laid out and the oddly shaped muddy patch outside of Ian’s study was newly paved in slate and they’d added a birdbath and fenced it off with a fancy length of ironwork from a salvage place. It would be a great place for Chloe to spend time outside without worrying about her safety.

“What’s left after this?” Pieter asked twenty minutes later, pausing to take a sip of water. “I’m getting calluses.”

“Flowers.” Ian said as he laid aside his shovel and reached for the measuring tape. “And we’re deep enough.”

“How many of those did we get again?” Grant asked.

“Over two hundred.” Michael said, getting ready to lift the tree with Pieter.

They all sighed and continued working. They knew it was going to be worth it but getting there was taking longer than they thought it would.

“I suppose we have to plant them today?” Pieter asked as he held the tree.

“Unfortunately, we really should or we might lose some. Not to mention we’re leaving for New York tomorrow right after Chloe gets out of school.” Ian said as he shoveled. “God, I’m really going to need a back rub after this.”

“We all will.” Pieter said, turning to look at Michael who put his hands up.

“Don’t look at me. I’m going to need one myself.”

“I say we take a couple of hours this weekend and hit a spa. There’s one at the hotel.” Grant suggested.

“And Whitney’s willing to come up to house sit so we don’t have to worry about the animals either.” Ian remarked.

“That’s awfully sweet of her.” Pieter said, picking up the level and holding it against the tree. “We need dirt on Ian’s side.”

“Not really. She has roommates and Pete’s living with his sister so they’re happy to have some time alone. I don’t think Mom’s that thrilled with the idea but Whitney’s a big girl.”

Grant went over and helped Ian add more soil to one side of the hole. “Does your mother not like him?” 

“She hasn’t said. I know she didn’t have a problem with Hilary and Craig sharing a room when they were here or on the cruise ship or with Ian and I living in sin for years.” Michael gave Ian a quick smile, “However Pete is technically still married.”

Ian put one last shovelful of dirt around the tree. “How’s that, Pieter?”

“Looks fine, guys. Let’s take a short break and then lay out the flowers. When are the grass people coming?”

“Next Wednesday.” Michael answered as they picked up the shovels and put them in the wheelbarrow, Ian pushing it over towards the driveway. 

Grant reached into the ice chest and handed out the water bottles as they all sat down in the shade. “How can one be technically married?”

“Pete and his wife, Julie, got married four years ago and separated a month after the ceremony but they’ve reconciled a few times over the years. He was living with Julie when he and Whitney met in fact. I don’t know how Mom feels about it; she’s keeping her mouth shut. It’s all fine and good to not want to give up on your wedding vows but they couldn’t have meant that much if they were breaking up a month later.” 

“So in other words, you don’t approve.” Grant said, emphasizing the ‘you’.

“Not really, I sort of feel like he’s jerking Whitney around. But I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt and see what happens. She’s a smart woman but she’s stubborn.”

“Like the rest of the Phelps’ family.” Ian commented standing up and putting his empty water bottle next to the ice chest. “Let’s get back to work, only a couple of hours more to go and this will be the fun part.”

Groaning, Pieter stood up and hauled Grant to his feet. “Fun. The man thinks this is fun.”

“It is fun. We get to lay out all the plants now.” Ian said a note of excitement in his voice.

“No, now we get to haul all the plants out, fight over where they will go, dig more holes and mulch until our brains fall out.” Pieter said in a mutter as they rounded the house to get the plants they’d stored in the garage the previous day.

“Hey, at least we had them delivered Pieter. We could have also had to unload them too.” Michael said as they all stopped to look at the plan Ian designed on the computer.

“Oh hush, Pieter. You know you’re enjoying this; you preen every time a car drives by. Shall we start with the azaleas?” Grant asked.

“I do not preen!”

“Yet somehow you always seem to be wiping your face with your shirt, exposing your abs. Good thing this is a quiet street so you have plenty of warning. The azaleas go in front of the house; make sure you check the colors. The white ones go at the corners.” Ian reached down and picked up three of the plants in each hand.

After another hour, they had all the plants out in the yard and divided up the labor. Michael and Grant dug holes while Ian and Pieter planted. By two thirty, they were done and sitting on the front porch again this time in the new wicker furniture with sandwiches, chips and snacks looking out over the results of their hard work.

“This really looks great, doesn’t it?” Michael asked.

“It does indeed. Once the grass goes in, we’ll have the nicest yard on the block.” Pieter said proudly.

“Chloe’s going to love her garden.” Ian commented as he turned his head to look at the miniature roses, dwarf conifers and other small growing plants in the child sized area.

Grant glanced at his watch, standing suddenly. “Speaking of Chloe; I need to go pick her up from school. Do you want me to pick up something for dinner while I’m out? I really can’t deal with cooking tonight.”

“How about a chicken or two, some pasta salad and those marinated green beans from the Market?” Michael suggested.

“Oh, the green beans! And it’s early enough so there should still be plenty left. I’ll be back in a bit.” Grant gathered up their trash and dashed into the house, appearing a few minutes later in his car going down the drive with a cherry beep.

“I guess we should all go in and clean up.” Ian said a few minutes later.

“Why? Well, we should clean up but it’s nice out here now.” Pieter said from his place on the swing.

“It is indeed. I can’t wait to see what it looks like in the spring. Once we get the bulbs in, it’s going to be spectacular.”
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May 28, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“How about this one?” Ian asked pointing at a black iron arbor.

“Too plain but that one back there is nice.” Michael said as he walked towards the back fence of the salvage yard. “What do you think?”

Ian looked over the fancier arbor then looked back at the one he’d liked. “It’s definitely more Victorian but it’s so fussy. Maybe we should look for a wood one.”

“Maybe you’re right but there’s nothing that says we have get an arbor today.” Michael took another look around then noticed the clock on the wall. Hell, it’s after twelve; we’d better head back or we’ll miss our train.”
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“Do you really want to get a pool?” Ian asked as Michael paid the bridge toll.

“I’m not sure actually. The hedonist in me wants this really elaborate pool with a water fall and Jacuzzi but the practical side says we live in Philadelphia and we’d only use it a couple of months out of the year which is why and endless pool might be a good compromise. I’d be able to do some training at home and we could use it as a spa too. It would also be cheaper to enclose so it could be used year round.”

“Hm. Interesting. Where would we put it?”

“We could build off from the sun room or back in the corner near the second garage. I like the garage option better because it would be close by but not actually in the house. I think Chloe would be safe but hopefully we’ll have a toddler running around in a couple of years and we’d both worry if there was a pool in the house.”

“Good point and well thought out. Okay, I’m sold.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes. I worry about you driving to the pool during the winter so if you promise you’ll do your six am swims at home when the weather is bad, I say we get one.”

“Awesome. Thanks baby and I think I’ve got the brochure at the house somewhere. I can call them when we get back from New York.”
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“Michael, isn’t that Whitney’s car?”

Michael nodded as he pulled into the driveway. “Yeah but she wasn’t supposed to be here until three and it’s only one thirty. I hope nothing’s wrong.”

He pulled into the garage and they got out, heading into through the kitchen door to be met by Pieter. 

“Thank god you’re home.”

“What? What’s wrong?” Michael asked anxiously.

“We’ve been invaded by your sisters and your mother.”

Ian heard Debs’ distinctive laugh and relaxed. “Debbie’s here?”

“Yes. Whitney broke up with The Rubber Band Man this morning and they’re using our house for a girl’s weekend. What time does our train leave? Please tell me it leaves in ten minutes because I’m already packed.”

“The train leaves at five Pieter so you’re out of luck.” Michael said with a relieved smile as he put down the shopping bag. “You really had me worried there.”

“I’m sorry. But they’ve been here for hours and while I’m all for girl talk, there is only so much man bashing I can take.”

“Honestly Pieter, you’re such a drama queen.” Grant said as he came into the kitchen with an empty tray of glasses. “Whitney’s heart is broken and they’re commiserating with her; don’t take it so personally. And they’ve only been here forty five minutes.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t take it so personally if you’d stop agreeing with them!” Pieter said.

Michael ignored them as he walked into the family room to find not only his mother and sisters but also his stepsisters Siobhan and Linda sitting around.

“Hey mom! Hey sisters.” Michael said as he went around the room giving everyone a kiss. “Are you okay, Whitney?”

“Yeah, I’ll be okay. I guess I should have known he wasn’t a keeper when he spent last weekend cleaning out Julie’s gutters but he really had me fooled.”

“Uh, this gutter thing; that’s not some kind of euphemism is it?”

The women laughed and Debbie patted his leg. “No sweetie. We’re saving those for later.”

“Okay then.”

“We didn’t even ask but you don’t mind us taking over the house for the weekend, do you?”

“Nah, its fine. Chloe’s going to be so surprised when she gets home and finds you all here.”

“Then would you consider leaving her here with us? We’d love to spend some time with her and we’re doing girly stuff all weekend.” Hilary said.

Gulping, Michael looked around at the eager expressions on his female relatives and took the easy way out. “Um, well I’ll have to talk it over Ian and-”

“Talk what over with Ian?” Ian said as he came into the room with impeccable timing.

“They want Chloe to stay here for the weekend.”

“Oh.” The happy look went off Ian’s face and he sat down quickly.

“Ian, gosh. Are you okay? Were you more hurt than you said you were?” Debbie asked, getting up to sit next to him.

“Yes. No, I’m fine. I’m okay really. It’s just I haven’t spent a night apart from Chloe since we found her and I was looking forward to showing her New York.”

“In that case, she should go with you. We just thought it would fun to have her here and you’d get a chance to have a nice romantic weekend. We’re disappointed but we’ll see her all week at the beach and-”

“No, Debs it’s a great idea. I know we’ve been sort of monopolizing her time and you really would like to get to know her so-”

“Ian, honestly we don’t feel that way at all. It’s only natural that you want to spend time with her and really, it’s great that you’re so close to her-“

Michael put his fingers in his mouth and whistled loudly, causing both Debbie and Ian to stop talking. “Okay Mom, Ian how about we let Chloe decide what she wants to do? Yes, she was excited about New York and we’ve made plans with her but she might like the idea of staying home too.”

&&

“Are you sure you aren’t mad at me, Papa?”

“Chloe-love,” Ian said, gathering up in his arms. “Of course I’m not mad at you. I’m going to miss you horribly but Granny and the Aunts miss you too and I guess I just have to learn to share you.” Ian pulled an exaggerated pout, making her giggle.

“You’re going to behave?” Michael asked.

“Yes, Michael.” Debbie nodded with a laugh. “We won’t male bash too much and we have Ian’s list of what Chloe can and cannot wear. You know, you guys are going to die when she hits her teens.”

“We’re ignoring that possibility, mom. Will you do us a favor and talk to her about getting her hair cut? Pieter’s the only one who can braid it properly enough for her and he’s not going to be around much the next few months.”

“I’ll see what I can do, sweetie. You guys have a good time.”

Deb and Michael hugged then Michael took Chloe from Ian. “I’m going to miss you pumpkin.”

“I’m going to miss you too, Daddy. You’ll take care of Papa?” Chloe asked, seriously.

“I will, I promise.”

“And you’ll call me tomorrow?”

“We’ll call and take plenty of pictures.”

“Okay. Will you bring me a present?”

“Hm. I don’t know. What did you have in mind?” Chloe whispered in his ear and he nodded, grinning a little. “I think we can do that. Be good for Granny and we’ll see you Monday.”

He kissed her nose and gave her one last hug before setting her down. Pieter and Grant were already on the train and Ian and Michael waved as they went up the stairs. They found their seats across the aisle from Grant and Pieter and waved out the window as they sat down.

The train pulled out three minutes later and it was all Ian could do not to cling to the window. He sat back with a sigh, noticing the amused looks on three faces. “Oh, go ahead and laugh. I know I’m pathetic.”

“It’s sweet, not pathetic.” Pieter said. “You’re not the only one who will miss her.”

Grant nodded and Michael put his hand in Ian’s. “Do you think we should have insisted she come with us?”

Ian sighed and slumped against Michael’s shoulder. “No, not insisted and since we’ve turned down your mom’s invites to have Chloe spend time with her I guess this is a good compromise.”

“I am very proud of you for not dangling a shopping trip to FAO Schwarz in front of her.”

“Thank you. Speaking of shopping, what did she ask for?”

“Ah, that’s a secret.”

“Oh my god. I’ve been gone four minutes and she’s already keeping secrets from me!”
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Grant hailed a taxi at Penn Station and they crammed inside, Grant in the front seat for the ride to Trump Towers. It wasn’t anyone’s first choice hotel-wise but Speedo and Citizen was paying for this trip so they weren’t going to complain. They checked in at the front lobby and followed the bellhop upstairs to their suites where their attaché showed them around and reminded them that they had reservations downstairs for dinner.

They freshened up quickly, changed into suits and headed down to Jean Georges; one of the better restaurants in the city where they met Tim Carlisle and David Flaskas.

“Guys! You look great.” Tim said with his typical enthusiasm as he shook their hands. David was a little more subdued but just as happy to see them. They were led to their table, taking their seats and giving their drink orders before settling in for more serious talk.

“Is Chloe not here?” David asked.

“No, she’s having a girls’ weekend with Michael’s mum and sisters.”

“And it’s probably for the best,” Michael added as he fiddled with his fork, noticing Ian looking at him with surprise. “We’re here to test out the pool and there’s going to be press. I’d rather not have her picture in the papers.”

“Oh, right. Yes, okay.”

They enjoyed casual conversations over the offerings off the prix-fixe menu; discussing the food and catching up with recent news until the cheese course arrived and Daniel dropped his bombshell.

“Ian, you know your name is being bandied about for committee membership.”

“Committee? What committee?”

“The IOC. Richard Gosper is retiring and they normally like to replace retiring members with people from the same country.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re the guy with the most medals, you doof.” Grant said with a smile then gave Ian’s back a pat. “Good show.”

“It’s not a definite thing but Susie called a couple of weeks ago, asked if I thought you’d be interested.” Dave said. “I told her I’d feel you out on the subject. Well, not literally.”

“And thank you for that.” Michael quipped.
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“That was surprising.” Ian said once they were in the elevator after dinner.

“The membership thing? What do you think?” Michael asked.

“I don’t know, it’s flattering but I’d need to find out what it involved. Switzerland is a nice country but I don’t want to spend a lot of time there.” Ian said as he stripped off his tie and jacket. “Especially once Jamie comes.”

“Jamie? Is that what we’re going to call him or her?” Michael kicked off his shoes and took off his own jacket.

“Do you object?”

“No, not really. Chloe and Jamie. I like it.”

“Well, I also like Glory if it’s a girl.”

Michael stopped and stared at Ian who was busy hanging up their discarded clothes. “You want to name our daughter after a hell goddess?”

“Why ever not? It’s a cool name.”

“Uh, no. Willow, Cordelia, Faith, Tara and Dawn are cool names. Glory, Druscilla, Harmony, Darla and Anya are not acceptable.”

“You don’t like Harmony? Harmony Margaret Thorpe, doesn’t that have a nice ring? Hand me your shirt, love.”

Holding out his shirt, Michael shook his head. “Well when Harmony grows up and finds out her Papa named her for an airhead off a nineties cult TV show, I’m going to step aside when she kicks your butt.”

“You’d let our daughter kick my butt?” Ian asked with a grin.

“You betcha. In fact, I’ll even hold her sippy cup.” Michael smirked as he slipped off his boxer briefs and headed for the bed. He gasped when Ian tackled him, both of them ending up face down on the king sized bed.

“Sippy cup! That’s insulting!” Ian exclaimed, his fingers digging into Michael’s ribs.

“Hee! Oh. No tick- no tickling!” Michael yelled tried to scramble away but when that failed, he reached around and grabbed Ian’s knee, turning their tussle into a wrestling match. Ian’s superior weight won the day and two minutes later, Michael was pined.

“Now, are you going to admit that was insulting and take it back?” Ian said, his hand held up ready to start tickling again.

“Ian, it would have been insulting if I’d said I’d hold her bottle –Arg!”
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Michael pulled himself out of the warm up pool and headed for the competition pool, pausing to look at the city skyline across the East River. The Aquatic Center was located in Brooklyn but it had only been a ten minutes by ferry from the Olympic Village.

So far they’d toured a typical athletes’ apartment, the dining and exercise facilities, and the Sky Lounge, the private athlete’s area that had games, televisions, computers and just about any other form of entertainment a person could wish for including a disco.

“Love, are you okay?”

Michael turned to Ian, “Oh. Yeah, just thinking. This is a great venue.”

“Ah. It is very nice but you’ll cool down if you’re not careful.”

“Right. Shall we hit the pool? I’m interested to see how if feels.”

“After you.” Ian said, waving his hand.

Four hours later, they were heading back to Manhattan, their PR duties behind them for the weekend although Michael had a photo shoot on Sunday that Ian was tagging along for while Pieter and Grant did the tourist thing.

“Ian, where are we having dinner tonight?” Grant asked as their limo traveled back to Manhattan.

“Per Se but not until seven. It’s a beautiful afternoon, anyone want to take a walk in Central Park to work up our appetites?”

“Actually I need to get to Books of Wonder on 18th Street then to FAO Schwartz.” Michael said, looking at his watch. “

Grant’s head snapped around. “A book store? I’ll go with you!”

“It’s a children’s bookstore, Grant so you might not find it very interesting.”

“Hm.” Ian said rubbing his chin. “I suspect that this has something to do with Chloe. What are you getting?”

“The entire Lemony Snicket series. Autographed. And no that’s not what Chloe asked for; it’s one of her Christmas presents.”

“Michael, it’s May and you’re already Christmas shopping? You have nerve calling Ian overly organized.” Pieter commented.

“Really! And I thought we weren’t going to get extravagant with Chloe’s presents?” Ian said accusingly.

“I’m not. It’s a big expenditure up front but she’s getting the first three books for Christmas, the next three for her birthday and so forth. They’re great stories so I hope they’re one of the things she’ll give to her kids.”

“Aw. That’s so sweet. I can just imagine you guys in your matching cardigans sitting by the fire reading to your grandkids.” Grant mused with a smile. “And as that could happen in ten or fifteen years, you both have a good chance of still having hair. Ow! Hey, that hurt.”

Ian put his hand back in his lap with a smile of his own. “If you’re going to be a smart ass, you shouldn’t sit so close.”
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Michael waited patiently in line behind a woman who was too busy talking on her cell phone to pay attention to the sales clerk. Finally he was at the counter and shared a look with the clerk.

“Welcome to Books of Wonder, what can I help you with today?”

“Hi, my name is Michael Phelps and I called on Tuesday about the Lemony Snicket books.”

“Ah, I’m glad you made it in. I’m Carol, we spoke on the phone. Did you want them gift wrapped?”

“No thanks, I’ll wrap them later.” Michael pulled out his credit card and handed it over. The clerk took it absently then did a double take at Michael’s picture on the card.

“I guess that’s kind of handy, huh?”

“No one ever seems to ask for ID, that’s for sure.”

She ran the card and handed Michael the sales slip which he signed and handed back, taking the large bag of books in exchange. The clerk held the pen back out with a piece of paper.

“Mr. Phelps, would you mind giving me an autograph? My daughter’s a big fan.”

“Oh, sure. What’s your daughter’s name?”

“Evangeline. She’s fourteen.”

Michael signed the paper after writing a short note and handed it back with a smile. “Here you go. Thanks for holding the books for me.” He turned to leave and almost ran into Ian standing behind him with a couple of books of his own.

“Are those for Chloe?”

Ian looked down and shook his head. “Um no. Wizard of Oz. Mum’s favorite. I thought I’d give it to her for Christmas so she can read it to Xander.”

“Xander?”

“Or Spike. Spike Thorpe.”

Shaking his head, Michael walked out of the store to find Pieter leaning against the building and munching on a pretzel.

“Where did you get that and don’t let Ian see you eat it.”

“Oh, there’s a mixed message. Why can’t I eat?”

“Because we’re having the chef’s tasting menu tonight and its nine courses.”

“Ah.” Pieter nodded his understanding then holding out the pretzel with a smirk. “Do you want the rest?”

“God, yes. I’m starving.” Michael said, reaching out for it.

“No so fast. What does Chloe want you to buy?”

Michael looked at the pretzel then back at the store. 3D Puzzle of the Sydney Opera House. It’s for Ian’s birthday. Well, she wants to help him put it together but it’s for his study.”

Pieter handed the pretzel over along with the little tub of mustard, “She’s such a great kid, isn’t she?”

Michael ate quickly, keeping one eye on the door and had just cleaned up and disposed of the evidence when Ian and Grant came out, both with large bags of their own.

“That doesn’t look like the Wizard of Oz, Ian.”

“I found other stuff.” Ian leaned forward and licked across the corner of Michael’s mouth, surprising his companions with such an unusual display of public affection. “Where’d you get the pretzel?”

“What pretzel?” Michael asked, trying to look innocent.

“The pretzel you ate with the mustard.”

“Oh, um. It was left over from lunch?”

“Right. It’s food so you’re lying.”

“I’m starving!”

“We just ate lunch two hours ago.”

“Gentlemen, our car is waiting and surely you can continue this conversation in there?” Grant, the voice of reason, said as he opened the car door.

They got in the backseat and Michael told the driver to head for the next destination. Ian griped until he realized they were going to a toy store.

“So, now I get to find out what Chloe wanted?”

“Nope. You and Pieter are going to make yourselves scarce while Grant and I shop.”

“You’re not going to tell me what she wants?”

“No. It’s not a gift for her; it’s a gift she’s buying for someone.”

“For me?” Ian asked eagerly.

“I’m not saying.” Michael said, looking out the window.

“But if it’s for me, you could tell me.” Ian moved a little closer and stroked a hand down Michael’s thigh. “Please?”

“That never works, Ian so give it up. I promised Chloe.”

Sitting back with a sour look, Ian sighed. “It works for everything else I want.”

“It’s different for presents; learn to live with that fact.”
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Inside the huge toy store, Pieter took Ian by the arm and dragged him away despite his protests. Grant made sure to stick his tongue out at Ian as they separated, Michael heading up the escalator.

“So what is the big secret?”

“Chloe wanted me to pick up her birthday present for Ian. You swear on your Speedos that you aren’t going to tell Ian, right?”

“No I won’t tell but I do get to torture him with the fact that I know and he doesn’t. That’s enough for me.”

“Oh torture him all you want. He’s so bad when it comes to presents. You know he went out and looked in the box in the garage. Luckily that was only the decoy box.”

“Decoy box?”

“Yeah. He’s horrible with presents; haven’t you noticed? I can’t even put his presents out before Christmas because he can’t rest until he knows what’s in it. Hence the decoy boxes. I’ve got four so far.”

“Hang on; these decoy boxes all have presents in them?” 

“Well sure but they’re not his real present.”

“So Ian’s getting four presents this year before he gets his ‘real’ present. Boy, does he have you conned.”

“No, I’m conning him. The decoy presents are things I would just give him if he wasn’t such a big baby about presents.”

“You guys are so weird. How many floors does this place have by the way? We’ve been going up escalator after escalator.”

Michael paused and looked around. “We’re on four so this is the right one. They promised they had them in stock.” He took a left at a huge stuff polar bear 

“What?”

“You’ll see.” Michael wound his way through the aisles and ended up at the puzzles and games sections, going towards the back and finding the box he was looking for right away. “Here it is.”

Grant took the box, a 3-D jigsaw puzzle of the Sydney Opera House. “Hey, this is really cool. Do they have another? Dad would love this.”

“They’ve got two more but you’ll have to get yours gift wrapped here so Ian doesn’t know what it is.” Michael said over his shoulder as he picked up two other puzzles, one of the Eiffel Tower and another of various Manhattan landmarks.

“She wanted those too?”

“Nah, these are for her and Ian to work on this summer. No gift wrap necessary for these and now let’s pay for these, get them wrapped and head for the baby section.”

“Baby section?”

“Yeah, they have a really cool bunny that I want to get for the baby.”
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On another floor of the store, Ian was standing in front of the fantasy play house and looking over the brochure. For a mere forty thousand dollars, the store would commission a true to scale playhouse that replicated any house the buyer desired. 

“Michael’s going to kill you.” Pieter said as he stood next to Ian.

“We each have our own money that we’re allowed to spend anyway we like so no he’s not.”

“He’s going to kill you anyway for spoiling Chloe like this.”

“You think it’s too much?”

“It’s more than some people spend on a car, Ian. How about a dollhouse?”

“But it’s so pretty and she’s have so much fun in it.”

“Michael’s still going to kill you.”

“Michael’s going to kill Ian over what?” Michael asked coming up behind them.

Pieter pointed at the house while Ian swiftly hid the brochure behind his back. “Nothing, love. Are you finished with your shopping?”

Grant snatched the brochure and flipped it open, whistling when he caught sight of the price tag. “Good lord, who spends forty grand on a child’s anything?”

Pieter pointed at Ian and Michael stared at him. “You didn’t! Ian, tell me you didn’t just spend forty grand on a playhouse.”

“Of course I didn’t!”

“But he was going to,” Pieter said helpfully.

“I was not. I was only yanking Pieter’s chain.”

“Uh huh. Chloe doesn’t need a playhouse that cost more than one of our cars.”

“But look,” Ian said as he snatched the brochure back and showed it to Michael. “They can make a version of our house with electricity and running water. We’d just have to send them the information.”

“Fine but does she need it or do you want her to have one?”

Ian looked down and put the brochure back. “I guess I want her to have it.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with that but don’t do it on the spur of the moment. How long does it take to get one?”

“Eight to ten weeks.”

“So you have plenty of time to decide if this is what you really want to do. You know Chloe would be just as happy with something we could build her. There are kits on the internet for that. They’re not as fancy but if you get this for her this year, what would you get for her next year?”

“Why do you always have to be the voice of reason?” Ian asked.

“Well you can be the voice of reason when I try to buy the baby everything on earth.” Michael reached into his bag and pulled out the soft pink sleeping bunny. “See? It’s already started.”

“Oh, that’s so cute! Where did you find that?” Pieter asked, reaching out to stroke the bunny’s ears.

“Don’t worry Pieter; I’ve already got you one.” Grant assured him. 

“Really? Thank you beminde!” Pieter said, giving Grant a hug and kiss. “Now, let’s head back to the hotel because Grant and I need to take a nap.”
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Since there were still several hours before they had to leave for dinner, the foursome spilt up again. Grant and Pieter took the car back to their hotel, taking all the shopping bags with them while Michael and Ian decided to walk back along 5th Avenue and taking a detour through Central Park.

As they strolled along window shopping, Ian couldn’t help asking, “Are you serious about letting me get the playhouse? I thought you’d say no right off the bat.”

“It’s not up to me, Ian. It’s your money.”

“But she’s your daughter and you don’t approve.”

“No, she’s our daughter,” Michael corrected him. “You’re raising her as much or even more than I am. Yeah, I think it’s excessive and that you’re being impulsive but it’s not my place to say no.”

“So if I turned around right now and went back to place an order, you wouldn’t say a word?”

“Oh I’d say stuff but why are you pushing on this? Was there something you really wanted as a child that you didn’t get and now you’ve got to give it Chloe?”

Ian stopped and dropped Michael’s hand, turning away and crossing his arms over his chest to stare out at the park. Michael, who hadn’t really been worried about the situation was now alarmed and stepped up next to him.

“Did I hit a sore spot?”

“Y-yes. Growing up the one thing I really wanted was a tree fort. Well, I wanted the house from a Swiss Family Robinson but I would have settled for a tree fort but mum and dad didn’t really have the money to buy one and dad didn’t have time to build one.”

Michael put his arms around Ian’s waist and hooked his chin over Ian’s shoulder, not caring that the people rushing by were staring. “So getting this house would make you feel better?”

“Yes. I know it’s silly.”

“It’s not silly babe but that’s what you wanted. Chloe hasn’t said a word about a playhouse; she’d rather have her own computer at this point.”

“Which we’re definitely not getting her. She does just fine on our laptops.”

“See? You can say no to her and it didn’t hurt a bit. Saying no is good for her and who knows, if your parents had gotten you that tree fort you might never have taken up swimming and we’d have never met.” Michael put a quick kiss on Ian’s cheek then put his arm through Ian’s to tug him along.

“In other words, my childhood trauma was to your benefit?”

“And yours too or you’d be some really hot surfie without a brass razoo. Just because we have money, it doesn’t mean we have to throw it all at her. She’s going to go to college some day; we’ll have to save something for that not to mention the other tyke or two we manage to get.”

“Hm. I suppose you’re right.” Ian snugged his arm into Michael’s as they crossed over 59th Street and into the park. “Are there really kits for playhouses?”

“Yep. And there are other playhouses that are probably just as expensive but more kid friendly with slides and swings and climbing walls. That one back there was nice but she’s too active to just sit and play with dolls.”

“All right, you made your point. I just never expected to act this way, you know. I’m going to be a complete sap when Chandler is born.”

“Chandler?”

“Or Monica. Since you object to the ‘Buffy’ names, I’m moving on to ‘Friends’.”

“Uh no, as Ross would say.”

“Okay then. You don’t let me have any fun.” Ian said, sticking his lip out.

“You keep pouting and I’ll show you fun, right in the lobby.” Michael leered.

“Ooh, tell me more.”
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After an exquisite dinner, they stood on the sidewalk on front of the restaurant and started walking the eleven blocks back to the hotel. It was almost ten but the city was still buzzing with activity and they seriously needed to work off the food.

“I didn’t think I’d like it but that was really good.” Michael said, his steps matching with Ian’s as they strode briskly.

“It was wonderful. Especially the duck and I don’t like duck.” Pieter said from Ian’s other side.

“And I don’t like caviar but on the oysters? It was perfect.” Grant remarked, twining his arm through Pieter’s.

“So this is your collective way of apologizing for teasing me for being a food snob?”

“We never said you were a food snob, Ian.”

“Grant’s right. We called you a snooty foodie. That’s entirely different.”

“Ha ha Pieter. I particularly liked the cheeses at the end. We’ll have to see if Whole Foods has Crowdie.”

“My favorite was the strawberry and chocolate crepes. Those were awesome.” Michael said, licking his lips. “I wonder if there’s a recipe for those somewhere; they didn’t look like they’d be too hard to make and we do have a crepe pan.”

“We have a crepe pan?”

Michael sighed and put his arm around Ian’s waist. “Yes dear. Lenny got it for us as a wedding present.”

“Lenny? Lenny K bought you a crepe pan? Why would he do that?” Pieter asked.

“That’s a crepe pan? He said it was a latke pan just like the one his grandmother used back in the Ukraine.”

“Ian! You bought the latke thing? It’s Lenny for heaven’s sake. Boy, he’s really got you guys believing he’s sweet and innocent, doesn’t he? It’s a copper crepe pan from deBuyer; it retails for two hundred and fifty bucks.”

“Gasp! You looked up the value of a gift? That’s rather crude of you.” Grant said with a smirk.

“I looked it up because it was from Lenny and I’ve learned to never trust a Russian bearing gifts. Especially after that touching story about his grandmother. He did ask you about it at the wedding, didn’t he?”

Ian nodded, looking faintly embarrassed. “Yes. I even told him that I was looking forward to making latkes in it and he gave me his grandmother’s recipe. I thought it was strange that he had it all printed up on a card like that.”

“See how sneaky he is? He set the whole thing up and I’ll bet Aaron and Ian Crocker were in the area somewhere.”

“Sitting at the same table with him. God, I’m such a dupe.” Ian said ruefully.

“It’s not just you, Ian. He’s got everyone fooled.”
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Back at the hotel, Michael closed the door of their suite behind him and went in to the kitchen. Ian, who had gone into the bedroom, came out a minute later when he realized Michael wasn’t following him. He was already half undressed and held up his pants with one hand.

“What are you doing?”

“Um. Getting a snack?” Michael said as he turned around and tried to hide the counter he’d been working at.

“A snack? After that meal? You’re joking!”

“Yes I am. Now shoo.” Michael waved his hand but Ian advanced on him anyway, getting a glimpse of a piece of paper and a pen.

“Ooh. What is that? What are you doing?”

“Ian, stop. God, it’s impossible to surprise you isn’t it?”

“But what is it?” Ian tried to reach around Michael but Michael blocked that move with a hip check.

“If I tell you it wouldn’t be a surprise. Go back to the bedroom and I’ll be right there.” Ian tried a pout but Michael just shook his head and leaned in for a quick kiss. “Come on, you’ll get it in the morning. That’s only a few hours, can’t you just wait?”

“Hm. Will you come in and take my mind of off it?” Ian asked as Michael’s mouth nibbled on his jaw line.

“Uh huh. God, I love the way you taste.” Michael murmured, his hands capturing Ian’s waist and delving down to stroke over the front of Ian’s boxer briefs. He shuffled his feet and moved Ian back out of the kitchen and into the living area.

“Where are we going?” Ian thought to ask as he felt his legs hit the front of the couch. He fell back onto the seat and found himself lifting his hips as Michael pulled his pants and underwear down and off.

“Looks like the living room to me.” Michael said, licking and kissing his way down Ian’s now bared chest.

“Oh. Ah. God, what are you doing?”

Michael looked up with a wicked grin, “Getting a snack.” He dropped his head and swallowed Ian’s cock which was certainly taking an interest in the proceedings. 

Oh, Michael had certainly not lost his talent for this Ian thought distractedly as he was licked, sucked and generally driven wild. He reached down and ran his fingers through Michael’s hair then rubbed across Michael’s shoulders. 

He knew he was babbling but didn’t care as Michael’s finger probed his anus, his finger slicked with a bit of saliva. When Michael’s thumb stroked across his perineum, he arched off the couch and shouted as he came, every bit of semen disappearing into Michael’s mouth.

“Michael, god. You-” Ian tried to talk but let his body speak for him, pulling Michael up to kiss him, their lips meeting. Michael leaned back a few minutes later and stroked Ian’s chest.

“I know baby. Hang on a minute.” Michael got up and went into the bathroom, coming back with the lube, a condom and a couple of towels, his clothes discarded at some point. He also held a bottle of water from the kitchen and handed it to Ian who took it gratefully as he enjoyed the view.

“Aren’t we going to go into the bedroom?” Ian asked as he let Michael arrange him on the couch. He was now lying on his back on one of the towels with a leg slung over the back of the couch.

“When’s the last time we made love on the couch?” Michael replied, as he sat down between Ian’s legs and opened the lube. 

Ian hissed a little as one finger breached him and he quickly put down the now empty water bottle. “You’re just trying to distract me from the kitchen.”

“I know,” Michael said as he swung his body around and took his spot between Ian’s legs. “It’s it working?”

“Not quite. I still have this urge to get up and go look. Oh.” Ian said with a bit of sass but stopped talking when Michael gently bit his nipple.

“What about now?”

“It’s fading a little but do something-oh fuck, Michael!” Ian yelled, his arms coming around Michael as Michael’s cock entered him in one strong thrust.

Michael grinned down at him with a mischievous glint in his eyes. “The things I’ll do to keep you from spoiling surprises.” He flexed his hips and Ian stuttered a bit.

“Michael, stop talking and start moving dammit!” Ian demanded once he got his breath back, his legs twining around Michael’s waist.

Chuckling a little, Michael flexed his hips again, his arms going under Ian’s shoulder’s so he had better leverage. The flexing became all out thrusts when Ian’s lips found Michael’s earlobe and they both stopped joking around. Ian’s renewed erection was trapped between their bodies and the friction was driving him crazy.

“Ian, god. Are you-?” Michael asked desperately, his control slipping away from him.

“Yes, oh. Yes. Fuck. God. Michael, oh. Yes. Please.” Ian wasn’t sure what he was saying, the delicious sensations where surging through him and when Michael gave one last thrust with a little twist that hit his prostate perfectly, he was coming again. 

Michael’s orgasm followed a few moments later, his eyes fluttering as he collapsed onto Ian with a groan. “God, baby.”

“Ssh. It’s okay, I’ve got you.” Ian said, his hands rubbing soothingly over Michael’s back. Michael’s lips found his and they kissed leisurely for several long minutes before Ian started giggling.

Michael lifted his head with a frown. “What?”

“Hee! Curtains open. We’re exhibitionists!” Ian said, the laughter riffling through him as he nodded towards the windows off to the left. Michael turned his head and giggled himself although he was a little mortified.

“Do you think anyone saw us?”

“Well, they’d have to be blind to miss it if they were looking. Now you get to go up and close the curtains.”

“What? Why me?”

“Because this was your idea and they’ve already seen you in all your glory; it’s a beautiful glory and they’re very lucky to see it. Besides, I’m shy.” Ian said, demurely casting his eyes down.

Michael snorted and hauled himself up, belatedly picking up one of the towels to cover his groin and crossing over to pull the curtain cord. “Geeze. Sorry baby.”

“For what?”

“I meant to close them.”

Ian shrugged and reached out to take Michael’s towel to clean up his chest and stomach. “They probably couldn’t make out our faces enough to identify us and we weren’t doing anything illicit.”

Michael disappeared into the bathroom and came back sans condom but holding the complimentary robes the hotel provided. Now that they weren’t moving, the air conditioning was a bit chilly. He snagged two more bottles of water and set them down on the coffee table.

“Well, I hope they enjoyed the show.” Michael said philosophically as he handed one of the robes to Ian and put the other on. 

Ian stood and put the robe on before capturing Michael’s hand and pulling him over to snuggle on the couch. “We’re probably very picturesque.”

“Probably.” Michael agreed, resolving to put his embarrassment aside.

They sat quietly for a while, sipping at their water when Ian sighed and lifted his head. “Would you ever consider posing for naughty pictures?”

“You mean nude?”

“Yes. Nude but tastefully artistic.” Ian confirmed as he laid his head back down on Michael’s shoulder.

Michael considered the question carefully, “Well, maybe but it would depend on the photographer and setting. I’d feel much better if it was both of us. Why are you asking?”

“Your photo shoot tomorrow is with Bruce Weber and I love the other stuff he’s done with you. I’m not talking about photos for publication; I want one just for me.”

“If I’m posing nude, you’re doing it too. It wouldn’t be fair for you to have a naked picture of me unless I got one of you.”

“I could live with that. We’d have to get a lock box so Chloe can’t find them but we could ask Bruce tomorrow.”

“That can be your job. You’re better at negotiating than I am.”

“Hm. Do you think Chloe’s okay?”

“She sounded like she was having fun when we talked to her earlier and it’s too late to call.”

“But what if someone forgot to turn on her night light and she’s too scared to get out of bed and turn it on herself.”

“She’s probably conked out on the couch. Mom and the sisters were going to play poker tonight and let her stay up late.”

Ian fussed with the tie of Michael’s robe, “I guess she’s having fun then.”

“Babe, she’s missing us just as much as we miss her.”

“I know but I wish she was with us.”

“We’ll be home on Monday, Ian.”

“You think I’m being ridiculous, don’t you?” Ian asked, looking up at Michael.

“No, I never think you’re ridiculous. I think you’re just having separation anxiety.”

“I suppose. But you’re not doing it.”

“You didn’t see me when I went to San Diego. I talked Miles’ ear off because I missed you all so much. And I guess I’m okay with having a little time away from Chloe because you’re here. I love Chloe but I love you too.”

“And I love you. Do you resent that I spend so much time with her?”

“I do get a little jealous sometimes of both of you. You guys get to spend a lot of time together but I just keep reminding myself that I won’t always be in a time crunch. I’m glad she’s really bonded to you and to Grant and Pieter though.”

“She’s bonded to you too Michael. You’re the one she wants when she’s hurt or scared. I may have been there when she skinned her knee but you’re the only one who was allowed to help her take the bandage off. And you’re the only man for me. You know this isn’t going to get any easier with a baby.”

“But I won’t have competing and the travel anymore.”

“Are you going to get a job when you graduate or will you become a house husband like me?”

“Um. That’s something I wanted to talk to you about actually. What do you think of opening a facility for kids that have survived cancer or other kinds of illnesses? There are lots of camps for kids when they’re sick but once they’re well, they’re expected to just pop back into their lives and go on.”

Ian sat up and looked at Michael. “Sometimes they can’t even run or play because they’re so weak. You want to use a pool to help them rebuild their strength. David’s brother Michael had a horrible time after he got out of the hospital. Michael love, that’s brill.”

“Hey, it’s not just my idea. Pieter and I were talking about it a couple of weeks ago after he was on the oncology floor. What do the kids and the parents do once they’re well but not healthy yet? It would have to be a day camp or a weekend thing because we want kids to be able to spend time with their families. It was just one of those ideas and I’ve been thinking about it ever since.”

“It’s a great idea anyway and worthy of thought.” Ian said, his brain already whirling away.

“Well I’d appreciate it if you would. You’re good at looking at things from all the angles. Pieter hasn’t mentioned it since we talked about it but we could bring it up to them.”

“We can do that tomorrow at breakfast. What time are we supposed to meet them?”

“At nine I think. Are you ready for bed?”

“Yes. This is comfy but you need your beauty sleep.”

&&

At six forty five the next morning, Michael got out of bed and after a visit to the bathroom came back in and nudged Ian. He nudged him again a minute later and kept nudging until Ian’s eyes cracked open.

“Whaz time iz it?”

“Almost seven babe. It’s time to get up, we have an appointment.”

“Pointment?” 

“Yes, babe. Come on, get up.” 

Michael chivvied Ian onto his feet and through a trip to the bathroom before helping Ian put his sweats, flip flops and adding a baseball cap because Ian had a horrible case of bed head.

“Where are we going like this?”

“You’ll see.” Michael took his hand and led him out of their room and into the elevator. Ian leaned against Michael still too sleepily to question all this moving about.

“Coffee?”

“In a minute.” Michael said as the elevator doors slid open lobby to the hotel’s luxury spa. Michael gently guided Ian out of the car and into the lush quiet. The receptionist nodded at them and got up to open the door to 

“Good morning, Mr. Phelps. They’ll be ready for you in ten minutes.”

“Thanks, Bettina.”

Michael pulled Ian into a locker room and turned on the eight nozzle shower before helping Ian get undressed and undressing himself. Ian definitely woke up when the water hit him, sputtering a little when one of the sprays hit him in the face.

“Michael?”

“Hey, good morning lover.”

“Where are we?”

“The spa. We’re schedule for massages, body treatments, facials, manicures and pedicures followed by breakfast back in our suite prepared by one of the chef’s from downstairs.”

“This was the surprise?”

“Uh huh. What do you think?”

“I think you’re the best ever! They said the spa was booked when I called.”

Michael smiled smugly. “I know, I told them to say that. Grant and Pieter have it booked after breakfast so get washed up over there, we don’t want to waste any of our time.”

&&

Strolling back to their room a couple of hours later, Ian was feeling so relaxed he could hardly stand it; he’d been buffed, polished and pampered within an inch of his life

“That was a magnificent idea, love. We haven’t had a spa day in ages.”

“I know and I’m seriously considering getting one of those sea salt scrubs before I compete the next time, I feel like I’ve shaved down.”

“You can test that theory out when we go back to the pool this afternoon.” Ian said, as Michael stopped in front of Grant and Pieter’s door and knocked. “Oh, are we having breakfast in their suite?”

“Yeah, because we’ll be getting dressed afterwards and they’re heading upstairs. It’ll give the staff time to clean up.”

Pieter opened the door with a smile. “Good morning my friends. Come in, we’ve got coffee and breakfast will be ready in a moment. How was it?”

“Fantastic. Pieter, you’ve got to try the Shiatsu.” Ian said as they filed into the living area where Grant was already seated.

“Oh, I fully intend to. Grant, stop hogging the coffee.”

“There’s a whole pot right here Pieter. You two look very relaxed and shiny.” Grant said, pouring Ian a cup while Michael poured himself some milk.

“I had the sea salt scrub and Ian had the Essential Body Melt.”

“Is that the one with the juniper oil and the scalp massage?” Pieter asked.

“There was also a foot massage.”

“Excuse me, gentlemen but breakfast is ready.” The white clad woman said as she emerged from the kitchen. “May I serve now?”

“Oh, yes please.” 

The meal of smoked salmon and spinach omelets, seasonal fruits and the best biscuits Michael had ever eaten, or so he said as he claimed the last in the basket and his fourth of the meal, was relaxed and filled with laughter as they teased and taunted each other.

Letting Michael go ahead, Ian stopped to compliment the chef while Grant and Pieter headed to the spa.

“Ma’am, can I ask how you get your biscuits that fluffy but dense? Mine always turn out like bricks.”

“You’re probably working the dough too much. If you have time, I’m going down to make a batch now.”

“Thank you! I’ll just tell my husband where I’m going and I’ll be right back.” Ian said before he dashed down the hall. He knocked on the door and rushed right by Michael and into the bedroom.

“Baby, what’s the hurry?”

“Anne Lee is going to show me how to make those biscuits!” Ian grabbed a pair of undies and his jeans, stripping off the sweat pants and dressing quickly.

“Ooh. So you’re going to get a peek into a restaurant kitchen?” Michael asked amused at how excited Ian was.

“Yep. Well, they were great biscuits and you’ll certain appreciate it if I can make them.” A t-shirt was found and pulled on then Ian gave his hair a fluffing.

“That is true. Have fun and don’t forget to be back by noon.”

Grabbing a room key and shoving his feet into his shoes, Ian stopped and gave Michael a quick kiss. “Love you!”

&&

Ian just made it back to the room, chattering over his adventures in the kitchen that not only included learning the proper biscuit procedure but also several other insider tips from the staff. 

He took the clean clothes that Michael threw him and showered off the flour and other ingredients that he’d somehow accumulated and appeared before Michael with a big grin on his face.

“I’m ready!”

“Good. So you had a good time?” Michael asked as they left the room and got into the elevator.

“It was great. Jean George was there and complimented me on my knife technique. Then he showed me how to debone a duck. If there’s time before we leave tomorrow, they said I could come back and Mario would give me a quick lesson on the Thai herb sauce.”

“We’ll make time. We really don’t have anything planned tomorrow except getting on the train.”

“I thought we were doing touristy stuff?”

“We can do that the next time we’re here. How many times will you get that kind of invitation?”

“Thank you, love!” Ian said giving him a quick hug as the elevator doors opened. The crowd of people stared at them and Ian laughed a little. “Oh this is quite a trend.”

Michael laughed too and waved his hand as they slipped out. “Don’t worry folks, we’re newlyweds.”

In the car, Michael got out his cell phone and handed it to Ian. “Go on and call Chloe. I talked to her earlier and she’s waiting for you to tell her all about the biscuits.”

&&

“Uh, Bruce do you have a moment?”

The man looked up from his notebook, “What’s up?”

“Michael and I were wondering if we could hire you to do some photographs for us.”

“For you? Like what? I’m sure your kid is cute but I don’t do child photography.”

“Nothing like that. In fact, these are photos we’ll be letting Chloe see anytime soon.”

“Ah.” Bruce’s face lightened as he realized what Ian was talking about. “Nudes.”

“Yes. We’re not going to look like this forever.”

“I gotcha. I’m free at four and I’ll make you a deal. If they turn out well and there’s a photo or two you’ll let me use in my portfolio, it’ll be no charge. If not, it’s five hundred an hour for the film and studio.” He paused when Ian started to protest. “No, it’s not my usual rate but consider it a wedding present.”

“Done and thank you.”

&&

Once again in the car, Michael fretted a little on the way to Bruce’s studio. “Do you think we should have shaved?”

“I did- oh, you don’t mean shave our faces. No, because this is what we look like more often then not.”

“But I look more cut when I’m shaved.” Michael jiggled his leg nervously.

“Stop worrying about it. These are for us and I love the way you look fur or no fur.”

&&

They were surprised to see a full staff on hand to do makeup, hair and lighting but Bruce assured them that the crowd would be leaving once things were set up so they put themselves in the hands of the experts.

A half hour later, the studio was empty aside from Bruce and one assistant and it was time to take off the swim suits they’d worn to protect their modesty while they were being lit.

“Okay guys, drop the suits and let’s get started.”

Ian gulped, suddenly a little shy. Michael on the other hand, whipped his off with abandon and jumped back on the bed, rolling around in the sheets.

“God, this feels good. Bruce, what’s the thread count on these?”

“Over a thousand I think. Michael, Ian’s looking a bit unsure. Why don’t you see if you can entice him to get in with you?”

Michael rolled over to the side of the bed Ian was standing at and sat up. “Have you changed your mind?”

“Um. No. I just-”

Michael ran a finger down Ian’s abs with a saucy grin, “Ian, don’t make me come out there and get you.”

Snorting, Ian pushed the suit down and stepped out of it, putting one knee up on the bed. “You and what army?”

&&

“Whoa. That’s hot, guys. Keep it up.” Bruce exclaimed as he took another camera from his assistant. Ian and Michael were standing in front of a white backdrop; Michael was facing the camera with Ian facing him, his hip and leg covering Michael’s groin.

“Ian, tilt your head down a little – no, not so much. Right there. Michael, spread your fingers a little; let me see your ring but don’t cover the tattoo. Awesome. Now, look into each other’s eyes. Great. A little kiss. Very nice. Okay, guys that’s it.”

The assistant, Jules, came over and handed them two large towels with a smile before disappearing with the cameras and film.

“Guys, great job. I’ll have the contact prints for you in a couple of weeks and I’ll give you a call.”

“Thanks Bruce, this was pretty painless.” Michael said with a grin, shaking the photographer’s hand.

“You’re welcome, Michael, Ian. I’ve got a dinner engagement so I’ve got to rush. Jules will show you out and lock up.” He shook their hands and disappeared with a wave.

“Ian, did you really change your mind there for a minute?” Michael asked as they got dressed.

“I did for a brief moment then I was distracted by your romp in the sheets. When you commit to something, you commit don’t you?”

“Yep, that’s why you’re going to be stuck with me for a long long time.”

&&

Pieter and Grant thought it was hysterical when they found out how Michael and Ian spent their afternoon and spent several minutes teasing them good-naturedly before turning their attention to other matters.

“So Ian, where are we eating tonight?” Grant asked.

“I don’t know. Michael, you said you’d take care of reservations for tonight.”

“Ah, so I did. We need to leave at seven thirty so let’s get dressed and get going.”

“But where are we going?”

“It’s another surprise. Wear sports coats and ties.”

Once they got downstairs, Michael said they didn’t need a cab and started walking south which gave Ian plenty of opportunities to try and guess where they were going but he caught his breathe when Michael turned onto 55th Street with Grant and Pieter trailing slightly behind.

“You didn’t!”

“I didn’t what?”

“We have reservations for Sugiyama? Tell me we have reservations for Sugiyama!”

“We do. You said you ate there years ago and you’ve always wanted to go back.”

“Michael, I told you that when we were first dating. You remembered?” Ian asked.

“Of course I did.” Michael said, sliding his hand around Ian’s waist. “Haven’t you figured it out yet?”

“Figured what out? This isn’t one of our anniversaries, is it? I have all of those written down.” Ian asked anxiously.

“Well, it’s not one technically. Five years ago today you told your parents you were in love with me and you wanted to move to the States, therefore I decided that today should be ‘Ian Day’ from here on out.”

“So the spa, my favorite breakfast food, the photos and now dinner are all for me?”

“I didn’t plan on the photos but that’s what you wanted to do; not that I didn’t enjoy it. And here we are for dinner; shall we go up?”

“Yes and thank you.” Ian leaned in and kissed Michael, slowly and with feeling.

Smiling and ignoring Grant and Pieter’s cat calls, “Hey, we’ve got one more stop after this so don’t thank me yet.”

“I can’t wait to see what you’ve got planned yet but for now, let’s eat.”

&&

After another excellent dining experience, they left the restaurant and walked back towards the hotel.

“I really love this town,” Ian commented. “Where else in the world could you walk to so many great restaurants?”

“Now that’s something that I expected from Michael.” Grant said his hand in Pieter’s.

“Why? I love to eat but Ian loves great food. Do you want to live here some day?”

“I’d love to live here but maybe after the kids are old enough to appreciate it. Right now, Philadelphia is a good choice for us.”

As they approached the hotel, Michael told Grant and Pieter to go on and that he and Ian would see them in the morning then he tugged Ian off towards the park.

“Michael, the park is too dangerous to walk in at night.”

“I know that and that’s not where we’re going. Ah, I think that’s our ride.” Michael said pulling Ian towards one of the horse drawn carriages.

“Hi, are you Paul?”

“Yes sir, I am and you must be Mr. Phelps and Mr. Thorpe. Do you need a hand getting in?”

“Nope, we’ve got it. Come on Ian.”

“Michael, this is-”

“I know, it’s sloppy romantic mushy stuff but it’s one of the few things you’ve never done here.” Michael hopped in and helped Ian up then sat down next to him. “We’re ready to go, Paul.”

“Okay, Mr. Phelps. Champagne’s in the seat across from you.”

“Thanks!”

Michael handed the bottle to Ian and let him open it, holding the glasses at the ready. Paul waited until the glasses were full before shaking the reigns and urging the horse forward.

“I was going to say that it is sloppy romantic mushy stuff and I love you for it. What are we drinking to?”

“Happy Ian Day. I love you more today than I did yesterday and I’ll love you more tomorrow.”

“Thank you my only love.” They drank their champagne and snuggled in the seat, exchanging kisses and endearments for the forty minute ride that took them past several Central Park landmarks before the carriage pulled up in front of Trump Tower.

Ian got out and helped Michael down then Michael turned and passed an envelope up to Paul.

“Thanks for working late tonight, Paul. It was a great ride.”

“You’re welcome Mr. Phelps. Enjoy the rest of your visit and have a good night.”

In the elevator, Ian hooked his fingers around Michael’s and leaned against him with a sigh. “This was the perfect day, thank you love.”

“You’re welcome baby.”

Back in their room, Michael undressed Ian slowly then took his own clothes off and joined Ian on the bed. “I have one more present for you.”

Ian stroked Michael’s cock with a grin, “I know and it’s one I really like.”

“Oh you’re going to get that but here.” Michael reached into the nightstand and pulled out a small jewelry box.

“Michael, this is too much.”

“Hush. You’re worth it so open it.”

Ian opened the box to find a gold ring with the letters ‘IMC’ engraved on the band with small jewels in between. Ian made out an opal, a moonstone and an amethyst. “Ian, Michael and Chloe?”

“Yep. And there’s room for the baby too. But look inside.”

Ian did so, turning the ring to catch the light. “What is that?”

“That’s an engraving of your last EKG because you’re the heartbeat of our family.”

“Oh, Michael. It’s perfect.” Ian said, giving Michael the ring and holding out his right hand. Michael slipped on Ian’s finger and kissed him.

“I love you Ian.”

“I love you too Michael. Thank you for my wonderful day.”

“You’re welcome, thank you for my wonderful life.”



June 9, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“Suitcases?”

“Six.”

“Pillows?”

“Eight.”

“Linens?”

“Two kings sets, six twins, one queen.”

“Animal stuff?”

“Dry dog, dry cat, five cans of cat food, kitty litter and pan.”

“Beach gear?”

“Goggles, caps, shoes, sunscreen, towels, chairs, carts.”

“Entertainment?”

“Books, games and cards.”

“House secured?”

“Windows and doors locked, alarms are on.”

“Money?”

“Cash, credit and traveler’s checks.”

“Chloe and the animals are already in the car, we’re all here. Have I forgotten anything?”

“Nope. I think we’re ready to go.”

Ian checked his clipboard one more time and nodded. “Okay then. Let’s close this thing and get on the road.”

It took all five men to snap the lid onto the rooftop carrier and then Michael crawled into the backseat next to Chloe. Pieter and Robert took the middle seats, leaving Grant riding shot gun beside Ian.

“Michael, where did you put the maps?”

“In the glove compartment, babe. Just follow the signs that say ‘Delaware Beaches’ once you turn off onto 1. The EZ Pass is under the passenger seat; if you hit the toll on 95 you missed the turn and watch your speed in Delaware.”

“Got it.”

&&

The few hours were quiet as they drove down through Delaware. They made a stop around the halfway point to use the bathroom and walk the dog before traveling on. The traffic wasn’t bad for a weekday but it began getting heavier as they approached the beaches.

“Ian, does that sign say ‘Indian Beach’?” Michael asked.

“Yes it does.”

“Okay. Everyone look to your front or to the left when we get to the top.”

Michael watched Chloe closely, enjoying the look she got as the water suddenly appeared.

“Daddy, that’s the ocean!”

“I know. This is always the point where you know you’re at the beach.”

“Is it much farther?” Robert asked.

“Forty more minutes more or less depending on traffic.”

“And we’re going to Maryland?”

“Yep. After we go through Bethany and Fenwick.”

“Can I go swimming as soon as we get there?” Chloe asked.

“We’ll go once we check in and unload the car. You won’t have a swim suit until we get the suitcases down and we’ll need to talk about the rules before you go in the water.”

“Okay. Are the Grannies going to be there?”

“They’ll be there tomorrow along with the Grandpas and all the aunts and uncles and your cousins.”

“Gina and Dennis and Lexie and Danica. They’re my age.”

“Yep they are. You’re sharing your room with Gina, Lexie and Danica.”

“Michael, how many of your family is going to be there?” Robert asked, not having been privy to all the planning that had been going on for this adventure.

“There are forty four of us, including you guys. We have six condos with twenty rooms total at South Beach Boardwalk but there are another ten or twelve people in other places who’ll probably come down to our area.”

“Sounds uh-.”

“Like a madhouse.” Pieter finished, “But on the other hand, there will always be someone around to do something with. Hopefully, someone will go on the rollercoaster with me since Grant is too chicken.” 

“I’m not chicken, I just don’t like rollercoasters. Give me the Speedway, that’s my type of ride.”
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“Turn left on 6th Street, Ian. It’s the big pink building and the parking garage should be on the left.”

“I see it. Do you want to go in and get the key when we get there?”

“Yeah and I’ll bring back bins.”

“Oom Robert, will you help me walk the dogs? Papa said that was my job.”

“I’d be happy too.”

The unloading went smoothly except for Flannel meowing pitifully when his cage was moved. Between the bin, the animals, five adults and one child they barely fit into the elevator and they all breathed a sigh of relief when the car got to the fifth floor.

“Maybe we should have made two trips?” Grant said as he helped push the bin down the hall.

“Too late now. Michael, where are the keys?”

“Here.” Michael tossed them over the bin. “It’s room 502.”

“Whoa. Back up a little, we almost overshot it.” Ian said, fitting the key in the door and pushing it open. He picked up Flannel’s cage and walked in, trailed by Chloe and the dogs.

The condo was laid out with the kitchen and living/dining room in the center with two rooms and two bathrooms on either side. The two largest bedrooms and the living area had a wall of windows that faced the ocean off a long balcony.

“Wow, that’s some view.” Pieter commented as he put down the bags he’d been carrying.

“It really is.” Michael said, putting down the box of animal supplies and heading for the balcony where Ian and Chloe were standing.

“Michael, this is really incredible.”

“I know. What do you think, Chloe?”

“Can we go swimming now?”

&&

An hour later, Chloe walked across the sand carrying her towel while Ian, Michael, Pieter, Grant and Robert trudged behind hauling the chairs, blankets and other accoutrements.

“I feel like a royal attendant or a Sherpa.” Pieter said as he tried not to drop his end of the ice chest.

“God, don’t let her hear that or she’ll be asking us to bow.” Grant muttered pushing one of the beach carts.

“Chloe, pick a spot already.” Ian said.

“Okay. Here.”

“Good job! Ian, will you set things up? I’ll go get a couple of umbrellas. Chloe, you can go in the water up to your knees until one of us comes with you.”

“Okay, Daddy.” Chloe dropped her towel and pulled off her T-shirt, heading for the water.

Ian kept an eye on her while they put the chairs out, spread the blankets and positioned the umbrellas. She was carefully not going any deeper than her ankles and Ian figured she was a little scared. 

“Baby, did we put sunscreen on her?”

“Yes love, I did it in the condo but we both need some for ourselves. It’s in the cooler.” Ian stripped off his shirt and shorts, revealing his swimsuit. 

“I’ve got sunscreen on so I’ll go keep Chloe company. Can I take her out a little deeper?” Grant asked, folding his shirt and shorts neatly.

“If she’ll let you.”

“Okay.”

Michael spread the lotion all over Ian’s back then turned so Ian could do his. “Hey Ian?”

“Yes Michael?”

“Who’s sharing Robert’s room?”

“Your future brother-in-law, Craig.”

“I thought he was sharing with Hilary?”

“He was until Whitney kicked the loser to the curb. Now Whitney and Hilary are sharing and Beth and Colleen are in that condo.”

“I hope you got to make a lot of spread sheets for all this arranging.”

“I did and it was tons of fun. Shall we go try the water?”

“We shall indeed.”

&&

June 12, 2010 Ocean City, MD

“We look like a troop encampment down there.” Michael said as he looked over the balcony at the family members strung out across the beach.

“We have taken over, haven’t we?” Ian agreed joining Michael at the railing.

“How are your parents?”

“They’re fine and send their love. I thought you were downstairs?”

“I was until I realized that you were up here all alone and that between Grant, Pieter and the parents, Chloe had plenty of supervision.” Michael said slinging his arm around Ian’s waist and leading him back inside.

“So you came up here to have sex with me?” Ian asked. “I’m shocked, absolutely shocked. We’re married and married people don’t have sex in the middle of the day.”

“Then why are you unbuttoning your pants?”

&&

Two hours later, Ian and Michael strolled back from Thrasher’s Fries ducking around the crowds on the boardwalk and munching from one of the buckets they’d purchased.

“Do you think we got enough for everyone?”

“Ten buckets? I hope so. The question is will anyone buy that it took us this long to get French fries?” Ian said, holding the box away from his body.

“There was a really long line. That’s the story and I’m sticking to it.”

No one asked where they’d been but there were several knowing looks from the adults as Michael and Ian passed the fries around. The younger kids were busy building a sand castle in the middle of the Callahan-Phelps tribe but dropped their shovels and buckets to grab some of the still crispy potatoes.

“Papa, did Nana get my birthday card?” Chloe asked as she came over to snitch some of their fries.

“She certainly did. She said she was going to give you a great big hug when we see her in Paris.”

“Good. Am I ever going to see all my grannies and grampies at the same time?”

“We’ll see what we can do, Chloe. Here, do you want the rest of these?”

“Sure!” Chloe snatched the bucket and ran off.

“Ian! I still wanted more fries.”

“You’ve had enough. You ate a cup of fries down at Thrashers and they’re definitely not on your diet.” Ian said calmly, patting Michael’s thigh.

“Gee Coach, I’m on vacation.”

“Would Bob buy that line?”

“Probably not.”
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June 15, 2010 Ocean City, MD

“And Grant wins again. He really does know his way around a race track.” Michael commented as he and Pieter stood by the Formula One track at Jolly Rogers.

“That’s not the only thing he knows his way around.” Pieter said with a leer. “Are they really going to race again?”

“I think so. Maybe Ian’s hoping that the fifth time’s the charm.” Michael turned to look at the Skittlebug track, noticing that Chloe and Gina were going around again under Deb’s watchful eye.

“How many times are we going to let them do this?”

“Why? What else do you want to do?”

“The rollercoaster of course. Will you go with me? Grant is seriously afraid to ride one.”

“Sure. Let’s see who wins this round and tell them where we’re going. Chloe said she’d like to try it too.”

A couple of minutes later, Ian thrust his hands up as he finally won a race then quickly got out of the car to shake Grant’s hand and leave the ride before he was tempted to keep driving. 

“Michael, did you see that? I finally won.”

“I saw. We’re heading over to the Wild Cat, did you want to come along or try one of the other race tracks?”

“No, I’ll come along in case Chloe changes her mind. You are taking her, right?”

“As soon as her ride is finished.”

The men stood and watched as Chloe crossed the finish line first, causing Ian to put a hand up. “I don’t even want to hear it, Grant.”

“What? That Chloe must get her racing genes from Michael?”

“Yes, that’s what I didn’t want to hear. Thank you for being so predictable.”

“I live to serve. Want to go on the bumper cars while they’re on the coaster?”

“Of course. There’s got to be something here I can beat you at on the first try.”

“Papa, Daddy! Did you see me win?” Chloe asked as she ran towards them followed by the other girls.

“We sure did, Sugar Plum but everyone else did a great job too. Does anyone want to go on the coaster?” Michael asked, giving her a quick squeeze on the shoulder.

“Yes!”
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“Ow. Ian, I don’t say this very often but I told you so. This is a tried and true activity and there is no room for innovations no matter how well you thought it would work.”

“I know and I’m sorry it hit you, now give me the mallet back and I’ll do it your way.”

Michael passed the wooden tool over and Ian picked up his knife, placing it on the crab claw and striking it with the mallet. “Ah and there it is.”

Robert watched Ian scoop up the crab meat and suppressed a shudder. “I can’t believe those things are considered a delicacy.”

“Robert, you’ve eaten crab legs before.” Pieter remarked, expertly opening the key on his second crab.

“That’s different. You’re eating the innards and there is gunk all over them.”

“Here, just try a little.” Grant said, holding out a large lump.

“Ew.”

“Oom Robert, you have to try it before you can say you don’t like it.” Chloe said earnestly.

Looking a little nauseous, Robert reached over and took the piece from Grant popping it into his mouth and chewing quickly. He swallowed then looked surprised. “Oh, that’s not bad.”

“See? And another convert is won over. Ow! Michael why did you kick me?” Ian asked.

“Because we don’t want more converts. Robert, crabs are horrible and disgusting and you’re right to stick to your burger. Don’t mind us, we’re all crazy.”

Grinning, Robert reached for a crab. “Well, there can’t be any higher recommendation than that. Now what do I do with this?”

&&
June 16, 2010 Ocean City, MD

Michael stood on a sand bar up to his chest and rose with the waves that were coming in. Sometimes, it was nice just to stand and let it happen. 

“Hey Michael.”

Turning, Michael saw Robert coming towards him through the water. “Hey. Did you have fun at Ripley’s?”

“It was fascinating, especially the toothpick rollercoaster. Thank you for inviting me on this trip; I’m having a great time.”

“You’re welcome and I’m glad. I wasn’t sure if you were going to be bored or not.”

“Oh no. Pieter was right that there were plenty of people around with which to do things. The beach is sort of like the central meeting area.”

“Exactly. You can sit on the beach but there’s usually someone going off somewhere. Are you coming with us for the Assateague Adventure ride?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, in fact Chloe sent me to remind you that it’s three o’clock. Or it was when I started out here.”

“Ah. And the boat leaves at four thirty. Guess we’d better head in because I seriously need a shower before we go.”
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“Daddy, there’s a pony over there.” Chloe said, speaking quietly.

“I see it.”

“Will it come over here?”

“Probably not but let’s get ready to move, okay? These are wild ponies and they’re not people friendly.” Michael took her hand and started backing away.

“Are you afraid of the pony?”

“Yes. They can bit and kick.”

“So we can’t take one home with us? The man on the boat said they sell the ponies.”

“They do sell them but only once a year. They swim the ponies from Chincoteague over the mainland. It’s supposed to be a lot of fun. I’m not sure when it happens though.” Michael said, avoiding the question.

“But can we get one?”

Well so much for that. “Chloe, ponies need a lot of room and we don’t have a big yard.”

“It could stay in my room.”

“Uh huh. I don’t think ponies are happy living inside houses.”

“What about a miniature pony? They live in houses.”

“Yes but wouldn’t you want to ride a pony if you had one? You couldn’t ride a miniature pony.”

“I guess not.” Chloe said, letting out a gusty sigh then angling a calculating look at him. “Can I have a moped instead?”

“No. How about a book? There’s a book about the ponies that’s really good.”

“Hi my double loves, what are we talking about?” Ian asked as they joined him near the boat.

“Chloe wants a horse.” Michael said.

“Or a moped.” Chloe added.

“And the answer was?” Ian said, hedging a bit.

“No but we’re going to look for the book about the ponies for her.” Michael said, clearly aware of Ian’s gambit. 

“What book?”

“Something and the Chincoteague. Mom will know the title.”

“Sounds like a good compromise.”

“Papa! Amanda has a moped.”

“Then Amanda’s parents are crazy!” Ian said then clamped his hand over his mouth. He crouched down and put his arm around the little girl. “Ahem. Chloe, I didn’t mean to say that.”

“But you did.”

“I know but it’s very aggravating when you bring things up that Amanda is allowed to do. You aren’t being raised by Amanda’s parents.”

“But she’s got a moped.”

“I see. But don’t you do and have things that Amanda doesn’t? Did Amanda go to Sydney? Is she here at the ocean?”

Chloe shook her head and buried her face in Ian’s neck, aware that Ian wasn’t happy.

“So can we agree that you aren’t going to get everything that Amanda gets but she doesn’t get everything you get?”

“Yes Papa.”

“Okay then. There’s a big bookstore down the boardwalk from the condo, why don’t we walk down there after we get back?”

She nodded and put her arms around Ian’s neck. “Can I have a hug?”

“Yes you may. Oh, group hug.” Ian said, hitching Chloe up and leaning into Michael.

A few minutes later, Chloe ran off to find Gina and Lexie while Ian released the breath he’d been holding.

“Why didn’t you stop me?”

“You said it so fast. I guess you reached your limit with the Amanda maneuver.”

“I did and it’s not like we’ve ever given in when she does that but I almost lost it. God, I shouldn’t have yelled at her.”

“Babe, you didn’t yell. You did snap at her but it was nowhere near a yell. You did well. You explained why you were mad but you didn’t blame her for it.”

“Really? It’s just so hard saying no.”

“But were you even going to consider a moped?”

“Oh hell no! Those things are dangerous.”

“So maybe you were reacting to the idea of a moped and not really the Amanda thing?”

Ian looked down and toed the sand a bit. “I suppose.”

“Then give yourself a break, babe.” Michael looped his arm through Ian’s and pulled him away from the boat. “We’ve got some time before we go back; want to take a walk?”

“Is that code for having a naughty on the other side of a dune?”

“You never know.”
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June 18, 2010 Ocean City, MD

“Do we have everything?” Michael asked as he looked over their belongings piled in the middle of the living room.

“I think so. We just need to load the car then get the animals together. Is the bin outside?” Ian said, checking his list and heading for their bedroom for one last check.

“Robert went down to get it.” Michael called, taking a seat on the chair near the window. Hey Pieter, did something happen to Robert? He’s been acting kind of weird.”

Grant and Pieter had a quick silent argument when Pieter threw his hands up and walked into their bedroom. Grant sighed and flopped onto the couch, putting his feet up on one of the suitcases.

“It’s like this. Pieter thought Robert had a thing for you.”

“For who, me?” Michael asked, shocked.

“Yes you. Because he saw Robert staring at you at couple of times out on the beach. Since Robert is not gay, Pieter was a bit worried. As it turns out, Robert was staring at you because he couldn’t believe you didn’t notice how everyone else was staring at you.”

“Huh?”

“I know it sounds strange but he was trying to figure out if you knew people were staring and just ignored it or were you totally oblivious.”

“I vote for oblivious,” Ian said as he came out of the bedroom and headed for the room Chloe had shared.

“Thanks babe!” Michael said sarcastically before turning back to Grant with a shrug. “I guess I know people look at me but I’ve gotten used to it.”

“No, Michael. They stare. Especially the other day when you were wearing the white Speedo.”

“I love that suit. You are so hot in that suit.” Ian said, going into the kitchen.

“Ian? Did you know about this?”

“Know? Not really although I did notice Robert watching you but Pieter said he was straight so I wasn’t worried.” Ian was now heading for the bathroom near the front door, check list still in hand.

“Okay. Um. So Pieter talked to Robert and…?”

“Oh. Well, they’re having a sibling tiff. It’s something to do with Pieter being bossy and Robert not wanting to be bossed.”

“That is not what this is about!” Pieter yelled as he walked out of the bedroom carrying a hair brush, waving it around in an agitated way. “He said it was none of my business and that’s ridiculous. He’s my baby brother and it’s always going to be my business!”

“Pieter, calm down.” Grant said snagging Pieter by the hand and pulling which gave him a lapful of Pieter. “Of course it’s your business but you made a mistake and you owe him an apology.”

Pieter cuddled up to Grant and stuck his lip out. “He shouldn’t go around staring at people. It’s rude.”

Ian came back in the room, carrying one of their beach towels which he stuffed into the bag of dirty laundry. “Robert’s studying psychology. Isn’t he supposed to observe things?”

Grant nodded and rolled his eyes. “I know but Pieter’s being stubborn.” 

“I am not!”

“Well, I don’t care if he stares or observes or whatever. People do it all the time.” Michael said as he stood and moved towards the door. “I’m going over to Mom’s and get Chloe. Babe, did you check under the beds in her room?”

“Ah ha! I knew I was forgetting something!” Ian headed down the hall as Michael left.
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A few minutes later, Michael came back alone and went out to the balcony where Ian was putting the furniture back to its original position.

“Ian?”

“Yes love?”

“You know how the parents staying here for another week?”

“Yes. Help me move the chaise?”

“Sure.” Michael leaned down and took one end as Ian took the other. “Um, Mom asked if Chloe could stay with her for the week.”

Ian dropped his end of the chaise, standing up quickly. “What did you say?”

“I said that we needed to talk it over.”

“And what do you think?”

“Well, I’m worried. Not that I don’t trust them but she’s a very active kid and there’s the ocean right there and-” Michael chewed his fingernail nervously. 

Ian put his arms around Michael, pulling him close. “Okay. So neither one of us wants her to stay but she’s seven and we can’t keep her to ourselves for the rest of her life. Did Deb ask in front of her?”

“Mom’s not crazy enough to do that. It’s just that she and Jackie were talking last night and since they’re staying and Chloe’s had so much fun here. I don’t know what we should do.”

“Well, I think we should ask Chloe if she wants to stay. Is it just your parents staying?”

“No, Siobhan and Linda and their kids plus Lexie. Fran and Pete are taking over our condo along with Aunt Sara and Uncle Will.”

Ian sat down, bring Michael down with him. “If she stays, are we picking her up in Baltimore?”

“Nah, Mom said she’d meet us in Christiana next Saturday.”

“Okay. I can always drive down here and get her if she wants to come home earlier.”
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Michael waved to Chloe, feeling a little sad but trying to put a brave face on as they pulled away and headed for home. Ian sniffled a little when they turned onto Coastal Highway but quickly got himself under control.

“Are you okay, Ian?”

“Yes. I know she’ll have a blast but it’s going to be so weird not to have her around the house. I was hoping we could get started on redecorating her room next week.”

“You could use this time to get everything organized. Uh, does Chloe know you’re redecorating her room?”

“She needs a desk and we never got around to painting the room. I was planning on taking her to a few yard sales and the like so we could find something funky.”

“Someone’s been watching HGTV again. So in other words, she doesn’t know.”

“Well, no but you’ll be busy with school and we need something to keep us occupied this summer.”

“Uh huh. Okay. Here’s an idea, why don’t you take Chloe to New York for a couple of days? You had that list of stuff you were going to do with her and she’d be thrilled to have you all to herself for a couple of days.”

“You don’t want to come with us?”

“You can go up on say, Wednesday and I’ll train up Friday night. That way you can run her ragged and I get a nice relaxing weekend.” Michael grinned.

“Oh fine. It won’t stop me from doing it but I see right through your nefarious plan.”

“I hope so Ian, he laid it right out for you.” Pieter said from the back seat. “And if Ian gets Chloe time, I demand some too. I’ve been dying to take her to Hershey Park ever since she asked to ride the Wild Cat for the fourth time.”

“And if he gets to take her to Hershey, I get to take her to DC. She’ll love the Smithsonian.” Grant said, leaning forward eagerly.

“Wait a minute. Don’t you think Chloe should have a say here?”

“No!” All three men said simultaneously.

“Now, I should get first dibs because my residency starts soon and I won’t have much time.” Pieter said.

“You? You’ll have weekends off. I should get first dibs because I have an actual job.”

“You’re both out of luck. I get her first because I’m her dad.”

Michael sighed and reached for his headphones. This was going to take a while.

August 14, 2010 Honolulu, Hawaii

Michael checked in for his flight to Newark, NJ connecting on to Paris with minutes to spare and quickly found his seat in first class. Ten minutes later the plane was pulling back from the gate and heading for the runway. 

He tilted his seat back and closed his eyes. He’d left Philadelphia on August first to fly to Tucson for the Conoco Phillips long course meet then went directly to Hawaii for the Pan Pacs. It had been a very long two weeks and he missed Chloe and Ian terribly.

It didn’t help that several of the other swimmers were treating him like a pariah, especially the Australians. It wasn’t his fault that Steve Coburn was a total whack job but it seemed like several of them blamed him anyway if the comments he’d overheard were any indication.

He’d taken out his frustrations in the pool, setting two new world records but the comments and looks had made for a very lonely meet. 
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Shuffling off the plane in Newark, Michael headed to the first class lounge and found a comfortable seat near the window and pulled out his cell phone.

“Grant and Pieter’s House of Ill-Repute.” 

Michael grinned for the first time in a week. He could always count on Pieter to lighten his spirits. 

“Hi Pieter. I hope the house is still standing.”

“Hi Michael. Don’t you love caller ID? The repair crews should be here momentarily. Where are you?”

“Newark. How are you guys?”

“We’re good. I’m getting ready to take the dogs for a walk and then make dinner. Did you have a good meet?”

“Eh. I won my races but it wasn’t much fun.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. You sound a little depressed.”

“I’m just tired and I’m missing my family. I wish you guys were going to be in Paris too.”

“So do I but I’m enjoying my residency. Oh, here talk to Grant or the dogs are going to bite me.”

Michael heard the phone being passed and Grant’s familiar voice was on the line.

“Hello, Michael. So you didn’t enjoy the meet?”

“No but let’s not talk about it. How’s the grading going?”

“God, I’m beginning to doubt that some of these students were actually in class let alone opened the book.”

“I’ll bet you now appreciate every teacher you ever had.”

“I’m considering sending all of them flowers. I’m not sure if I’m going to survive teaching three classes next month.”

“It’ll be easier on a regular semester and summer classes are always a bitch. Will one of you be home when the work crews get there tomorrow?”

“I will be. How long are they going to be here?”

“Seven or eight days. Thanks for doing that for me.”

“No problem. We’re still not telling Ian about this?”

“You can tell him about the pool but you can’t even mention the other thing. It’s a surprise for our anniversary.”

“You two are so weird!”

Michael hung up a few minutes later and dialed Ian’s cell phone and heard it pick up three rings later.

“Daddy!”

“Chloe! How’s my girl?”

“I’m fine, how are you?”

“I’m doing fine. What are you doing?”

“I’m waiting for Papa to tuck me in. He’s talking to the Grannies.”

“Did you have fun today?”

“Uh huh. We went to Notre Dame and took a ride on the Seine. I got to practice my French at lunch.”

“Oh, that does sound fun.”

“Daddy, are you still coming tomorrow?”

“I sure am. I’m already in New Jersey and I’ll be there to go with you to watch Papa compete tomorrow.”

“Good because Papa really misses you. He told Nana that he wasn’t sleeping well. Do you think I should let him have Hans?”

“Well, I don’t know. Papa does need his sleep but so do you. Can you sleep without Hans?”

“I can do it for one night. Oh, hi Papa.”

“Chloe, are you calling Japan again?” 

Michael laughed as he heard Ian’s question.

“No, I’m talking to Daddy.”

“You called Daddy?”

“No, Daddy called you. I promised I wouldn’t call anyone anymore.”

“I’m sorry, dearling, for doubting you. Can I talk to Daddy?”

“Okay.”

“Michael?”

“Hi Babe. I miss you.”

“I miss you too. Where are you?”

“Newark, my flight leaves in a couple of hours; do you want to call me back after you’ve tucked Chloe in?”

“Ah, yes if you don’t mind. It is getting late here so let me pass the phone back to Chloe and you can tell her good night and I’ll call you in a half hour.”

“Okay.”
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Thirty three minutes later, Michael’s phone rang and he snatched it up happily.

“Hey again, babe.”

“Hi love.”

“Is Chloe-?”

“Out like a light. The mums walked her little feet off today at Notre Dame.”

“I thought you went with her?”

“I did but I sat at a café with David and Daniel and helped Daniel practice his walking. Then we took the river cruise with lunch, not that Chloe or Iona ate much. They were too busy pointing at things.”

“Sounds like fun. How’s the apartment?”

“It’s wonderful, Michael. You were very lucky to find this.”

“I know but give all the credit to Maureen. I told her what I wanted and she made all the arrangements.”

“That woman is truly a miracle worker. The apartment is in a great location.”

“I’m glad you like it. What time are you swimming tomorrow?”

“Three thirty to six.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes, they don’t have semi or quarter finals. Everyone swims once, men and women together sometimes, and they compare times. So I’ll be able to give you a proper welcome tomorrow night.”

“Oh, that’s right. That just seems so-”

“Simple? Yes it does but then, these games aren’t televised so there are no ratings to consider.”

“True. God, I really miss you.”

“I miss you too. Nice swim you had there on- well, yesterday. I caught the report on the internet this morning.”

“Thanks, babe but it’s getting boring. I hope you and Chloe can come to one or two meets with me next year.”

“Oh, I think we can manage that. Have you eaten?”

“On the plane; it was okay but nothing like Qantas.”

“Well of course not. Why don’t you go grab something? You’ll feel better with a full stomach.”

“I suppose I would and I’m going to sack out on the plane so yeah, that’s a good idea. I’ll see you tomorrow baby. I love you.”

“I love you more. See you tomorrow.” Ian said followed by the click of the phone, leaving Michael with a big smile on his face.
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The approach into Charles de Gaulle Airport was a little rocky but the plane landed safely and Michael grabbed the carryon he hadn’t bothered with the whole flight. He’d slept deeply for most of the ride and now felt raring to go and almost ready for the bright sunlight pouring in the windows as he made his way through Customs and out into the baggage claim area. 

He looked around quickly, trying to spot Ian as he waited for his luggage and started to get a little worried after his bags showed up and there was still no Ian. He was reaching into his carryon for his cell phone when he started paying attention to the airport’s paging system.

“Will the fathers of Miss Phelps please meet their party at the Information Desk in Terminal B?”

The message was repeated several times and Michael stopped to ask for directions before taking off at a run. What the hell could have happened?

He spotted the desk and increased his speed finally seeing Ian standing at the desk holding Chloe tightly. Chloe gave Michael a cheerful wave and poked Ian to get his attention.

“Daddy! Papa got lost!” She announced once Michael was close enough to hear her.

Michael dropped his bags and put his arms around both of them, noticing how shaken Ian looked. “What happened?”

“We stopped so Chloe could use the bathroom and I waited and waited. Then I realized there was another door and she must have gone out that one and I looked everywhere. God, Michael I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what? Chloe, are you okay?”

“Yes Daddy. I saw un officier de police and I told him my papa was lost. He brought me here and Mlle Angelique said that she would tell the whole airport you were missing! Beaucoup d’excitation and Mlle Angelique complimented me on my accent. She said I sound very Parisienne.” Chloe said, waving at a smiling woman behind the counter.

“Michael-”

“Ian, it’s okay. You spent all that time telling Chloe what to do if she couldn’t find us and look how well she did! It’s okay. Do you need to sit down?” Michael asked as he rubbed Ian’s back, looking worriedly at Ian’s pale face.

“No, no. I’m okay. I just was so panicked that I couldn’t think clearly. It’s rather ironic that she remembered what I couldn’t.” Ian smiled ruefully and leaned into Michael for a moment. “Um. Welcome to Paris?”
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They made their way to the train station after thanking Mlle Angelique, Chloe skipping along between them occasionally translating signs.

“How was your flight?”

“Long but I slept through all but an hour of it.”

“Did you eat on board?”

“No and I’m starving.”

Ian reached into his pocket and pulled out an energy bar. “This should hold you until we get to Montparnesse. You didn’t come all the way to France to eat in the airport.”

“Thanks baby.” Michael took the bar and ripped off the wrapper. “How are we traveling?”

“Chloe and I think we have the Metro figured out. We made it here without any problems. God, please don’t tell the parents that I lost Chloe, they’ll disown me.”

“Papa, you were lost. I knew where I was.”

“Yes, I realize that Chloe.” Ian said, rolling his eyes and making Michael grin. 

“Are we stopping at the café, Papa?”

“Yes we are and yes you can have the croissants.”

“Merci, papa.”
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After only one missed stop which was quickly corrected, they were soon back in the sunlight and on the streets of Paris. Michael blinked and pulled out his sunglasses, following Ian and Chloe who seemed to know where they were going.

“Is the apartment close by?” Michael asked.

“Yes, it’s just down the street. I’ve already arranged to Maureen to have dinner on us at Daniel’s; she really outdid herself this time.”

“With her boyfriend?”

“With anyone she’d like. She’s very closed mouthed about her personal life and I don’t want to pry.”

“Um. You know, I’ve known her for eight or nine years and I still don’t know much about her. She’s so properly British.”

“She’s not British, she’s from New Zealand. Although she did live in London for a few years.”

“See? I didn’t even know that.”

“And here’s the café. Go on in and get a table, I’ll just ring up to the apartment and let them know we’re here.”

“Okay.”
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Three minutes later, Ian went inside and found out why no one was answering upstairs; they were already in the restaurant and had several tables staked out. Ian came over and took the empty seat next to Michael and inched his chair a little closer, putting his arm along the back of Michael’s chair.

Michael nodded at something his mom was saying then leaned over to whisper to Ian, “Stop worrying about it.”

“I’m trying but I feel like I’ve lost ten years off my life.”

“You’d better find them fast; those are my years and I want every one of them.”

“Hey you two, what are we doing today?” Debbie asked from the other side of the table.

“Well, I need to be at the pool by three.”

“Are you resting today then? I’m sure we can find something to do if you’d like to stay behind.” Ken said, holding up his cup for the waiter to fill.

Ian was really tempted to take his father up on that offer and make some excuse for Michael to stay behind with him but he did have to swim today and they’d have plenty of time this evening to spend time together. 

“We have a couple of options. We can take the train out to Elancourt and visit France in Miniature then have lunch at Auberge de Manet or we can visit one of the gardens. Le Jardin d’Acclimation is more of an amusement park but since we’re going to D-I-S-N-E-Y next week, I vote for the Miniature Park. It’s supposed to be quite impressive.”

“Papa, I know how to spell.”

“I know you do, Chloe but let’s keep that our little secret. Michael, are you sure you’re up to playing tourist?”

“Sure.”
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Michael stepped out of the shower and dried off quickly, feeling very refreshed and ready to go. He dressed casually and carried his dirty clothes into the hall and down the room he was sharing with Ian. Although it didn’t have an adjoining bathroom, it had a great view and the largest bed so it was a good trade off. 

He put on his watch and tucked his wallet in his pocket before getting his dark clothes together and taking them into the other bathroom that had a washer. He was lucky that Ian had packed a couple of changes of clothes for him because two weeks on the road had certainly left him low in the wardrobe department. 

“Hey, are you ready to go?”

Michael turned to see Ian leaning on the doorframe. “Yep. No. Wait.” Michael walked over and put his arms around Ian, leaning in and kissing him with fervor before leaning back. “Now I’m ready.”

“Oh. Now I’m wishing we weren’t going.” Ian said, licking his lips and pulling Michael back for another kiss.

“Um. But we have to go; you’re the only one who can speak French.” Michael said before getting another kiss.

“Chloe’s got a good vocabulary, I’m sure they’ll manage without us.” Ian murmured as he nibbled on Michael’s earlobe. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you too. Ian, oh. That’s so good.” Michael tilted his head and eased his hand down the back of Ian’s jeans to cup Ian’s buttock.

“Ahem. Boys?” Ian and Michael sprang back like naughty children, both looking at Jackie who was wearing a big grin. “Are you staying here or going with us?”
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Michael was glad he thought to grab his camera at the last minute because this French Miniature park was fantastic. Chloe and Iona were having a ball looking at all the scale models and spotting the moving parts. It was really neat that the kids could get right in with the exhibits and he got several great photos.

It took a little coaxing to get the girls out of the park but they were soon heading back to the city, deciding to eat lunch in the apartment so Ian could rest before his swim. It was Michael’s turn to resist temptation two hours later when he ghosted into their room to see Ian napping peacefully. 

Sighing, Michael gathered up his whites and went out quietly, changing the loads over and taking his clean clothes into the living room where the parents were sitting around with their feet up and the kids were watching TV.

“He’s tall, gorgeous and does laundry.” Chris commented, looking up from the guidebook of London she’d been pouring over.

“I cook, do the dishes, mop the floors and mow the lawn too.” Michael quipped as he started folding his undies and T-shirts; he then switched into an exaggerated Southern accent. “One of these days I’m gonna get me a man. I jest gotta ketch me one.”

“I think Ian would object to that, Michael.” Margaret said as Debbie and Jackie laughed.

“So Michael how was your summer class?” Ken asked a couple of minutes later when Michael finished folding and finally sat down. 

“I thought I’d really have trouble with it but after the first hour, it was really interesting. I mean, I’d seen it all in books but anatomy is different in three dimensions.” Michael said, not going into detail because of the young ears in the room.

“Did you-?” Jackie asked.

“Oh yeah but Pieter got me through it. I called him from the bathroom and he gave me a little pep talk. It was the smell that got me. Pieter had slipped a jar of Vicks Vap-O-Rub into my bag and that really helped for the first couple of days.”

“When does your clinical start?” Chris asked as she helped Daniel with his building blocks.

“This fall. I’ll be working at the Children’s Hospital in the Sports Medicine and Performance Center. It was my first choice so I’m really happy about it. If things work out well, I’ll be doing my second clinical there too. I’ve also already gotten my advisor’s approval on my independent study project. I’m going to be researching the effects of hydrotherapy on post-remission pediatric cancer patients.”

“I see. What does that really mean?” Ken asked.

“Does swimming help kids recovering from cancer?” Michael clarified.

“Oh. It sounds interesting. Will you be Dr. Phelps at the next Olympics?” David wanted to know.

“If I keep on track, I’ll graduate in February 2012. The first licensing exam is in April but I might wait until after the Olympics and take it in September; it depends on how many races I decide to do.”

“You haven’t decided yet?”

“Nope. I need to see what my course load is like that final year. I’d love to swim every race but I want my degree more,” Michael said matter-of-factly, folding the last shirt. He looked up when he heard Debbie sniffling. “Aw, mom. Why are you crying?”

“Because I’m so proud of you. I never thought I’d hear you say something like that.” She leaned in as Michael sat down on the arm of her chair to put his arm around her.
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Chloe sat in between Debbie and Margaret with Jackie, Michael and Ken in the row behind them as they watched the 100m Freestyle swims. The races were set up so the same age groups would be swimming together and the next race was the start of Ian’s group – the twenty five to thirty year olds.

“Daddy, where’s Papa? Are they starting yet?”

“In a minute. Oh, wait. There! Chloe do you see him?” Michael said, pointing towards one side of the pool deck.

“Yes! Oh, he looks faster than everyone else. Do you think he’s going to win?”

“He’s got a good shot at it.” Michael patted her shoulder.

“He looks good, doesn’t he? Very fit.” Margaret commented as Ian took the blocks.

They all held their breath and watched as the swimmers launched themselves into the water.”

“How many times, Daddy?”

“Once up and once back. Go Ian! Come on!” Michael yelled, getting to his feet as Ian made the turn.

Ian touched the finish wall first but Michael looked at the clock then let out a loud whoop. 47:21! Not only a new age group record but only two seconds off the record Michael held.

“He won! Papa won! Daddy, he won!”

“He did!” Michael gave her a hug then hugged all the parents who had cheered just as loudly as he had. They settled back down as Ian and the rest of the swimmers in the pool got out, many of them congratulating Ian.

“Excuse me, aren’t you Michael Phelps?” 

Michael turned to see a man standing in the aisle with a press pass around his neck. “Yes I am. Hi, how are you?”

“Fine. I’m Jim Buzinski from Outsports, nice to meet you finally.” 

Shaking his hand, Michael grinned. “We kept missing each other in Beijing, if I remember correctly.”

“We did but you were pretty busy, weren’t you? I was hoping I could sit down with you and Ian sometime this week for an interview.”

“I’ll have to check with him; he’s swimming the 400 tomorrow so Wednesday would probably be better. Is there a way I can contact you?”

“Sure. Let me give you my number.” Jim pulled out a business card and wrote a number on the back.

“Thanks. Oh, gosh. I’m sorry, where are my manners? I think the jet lag is catching up with me. Jim, this is Ian’s dad Ken, his mom Margaret and my moms, Deb and Jackie. The shrimp is our daughter, Chloe.”

“Nice to meet you all.” Jim said, shaking their hands and getting a curtsy and an ‘enchanté’ from Chloe much to Jim’s amusement. Jim was just turning to go when Ian came springing up through the stands, now dressed in a warm up suit. 

“Michael, did you see that?” Ian asked excitedly. “I’ve still got it!”

“You do indeed! That was a great swim!” Michael said, putting his arms around Ian and giving him a kiss. “Congratulations.”

“I haven’t won anything yet. Boy, I thought it would be easier not having heats but I’m not sure about this waiting thing.”

“Des félicitations Papa, vous avez nagé vraiment rapide.” Chloe said, hugging his waist.

“Merci, Chloe. Êtes-vous eu l'amusement?”

“Oui, Papa. Quand saurez-vous si vous gagniez?

“Oops. We’re being rude, Chloe. Hopefully, I’ll know by six.”

“Ian, have you met Jim Buzinski from Outsports?”

“Actually, I think we spoke a few years ago. In Beijing, wasn’t it Jim?”

“Yes, you have a good memory. I was just asking Michael if perhaps the three of us could get together this week for an interview.”

“I told him that Wednesday would be a good day.” Michael put in.

“Yes, that sounds good. We’re going to the Cité des Science et de l’Industrie that morning but I’ve got to be back here at four. How does two thirty sound? We could do it here or at the café across the street.”

“That’s great. Thanks guys and I’ll see you then.” Jim said, shaking their hands again and going back to his seat.

“Um, Ian? I think Dean is trying to get your attention.” Debs said, nodding back to the pool deck where the Team Philadelphia coach was impatiently waiting.

“Ack. Gottta run.
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Ian closed the bedroom door, taking in the sight of a naked Michael lounging on their bed. “Oh, va-va-va-voom!”

“Well, you did win your race so you deserve something good. I’m yours to command.”

“Ooh. You’ll do anything?” Ian asked as he hurriedly undressed.

“Anything that doesn’t stop you from racing tomorrow which is why I didn’t pack the whip.”

“We have a whip?” The shirt, shoes and pants were off and flung away as Ian stepped out of his underwear and crawled onto the bed.

“Yep. Aaron gave us one for a wedding present.”

“Uh huh.” Ian said as he draped himself over Michael. “And where is it?”

“In the bottom drawer of my nightstand. It sort of creeps me out because I keep thinking it’s a snake. Oh. Lick. Ear. Oh. Ah. Ian.”

“I missed you so much.” Ian murmured his lips heading for Michael’s other ear via Michael’s jaw line.

“Me too. Gah. Woo.”

They had a quick but thoroughly enjoyable romp between the sheets, Michael trying to make sure he didn’t get too loud as Ian nailed him to the sheets. Afterwards, Michael flipped them over so he could use Ian as a pillow and nuzzle his chest.

“God, I love it when you shave down. You feel so smooth and silky; are you using a new razor?”

“Um. I wasn’t sure if I would shave so I didn’t pack one. I borrowed three of Chris’. There’s a conversation most guys don’t get to have with their sisters.”

“I’ll bet although I did use one of Whitney’s the first time I shaved down. She almost killed me when she went to use it later.”

Ian snorted. “I don’t blame her. You only needed one razor?”

“I was thirteen.”

“Ah. Guess you didn’t have much hair. What meet was that for?”

Michael buried his face and sort of mumbled his answer, turning a bit red.

“What was that?”

Sighing, Michael lifted his head. “It wasn’t for a meet; I just wanted to know what it felt like.”

“How did you do it by yourself?”

“Double jointed, remember?”

“Oh, yes. Did you notice that Chloe is too?”

“Yep. Her teacher mentioned it one day when I picked her up. They thought she’d broken her leg but it’s just the way she sits sometimes. You don’t mind about the interview, do you?”

“Not at all. Are we-?” Ian paused when there was a knock at the door. Michael made sure the sheet was pulled up before he asked who was there.

“It’s David. Do you have a minute?”

“Um. Sure. Give us a sec to get decent.” Michael said, rolling off Ian and picking up their sweats. He threw Ian’s over to him and opened the window a bit. It probably wouldn’t help and David surely knew what they’d been doing but there no need to be obvious.

Opening the door, Michael saw David and Chris standing there and was glad he’d gotten dressed in more then undies. “Hey, come on in.”

They entered and Chris sat down on the edge of the bed, leaving the desk chair for David. They both looked very serious and Michael felt his chest clench up. He sat down next to Ian who was also looking a bit worried.

“Well, we’re just going to come out and say this. The head guy at SpectraCon has really been pushing for us to move. He’s offered me a huge raise and they’re going to not only pay for our housing in London but they’ll have our house in Sydney looked after while we’re gone. Plus a corporate car and so many other perks, my head is still spinning. They want us to move as soon as possible. Meaning we’ll probably be in London by October.”

“Oh. Well that’s great David!” Ian said sincerely. “You must really be valuable to them.”

“Thanks but that brings up another problem. We’re going to need to bump up the baby schedule by a few months. They want me there but it’s still only for two years.”

Michael let out the breath he wasn’t even aware he was holding. “Wow. Um, I thought you’d changed your minds.”

“No way. I’m committed to doing this but we know the timing is essential, especially for you Michael.” Chris said, patting his foot.

“What?” Michael asked, confused. “Because of school?”

“That and the fact that you have the Olympics coming up. Are you okay with having a baby in the house while you’re training?” Ian asked.

“Of course I am. If the first attempt on the old schedule had worked, we’d have had an eight month old. Now the baby will just be a little older, knock on wood. Babe, are you still worried that I’ll change my mind?”

“Well, a little. You took so long to say we would do this.”

“No I didn’t. I waited until we saw Chris and David in person but it’s not the kind of thing you tell people over the phone. Ian, I want this baby and I think it’s more than wonderful that Chris is willing to do this for us. Please stop worrying.” Michael said, giving Ian a little peck on the nose.

Ian nodded and leaned his head against Michael’s for a minute. “Okay.”

“Great. So Chris and I were wondering about something. How is this all going to happen, technically speaking?”

“That’s a good question. We can do this two ways; Whitney or Hilary will fly over to London for the egg recovery or Chris will come over to Baltimore for the implantation.” Ian said. “We already talked to a clinic in Baltimore and one in London who are willing to work with us.

“Baltimore would be easier, I suppose since you’re going to have to be involved in there somewhere Ian. Mum’s already said that she and Dad would come to London to watch the kids and she wants to be there to help out while I’m pregnant.” Chris said, looking less than thrilled. “I love her but you know how Mum drives me crazy when we live in the same house for more than a couple of weeks.”

“Um. Well, Ian and I would like them to come live with us while you guys are in London. We were going to ask them while we’re all here.”

“Really? Ian, did you talk Michael into that?”

“No, it was his idea and he had some good points. Chloe would love having her grandparents close by, I’d love being able to see them every day and you know how much Mum and Dad like Michael. For us, it’s a win-win situation. Additionally, they’d be much closer to London because there’s no way Mum and Dad would miss the birth.”

“So we’ve got that settled depending on what the parents say. What about Whitney and Hilary?

“Actually, they’re both going to do the fertility treatment and donate eggs. They don’t want to know whose eggs are actually used. Any fertilized eggs will be ours and any unfertilized eggs are their property although we’ll be paying for storage. The treatment takes three weeks so they’ll need four weeks warning from you.” Ian explained.

“They don’t want to know?” David asked, looking surprised.

“No they don’t. Since the baby will be raised as a niece or nephew, they said it would be easier if they didn’t know. Dr. Veracruz said that they’d choose the eggs with the best chance of surviving so we won’t even know. Now, Ian’s got to be there for your appointment but do you mind if I come along?”

“Of course not. Wow, this is getting complicated. Ian, do you have your laptop here? I need to make some notes about this.”

“Chris, I’ve got this great new software you’ve got to take a look at. It’s got a neat linking function that’s perfect for notes. Scoot over, Michael so I can get up.”

David and Michael shared a look as Chris and Ian left the room. “Did you realize what a big geek he was when you married him?”

“Oh, I knew and it didn’t take the twenty-two spreadsheets he used for our wedding either.”

“Twenty-two? Chris had thirty lists but that was before she got a computer. Hey, there’s some of your mum’s spaghetti left in the fridge. Want to go-.” David stopped speaking as Michael sped from the room. “Well, I guess he does.”
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August 27, 2010 Paris, France

“Ian, where’s my black suitcase?” Michael asked his head in the closet.

“You mean the one I’ve already packed? It’s by the bed.” Ian said as he packed his own bag.

“You didn’t have to pack for me.”

“Yes I did. We’re not going back to Philadelphia today.”

“We’re not?”

“Nope. Debbie and Jackie are escorting Chloe back to Philadelphia and we’re going to the Hotel Plaza Athenee for our anniversary. Which is tomorrow. In case you forgot.” Ian said quirking an eyebrow at Michael.

“I so did not forget and your present is at home. You arranged all this?” Michael asked, jumping on the bed and putting his arms around Ian.

“Yes I did. We only get one first wedding anniversary.”

“Oh, Ian. What a great surprise. Did Chloe know about this?”

“She did indeed and she’s got your attitude about surprises: the more the better. So what did you get me?”

“Uh-uh. No you don’t. You’ll find out when we get there. Are we taking everyone to the airport?”

“Yes we are. The car should be here in an hour or two. Is this mine or yours?” Ian asked holding up a red shirt.

“Yours. If it’s an hour, then don’t we have time for –“

“Daddy! Papa! I can’t find my yellow sneaker.” Chloe yelled from her room.

“Check under the bed!” Ian and Michael yelled together then shared a grin. 

“I guess a quickie is out of the question.”

“I’m afraid it is. Why don’t you go help her before-?”

“Papa! Daddy! I can’t find it.”

Michael sighed and stole a kiss. “She’ll just keep yelling but I’m putting in my request for sex followed by sex and then maybe some sex once we get to the hotel.”

“Duly noted.”
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Ian and Michael stood silently as Chloe disappeared through the security gates at Charles de Gaulle, her little hand waving at them. 

“Are you okay, Ian?”

“Yes, it’s hard but I’m being very brave, aren’t I?”

“We both are. They’re going to call when they land?”

“Debs promised the second they were on the concourse; she’d give us a ring. Ready to go?”

“Sure.” Michael led the way back to the taxi stand. “How fast do you think we can check in and get on with the sex?”

“What is with this obsession you’ve developed?” Ian asked idly as he took Michael’s hand.

“It really turns me on when you win and you won all four of your races so I can’t keep my hands off you. Are you complaining?”

“I certainly am not. I’m looking forward to seeing the ceiling of our suite.”
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“Don’t you dare laugh.”

“But-”

“Michael, I’m warning you.”

“But I- I can’t help it. That tick-hee!” Michael said, letting the giggles loose and pulling his foot back. “You have such a foot fetish.”

Ian grumpily knee-walked up the mattress and flopped down next to Michael. “Would it kill you to let me do it? Just once?”

“It might. Can you die from laughter?”

“You are not that ticklish. Normally.”

Slinging a leg over a very pouty Ian, Michael snuggled in and ran a finger over that bottom lip that drove him mad. “Normally I’m not but I just can’t watch you do that without it tickling.”

“Because it’s weird.”

“No, I don’t get it but it’s not weird. It’s the watching thing. It never tickles when you do it in the middle of the night but then I can’t see you and I’m usually half-asleep. I offered to turn over.”

“But then the angle isn’t right.” Ian said, half whining. “How about a blindfold? We could use one of my ties.”

“I’m game but you’re the one who’ll have to get up and find one. Did you even pack a tie?”

“No. Damn. How about when we get home?”

“Sure.” Michael said, lifting his head to give Ian a kiss and catching sight of the clock. “Hey, it’s almost four and we didn’t get any lunch. Does this place have room service?”

“It does and I’ve already ordered for us. I’ll call down and let them know we’re ready then we can shower and eat on the terrace.”
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The view of the Eiffel Tower from their terrace was breathtaking and was almost enough to distract Michael from meal Ian was setting out on the table. However, when he caught sight of the large rib eye steak on his plate, he couldn’t have cared about the view.

“Ian, you ordered this for me?”

“Yes. Steak with baked potato, green beans and chocolate cake for dessert.”

“That’s my favorite meal.”

“But of course. You were expecting some kind of frou-frou French food?”

“Well we are in Paris and isn’t Alain Ducasse the chef here?”

“We are and he is but you’re normally very tolerant of my foodie ways and I didn’t want to make you eat foie gras on our anniversary. Not that it’s going to stop me from eating it but you don’t have to.”

“Aw, you’re so sweet. And I do like the things we eat at the frou-frou places but I guess this means I can cancel the reservations for Morimoto?” Michael asked with a sly grin.

“Morimoto? You got reservations there? We’ve been trying to go there since we moved to Philly.”

“I know. We’ve got reservations for next Saturday night at seven. Chef Morimoto will be there and we’re having the omakase menu. Chloe is also going since you’ve got her converted to sushi. Grant and Pieter took a pass.”

“Michael, is that my present?”

“Nope. You know I wouldn’t have told you if it was.”

“Ah, then this is a decoy present. Well, I can live with that. How’s your steak?”

“Great. How’s your-? Well, what is that?”

“Terrine of duck foie gras, followed by Atlantic bass with clams. And it’s good. Would you like a bite?”

“Um no thanks. I still can’t deal with foie gras.”

They finished their meal, Michael enjoying every bite of his chocolate pudding while Ian had a rum baba before relaxing over glasses of Champagne.

“So Ian, I’ve been wined and dined now tell me what’s on your mind?”

“You think I have an ulterior motive?”

“Yes.”

“You know me too well. I’d like to call Carl when we get back and move forward on adopting Chloe.”

“Oh. And you thought I’d object?”

“We did talk originally of waiting for a year.” Ian said uncertainly.

“So Chloe could have a chance to get used to us. I think she’s gone beyond that now, don’t you?”

“Well she does rule the roost but with the second revision of the baby schedule, she might be hurt when you adopt the baby and if I don’t adopt her.”

“Good point. All right, we’ll call Carl; I’ve been meaning to call him anyway. We’ve never gotten a copy of Sara’s death certificate and we were supposed to be billed for her funeral arrangements. Did I miss those?”

“No, I never saw them. Carl did say he was going to contact Sara’s lawyer about finding Sara’s parents but we’ve never heard anything about that either. Maybe we should go see him?”

“Okay but we’ll have to coordinate on the appointment. My class schedule is kind of wonky with the hours at the hospital.”

“I’ll take care of it when we get back.” Ian put his empty glass down and stood, holding out his hand. “Now, it’s time for sex.”

“Okey dokey. I’d suggest we try it in the shower but after our wedding night, I think we’re safer on the bed.”

“And to think I only married you for your beauty.”

Snips and Snails

August 29, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Ian dragged his suitcase off the baggage carousel and joined Michael near the customs line.  “I hope Pieter or Grant is here already.”

“Me too. Paris was great but it’s good to be home.  It’ll be nice to sleep in our bed tonight.  Ian, did you hurt yourself? You’ve been rubbing your shoulder since we landed.”

“My arm fell asleep on the flight and it’s still tingling.”  Ian swung his arm around in a circle.  “It hurts but it’s getting better.”

“Aw.  I’ll have to give you a massage later, just to make sure you get all the kinks out.”

They moved up in line and Michael filled out the form for the five boxes of chocolates he purchased in Paris, pulling them out of his carryon and placing the form and receipts on top of them.

“You are addicted to chocolate.” Ian accused, wincing at the total Michael had paid.

“It’s not all for me; I was going to share.”

Ian stuck his leg out as he got out his residency documentation. “Go ahead, pull the other one.”

“Ha ha.  Just for that, you’re not getting any. These will all be for me and Chloe and Grant.”

“Not Pieter?”

“He doesn’t like chocolate. On the one hand, that’s a good thing because more for me.  On the other hand, I sort of distrust him since I found that out.  First he doesn’t like chocolate, and then the next thing will be that we find out he’s some kind of alien life form sent here to observe humanity.”

“Uh huh.  This is based on his not liking chocolate?”

“Haven’t you noticed the way his hair sticks up sometimes?  Could be antennas.”

Ian cast a look at Michael, “You really shouldn’t have had that glass of wine on board.”

“I know. I feel sort of giddy but I think it’s mostly the lack of sleep.”

“Um. Maybe I should have left you alone last night.”

“Oh, no. I’m giddy not sleepy but I intend on crashing early tonight.  I can’t believe school starts again on Wednesday.”

They made it to the front of the line and were quickly passed through, grabbing their bags and making their way out to the public area.

“Papa! Daddy!”  Chloe yelled, running towards them getting to Michael first.  He dropped his bag and scooped her up.

“Hi sweetie. We missed you so much.” 

“I missed you too.  Papa, did the surprise work?”

“It certainly did.” Ian said as he gave her a quick kiss.  “Did Grant and Pieter take you to the pool? Your hair is wet.”

Chloe shifted her eyes at Michael who nodded. “You can tell him now.”

“I was in the pool in the backyard.  It’s wonderful and all fizzy.”

“Ah. So you had the pool installed while we were gone?  That’s my anniversary present?” Ian asked.

“Nope. That’s not it.” Michael said, putting Chloe down. “Now, where are your uncles?”

“Over there.” Chloe said, pointing towards the exit. “Oom Pieter is saying bad words in Dutch.”

“What words?” Ian asked having spotted their friends and moving towards them.

“I don’t know.”

“Then how do you know they’re bad?”

“Because he won’t tell me what they mean.” She answered, clearly frustrated.

As they got closer, Ian spotted why Pieter had walked up to meet them: Pieter’s left leg was encased in an air cast from the knee down.

“What happened to you?”

“I fell and broke my foot.” Pieter said shortly, shooting a dirty look at Michael who didn’t look very surprised.

“You fell?  Out of bed, down the stairs, off a horse?”

“I fell. That’s all I’m going to tell you.  Can we go back to the car now? My leg hurts.”

“I told you to stay home Pieter.” Grant said in a long suffering tone.

“Right, home all by myself. No thank you.” 

“Oom Pieter, I would have stayed with you.” Chloe volunteered.

“And I appreciate that but we all know who is at fault here and he’ll pay. Oh how he will pay.”

“I didn’t tell you to-” Michael started to defend himself.  “We’ll talk later.  Where’s the car? We’ll go bring it around for you.”

**

In the car, Ian settled into back seat next to Michael and although he was dying to find out what secret his spouse, daughter and friends were keeping from him; he could wait.  He knew Michael was just waiting for him to ask and he wasn’t going to give in to the temptation.

That lasted all of four minutes and Ian couldn’t take it anymore.  “What did you do to Pieter?”

“I didn’t do anything.  I haven’t even been home for a month.”

“Yet he’s blaming you for his broken foot.”

“I’ve always thought he was unhinged. How could I possibly be responsible?”

“You’ve done something; Chloe’s practically vibrating in her seat.”

“Maybe she’s getting a cold.  Chloe hon, do you feel okay?”

Chloe sniffled rather convincingly and right on cue. “Maybe I’m getting a cold.”

Ian gave them both long looks. “I see.”
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Grant parked the car in the garage and quickly got out to assist Pieter.  “Come on my little wounded bird; there’s a spot on the couch with your name on it.”

Ian and Michael got their bags and went into the house following the slowly moving Pieter.  Chloe had slipped in as Grant unlocked the door and ran into the living room. 

“Oom Pieter, I have your pillow ready.  Do you want some water or a soda?”

“Thank you Chloe but I think Michael can get me a drink.  Michael?”

Sighing, Michael dropped his bags in the kitchen and went to the fridge. “Water or Sprite?”

“Coke.”

“Are you on pain killers?” 

“Yes he is.” Grant answered quickly.

“Then water it is.”

Ian put his bags down and put his hand on Michael’s chest. “What did you do?”

“Hang on one minute.” Michael stepped around him and took the bottle of cold water into Pieter.  “One water and you’re getting it because I’m a nice guy and not because I’m accepting responsibility for your foot.” He set the bottle down on the end table and turned to Ian.  “Want to go see the pool?”

“I want my surprise.”

“Come on, the pool first.” Michael said, taking Ian’s hand and leading him towards the sunroom.  “Oh wait.  Chloe, do you have the blindfold?”

“Right here Daddy!” Chloe pulled a pink piece of fabric out of her pocket as Ian moved back.

“Blindfold?  Michael, please tell me you didn’t buy a car and it’s not sitting in the backyard.”

“It’s not a car.  Now put the blindfold on, I promise you’ll like it.”

Ian looked down at Chloe who was still holding at the blindfold. “Will I like it, Chloe?”

“Uh huh. I like it a lot.  A whole lot. More than anything.”

“Okay.” Ian took the blindfold and allowed Michael to tie it on him.  He felt Michael take his hand and had a brief moment of panic, strongly reminded of his week without vision before composing himself again.

“Oh god, Ian. I’m sorry. I-”

“No. It’s okay. I’m fine but let’s get this over with.”

“Okay but you tell me if it’s too much.”  Michael said gently, rubbing Ian’s back with his other hand and leading him forward.  Ian could tell they were walking through the sunroom and heard the door open.  He prepared himself for the step down into the yard but stopped with his foot out when Michael squeezed his hand.

“There’s a wood floor under your foot now.  Not a step.”

“Oh. You put a deck in?”

“Uh huh.  Well the contractor did.  Just a little further now.  Okay, put your hand out and grab the railing. It’s right at waist level.  I’m going to turn you a little bit and stand still. There.  Are you ready?”

“As ready as I ever will be.” Ian answered.  He felt Michael’s hand at the loose knot and kept his eyes closed until the blindfold was completely off.  “Can I open now?”

“Yep.”

Ian took a deep breath and opened his eyes.  He was staring at the corner of the yard where a new pool was installed off the side of the now expanded garage.  The pool was not only in the sunniest part of the yard, it was also screened in and there appeared to be a pool house attached to the garage along the back.  

The end of the expanded section furthest away from the garage was built into a two story tower that had a rope bridge leading from it.  Ian turned to follow the bridge and gasped at the sight of a three level tree house that was now nestled in the branches.  

“Oh my god, Michael.  That’s my tree fort!” Ian said in amazement.

“The one you drew when you were a kid, yes I know.  Your mom found it in some of your stuff and faxed it to me.  It’s not quite the same as your drawing but its pretty close.  The builder had to modify a few things.  You want to go take a look?”

“Do I? I can’t believe you did this.” Ian said, hugging Michael tightly staring at the structure.  

“Papa, are you really surprised?” Chloe asked, tugging on his shirt.

“Chloe, I’m beyond surprised. I’m completely gobsmacked.  Shall we go take a look?”

Ian took Chloe’s hand and pulled Michael along with him.  He turned in surprise as Grant and Pieter followed behind then noticed that Pieter was no longer wearing a cast.

“You didn’t break your leg?”

“No my friend I did not.  This was all part of the ‘distract Ian’ plan of Michael’s.   Did you buy it?”

“I really did.  Michael, you really went all out for this didn’t you?”

“Yep.  Merry Annibirthery.  Let’s go into the pool and start there.”

Ian nodded, still so surprised at seeing his childhood dream turn into a reality right in his own backyard.  The pool house was nice, with a new shower, separate powder room and changing area but Ian was more interested in where the spiral stairs led and only nodded when Michael mentioned that the screens could be replaced with glass when the weather changed.

He followed Chloe up the stairs and out the door, staring ahead as they walked across the fifty foot span of bridge leading to the wide covered deck that wrapped around the middle section of structure.

“Is this the only way in?” Ian asked.

“Nope, there are a couple of entries and exits.  Sorry but we didn’t add the sneaky door from our room.”

Ian laughed and shook his head as he walked around the deck. “Oh, god. I remember that. I still can’t believe you did this.” 

“Papa, come inside.”  Chloe said, opening the door.  

Ian walked over then stopped at the entry.  The tree’s truck dominated the oddly shaped room that was mostly empty except for a large platform on one side and a built in desk with a round window above it surrounded by cubby holes.  There were other intriguing built in nooks and niches that would have once held his Lego collection if he remembered correctly.

“There is no air conditioning but it has a heating system and electricity so you can use it pretty much year round.”

Ian nodded in a distracted manner, heading for the wall next to the desk as he remembered one of the things he’d wanted in his fort.  He felt around the built in bookshelves and found the catch right where he’d drawn it and smiled widely when shelves sprang open. “My secret door!”

“Yep. You found the stairs.  Want to go up or down?”

“Let’s go up first.  That was the pirate lookout if I recall.”  Ian opened the door and started up the stairs, running his hand along the enclosed walls that had windows set in odd places.

The stairway ended at a hatch in the ceiling and Chloe pointed out the crank that opened the hatch via a rope and winch. He emerged in a smaller screened in room, only ten by ten that had a panoramic view of the surrounding countryside.

Michael only popped his head out of the hatch.  “Sorry for the screening but the builder guys said if we left it open, we’d have squirrels or birds nesting in here.”

“Oh, don’t apologize.  This is perfect.  How far up are we?”  

“Forty feet from our yard but sixty feet from the ground on this side. Needless to say, Grant won’t be visiting you up here.”

“This is fantastic.  I can’t believe they did all this in two weeks.”

“They built most of it offsite and put it together here.  Ready to see the other level?”

“Yes!”

Michael disappeared and Chloe went down after him, leaving Ian to follow as he made sure to close the hatch again.

“That takes a bit of muscle, doesn’t it?” Ian commented as released the winch.

“So Chloe can’t open it by herself.  It’s safe up there but she doesn’t need to use it without supervision.  By the way, the lower level is for Chloe so I hope you don’t mind sharing.”

“Of course not. God, Michael this is – there are no words.” Ian said as he hugged Michael tightly.

“You’re welcome, now hurry up before Chloe comes looking for us.”

Ian bounced down the stairs and opened a door that led into another large oddly shaped room with loft bed on one end and plenty of open floor space.  The room was fronted with another large balcony in a half moon shape with stairs the whole length leading to the ground six feet below.

“Papa, did Daddy show you the phone?”

“He did not.  Maybe he was waiting for you to show me.”

“Okay!”  Chloe said, running towards the stairs to the second level.

“Ian, come over here.” Pieter gestured, taking a cap like thing off the wall to reveal a tube.  “Chloe, can you hear us?”

“I can, I can!” Chloe said her voice emanating through the tube.  “Oom Pieter helped me test it.”

“That was really nice of him.” Ian said, through the tube.  “Now come back downstairs, dearling.”

He turned and looked around as Chloe clambered down the stairs in her usual noisy fashion.  “I can’t believe you got this done so quickly.  Michael, how much-?”

“Uh uh. I’m not going to tell you but this is your anniversary, birthday and Christmas present this year so it was worth it.  I have to say that it looks even better than the pictures Grant and Pieter have been sending.”

“Is that why you kept checking your email last week?”

“Yep.  Now there are still some things that need to be done.  Furniture and the like but there’s a coffee pot, fridge and microwave upstairs in a hidden cubby and it’ll be wired for cable both TV and computer next week.  I figure that you can have some fun decorating too.”

“I certainly will!  I can’t believe you did this and that you were all in on it.  Chloe, you are so good at keeping secrets!”

“Thank you, Papa.  Now can I go play on my swing?”

“Of course, why don’t you go show me where they are?” Ian said, taking her hand and heading down the stairs.

Grant slung his arm around Michael’s shoulder as Ian left. “You’ve done good, young Jedi. I’ve never seen Ian so surprised and he’s just tickled pink, isn’t he?”

“He really is.  Thanks for all your help with this, guys.”

“It was our pleasure. Now let’s get back to the house and get some dinner. I’m starving.” Pieter said taking Michael’s other hand.  “Of course, you know you’ll have to pry Ian out of here with a crowbar later.”
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September 4, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Michael finished folding the last of the laundry from their trip and wondered for a moment where it all came from.  He’d done at least a load every day in Paris and here he was doing laundry again.  Of course he was married to a clothes horse and seemed to be raising another one because all this laundry belonged to Ian and Chloe but still. Would it kill them to not change clothes at the drop of a hat?

“Michael?” Ian yelled from the front hall.  “Where are you?”

“Upstairs!” Michael yelled back, picking up the laundry basket to take it into Chloe’s room.  

Ian found him in the hall and gave him a quick kiss, taking the basket away from him and setting in on the floor. “Where’s the sprout?”

“Out with Grant and Pieter.  How did your appointment go?” 

“Dr. Peterson says my little swimmers are fast, very plentiful and ready for action.  When are our daughter and her entourage supposed to return?” Ian asked as he slid his arms around Michael and started walking them towards the master bedroom.

“A couple of hours and that’s good news.  So you’re pumped and ready to go?”

“I’ll be all set for January but in the meantime, I’m supposed to practice my ejaculation technique.”

“Ew. The doctor actually said that?”

“Yes he did.  Don’t you find it weird that a fertility specialist would be named Dr. Peterson?  Peter? Get it?”

“I guess. Um. You’re licking-”

“Your ear.  Yes I know.  I have to practice after all and you get to help.  Do you want me to undress you or shall we meet in the middle?”

“It’s quicker if we undress ourselves but we’re not getting on the bed until all the laundry is put away.”

“Get naked; I’ll take care of it.” Ian said, scooping up his underwear and going to the dresser.  “You used a new fabric softener, very nice.”

“Oh Ian, you’re such a sweet talker.” Michael commented as he removed his shirt and sweats.

“Don’t be sassy until we’re both in bed.”

Michael pulled the comforter down and jumped on the bed. “We’re never going to get there if you don’t hurry up.”

“Hello? I’m being domestic here.  Admire it while it lasts.” Ian retorted as he headed for the closet with his hanging clothes.

“You’re plenty domestic; you wash a mean dish.”

“Thank you for your faint praise.  No mention of my fantastic lasagna, my dazzling way with a dust rag, the dashing manner with which I handle a rake?”

“The lasagna is good but you need to make it more often, you bribe Chloe to do the dusting and you bitch every second you have a rake in your hand.  Clothes off now, please?”

Pulling his shirt over his head without bothering to unbutton it, Ian frowned. “I don’t bribe her, I offer a financial incentive.”

“That’s a bribe no matter what you want to call it.” Michael said, running a hand over his abdomen. “I’m going to start without you if you don’t hurry up.”

“It’s like an allowance.” Ian muttered, struggling with the button on his jeans.  “Hey, don’t touch that.  I have uses for it.”

Michael stroked his penis with his right hand and licked his lips. “Hey I may finish without you too.”

“Oh no you don’t!” Finally getting his jeans off, Ian flung them across the room and off went his boxer briefs. Ian sprang onto the bed and gathered Michael into his arms. “You, Mr. Phelps, are a cock tease. Literally.”

“It’s not teasing if I intend to follow through. Um. You smell good. Is that new cologne?” Michael asked before gnawing a bit on Ian’s shoulder.

“New shampoo. And you’re trying to distract me.”  Ian put his hand on Michael’s right wrist and pulled Michael’s hand up. “And I told you not to touch that.”

“Oh, like you can stop me.” 

They had a brief tussle, with Michael trying to get his hand back down and Ian trying to keep it up ending up with Ian straddling Michael’s waist and both of Michael’s hands pinned under his knees.

“Ha. Got you now.”

“Okay, so what are you going to do with me?”

Ian looked down and realized he wasn’t really in a position to do what he wanted and from Michael’s smirk; his spouse had realized it too. “Well hell.”

“Hee! Would it make you feel better if I promise to behave?”

“What if I’m not in the mood anymore?” Ian asked, leaning back a bit to free Michael’s hands.

“Oh, you’re still interested if this is any indication.” Michael said, petting Ian’s cock and sitting up.  “And now we’re even close to your favorite position.  What to do you say?”

“Ooh? We haven’t done that in a long time.” Ian said, clearly more than in a little interested.

“Because you’re so noisy. Grab the lube, baby.”

Ian stretched over to the nightstand eagerly and pulled out a tube that was nearly empty. He frowned and searched a bit more, finding two more nearly empty tubes. “Uh oh.”

Michael made a long arm and reached into his nightstand. “Ah ha! Oh, wait. This is antibiotic.  God, please don’t tell me we needed lube and forgot to buy some.”

Ian jumped off the bed and ran into the bathroom, returning in triumph with an almost full tube of lube. “It was in our travel bag.”  Ian said as he climbed back onto the bed and onto Michael’s lap.  “Do me.”

Michael took the lube and spread a bit of goo on his fingers, giving Ian a fond look.  “Bossy man.”

“Oh, I’m bossy?” Ian asked as he leaned forward. “You’re the one who-oh!”

Grinning, Michael smacked a kiss on Ian’s lips. “Thought would shut you up.”

Ian returned the kiss with a nip to Michael’s bottom lip. “How long have you known me?”

“Longer than either one of us wants to think about at the moment, I’m sure.” Michael stroked a finger around Ian’s anus and dipped it inside, his other hand rubbing up and down Ian’s back.

“And since when has-oh. Yes. More. Another finger. Oh.” Ian said, rising up in to his knees and flexing his hips up.

“Easy baby. Hang on a sec.”  Michael eased two fingers in and nibbled along Ian’s neck.

Moaning, Ian pushed back on those fingers, gasping when one brushed his prostate. “Michael love. You.”

“Ssh. I know.” Michael said, sitting up and tilting Ian up with him, his fingers going even deeper and making Ian yelp in surprise.

“Oi! Warn a man before you do that.”

“Oops?” Michael grinned, unrepentant as he removed his fingers and after wiping them on the sheet, he patted his lap.  “Come on and take a ride.”

Ian enthusiastically slid up and after helping arrange the pillows, wrapped his legs around Michael’s waist and getting comfortable after rubbing his balls all over Michael’s penis.  “Are you ready?”

“Yes, you slut. Was that necessary?” Michael asked through gritted teeth.

“After that comment about my domestic abilities? Of course it was.  Now fuck me.” Ian demanded.

Michael employed some muscle power and lifted Ian by his bottom, Ian reaching below to steady Michael’s penis.  It took teamwork but that’s one of the things they were good at and Ian was soon purring at the feeling of being filled so deeply.

“Good?”

“Oh yes.” Ian sighed, his face in Michael’s neck and moving his hips just a little bit.

“Want me to move anytime soon?”

“Um? No, not just yet unless you want to. This is nice just like this for a minute.”

“I agree.”  Michael ran his hands over Ian’s broad back, pausing to massage a few places. “I never did get around to giving you a back rub the other day.  How’s your arm?”

“It’s fine.  Did I mention how much I love my tree palace?” Ian asked as he trailed little kisses along Michael’s neck.

“I believe you did. It’s a palace?”

“It’s much better than a mere tree house.  You still won’t tell me-”

“And that’s my cue.” Michael said cutting Ian off by dropping his hands down to Ian’s ass, holding Ian steady as he pushed up with his hips.

“Gah! Mic- no fair.” Ian gasped, his hands reaching for Michael’s shoulders as they started rocking.  “Oh. Sneaky. Ah. Tricky. God. God!”

Michael squeezed his eyes, trying to hold on while Ian’s thrashed and grinded down on him.  Ian arched his back and fell against Michael’s thighs, his own legs unwrapping from Michael’s waist and bracing on the mattress to give him more leverage.

“Ian, aw. No. Don’t. Gonna!” Michael started to stroke Ian’s cock, knowing he wasn’t going to last long.  That caused Ian to spring back up and wrap himself around Michael again.

The motion alone was enough to get Ian to the edge, Michael’s hand pushing him the rest of the way off the precipice with Michael following behind him.  Ian didn’t pass out this time but it was a close thing as he rolled off of Michael and stretched himself out on the bed, his head near Michael’s feet.

A few minutes later, Michael roused himself to tilt his head up and look down. “Are you kissing my ankles?”

“Um hum.  Any objections?”

“No, not really.  Just making sure it wasn’t the cat.”

Ian got a look similar to the one the cat made when Chloe tried to dress it in an Uncle Sam costume, making Michael chuckle.

“What?” Ian asked.

“You. You look like the cat- aaaah! No.” Michael saw Ian’s hands coming towards him and jumped off to the other side of the bed.  “No tickling.” 

Ian advanced across the bed, with his arms outstretched. “But I just want a kiss.”

Michael backed away, heading for the door.  “Nope, I’ve fallen for that one before.  Don’t come any closer.”

Ian jumped off and Michael took off, out the door and down the stairs with Ian hot on his heels.  Michael managed to avoid Ian by taking a right into the living room and through Ian’s study only to have Ian cut him off at the pass in the sunroom.

Michael backed away heading for the family room and trying to make it to the kitchen so he could go round through the dining room.  Ian had other ideas and tackled him into the long sofa, landing right on top of Michael and knocking the breath out of him.

“Oof! Ian! God, let me up let me up let me up-”

Ian shut Michael up in the best way possible, with his mouth and inserted a leg between Michael’s to rub their groins together for good measure.  Michael’s struggles to get Ian off of him quickly turned into an effort to get as close to him as possible.

“Didn’t we just do this upstairs?” Michael managed to puff out as the tension began to spiral up inside him.

“Uh and your point?” Ian gasped back, his hand sliding up to tweak Michael’s nipple. 

“Po-poi oh fuck!”

After lesser but just as satisfying orgasms, they rested for a few minutes fully intending to head upstairs but that plan went into the crapper when the back door slammed open and Chloe’s voice yelled out.

“Daddy! Papa! Where are you?”

“Oh shit!” Ian said, starting to get up but instead, pulled down one of the throws on the back of the sofa and covered as much of them as possible.

“There you are!  Look at what Oom Pieter and Uncle Grant got me!” Chloe said running into the room holding a small set of skis.  “Oom Pieter is going to take me skiing as soon as there is snow.  Aren’t you Oomie?”

Pieter and Grant who had both followed Chloe into the room and had quickly acquired smirks, sat down on the other sofa.

“I certainly will. Every little girl should know how to ski and the clothes are so attractive too.  Michael, don’t you think so?”

A very rosy skinned Michael nodded and tried to hide under Ian who was busy trying to hide under Michael.

“Daddy, were you and Papa taking a nap?”

“Something like that, sweetie.  Why don’t you take your new things upstairs and we’ll come right up and check everything out?”

Chloe gave them both a look and trotted off while Ian buried his face in Michael’s shoulder.

“Well, we’re never having sex again. Ever.” Ian said.

“I would hope not. I for one am quite traumatized.” Pieter commented. “You didn’t make a mess on the sofa did you?”

“No and shut up Pieter.” Michael mumbled.

“I don’t care what you guys do but I’m not going to be the one who explains sex to Chloe.” Grant announced.

“Well your fears are groundless.  Chloe already knows where babies come from. Would one of you mind getting us the other blanket?” Ian asked.

Grant reached over and got the other blanket, tossing it to them.  “I hope you wash these.”

“Oh ha ha. Yes, I’ll wash them.  Ian, babe, will you get up please? Your knee is in my kidney.”

“Oh, sorry love.” Ian inched back and stood up, not caring if Grant or Pieter saw him because they’d both seen it all before. 

Grant responded by slapping his hands of Pieter’s eyes.  “You don’t need to see this.”

Pieter struggled against Grant’s hands, trying to peel them away. “Grant, what are you doing?”

Michael shot to his feet, wrapped the blanket around his waist and ran upstairs leaving Ian to fend for himself.

“Ouch! Pieter, you bit me!”

“You deserved it.  Hey, where did Michael go?”

“Upstairs.  I’d better go and make sure he’s okay.” Ian said, gathering his blanket around him.

Grant stood up and hauled Pieter to his feet. “Must be traumatic when your kid walks in on you like that although I walked in on my folks once but then I was twenty.”

“That never happened to me. My parents stopped having sex after I was born.” Pieter said.

Ian stopped on his way out. “Then how do you explain Robert and Veronique?”

“They were adopted. My parents never said so but that’s the only possible way.”

September 10, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

“Hi Mr. Phelps, Mr. Thorpe. Nina’s ready for you now.” The young woman said, waiting for them to stand and leading them through the reception area and down a different hallway then the one they’d seen before.

Nina was indeed waiting for them in her office with a thick stack of paperwork. She stood when they came in and shook their hands.  “Happy belated anniversary, guys.”

“Thanks Nina.” Michael said, taking a seat on the couch in the corner. 

Ian sat down next to him, fussing with his pants nervously until Michael put his hand out. Ian took it gratefully and settled back.

“Well, we’ll be making the petition for adoption on Monday since you guys meet all the legal requirements.  You’ve been married over a year and Chloe has lived with you for over six months.  With Michael being her sole surviving parent, I expect that we’ll have an adoption decree in thirty days.”

Startled, Ian blinked. “Just like that?”

“Yes, just like that.” Nina assured him.

“But what about a home visit or background checks or-.”

“It’s different with a second parent adoption.  All we need is the consent of the minor child’s parents which is Michael in the case.  Pennsylvania doesn’t recognize your marriage per se but they do recognize a domestic partnership.  A second parent adoption entitles you to the same rights as any adoptive stepparent but they don’t call it that.”

“Wow. I can’t believe it’s that easy. Thirty days?” Ian asked.

“Yes.  Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

“What? Oh he-heck no. I’m just surprised that there won’t be a hearing or-”

“Wait. There will be a hearing, it’s a formality and takes ten minutes but you do have to be there.  How does October thirteenth sound?” Nina asked consulting her date book.  “There’s a family court session all day and they usually do adoption decrees in the afternoon.”

Michael smiled and turned to Ian. “I can be free that day, what about you?”
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In the car on the way home, Ian couldn’t help smiling like a loon.  “You know how you said the tree palace was my anniversary, birthday and Christmas present and I told you I couldn’t get a better present?  I was so wrong.”

“Are you happy baby?”

“Yes I am.  I was sort of dreading my birthday but not anymore. Turning thirty is going to be a lot more fun than I thought.”

“Hm.  We should have a party.”

“A party?” Ian asked warily.

“Yep. Because we’ll have to tell Chloe about the adoption and we could go out for dinner afterwards to celebrate with Grant and Pieter.”

“Oh. That kind of party.  I thought you were talking about a party with a bunch of people jumping out at me.”

“I would never throw a surprise party for you.  You’ve made your feelings about them very clear.”

“No matter how much you love to surprise me?”

“That’s different.  That’s me surprising you. Add a whole bunch of people and that just delays the sexual rewards; in the case of a surprise party I figure you’d delay said rewards about four months.”

“It’s all about the sex for you, isn’t it?”

“And food.  Sex and food.  I’m a simple man with simple needs.”

Ian waited for them to stop at a traffic light, unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned over to lay a long sloppy kiss on Michael.  He reseated himself and was buckled in before the light changed.

“What was that for?” Michael asked, looking a bit dazed.

“For being you.”
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Sugar and Spice

October 13, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Although Ian had worried about dressing Chloe more formally, Michael convinced him that comfortable outfit would probably be better. When they stood as the family court judge entered the room, Ian watched Chloe trying to kick the seat in front of her and had to agree.  Besides, she looked very cute in her blue skirt and coral sweater set.

They were all nervous but Nina was coolly collected when the bailiff finally called their case at two thirty three.

“Ms Dubois, are all the parties present?” The rather dour older man asked.

“Yes your honor.” 

“Mr. Phelps?” 

Michael stood so fast that Ian had to catch his chair to prevent it from falling over. “Yes your honor?”

“Do you agree to grant second parent rights to Mr. Ian James Thorpe?”

“Yes your honor.”

“Good. Sit down.  Miss Chloe Phelps?”

“Yes ma’am?” Chloe asked then stood at Ian’s urging.

“Do you understand what adoption is?”

“Yes. It means that Papa will be my real papa.”

“Do you like Mr. Thorpe?”

“Yes ma’am.  He takes me to school and helps me with math and we walk the puppies and swim and-”

“Thank you Miss Phelps.” Ian could have sworn a faint smile passed over the judge’s face and felt his nervousness ease.

“Mr. Thorpe?”

“Yes your honor?”

“Are you are of your parental duties under the laws of Pennsylvania?”

“Yes your honor.”

“Very good.  Petition for adoption granted.” The judge signed a piece of paper, passed it to the bailiff and rapped his gavel.  “Congratulations Mr. Thorpe.  You can file the paperwork with the clerk down the hall.”

“Thank you your honor.”

The bailiff handed the paper to Nina who shook their hands and led them out into the hallway.  “Congratulations guys.  The clerk’s office is just down here.  You’ll want copies right?”

“Yes. Thank you.” Michael said as Ian swung Chloe up into his arms and walked down the hall.

“You’re really my papa now?”

“I’ve always been your papa but it’s officially official.”

“Can I have an allowance?” Chloe asked, looking between her fathers.

“Um. Daddy and I will need talk about that but we’ll see.  What are you prepared to do for an allowance?”

“I can dust and pick up my toys and brush the dogs and I’ll even clean the kitty box.”

“Oh, that sounds like a lot of work.  What about your homework?”

“I’m going really well in school.”

“You’re doing well, this is true.  Hm. What do you think is a good allowance?”

“Five dollars a week?”

“That sounds fair but Daddy and I will talk it over and get back to you.” Ian stopped and took the pen Nina handed to him. “Uh.”

“Here, let me have her.” Michael said, holding his hands out.  Ian let her go then turned to sign the document.

“That’ll be one hundred and fifty dollars.”  The woman behind the desk said.  

Ian nodded and pulled out his check book.  He wrote out the check quickly and signed it with a flourish.  “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome and congratulations.  I’ll be right back with your copies.”

“Nina, we’re going to tea at the Swann Lounge to celebrate.  Would you like to join us?” Ian asked.

“Oh. I love tea and I’d be happy to join you.  Shall we meet there? I’ve got another appointment at four thirty so I’m going to need my car.”

“Great. We’ll see you in a few minutes.”  Michael said putting Chloe down as Nina hurried away.

The clerk returned and after stamping each of the seven copies, put them in an envelope and handed them over.  “Have a good day.”

“Thank you, you too.” Ian said, taking it from her then holding his hand out to Chloe. “Come on; let’s go let Daddy buy us some tea.”
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December 11, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Michael waved to Chloe and his mom then pulled the car out of the garage. “Okay guys, we need to set limits regarding the amount of money we’re each going to spend.”

“Why?”

“Because Chloe has plenty of toys and the like.”

“But it’s her first Christmas with us.  God only knows what Christmas was like for her before.” Ian pointed out.

“And all the more reason not to overwhelm her. She can only play with so many things at one time.”

“So we should get useful boring things? You’re no fun, Michael.”

“Guys, I’m just trying to think of Chloe and she’s got a birthday a little over a month after Christmas.  We have to be sensible or she’s going to get a lot of stuff she’ll outgrow before she even uses it.  Between us and the parents and the rest of the family, she’s going to get a ton.”

Ian tapped the list he’d made against his teeth. “Okay, you have a good point but what do you suggest?”

“We compile our lists so we’re not repeating any gifts then we decide if she really needs what’s left.  If two or more agree, we get that gift. Ian, you’ve already got my list and Chloe’s.”

Ian turned to look at Grant and Pieter. “What do you think?”

Pieter sighed and handed his list over while Grant shrugged.  “I didn’t make a list. I was just going to pick up things I thought she’d like.”

Ian quickly struck through a few items then started reading off the remainder.  They all quickly vetoed the scooter from Chloe’s list and moved on to the forty or fifty other things.

They were just turning into Christiana Mall in Delaware when Ian finished rewriting the official list. “I think we’ve done well, men but I reserve the right to buy one or two splurge gifts that we didn’t think of.”

Six hours later they were fighting their way out of the mall on their third trip to the car, loading the back and piling in.  Michael turned the key and backed out carefully as there was already a car waiting for their excellent spot.

“That was madness.  Next year, we should shop earlier.” Pieter commented. “Why are we not leaving?”

“We’re waiting to leave.”

“What about another exit?” Grant asked, taking a good look at the twenty or thirty cars ahead of them.

“Oh no. I’m not going through that again. I’ve always tried another exit then gotten lost. This time, we’re going to be patient and leave by this exit that will take us right to I-95.”

“What do you think Chloe got us for Christmas?” Ian asked.

“I don’t know. Mom was taking her to the outlets in Lancaster and she had about two hundred dollars to spend.”

Ian looked out his window and Michael gazed at him suspiciously. “Ian, tell me you didn’t give her more money.”

“I didn’t give her any more money.” Ian said quickly.

“Ian! You slipped Mom a credit card, didn’t you?”

“And? So what if I did?  You have a lot of relatives and she would have felt bad not getting everyone a gift.  I told Debs to not use the card unless Chloe really needed it.”

“God Ian. We talked about-”

“No we did not. You told me not to give her any extra money and I decided to not follow your orders.  Or am I not allowed to make up my own mind about things?” Ian asked testily, even his nerves frazzled by six straight hours of tax-free shopping.

“That’s not fair! She’s -.” Michael stopped and took a deep breath. “Ian. We all grew up without tons of money and we turned out just fine. I don’t want Chloe to turn out to be one of those snotty rich kids and I don’t want to fight with you over it.”

“Chloe is nowhere near that. She’s a sweet caring child.  Yes, we have money and Chloe has a trust fund.  We’ve got to give her a chance to learn how to handle money in a responsible manner.”

Michael thought that over as they moved three more cars up in the queue. “Okay but why didn’t you say that before?”

“Because you were so busy laying down the law. I’m not throwing money at her, Michael.  Can we sit down and work out a compromise about how we can teach her about money? We did both graduate from business school.”

“I’m sorry that I came on so strong about it then.  You’re right. Maybe we should take her to open a savings account. That would be a good first step.”

“Good. Let’s sit down after Christmas but before her birthday.  No hard feelings?”

“Nope.” Michael said, extending his hand which Ian took.

Grant let out a gusty sigh from the backseat. “Don’t you two ever have a proper fight?  There was no screaming or yelling, where’s the entertainment value in that?”

“Hush Grant. We don’t scream and yell either.  Now that you have settled the matter, let’s more on to something more interesting: have you picked out any baby names yet?”

“Pieter, we’re not naming a child after you.  We love you but it would be too confusing with all of us in the same house.” Ian said.

“I wasn’t even going to suggest it. I was just wondering.”

“Well, we’ve narrowed it down we think but we’ve got a long way to go. We both like William and Edward for a boy but not together.  William Frederick or Edward Kenneth.  For a girl, I like Olivia but Michael’s stuck on Clarissa.”

Slouching down, Grant stroked a finger over his chin.  “William Frederick Thorpe.  W. F. T.  Edward Kenneth Thorpe. E. K. T.  Those are both acceptable.”

“So glad you approve.” Michael said dryly as he inched the car forward. Only ten more cars to go.

“Hey, sometimes parents don’t say the whole name out loud and you end up with Anne Sara Simmons.  They used to call her Anne of the Ass.”

“Oh. Good point. Anyway, Olivia Margaret Thorpe. O. M. T.  or Clarissa Margaret Thorpe. C. M. T.  Okay. Clarissa and Margaret aren’t going to work. Our kid is not going to be named after the hayseeds and banjos channel.” Michael said.

“Are you stuck on Margaret as a middle name? And what happened to James Frederick?” Pieter asked.

“I want to use Margaret as a middle name and we aren’t naming our son after ourselves. That’s too tack- uh.” Ian stopped and looked over at Michael Frederick Phelps III.

“Go ahead. I’m not all that thrilled being a third myself.  Dad’s already resigned to the fact that one of the girls is going to have to do it because I won’t.  I’m not too fond of Frederick either.  What about Richard?”

“Huh. William Richard Thorpe.  I could live with that.  We’re going to call him Liam of course not Will or Bill or Billy or Willy and if we use Edward we’re going to call him Ward.”

“And Livvy for Olivia?”

“No, Libby and I know it’s ridiculous to give children names then use nicknames but we want something dignified for when they grow up and become senators or prime ministers or whatnot.”

“I can hear it now. ‘Now starting in lane five, Libby Thorpe.’ That has a good ring to it.” Grant said. 

“Aha! I have it.” Pieter said suddenly. “Ian, give me your pen and a piece of paper.”

Ian reluctantly handed the items over as Michael finally pulled out and drove down to the right exit.  He whooped when they came out in exactly the right spot. 

“Yes! Gentlemen, for the first time I didn’t get lost coming out of this mall.”

“Really? And as Delaware is a very tiny state, I find it hard to believe you could ever get lost in the first place.” Grant commented teasingly as Pieter scribbled something down and passed the paper back to Ian who took it with a bit of reluctance.

Ian looked down and said the name to himself silently before trying it out loud. “Athene Marah Thorpe.  Michael, what do you think?”

“Athene? Oh, because our relationship started in Athens.  I like that. Where’s the Marah from?”

“Margaret and Deborah, first and last syllables. I suppose you could spell it with a double ‘R’ but then it would look too much like Farrah. Athene also works with Chloe because they’re both Greek in origin.” Pieter explained.

Nodding, Ian turned to grin at Pieter. “I even like it better than Olivia.”

“I do too. This means we now have four names. Two of each just in case.” Michael said. “Not that we won’t change our minds before the baby comes but I think Athene Marah is a keeper.  Thanks, Pieter.”

“And now for the important questions of the day.  How will we keep Chloe from seeing all the presents and when are we putting up the Christmas tree?” Grant asked.

“Chloe is not supposed to be back before eight. Mom was taking her to dinner so we’ll have an hour or so once we’re home.  And I’m not sure where we should put the Christmas tree.  Last year we didn’t have many presents so it was fine in the corner but I think we need to move it.”

“Then why don’t we hide all the presents down in our apartment and work on getting the tree up once we get home?  We can do the outside lights tomorrow; the weather is supposed to be fine.” Pieter suggested.  “Or even better, one of us can make dinner while the other three move the presents and get out the decorations?  I’m starving.”

“I’ve already got lasagna in the fridge so dinner will be ready quickly.”

“Good planning Ian. Lasagna!” Michael said.

“Wait! Is this one of the little pans of lasagna or a big pan? I’m just as hungry as the rest of you.” Grant complained.

“Big.  With Michael there are no little pans.  In fact, I made two so we can have it for lunch tomorrow.  Chloe is really looking forward to putting the lights up.”
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December 11, 2010 Philadelphia PA

“Ian, are you sure you didn’t forget something? Like another ton of Christmas decorations?” Grant asked as he toed one of the boxes in the middle of the floor.

“It’s a big house Grant.  You can’t just throw a string of lights out on the porch and call it done.  Is Pieter still in bed?”

“Yes, it’s Sunday and he’s having a lie in but I heard you moving around up here and figured there would be coffee. Where’s everyone else?”

“Well Chloe and Deb are wrapping her presents upstairs but Michael’s in his study.  He’s got a final exam on Friday.  How has your semester going, by the way?”

“It’s been interesting.  Want to take a look at the exams I wrote? I’m not sure I’m wording things clearly.”

“Sure. Can we do it after we decorate?”

“That will work.  How many boxes of lights to you have anyway?”

“I have no idea but I did get the web light things this year so the shrubbery won’t be too difficult.  Mind unloading those boxes by your foot? Those are the wreathes and greenery for the windows and I’m going to have to change the ribbons out.  The red will now clash with the house so I bought mulberry which should work nicely.”

Grant put his coffee aside and started unloading boxes. “I’m glad you’re making the decisions like that.  Oh, these are the swags.  Want me to take the ribbons off as I go?”

“That would be nice.  Any thoughts on having the open house again this year?”

“That would be nice and I have people I’d like to invite as I’m sure Pieter does too.”

“Not a problem.  I was thinking we’d do it on the second this year.  Chloe’s got school the next day but if we make it eleven to four, that’ll give us time to get her wound down and into bed at a decent hour.”

“You’re such a good dad.  What room are you going to make into a nursery and are you going to find out the sex before he or she is born?”

“The room across from Chloe’s, with the rose wall paper.  It’s right at the top of the stairs and large enough in case we need two cribs. We’ve decided on having only two eggs implanted so we could have twins but we don’t want to know the sex.  Chris doesn’t want to know either.”

“Is it going to be tough, having her pregnant in England while you’re over here?”

Ian set aside the lights he was checking. “It will and it won’t.  Yes I’d like to be there to see every little change and know that’s my baby growing in there but I’d probably drive Chris crazy.  And it would be kind of weird and there are some details I just don’t want to know.  The phrase ‘mucus plug’ especially.”

“Ew. I don’t blame you.  When’s the big day?”

“Around last weekend in January.  Chris is coming over that week and we’ve got an appointment on the twenty eighth.  She’s going back on the third and she’s a bit excited. This will be her first trip away from the kids but Mum and Dad will be there.  We’re going to England for spring break regardless but hopefully we’ll find out then.”

“What if she’s not?”

“She’ll come back with us. We’re only doing this three times although Chris said she’s willing to do however many it takes but I can’t ask that of her.  If it’s meant to be it will happen and if not, we can adopt.”

“There you are!” Pieter said as he came into the room and took over Grant’s seat and coffee cup, his hair still mussed from sleep. “You’re up early today.”

“It’s after nine Pieter. And that’s probably cold.”

Pieter took a sip and grimaced. “You’re right.  Want another cup?” Pieter asked looking at both of them.

“Please and are you going to shower?”

“I will after we decorate since I’m just going to get sweaty anyway.” Pieter answered as he sailed from the room with both cups.
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“It looks great guys but I’ve got to get on the road or Ryan will wonder if I’m ever coming home.” Debbie said as they stood in front of the house.

“Thanks for coming up, Debs. We’ll see you on the twenty third.” Ian said giving her a hug.

“You’re welcome and I had a blast.  Hopefully we can make this a tradition, right Chloe?”

“Right Granny! Thank you for taking me shopping.” Chloe gave her a big hug and a kiss.

After Grant and Pieter had their turn, Michael walked her to her car. “Thanks a bunch, Mom.  Chloe really had a good time.”

“You’re welcome sweetie.  I did too and I’m serious about having a special day with Chloe for our shopping.”

“Sounds good to me.” Michael said as he leaned down to hug her. “You’ll call when you get home?”

Chuckling, Debbie nodded. “Yes, Mom.”  She got in her car and beeped the horn as she drove off.

“Grant, do you have those tests?” Ian asked as they all headed indoors.  “I have time to look them over now.”

“I’ll bring them up.”

“Daddy, will you help me make my angels?”

“Angels?  Okay.  Do you have everything you need?”

“Uh huh. Granny helped me buy it. I’ll be right back.” Chloe said as she took off up the stairs.

“What is she talking about?” Ian asked as they all took their coats and gloves off.

“I have no idea but if it involves a glue gun, you’re helping.  I always burn myself on those things.”

Pieter snorted and said something under his breath, ducking Michael’s swipe. “You don’t even know what I said.”

“I can imagine.  Guess we’ll set up on the kitchen table.”

Michael had just cleared the table when Chloe ran back in holding a shopping bag.  She took out a small box from Staples, two bags of beads and a spool of narrow white ribbon but no glue gun causing Michael to heave a sigh of relief.

Ian, Pieter and Grant, who just happened to be hanging around all hid smiles and came a little closer to see what Chloe was planning.

“Okay, tell me what we’re going to do.”

“Granny said you knew how to do this.  They’re angels with paper clips and beads.  Like the one you made her in school.”  Chloe picked up the Staples box and pulled out one of the butterfly clips.  “See? Granny said you put two beads on each side and one at the top with a ribbon.”

“Oh! I remember now and they’re really easy. How many do we need to make?”

“Twenty two. They’re for school.  Mrs. Swain said we can’t spend more than three dollars if we give them in school and everything cool costs too much.  Granny said this only cost a dollar fifty for each angel. She helped me do that math so we bought a stamp and some card stuff so I can make a card to go with it.”

“Sounds like you did some good planning.  Want to get started?”
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December 24, 2010 Frederick, MD

Michael picked up a sleepy Chloe after he’d made the rounds saying goodbye to everyone.  Siobhan and Art threw a hell of a party and it was good to see his family but it had been a long two days and he was eager for head home.  

Ian was already outside loading the last of their stuff in the car and Michael headed out the door with a final wave and went down the stairs.

“Is she asleep?” Ian asked as he tried to fit the last box in the back of the already running SUV.

“Almost.  She’ll probably sleep all the way home.”

“With all the running around she did with the cousins, it’s no wonder.” Ian came around and opened the back door, helping Michael get Chloe settled.  “Do you want me to drive?”

“Do you mind?  I’m still fighting off the last of my cold.”

“No problem. Get in where it’s warm and I’ll be there in a sec. Maybe you should sleep on the way back too.”

Michael fought that advice but was faintly snoring with his seat tilted back thirty miles down the road. Ian wasn’t tired but between the horseback ride out to get the tree yesterday, sleeping on a full size bed with a sick and restless Michael last night and all the festivities, it was nice to have a little peace and quiet.

He loved Michael’s family but they were certainly a loud and boisterous bunch who never stopped talking.  As the miles disappeared beneath the wheels, Ian let his thoughts drift towards how they would manage to get all the stuff inside and all their gifts under the tree and prep for dinner tomorrow and-.  Ian stopped himself before he could get wound up again.

As he made the transition onto I-95, Ian drove a few more miles admiring the Christmas lights he could see from the highway before deciding to pull in at the Maryland House rest stop.

“Michael love?”

“Whazzit?”

“We’re at a rest stop.  Do you need to pee?”

“No. Water?” Michael managed to croak out past his dry throat.

“I’ll get you some.  I’m going to take Chloe with me and lock you in.”

“Tay.”

Shaking his head, Ian got out and opened the back door. “Chloe? Wake up for a minute.”

“papa?”

“Yes dearling. Do you need to pee?”

“Uh huh.”

“Okay then.” Ian unbuckled her and tucked her into his coat, closing the door quietly and clicking his remote to lock the car. He hurried into the building and Chloe was awake enough by the time they got in to head into the bathroom on her own.

Ian used the facilities himself and once they were both done, went over to buy a twelve pack from Cinnabon, gaining Chloe’s immediate approval. “We’re going to hide these in the back and have them for breakfast tomorrow so don’t tell Daddy, okay.”

“Okay.  I call dibs on two tomorrow because Uncle Grant and Daddy will eat them all if I don’t.”

“And I’ll help you protect them.” Ian said as they shook on the deal.

Shrugging off his coat, Ian helped Chloe put it on for the run back to the car and opened the door for her.  Michael appeared to be still sleeping but Ian saw the unmistaken twitch and hurried to get Chloe secured and himself behind the wheel.

They were back on the road before Michael woke up and took a big sniff. “Ian, did you stop at Cinnabon?”

“Daddy, here’s your water.” Chloe said.

“Oh. Thanks Sugarplum. I smell Cinnabon.”

“They were giving out free samples so Chloe and I had to try them. We would have brought you a piece but we got the last of them.”

Michael didn’t appear to really buy that explanation but drank his water in silence.

“How are you feeling, love?”

“Better.  I guess I just needed a nap or all that cold medicine finally kicked in. I think I caught it on the plane back from the meet. There was a guy a couple of rows up who kept coughing. Probably got the whole plane sick. People like that shouldn’t be allowed to fly.” Michael groused.
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The house was ablaze with lights when they drove up and Ian stopped for a moment before pulling into the driveway.

“It really looks good. We should take a picture for our Christmas card next year.”

“Hm.  Maybe we’ll have something else for that.” Michael said with a wink as he got out.

Ian opened the door for Chloe who picked up the Cinnabon bag and two others before taking off inside the house.

“Why is she in such a hurry?”

“She wants to go to bed?”

“Uh right.  Let’s get this unloaded.”
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December 25, 2010 Philadelphia, PA

Christmas morning dawned bright and early for Michael who had tried to stay up to set out presents but ended up throwing in the towel at eleven.  He had no idea what time Ian had gone to bed but it had been after one because Michael had briefly woken up around then and there had been no sign of Ian.

Getting up quietly, Michael took a quick shower and dressed comfortably before heading downstairs to find Chloe sitting on the couch with the dogs piled around her and staring at the tree that was set up in the sunroom.

“Hey Chloe. Have you been up long?”

“Uh huh. Papa left the lights on last night and it’s so pretty.  I didn’t open any presents but I poked a couple of them.”

“I think poking is allowed. Did you let the dogs out?”

“Uh huh.  Just like you showed me and I put the alarm back on.”

“Good job.  How about a fire in the fireplace and I’ll make us some cocoa.”

“Okay.” Chloe said her eyes still glued on the tree.

Shaking his head, Michael went in to kitchen and put the water on, the coffee on and checked the fridge for the breakfast fixings.  He did a little dance when he saw the Cinnabon box and pulled it out to see the big note Ian had taped to the top.

<i>TMOAOO:

If you eat more than two of these before the rest of us have any, you’ll never eat any of these again.




Love you, TBLYEH

PS. Chloe gets two!</i>

Snorting, Michael put the box on the counter, started the oven and pulled out the orange juice.

Ten minutes later he was snuggled on the couch with Chloe and the dogs, sipping cocoa and nibbling on their pastry.

“Daddy, what was Christmas like when you were my age? Were Granny and Grandpa divorced then?”

“Hm. Well, gee. I don’t remember it much but I think that’s the year I got a skateboard or a sled.  To tell you the truth, it wasn’t a really good Christmas because my mom and dad were fighting a lot.  They got the divorce the next year and things were better although I did miss dad a lot.”

“Did it hurt when your dad left?”

“Yes it did. It hurt for a long time and I was mad at Granny and Grandpa for a while.  They were grownups and they were always telling me to get along with people so I didn’t understand why they couldn’t get along too.”

“Are you and Papa ever going to get a divorce?”

“Well I hope not but I’m not going to lie to you and say never.”

“What would happen to me?”

“You would stay in the house and Papa and I would take turns visiting you.  Or we’d find somewhere where we could all live close together.”

“Amanda’s mommy and daddy are getting a divorce. Amanda has to visit her daddy on weekends.”

“I know sweetie, Mrs. Swain told me about it.  Is Amanda okay?”

“She was crying in the bathroom the last day of school because she wouldn’t see her daddy on Christmas.  She was really sad so I gave her my cookies but she didn’t want them.”

“She’s going to be sad for a while honey.  All you can do is be her friend and listen to her when she wants to talk.  You know you can ask me if you have any questions.”

“Thank you Daddy. Can Amanda maybe spend the night one night when school starts?  Her house is really sad and her mommy cries all the time.”

“Papa and I will talk about it and then we’ll talk to Mrs. Burns to figure out what night.  Good?”

“Uh huh.”

“Hey, do you want to open one present? Then we can wake up Papa and the Uncles.”

“Okay.  Which one?”

“Try one of the wrapped ones from me.  How about the red one back by the window?”

Chloe got up slowly and went over. “This is one of the ones I poked because its funny shaped.”

“And it’s kind of heavy so let me help you pull it out.”

Michael helped her move it then stepped back while she ripped the paper off.

“Daddy! It’s a basketball hoop!  That was on my list!” Chloe jumped up into his arms.  “It’s perfect!”

“I’m glad you like it.  We can put it up this week and play a couple of games of horse. Now, are we waking up Papa the nice way or the Christmas morning way?” Michael asked as he went into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee.

“What’s the Christmas morning way?” Chloe asked as she followed him to the stairs.

“This is the one day of the year that you’re allowed to jump on our bed.”

“For real?” Chloe asked suspiciously, because jumping on the dads’ bed was strictly forbidden.

“For real.”

Chloe took off up the stairs at her normal speed and slammed open the door of the master bedroom door.  “Papa! Papa! Wake up. It’s Christmas. It’s Christmas.”

Michael could hear Ian groan loudly. “No. It can’t be Christmas. It’s next week.”

“Na huh. It’s today. Daddy already let me open a present! Get up Papa!”

“Okay okay. I’m up.”

Michael walked in to see Ian trying to grab Chloe but not trying really hard as she giggled and headed for the foot of the bed. “Morning babe.  Coffee?”

“Oh please!”

“Chloe, bed jumping time is over.  Want to use the intercom to wake up the Uncles?”

“Okay!” Chloe jumped off the bed and Michael sat down next to Ian, handing him the cup as they watched Chloe pull the desk chair over and hit the intercom button.

“They’re going to kill us.” Ian said quietly. “We didn’t get to bed until two and it’s only seven.”

“You guys were up that late?”

“Um. Yes. We got to playing with something after we got everything set up.”

“The tree house kit that Chloe got from Dad?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“Because you were fascinated by it when she opened it.”
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February 2, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Chris, how do you feel?”

“Ian, stop asking me that.  For the fifteenth time, I’m fine.”

“Are you sure you should be flying?”

“If I could surf at five months with Iona, I can certainly fly today.” Chris said irritably then turned to Michael.  “Thanks so much for the spa visit yesterday and take care of yourself and the numbskull, okay?”

“I will Chris. You do the same and call us if you need anything.”

“Humph. What I need is for Ian to stop being a pain in the ass but that’s probably not possible.” Chris gave Michael a kiss and hug before grudgingly hugging Ian.  “Stop worrying Little Brother. I’m fine and I’ll call you as soon as I know.”

She waved as she went through security and Ian sighed mournfully. “Am I really that bad?”

“You offered to go get her a wheel chair Ian.” Michael said wryly before looping his arm through Ian’s and practically dragging him to the exit.  “I know you’re nervous but you’re really going to have to take it down a notch or she’s going to take your head off.”

“I just- what if- she’s doing.” Ian waved his hand.

“I know, Babe. You just want to make sure she’s okay because what if something happened while she was doing this great thing for us.  Chris knows the risks better than we do and getting on her case isn’t going to help her tension level.  Remember, tension is bad for expectant mothers.”

“Do you think it worked?”

“I don’t know.” Michael shrugged as he opened his car door, “But I have a good feeling.”
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March 5, 2011 London, England

“Chris, this is a great house.”

“Thanks Michael.  Want more tea?”

“No thanks.  Um, when do you want to let Ian up?”

“In another ten minutes.”

“But you’ll let him go before Chloe and your folks get back, right? Seeing him like this might be traumatizing.”

March 7, 2011 London, England

“Ian. Ian?”

“I’m right here.  Just nipped into the bathroom for a moment.  Are you okay?”

“Yeah but aren’t you going to do anything?”

Michael could feel the side of the bed dip down as Ian sat next to him and shivered as one of Ian’s hands ran over his chest.

“I will when I’m ready.  Since I spent twenty minutes tied up and you didn’t help me, it’s only fair that I repay the favor.  Besides, now that you’re blindfolded, I can do something I’ve been wanting to do for a long time.”

Holding his breath, Michael waited and wasn’t surprised when he felt Ian’s warm mouth on his right ankle.  At first he was just going to go along with Ian’s thing but when that mouth wrapped around his big toe and sucked, he realized it wasn’t going to be that easy.

“Oh. Ah. Ian. Oh, m-. Ian… oh. Oh.” Michael tried to move but with his arms and legs tied, he could only bounce his hips a little as Ian’s teeth nibbled along the arch of his feet just on the line between tickling and pleasure. “Please. Ian. Oh. I’m gonna. Baby. Come… oahwah.”

A few minutes later, Michael found himself on his stomach, limbs free and blindfold removed but pinned by the sensation of Ian’s lips trailing over his shoulders and spine. “God, Ian.”

“Hm? I suspect you liked that.”

“Uh – oh hell. What?” Michael clenched the pillow he was holding when Ian’s tongue licked over his anus. “Ian? Oh. Oh my god.” Michael bit down on the pillow as he was penetrated by a fluttering torture instrument.  Ian’s hands on his hips prevented him from moving up or away or oh heavens! 

Ian had large hands and now he was not only holding Michael down but he was using his thumbs to open Michael up and give his tongue more access.  As a sweat broke out on Michael’s skin, he keened into the pillow once again riding a crest of pleasure.

Ian didn’t give him any recovery time, just slicked up and drove that large penis into him, those big hands coming up to hold Michael’s and that tongue licking Michael’s neck.  He was surrounded and invaded by all that was Ian and he couldn’t help the tremble that ran through him.

“Are you okay, love?” Ian murmured, his penis gently stroking in and out.

“Gah uh.” Michael tried to nod but nothing was cooperating as the remnants of his second orgasm ran through him.  He sincerely doubted Ian was going to get anything else out of him but his traitorous cock had other ideas when Ian rolled them to their sides and ran a hand down Michael’s front.

Michael reached his own hand down, not sure if he was trying to stop Ian or urge him on when Ian’s cock brushed against his prostate.  He would have thrashed as he started coming again but he could only kick his foot a bit and drop his head, Ian joining him a couple of minutes later.

He never lost consciousness but he could only lie passively as Ian cleaned him up and pulled Michael close, drawing the sheets and coverlet over them. Ian thoughtfully handed him a bottle of cool water and Michael snuggled close, still buzzing from everything Ian had done to him.

“I’m sorry I let Chris sit on you.”

“And gag me.”

“I’m sorry I let Chris sit on you and gag you.”

“And you helped.”

“I’m sorry I helped Chris get you on the floor so she could stuff a gag in your mouth and sit on you.  I’m sorry I laughed a little.”

“You’re getting a little ahead of yourself and you laughed a lot.  It’s not like I could defend myself against her either.  She’s a girl and she’s pregnant.”

“Um. So how does impending fatherhood feel?”

“Exciting, frightening, over the moon, worried, terrified and that was just the first minute.  It didn’t really seem real until I saw her and she showed me the stick.  I mean, I knew but-.  Well, it’s really going to happen.”

“Yes it is.”

“I supposed I did go a little overboard.”

“Well, offering to hire a chef so you’d know Chris was eating properly? Yeah, maybe a little.  Chris has been pregnant before.”

“But she’s going to have morning sickness and her feet will swell and oh god, what am I doing?  How can she-?”

Michael clamped his fingers on Ian’s lips, pressing them together. “Don’t you dare question a loving and selfless gesture.  Chris knows what she’s getting into.  David knows what this involves.  I know it’s hard for you to accept things that you can’t reciprocate, especially from your family but you need to sit back and let this happen.”

“But-.”

“No. Chris loves you Ian.  She’s not doing us a favor, she’s loving her brother.  Because she knows that this is the one thing you’ve always wanted and she can do this.  Don’t cheapen it by questioning the motives.”

Ian sighed and nodded, resting his head against Michael’s. “You’re right. Will you help me not drive everyone crazy over this?”

“You know I will. Besides, now we know we have a nursery to decorate in seven or eight months.  Won’t that be fun?”

“I sense that you’re trying to distract me dangling shopping in front of me.”

“Is it working?”

“I’m ashamed to say that it is.” Ian admitted as he snuggled close. “I’ve been sneaking peeks at cribs and bedding. What do you think of round cribs? They’re a bit impractical but they’re so cute.”

Smirking, Michael ran a hand down Ian’s back. “I think you’ve been doing more than peeking.  I like the convertible cribs, the kind that turn into toddler beds then into full sized beds.”

Ian tilted his head back and gave Michael a long look. “You’ve been doing more the peeking too.”

“I never said I wasn’t.”
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April 30, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

Margaret and Ken had settled into the house as if they’d always been there.  Because Ian now had an office in his tree fort, he’d even given up the study, they’d added a shower to the powder room and turned the study and rarely used living room into a suite for the elder Thorpes.

It not only gave them all a bit of separation but Ian had had some worries about how well his dad would do going up and down the stairs. Ken was healthy and fit but the years of gardening had taken a toll on his knees.  It had been a hassle having a contractor in the house for a couple of weeks but it had been worth it in the end.

They’d even quickly settled the cooking situation.  Margaret had insisted on taking over the weekday meals because she loved cooking but ‘the boys’ did all the house cleaning, laundry and weekend cooking and she swore it was like having a vacation every week.

Ken had taken over the yard care, fussing with the plants but was happy to leave the heavy work to the younger men.  Grant had returned from his spring break in Australia with his doctorate and a contract from a major publisher to turn his dissertation into a textbook so he had drafted the most of the household to read over various chapters along with a couple of his fellow professors at CHU.

Between Pieter’s residency, Ian’s frantic preparations for graduation and Michael’s own educational endeavors they were a busy household but Margaret helped keep them all on track.   If Michael had ever doubted his suggestion to have his in-laws live with them, the sight of Chloe, Ian and Ken heading out for an afternoon at the Cricket Club let him know he’d made the right choice.

Michael touched the wall and heard his watch beep a few seconds later. Ah. He’d swum a little faster than his set pace but not by much.  Sighing, he looked over to see Ian, Pieter and Grant playing ‘Marco Polo’ with Chloe in the recreation pool. Soon he wouldn’t have to train every day and he’d be over there too.

He hauled himself up and grabbed his towel, tossing his goggles and cap on the bench and sitting down, stretching his legs out for a minute.  He was just getting reading to head for the hot tub when his cell phone rang and he picked it up, noting it was Chris and David’s number.

“Hello.”

“Hi Michael.  Are you alone?” Chris asked.

“Um. We’re at the pool but Ian’s over with Chloe across the way. Did you want me to-?”

“No!” Chris said frantically.  “Just go somewhere where he can’t see you for a minute.”

“Chris, is everything okay?”

“Yes, yes.  Everything’s great just go into the changing room or something.”

“Uh. Okay.” Michael said slowly as he got up and did as she said. “Are you sure-?”

“Michael don’t go all Ian on me.  Are you there?”

“Yep.”

“Okay. I went in for the ultrasound today.  Are you sitting down?”

“Um.” Michael went for one of the benches with a gulp. “Yes.”  Michael heard what she said after that but he really didn’t comprehend it.  “What?”

Chris repeated it, this time with a laugh.  “Can you believe it?”

“Oh my god. Chris are they sure?”

“Yes.  They did it three times and I’ve even got a video tape.  You’ll have it on Monday.”

“Um. Since you’re telling me this -?”

“Hee! Do you think you can handle it? David and I have already decided that we’re good with it although if Ian suggests that full time housekeeper again, I’m taking him up on it. David says we’ll split the costs.  By the way, *you* get to tell Ian and Mum and Dad and you get to keep Mum and Ian off a plane for the next four months.”

“Gee thanks.” Michael muttered as he scrubbed his hand over his face, still overwhelmed.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“I think I should be asking you that, Chris.  Are you sure?”

“Yes, a thousand percent sure.  After all, I don’t have to pay for the shoes or the school fees.” Chris said teasingly then sobered a bit. “Michael, I’m fit as a fiddle and the specialist they called in said it will be hard but not impossible.  I’ll be very careful, I promise.”

“God. Wow. I’m just. Wow.”

“I’m sort of giddy. I feel like I’ve drunk a whole bottle of Champagne all by myself and David keeps cackling madly.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh, I’ve had a bit of morning sickness and don’t tell Ian but those ginger crackers he sent really helped even if he had to nag me into trying them.  Aside from wanting pee every half hour, I’ve been good.  David’s been using that massage technique on my back you showed him on my back and it’s really helped too.”

“I’m glad.”

“And here’s the best part.  David's hooked up the webcam and we’ve got a T-1 line now so Ian can check on me every day. I’ve already emailed the link to you.”

“That’s awesome.  Chris, I can’t tell you-.”

“Aw. I know. Now I hear the bathroom calling my name. Tell Ian not to call to late and let me know how he reacted. Ta!”

Chris hung up before Michael could get too mushy on her and Michael turned off the phone now faced with having to tell Ian.  Good lord.
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And Baby Makes . . . .

May 3, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“So, Michael.  That’s the second time you forgot to turn in the chart on a patient today. That’s very unlike you so what’s going on?”

Slumping in the chair across from Dr. Tyree, Michael rubbed his eyes. “I haven’t been sleeping well.  I’m keeping a secret from Ian and it’s killing me and I can’t tell him until Saturday because he’s got finals.”

“Ah.  Is it a bad secret?  You’re not sick are you? You’ve looked a bit green this week.”

“Um. No I’m not sick and I’m sorry I’ve been such an airhead. It’s great news but its big news.”

“Okay, so tell me.”

“Ian and I are expecting.”

Dr. Tyree dropped the pen she was holding. “Expecting as in a baby?”

“Uh huh.  Um. We have a surrogate and we did the first implantation back in January and she had an ultrasound on Saturday.”

“Wow. Congratulations.  You know how lucky you are that it worked the first time?  What clinic did you use?”

“The Fertility Center of Maryland and I know we’re really lucky. Boy, are we lucky.” Michael said with feeling. “I’m sort of still in shock at how lucky we are.”

“Ah.  Well IVF, that’s what you used?” She paused then continued when Michael nodded.  “IVF has a higher than average rate of multiple births.  Is it twins?”

Michael shook his head and grabbed her pen and note pad, writing a number then circling it and drawing little stars before passing it over.

“Oh my!”

“Yeah.  I’m almost sick because I want to tell everyone but I can’t even say it aloud because I’m afraid I won’t stop. I can’t even tell his parents or Chloe or Grant and Pieter and it’s getting harder every day.” Michael said miserably.

“Do you want to take the rest of the week off?  Not that we wouldn’t miss you because you’re a great therapist but your head clearly isn’t in it this week.”

“No. I’ll be okay but I need to work.  Could I maybe work on the charts? It’s just hard when I’m with people.”

“That’s a good alternative.  I guess this means you’re going to disappear on us sometime this fall?” Dr. Tyree asked with a smile.

“Huh? Oh, are you asking me back next year?”

“Of course.  I meant it when I said you were a great therapist. The kids love working with you and we had quite a fight on our hands because the clinics really wanted you but we’d like to keep you here.  Your ideas for hydrotherapy are very intriguing and Dr. Ablers and I would be happy to oversee your research.”

“Really? Wow. Dr. Tyree, that’s fantastic. Thank you and I promise I’ll be back in the game next week.”  Michael stood with her and shook her hand. “Wow!”

“I’m glad you’re pleased and don’t worry about it.  Just let me know when you need the time off and we’ll work something out.”

&&

May 7, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

Today was B-Day.  Ian had finished his last final yesterday and had gone to bed early last night, totally exhausted.  Now it was ten a.m. Saturday morning and the deadline Michael had set for himself to tell Ian was running out.

As they all finished breakfast courtesy of Grant, Michael decided that he couldn’t wait any more.  “Hey baby? Are you busy?”

“Well, I was thinking of getting another cup of coffee and going back to bed but I could change my plans with a little persuasion.”

“Oh. Um can we go upstairs for a minute?”

Pieter put down his cup with a sigh. “Finally! You’re going to tell Ian what’s been bothering you all week?”

Taken aback, Michael just stared at Pieter then saw everyone else nodding.

“Really! Michael you’re normally weird and I’ve adjusted to that but this week, you’ve gone off the weirdness scale.” Grant said.

“Now boys. Stop picking on Michael.  I’m sure he’s got a good explanation.” Ken said.

Chloe looked a bit worried as Ian stood up but Michael ducked down and kissed her cheek then whispered, “Don’t worry, its happy baby news.”

“Really Daddy?”

“Really.  Let me tell Papa then we’ll tell everyone else.”

“Okay!”

Michael went up to their bedroom, following Ian and closing the door behind them.  “Can you get on the bed?  You’d better lay down too.”

“Ooh.” Ian said as he climbed up.  “Should I undress?”

“It’s not that kind of conversation.” Michael said as he lay down next to Ian and propped his head up on his hand and placing the other hand on Ian’s chest.  “Chris had an ultrasound.”

“Oh! Is everything okay? Should I call-?” Ian started to get up but Michael’s hand kept him prone.

“She’s great. Wonderful in fact.  I even called her doctor to check.”

“Oh. Well I don’t want to know if we’re having a girl or a boy.  You don’t know do you?”

“Nope.  But do you want to know how many we’re having?”

Ian opened his mouth and snapped it closed. He tried again. “How many?”

“Uh huh.”

“Twins?  We’re having twins? That’s fantastic! Wait till Mum and Dad hear!” Again Ian tried to get up but stopped when Michael slung a leg over his hips.

“Nope. Try again.”

Ian blinked. “Triplets?  Well. That’s a surprise but still fantastic!  We’ll have to make a few investment adjustments because we can’t depend totally on scholarships but-”

Ian looked down at the hand holding him down. “Michael, if you say the next word and then don’t let me get up after that, I’m going to smack you then have a nervous breakdown.”

“Nope. The next word is it.”

Sinking back, Ian looked up at Michael. “Quadruplets?”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh. Um. Oh. I’m a little light headed I think.” Ian said weakly. “You’re not having me on?”

“Nope. Four babies.  In fact,” Michael said, reaching into his nightstand and pulling out a picture from the ultrasound. “This is what they look like.”

Ian clutched the paper. “Four?”

“Four.  See? The obstetrician labeled them for us.”

“Oh my god. Four.”

Michael got Ian’s glasses and turned on the light so he could see the picture more clearly.  “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Four.  Michael, there are four. Do you know what this means?”

“We’re going to need a nanny?”

Ian looked at Michael, “You’re taking this rather calmly. How long have you known?”

“Since last Saturday. I would have told you right away but you had finals.  I’m sorr-.”

“Oh, don’t apologize. I’m glad you waited because I really couldn’t have sat in a classroom after hearing this.  God, no wonder you were acting so weird.”

“I know. I’ve been a complete mess and you have no idea how many times I clicked on the webcam.”

“Webcam?”

“Yeah, David thought it would help if you could see Chris every day so he set up a webcam. She’s in front of it every morning at nine our time. And she’s doing great.  I did call the doctor and I researched him too. He’s got a lot of experience with multiple births and Queen Charlotte is also where the support group for the British multiples society meets.  Or whatever it’s called.”

“Oh my god.  I can’t believe this.  Four.” Ian said, taking another look at the picture. “Mum and dad are going to have a cow.”

“I know. I hope Chloe takes it well and I’m not even thinking about what we’re going to tell my parents.”

“I’m totally in shock. Michael, is Chris sure?”

“About the babies or keeping them all?”

“Either. Both.”

“Yes.  She and David talked it over before she called me and the doctor said the risks of selective reduction are sort of fifty-fifty with having quadruplets. You know Chris. She’s like you because you can’t tell either one of you something’s impossible.”

“Oh my god. I know I keep saying it but oh my god. She’s definitely getting a housekeeper now.  How can she expect to-.” Ian fell quiet when Michael placed a finger on his lips.

“She knows and she’s okay with getting a housekeeper.  She’s not going to be stubborn about it either.  She and David do want to spilt the cost with us and that’s a good thing too.”

“How is that a good thing?”

“Because Chris will want to choose someone she can trust and get along with and not feel like we’re foisting some diet Nazi on her.” Michael said, giving Ian a knowing look.

“Hey! Diet is an important part of-. Well, now you’re having me on. Okay. I’ll go along with what Chris wants and I think as long as I can see how she’s doing, I’ll feel better.  Thank you, love.”  Ian leaned up and gave Michael a sweet little kiss.  “Wow.”

“I know. Good thing we have four names picked out.  Liam, Ward, Athene and Libby. Those are good names.”

“Um.” Ian said, biting his lips.

“What? You’ve changed your mind?”

“Yes.  Edward Kenneth, William Philip, Athene Marah and Marina Christine.”

“No Olivia?”

Ian blushed a little and looked down, “Not since Mum pointed out that I used to date an Olivia.”

“Ah. What if we have all girls or all boys or three of one or the other?”

“Then we’ll use Edward, Kenneth, William and Philip or Athene, Marah, Marina and Christine or a combination and they’ll all get the same middle name because choosing names drives me batty.  Michael for the boys and we’ll switch out Christine for Michelle and give them all Christina as a middle name.”

“Whoa.” Michael shook his head, a little boggled by the explanation. “You figured all that out quickly and I’m sure you’ll write it down for me.  You’d really use Michael as a middle name?”

“Of course. You’re going to be their daddy.” Ian sat up and grabbed his notepad.  “We do have a lot of planning to do.”

“Uh, Babe? We have a daughter and parents waiting downstairs.”

“What? Oh, right.  So what are you going to say to them?” Ian asked with a smirk.

“Me? Oh no. We can tell Chloe together but you get to break the news to your parents.” Michael said as he got up and opened the door to yell down the stairs.  “Chloe? Where are you?”

“I’m coming!” Chloe said, popping her head out of her bedroom.  She walked in with Hans in her arms, looking a little scared.

“Hi Papa. Hi Daddy.”

“Aw. Chloe love, what’s wrong?” Ian asked, as Michael helped her onto the bed.

“Daddy said it was happy baby news but you were in here a long time.”

“Oh, it’s very happy news.” Ian said as he pulled her closer and waited for Michael sat down next to her.  “You know that Aunt Chris is going to have a baby for us?  A baby that’s going to be your little brother or sister?”

“Uh huh.”

“Well, there’s going to be more than one.”

“Like Sandi and Nikki at school?”

“They’re twins but there are also triples and more.  Triples are three babies and then there are quadruplets, four babies.  Aunt Chris is having four babies.” Ian explained.

“Four?  I’m going to have four brothers and sisters?”

“Uh huh.  If everything goes as planned, we’ll have four babies when we all come back from England the next time.” Michael said.

“I get to go with you to get the babies, Daddy?”

“Yep.  You’re going to be really important to the babies.  Being a big sister is big job.” 

“I get to be like Aunt Chris, Aunt Whitney and Aunt Hilary?”

“You certainly do; they were all excellent big sisters so I’m sure they’ll have a lot of pointers for you.” Ian answered.

“Papa, will I have to baby-sit?”

“Not right away but when you’re a little older like fifteen or sixteen, we might ask you to baby-sit.  Do you think that would be okay?”

“Okay.  Do I have to help change diapers?”

“Oh, that’s a tough one.  Four babies are a lot of work and we’re going to ask for your help so you might have to change one or two.”

“Even the poopy ones?” Chloe asked, wrinkling her nose. “Amanda says her little brother’s diapers are really nasty.”

“How about we make a deal?  No poopy diapers but you get to help with bed time.  Not every night but the babies are going to need lots of stories and you are such a good reader.” Michael suggested.

“Oh! Can I tell them Papa stories?  I remember all of them.”

“That’s a great idea, Chloe love.  So you’re okay?”

“Uh huh.  I won’t have to share Hans with them, will I?”

“Oh no. We wouldn’t ask that.” Ian assured her.

“Okay.  Maybe I could get the babies some bunnies of their own, just in case?”

“Capitol idea!  We’ll ask Pieter where he got Hans and find ones that don’t look anything like Hans just so there’s no confusion.”

“Thank you Papa!  Can I go ask Oom Pieter now?”  

“Uh.” Ian said, looking at Michael.

Michael surprised him though. “Chloe, you can tell Pieter and Grant but you have to wait until we’re talking to Nana and Granda.  Let’s all go down stairs and we’ll get right on that.”

Chloe scrambled off the bed and ran out the door while Ian gave Michael a look of disbelief.  “You’re going to let Chloe tell them?”

“Sure. It’ll be interesting to see what she tells them.” Michael said as he got up. “She’s still a bit upset about Amanda’s parents divorce.  Hopefully, she’s really okay about it and not just telling us what we want to hear.”

Ian was following Michael out the door but suddenly pulled him back and shut them in the room. “When do we tell her about Sara?”

“Baby, I think she knew something was up with her mom.  I just hope it really was an accident.” Michael said sadly.

“She’d been fired from her job, she was broke and she was a couple of days away from being evicted.  The only reason she filed for child support was because she was at the end of her rope.” Ian said, not unkindly.

“It still doesn’t make sense.  God, she did mean something to me once and I would have loaned her the money even if Chloe wasn’t my daughter.”

“Michael, she wouldn’t have asked because Chloe was your daughter. You aren’t exactly Einstein but you can count.  Her lawyer said that Sara was really unhappy with the idea that you could get visitation or even joint custody.  She caught some really tough breaks but she would have rather kept Chloe from you instead of just asking for help.”

“Ian-.”

“I know I’m being harsh but Sara wasn’t doing what was best for Chloe, she was doing what was best for herself.  Meanwhile, she left Chloe alone from the age of five because she couldn’t afford childcare.  Unlike a lot of parents in her situation, she had options.  She was too selfish to take them.”

“Ian-.”

“Yes, I’m mad. No wonder Chloe’s so mature. She really didn’t get a chance to be a kid.  What Sara did was child abuse. Can you imagine how frightened Chloe must have been? All alone in that apartment night after night?  It hurts to know she was scared and lonely.”

Michael leaned forward and kissed Ian. “Baby, I’m not disagreeing with you but Chloe’s probably dancing on the ceiling down there.  Can we talk about Sara later?”

“Oh. Okay.”
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“Four?”

“You’re having four?”

Ian looked from his mother to his father. “Yes.”

Margaret stood up and walked to the window. “Good god, Ian!  Couldn’t you control yourself?”

“Mum!”

She turned around with a smile. “Chris already told us. Congratulations!” She pulled him into a hug.

“Mum! How did you find out?”

“Really Ian. You know your mum.  She threatened to get on the next plane and stay until Chris told her why Michael was acting so weird. Ow. Margaret, there is no need for violence.”

“Hush then Ken. Boys, we couldn’t be more thrilled. Oh, all the little baby things I get to buy now!” Margaret said as she hugged Michael. “It was killing me not to say anything to you but I promised Chris I’d keep quiet.”

“Margaret! It was killing me not to say anything.  I even got in trouble at the hospital.”

“You did? What happened?” Ian asked.

“Oh. Um I had to tell Dr. Tyree why I was so distracted but on the bright side, they want me back next year.”

“Hang on a second.  You knew, my parents knew and your boss knew.  All before I knew.” Ian put his hands on his hips.  “Somehow this does not seem right.”

“Um. Well I told Whitney and Hilary, too.  Because they deserved to know.” Michael said.

“Oh, and I told the relatives back in Australia.” Margaret added.

“The blokes down at the Club were just gob smacked.” Ken put in. “Can’t wait to buy you a round.”

“Argh! This is not right!  I demand that you untell all those people.”

“Right.  If it makes you feel any better, you can tell my parents.”

“Like Whitney and Hilary didn’t already do that?  You’ve left me with no one to tell.  God, Michael. You even let Chloe tell Pieter and Grant.”

“Baby, you have literally thousands of people to tell.”

“Where? Am I supposed to start writing a blog or something?”

“Ahem. Graduation. You’re graduating next week with thousands of people.  You could tell each and every one of them.”

“It’s not the same.” Ian said with a pout as he flopped down on a chair.  “Besides, there’s no time to order something appropriate.”

Chloe knocked then opened the door.  “Look what Oom Pieter bought me!” She threw her arms open to reveal a new T-shirt with the legend “Big Sister to be” with the ‘be’ being replaced with a picture of a bumble bee. “Isn’t it pretty?”

“Oh, that’s so cute. Chloe, you look great.” Michael said, crouching down to take a look at it.

“And see? Uncle Grant got me a matching tattoo.” Chloe pulled up her shirt sleeve.  “He got me enough to wear one every week until the babies get here.”

“Wow!” Michael exclaimed, looking up to see Pieter and Grant at door. “Thanks guys.  That was really thoughtful of you.”

“You’re welcome and Pieter is refusing to divulge where he got the bunny so I guess we’ll just have to take Chloe bunny shopping.”

“Grant, you sound all broken up about that.  Maybe you should sit down?” Ian said sarcastically.  “I can’t believe I don’t have anyone to tell.”

“Hey, we can jump in the car and go find my parents. I’m sure Whitney and Hilary didn’t tell them or we’d have gotten a phone call by now. Mom wouldn’t be able to resist.”

“Very true. Chloe, want to go to Baltimore?”

“Yes!”

“Then let’s hit the road. Michael you can call your parents on the way and make sure they’re home.” Ian stood up and started heading for the door.

“Babe? Ian?  Clothes? Shoes? Wallet? Keys?  Any of those things ring a bell?”

Ian looked down at his bare feet and pajamas. “Oh. Well. Chloe, we’re leaving in thirty minutes!”
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May 15, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

Ian adjusted his gown and hood as he lined up behind several of his classmates then almost fell forward when something ran into him from behind.  He turned to see Melinda’s smiling face staring up at him.

“Hi Ian! Are you excited?”

“Yes I am. How have you been this semester? I haven’t seen you since our open house in January.”

“I’ve been great but I’m really happy I won’t have college anymore.” Melinda said, patting her slightly distended stomach.

“You’re having another baby? Congratulations!” Ian said, giving her a hug.

“Thanks. Kylie isn’t so sure but Jake’s walking around like a glow worm. Congratulations to you too.”

“Huh? Who the heck told you? Did Michael call?”

“What? Ian, I was talking about your summa cum laude. What are you talking about?”

Ian took a deep breath. “Oh. Um. Thanks. Sorry about that. I’m a bit jumpy these days.  Uh, we’re having a baby too. Well, four babies.”

“You’re kidding me? Ee! Ian, congratulations!” Melinda gave him a hug and a kiss.  For such a tiny woman, she could hug really hard. “When are you due?”

“Sometime in October.”

“My due date’s in October too! We’ll have to get a playgroup together. I’m having a boy. Do you know what you’re having yet?”

“No and we’re not going to find out. Michael and I want to be surprised.”

“That’s how I was when Kylie was born. Have your parents started pressuring you to find out yet? Jake’s mom was a mad woman about it.”

“Not yet.”

Throughout the rest of the wait, Melinda and Ian chatted about babies and only quit when the guy in the seat next to Ian shushed them as the ceremony started.

Ian looked around and tried to spot his family but it was a big stadium.  When the Wharton grads started getting introduced, that was no longer a problem when a whole block of people near the stage held up stadium cards with the words ‘Go Wharton Grads!’ written on them.

“Oh he didn’t!” Ian groaned.

“Way cool!” Melinda exclaimed when the cards changed to ‘Go M B A Grads!’ then to ‘Go Ian!’ but Ian just groaned again.
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Ian was snagged by someone from ESPN as the new graduates left the stadium, much to his surprise as he hadn’t even seen the cameras.

“Ian, hi. Would you mind giving a quick interview?”

“Uh. Sure Amanda.  What are you doing here? And how’s married life?”

“It’s great and we doing a story on Olympic college grads and the like.  We were in New Jersey talking to an ice skater and the timing just worked.  Congratulations by the way.  Summa cum laude and all that!”

“Thanks. Oh, Amanda. This is my friend Melinda Ressinger.  Melinda, Amanda Beard.”

As the ladies greeted each other, Ian used his height to try and spot Michael or Grant or Pieter.  

“Ian, we’re meeting Michael and Jake near the squash courts.” Melinda said. “I just got a text message from Jake.”

Ian checked his phone and then remembered he’d left it with Michael. “Oh, thanks. I didn’t even bring mine.  Amanda, do you mind if we find them first?”

“Of course not.  Harry, Mike? We’re moving.”

“Amanda, I’m sorry we couldn’t make your wedding.” Ian said as they walked through the crowd.

“It’s okay. We ended up with a really small ceremony, unlike other people I could mention,” Amanda said with a wink at Ian. “I love the vase you sent, it’s got a place of honor on the mantle. Brian says it looks like me.”

“Well, that’s what I thought too so that’s why we bought it.”

A few minutes later, they spotted Michael, with Chloe on his shoulders along with Grant and Pieter and as they got closer, Ian realized that practically every member of Michael’s family had come up to see him graduate.

“Wow, that’s quite a crowd!”

“Well I wondered how Michael got enough people do to the board thing.”

There were several rounds of greetings and Amanda not only got her sound bite from Ian but also made plans to interview all four men at a later date.

“Ian, I know you need to make a quick stop at the reception but we’re all going to brunch at the White Dog afterwards.”

“The White Dog? All of us?”

“Yes, we’ve got a private room and a buffet.  You don’t mind if everyone starts eating before we get there, do you?”

“No, of course not.  Chloe’s coming with us, isn’t she?”

“Sure, uh. Let me go find her. She’s probably with the parents.”
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June 9, 2011 Glenside, PA

Michael threw his backpack into the passenger seat and started the SUV, heading for the exit as quickly and carefully as he could.  It totally sucked that he had summer sessions but he now had a three day weekend and today was Chloe’s last day of third grade.  

He was so proud that Chloe had managed to catch up with her age group, skipping most of the second grade.  One of the advantages of Springside was that she still had some activities with her second grade buddies but had spent the second semester doing work with her age level including math.

The traffic was light until he got close to the school and he quickly checked his watch. Whew. He still had twenty minutes to park and get in to the assembly; he only hoped that Ian had managed to save him a seat.

Brushing off his suit coat, Michael adjusted his tie and half-sprinted for the auditorium around the clumps of other people and finding Ian, Grant, Pieter and all the parents inside.  Ian had saved him a seat on the aisle and he sat down gratefully.

“Hello love. You made it with five minutes to spare.” Ian said, giving Michael a quick kiss.

“I know, parking was a pain and I ended up over at the boys’ school.  Do you have-?”

Ian handed over the video camera. “You really expected me to forget?”

“Forgive my stupidity.” Michael said, turning around to wave to his parents and hey, his sisters made it too.  

The ceremony was short and sweet, as befitting for young children and they were on their way back to the house by three thirty, Ian riding with Michael and Chloe in with Debbie, Ryan, Fred and Jackie.

They had a little gathering of sandwiches and salad before Chloe was whisked off by her aunts to Baltimore for the night followed quickly by Michael and Ian’s parents.  Michael went upstairs and got his overnight back, joining Ian in the garage where he was giving the final instructions to Grant and Pieter.”

“-and scrub everything you have sex on.”

“Oh like you scrubbed the couch that time? Really, Ian how can you-”

Pieter slapped his hand over Grant’s mouth. “Michael, Ian I hope you guys have a good time and we’ll make sure to take care of the house while you’re gone.  Have a good trip!”  Pieter pushed Grant back then waved with his free hand.

“Thanks Pieter!” Michael said cheerily, pulling Ian to the car and throwing his bag over the seat. “Ian baby, get in and let’s get going already.”
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“Michael, do you ever feel like we luck into things?” Ian asked as he popped open another pistachio and chucked the meat into his mouth.

“What do you mean?”

“We have a great life, a great kid; we’re having four more kids who are going to be equally great I’m sure, great families, and great friends.  We even have great pets.  Does it ever feel like it’s too easy?”

“Hm. How many miles did you log in the pool?  What about college?  You may have seemed to breeze through, Mr. Summa Cum Laude but I know you sweated for those grades.  And then there’s our alarming tendency to attract the weirdoes.”

“Okay okay. So it hasn’t all been a walk in the park.  I just hope our luck holds and the babies are fine.  There are so many things that can go wrong with multiple births and-”

“Have you been reading those message boards again?”

“But they have good information!”

“And some of them are populated by people who exaggerate every detail in bizarre competitions to be the parent with the most tragedy in their lives.”

“Oh, and who is being judgmental now?”

“Ian, haven’t you noticed that some of them, not all thank god, seem to spend all day long on the boards?  I’m not saying they don’t have good tips but you shouldn’t get medical information from any yahoo with an internet connection.”

“Thank you, Dr. Phelps.  Ooh.  Do I get to be Mr. Dr. Phelps? Wait, never mind. I knew I should have changed my name when we got married.”

“Don’t change the subject.  Baby, there is plenty of literature from reliable sources if you want to scare yourself to death.”

“So you’re the guy who checked out all the baby books at the local library.” Ian said.

“No I’m the guy who has lunch with two pediatricians and a neonatal care specialist twice a week.  Trust me, I’ve heard a lot of horror stories and I’m sure Pieter has a few of his own but I’m not going to worry about complications until I know there are complications we have to worry about.  Now I’m going to change the subject. There’s a parenting class for men at the hospital on Wednesday evenings at seven.  Do you want to sign up with me for a couple of them?”

“A class just for men?”

“Uh yeah. It’s new. I suggested it to Dr. Tyree and she took it to the right department and they approved it and it even got a grant. It’s sort of a rotating lecture thing with hands on stuff too.  They have all these classes for mom and dad or moms on their own but nothing for dads on their own.  Uh, I sort of helped design some of the classes and I’m going to be assisting with the infant massage class.”

“Michael, that’s fantastic! Wow, no wonder Dr. Tyree likes you so much.” Ian said teasingly.

“Ha ha.  Actually, it ‘fulfills a much needed and long neglected segment of the parenting population.’  Or so Dr. Matheson said at the meeting.”

“Congratulations.  Really.  It is something that’s needed because I wasn’t looking forward to sitting through all the labor stuff to find out how to bathe a baby.”

“Still not willing to be in the delivery room?”

“Uh no.  It’s a beautiful natural thing but no man needs to see his sister like that.”

“Well if Chris lets me, I’m willing to be there.  I could even tell you when to look and when not to look if you wanted.”

“You’d do that?”

“She’s not my sister.  Now if it was Whitney or Hilary, I’d be as far away as humanly possible but you know they’re probably going to do a c-section so you won’t be seeing much.”

“Ack! No. No. Ew. An operation? You want me to watch all that blood and flesh being cut into?  Are you insane? You know I hate the sight of-oh ew!”

“God Ian. It’s not that bad. Haven’t you ever seen one of the programs on Discovery Health?”

“Michael, you know the minute I see surgical scrubs I change the channel.”

“So the answer here is never.”

“Nope. Nada. Not going to do it and you can’t make me.” Ian said, sticking his lip out. 

“Fine.  Do you mind if I watch? I could video tape it just in case you ever want to see it.”

“Fine with me and get out of the left lane. We can get Cinnabons on the way back.”

“But-!”

“Michael, you’re the one who was complaining about your pants getting tight.”

“But that’s baby weight!”

“And I have a ten inch cock.  We’re going to the ballpark on Saturday and you’ll have plenty of chances to pig out there. Subject closed.”

Michael muttered something that sounded like ‘bossy’ under his breath as he changed lanes but Ian paid no attention.  Three miles down the road, Michael suddenly sat up. 

“Hey, wait a minute! You do have a ten inch cock!”

“Well it’s too late now.” Ian pointed out with a grin.

“I could always turn around.”

“Then we’ll be late for our dinner reservations.”

“True.  Do you think Chloe is having fun?”

“She’s getting big sister lessons. Of course she’s having fun.  Besides, Whitney and Hilary are the only ones she’ll go with to get a hair cut.  I don’t get that. I was even going to take her back to the place they took her to.”

“Have you looked in a mirror lately?”

“Michael! Good thing you’re driving or I’d hit you." 

"She won’t let me take her either. I think it’s a girl thing.”

“Probably.  Are you ready to talk about our agenda for the weekend?”

“Does it include sex?”

“It does indeed.” Ian said as he pulled out his personal organizer. “We’re checking in to the hotel, having dinner at Charleston then you’re taking me on a romantic hike to the top of Federal Hill.  A proposal of any kind is optional this time.”

“Good because you’re running out of fingers.”

“This is true.  Tomorrow we’re having breakfast with the parents then we’re going to the zoo or the aquarium with Chloe and the parents depending on the weather.  Chloe’s spending the night with your mom and Ryan and Mum and Dad.  Saturday we’re shopping in the morning then going to the ball game in the afternoon and you get to throw out the first pitch.”

“Which I’ve been practicing for.”

“Yes you have and you’re going to do us all proud. After the game, we’re having a snack and Chloe is staying with your dad and Jackie and Mum and Dad.  Sunday morning, we’re having brunch and loading up my parents and Chloe then going home to sterilize the house.”

“Honestly Ian.  They’re not going to have sex anywhere inappropriate.”

“Well I think they’ve had sex in our bed.”

“They have not. Pieter would have told me and besides, I think we creep them out sometimes.”

“Hang on.  You and Pieter talk about sex?”

“Sure. Don’t you and Grant?”

“Of course not!  God, I don’t want to know what Grant does in bed; especially with Pieter.”

“Gee, no wonder they think we’re creepy.  Everyone talks about sex.”

“I don’t.  And we’re not creepy. They have some nerve calling us creepy. Where do they get off?”

“Mainly in the shower I think.” Michael said with a smirk.

“Oh! Ew! God!” Ian covered his eyes. “Now I’m going to need to sterilize my brain and Pieter’s going to have to move out.  I’ll never be able to look at him again.”

“Pieter but not Grant?”

“Have you ever spoken of our sex life with Grant?”

“No.”

“Then he can stay.  Pieter’s got to find a new place to live, preferably in Antarctica.”

“Ian, you’ve watched Grant and Pieter have sex.  Not together but you’ve even had sex with Pieter. Don’t you think you’re being a little silly?”

“God! Do you and Pieter sit around comparing me or something?”

“No. Pieter said he could barely remember that weekend.”

“What?”

“Well he’s lying but Ian, we don’t talk about details. It’s not like we’re holding sex clinics or something.”

“Humph.” Ian said, crossing his arms over his chest.
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“Baby? Ian?  Please talk to me.”

“No.”

Michael stepped into the shower and put his arms around Ian, hooking his chin over Ian’s shoulder. “I’ve apologized, I’ve promised to never talk to Pieter about sex in any form. What else can I do?”

“You still won’t agree that Pieter needs to move.”

“Don’t you think Grant would miss him? Just a tiny little bit?  Do you really want a six and a half foot moping man around the house?”

Ian sighed and picked up the soap. “I guess it would lose its entertainment value after a while. Okay, Pieter can stay but the other condition still applies.”
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“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

“It really is.”

“Do you ever miss living here?”

“Um. Not really. I like Philadelphia.  I didn’t think I would but it’s grown on me.  Do you regret not living in Sydney?”

“Sometimes I miss the things I was used to but I don’t have any regrets.  Besides, we’ll never be able to move from Philly. I like my tree fort too much to give it up.”

“Ah.  Well it can be moved you know.”

“I know but I like it just where it is.”

They sat in silence for a while, enjoying the city view spread out below them when Ian’s eye was caught by something on their left.

“Michael, what’s that building? Is it a restaurant?”

“No, that’s AVAM; the American Visionary Art Museum.  I went there a couple of times on school trips and they sponsor the Kinetic Sculpture race.   I remember being fascinated by these tiny embroidered pieces that were done by a guy serving a life sentence.  He pulled the threads from his socks to do them.  They were amazing.”

“Hm. Sounds interesting.  Do you think that’s something Chloe would enjoy?”

“Probably.  It’s got some odd things but I think she would.  Are you thinking we should substitute the museum for the zoo or the aquarium?”

“Not this trip but it’s something to put on your list for the next visit.”

“Or you could come down with Chloe.  You’d probably get a kick out of it.”

“That’s an option.  It’s getting a bit late, are you ready to go back?”

“Okay.” Michael said, standing up with Ian and starting for the stairs.  “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask.  Are you coming with me to meet in Rome in August?  I’d really like it if you would.”

“Ooh! That sounds like fun.  We’d take Chloe, right?”

“Of course.  It’ll give you a chance to get her a snazzy wardrobe for the new school year.”

“Forget Chloe, what about me? Don’t I deserve pretty stuff?”

“Ian, you are the pretty stuff.”
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Anticipation

August 8, 2011 Rome, Italy

“Okay Chloe now that Daddy’s off, let’s review the rules for Rome.”

“No running, I must stay with you and if people tell me that I’m very cute, I must thank them, grazie molto. And if you do get lost, I must call you immediately on the cell phone.” Chloe recited, patting the cell phone at her waist, hidden by her shirt.

“Then I think we’re ready to go.  What shall we do first?”

“I want to go to the market.”

“The food market?”

“Uh huh.  You said we would be eating dinner at the apartment and Oom Pieter said we should visit the Mercato di Testi-.” Chloe struggled to remember.

“Mercato di Testaccio?”

“That’s it. Then we can go look at stuff.”

“Since we’re going to have bring everything back, how about we go to the Campo de’ Fiori instead? It’s only a short walk down the next street.”

“Is there food?” Chloe asked, showing once again just whose child she was.

“Yes there is.”

“Okay!”
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The food shopping done, Chloe was now willing to investigate Vatican City because she wanted to see the Sistine Chapel and the other artwork and because Ian admitted he’d never been.

They definitely needed a rest after climbing the three hundred and twenty two stairs to St. Peter’s Basilica cupola at the end of their visit and Ian was grateful to find a street café to rest his legs and get some refreshments.  Between the heat of the city and the crowds, Chloe was just as happy to sip her limonata, munch on several slices of pizza margherita and people watch.

“Are you too tired to do more, Chloe or shall we see a few fountains on the way back?”

“I need a nap.”

“That’s what I thought you’d say.  Do you want to take a taxi back?”

“No, I can walk.”
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Michael returned a half hour after Ian and Chloe got back to the apartment and wasn’t surprised to find his little family snoozing on the couch together.  After a quick shower, he went into the kitchen to make a snack and was surprised to find plenty of groceries.

Shrugging, he pulled out everything needed to make a tasty dinner and got to work, stealing bits of the veggies as he sliced and diced.  His pasta salad might not be authentically Italian but it was perfect for a hot day and it should have plenty of time to chill before they ate.

He threw together a fruit salad and since he seemed to be working with a theme, made a green salad for good measure then tossed the fish filets he found into a marinade.  After a bowl of cereal, carefully transported over in their luggage, Michael picked up Chloe and put her into bed after taking off her socks and shorts.

Ian was a different matter and complained the whole way back to their bedroom before Michael got him on the bed and shut him up with a kiss before helping him off with his clothes.

“Um. When did you get back?”

“A while ago.  Did you have a good day?”

“Yes but Chloe wanted to see the view from the cupola.”

“Ah, no wonder you guys were sacked out on the couch.”  Michael said as he skimmed out of his clothes and got under the sheets.  “I see you did the marketing.”

“Um. Uh huh. Sleepy.”

“I know.” Michael kissed Ian’s forehead and soon followed him into dream time.

&&

“I could get used to this lifestyle.” Ian commented as they ate a late dinner on the terrace.

“The napping lifestyle?  I don’t think you’re going to get a choice.”

“True.  Chloe, eat your olives.”

“But I don’t like the black ones.”

“I’ll take them.” Michael volunteered, reaching over to scoop them off her plate. “So what will you guys be doing tomorrow?”

“A car tour to Tivoli and Hadrian’s Villa returning via the Appian Road or a trip to Pompeii.  Chloe is still trying to make up her mind.”

“The Pompeii trip is long, isn’t it Papa?” 

“About eight hours with lunch while we’re there. It might be a little scary too.”

“Because of the volcano and all the people who died.”

“Yes.  Do you need more time to think it over?”

“Uh huh.  Can I have more pasta salad?”

“Of course.” Ian said, picking up the bowl and passing it over.  “Are we staying in tonight or going out?”

“Um. I could do with a walk.”

Chloe looked up from her plate, “Who is going to stay with me?”

“Oh honey, you get to come with.  How about we head for one of the fountains, get a gelato and people watch?” Ian suggested.
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Chloe’s favorite part of the trip was watching her father compete for three nights and getting to finally meet the legendary Bob, the subject of many of her parents’ stories, along with meeting many of the other swimmers she’d only seen on TV.  She even nabbed one of Michael’s swim caps to get several autographs, especially from the female swimmers.

Bob even arranged to let her take a couple of laps along side Michael in the competition pool, much to her delight early on the last day of the meet.

“The kid’s got good form.” 

“We’re not pushing her.”

“She’s nine?”

“Yes but you already knew that.”

“There’s a great coach for kids in Philly.”

“I dare you to suggest that to Michael.”

“Hey, sometimes all kids want is for their parents to tell them its okay to want to compete.”

“And Michael is retiring next year. I think he’s waiting until after New York to talk to her about it.”

“Oh.  He wants to coach her?”

“I’m not sure.  He hasn’t specifically said so but maybe he just wants to be around to keep an eye on any future coach.  He’s also worried about injuries if she goes out too soon.”

“Hm.  Can’t say I blame him considering.  How long has she been doing the butterfly?”

“A couple of months.”

Bob rubbed his chin.  “You guys wouldn’t consider moving back to Michigan, would you?”

“Why?”

“Well just look at her.  She’s got his feel for the water but she rides the wave like you do.”

“So you want to coach Phelps, the next generation?”

“Look around Ian. I’m not the only coach watching her.” Bob said dryly.

A glance was all it took to confirm that Bob was speaking the truth.  One of the Italian coaches even seemed to be taking notes.  “She’s nine.”

“Girls start earlier then boys.”

“We’re still not pushing.” Ian said desperately as Chloe touched the wall to a ripple of applause.  “She’s just a little girl.”

“Okay. Just start preparing yourself.  Here’s something to make you feel better; we’ve picked our training camp and I believe you’re quite familiar with it.”

“Ann Arbor?”

“Nope. Sheerr Pool.  We’ll be staying at Hill College House.”

“Oh. That’s a nice residence hall.  Michael will be in town?”

“Yep.  We had other candidates but as Head Coach, I thought Philly was a good choice.”

“So Michael can come home some nights?”

“Or you can bring all the tadpoles down.”

“Thanks Bob. That will make life a lot easier.”

“You’re welcome.”

“There’s bound to be complaints about it though.”

“Eh. How many medals have they won?” Bob asked with a grin as he walked off.
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Ian loaded his bag into the overhead compartment then crammed in their other two bags before taking his seat on the aisle.  It was a short flight but Michael was in the window seat with Chloe between them. There was only so much room in coach and this way, they both got a little shoulder room although Chloe would probably spend half the flight in Michael’s lap, looking out the window.

As he looked down, Ian reconsidered because Chloe was already fast asleep.  “Is she sleeping more or is it just me?”

“You did run her little feet off, Ian with all that shopping.”

“What shopping?”

“All the stuff you had shipped home.  I hope you bought her clothes a little big because I think she’s growing again.”

“I- well. Oh, who am I trying to kid? Yes, I bought at least a size bigger, including her shoes.”

“But not the ones on her feet?”

“Aren’t they adorable?” Ian asked, admiring the fine leather.

“Yes. So how much did you ship home?”

“Not much considering we have babies on the way.”

“And you needed a new wardrobe too.”

“Exactly. Uh. It wasn’t a whole new wardrobe.  Just a few sweaters and such.”

“Ian, that’s like Imelda Marcos saying it’s just a few shoes.”

“I am not a shopaholic.” Ian said, starting to defend himself then stopped when he spotted Michael’s grin.  “Stop that.”

“What? I love it when you get all defensive.  Besides, we’re heading to wherever to buy baby strollers.  Did I complain about that?”

“Vicenza.  And no you didn’t.”

“Frankly, I’m glad you’ve finally gotten a start on getting baby stuff. I was getting a little worried.”

“Uh huh.  You’re glad that *I’m* getting the baby stuff.” Ian asked archly.

Michael instantly realized he’d made a big mistake. “Oh. You were waiting for me to shop with you, weren’t you?” He asked in a small voice.

“Uh huh.”

“Oh. I’m sorry?”

“Too little too late.  Talk to the hand for the rest of the trip.”

“Ian, that works better if you actually put your hand up.”

“You are not worthy of the hand. You’ll just have to imagine it.”
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“What do you think?”

“Um. It’s a baby stroller.”

“It’s beautiful, Papa!”

“Isn’t it?” Ian ran his hand over the bonnet. “It’s fully collapsible and the seats double as infant carriers.”

“And there’s room for all the babies.” Chloe pointed out.

“Also, Signore Thorpe, you can convert it for three or even two carriers.  There is also a single carriage and the seats for older children.  This should last you until the children are four or five.”

“Thank you, Signore Tomasi. This is truly a work of art.”

An hour later after getting a through lesson on the use and care of their new stroller, Michael walked out carrying the work of art in a bag slung over his shoulder.  

“Is it heavy, Daddy?”

“No not really.  How about yours Ian?”

“Since I’m only carrying the single carriage, it’s very light.”
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They had to rush to make their train in Milan after eating but they quickly settled into their sleeper cabin and were soon watching Northern Italy fly by as the sky darkened.

“Daddy, what time are we getting to Paris?”

“Um. I think we arrive at seven.  Then we have an hour to wait before catching the Eurostar.”

“That’s the train that goes underwater?”

“Yep.”

Chloe climbed into his lap so she could see better and rested her head on his chest. “Daddy, will I still get to go on trips when the babies come?”

Ian looked up sharply from the brochure he was reading.

“Of course you will.  Did you think we’d leave you alone at home and just take the babies somewhere?”

Chloe didn’t answer and Michael shared a look with Ian.

“Dearling, the babies aren’t going to be up to traveling for a while. Would it be really bad if you got to go to meets with Daddy and Granny Deb while I stayed home with the babies?”

“You don’t want to go with Daddy?”

“Well I’d love to go with Daddy but the babies will need one of us to be home for a while.  If you remember, I had a hard time leaving you at first too.”

“Am I still going to be your daughter after the babies get here?”

“Aw. Chloe.” Ian said, pulling her into his lap. “You’re my baby too.  You’ll always be my baby.”
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“Hi, David.”

“Hi guys. Hello Chloe.  Michael, you want some help?” David asked, taking in the sight of Chloe draped over Ian’s shoulder and Michael trying to handle all their baggage.

“Yes please.”

“Wait right here, I’ll get a luggage cart.”

“Gee. A luggage cart. Michael, why didn’t you think of that?”

Michael didn’t answer but Ian knew he was going to pay for that remark at some point or another.  David came back with two carts and helped Michael load them up.

“Now I know why you guys took the train.  Hope you’re ready to pay the overage on the flight back.”

“Actually the two big black bags are strollers.  We were hoping to leave them here if you think it won’t bother Chris.”

“Why would it bother Chris? And you bought strollers in Italy?  What kind of strollers are they?” David asked, not seeing Michael’s wild head shaking until it was too late.

David found out just what kind of strollers they were through the walk out to the car, the loading of car and the half hour trip to the Williams’ house.  Ian was still talking when David parked the car but Michael insisted that Ian and Chloe get inside while Michael and David took care of the luggage.

“Man, David! Did you not see the signal?  Were you not the one who warned me about that?”

“God God! I thought Christina was bad. He’s like ten times worse than she is. Mate, are you sure you want to have children with him?”

“It’s too late now.  I’m doomed.  Doomed!” Michael said dramatically.

“Yeah yeah.  Shut yer yap and help with the bags.  How’s he doing, really?”

“Incredibly moody.  How’s Chris?”

“Strangely enough, there has been no sign of the Thorpe Effect this time around.  It was the one part I was dreading but so far so good. Of course, Ian’s gone in there and smeared his impending parenthood anxiety all over her so who knows.”

“Ew.”

“Oh. Sorry.  Bad choice of verb there.”

“Boys! Who got him started?” Margaret asked as she came out of the house.

Michael pointed at David.

“David! You know better.”

“I know.  Is Chris going too?”

“No. In fact, she and Ken are really amused which is quite ironic.  Which one of these is the stroller?”  She asked.

“Both of the navy bags.  It’s two strollers actually.”

“Michael. I don’t need to hear it again.  Just bring them in; Chris wants a look.” Margaret said before returning to the house.
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August 18, 2011 London, England

“She’s so big.”

“I know but four babies need a lot of room.  She looks really good, very glowy.”

“That’s not a word.  She’s so big.”

Michael sighed and sat up in bed.  “Turn over, I’ll be right back.” Michael went over to his bag and pulled out the massage oil before getting back on the bed and straddling Ian’s hips.

“Oh. A back rub.  It’s been so long.”

“I gave you one last week.”

“Eight days ago.”

Rolling his eyes, Michael warmed the oil up and got started. “Has your back been bothering you?”

“Um hm. Ever since I tried that sympathy belly on in class.”

“You shouldn’t have gone for the nine month model right off the bat, you have to work up to those things.”

“Well Jerry dared me.”

“Uh huh.  And I guess we know who won the competitive parenting sprint. Good thing Jerry didn’t dare you to jump off a bridge.”

Ian snorted. “You have such little faith in me.”

“I have all the faith in the world in you. In fact, to prove it I’m going to tell you a secret.”

“A secret?”

“Uh huh.  You know that lunch you’re having with Melinda when we get back?”

“The first week of September?”

“Uh huh.  She’s getting you out of the house so Grant and Pieter can get it ready for a surprise baby shower.”

Ian struggled to turn over and finally managed once Michael lifted up a bit. “A surprise baby shower? That’s sweet of them but how come you know about it?”

“I saw one of the R. S. V. P. cards.”

“So you’re not in on it?”

“Oh no. Didn’t I promise never to throw you a surprise party?”

“You did.  Thanks for telling me and I’ll do a good job faking it.”

“I will too.” Michael said, squirting out more oil and starting on Ian’s chest. “We’re going to have to figure out what colors we’re using for the nursery and if we’re going with a theme.

“Oh. That feels good.  I was thinking we should go gender neutral and use pastel green and yellow. I saw a really – oh – cute crib set on line but I’m wondering if we should use something different for each one of them.”

“Then we’d have to remember which one was on what crib and what if they fought over them?”

“Good – ah – point.  Okay. They all get the same thing then.  I’d love to get a mural painted on the wall in there.”

“Really? What kind?”

“Um. Something sunny and fun. Maybe ships full of little kids sailing on the ocean with these exciting islands and cavorting dolphins.  Oh. You have magic hands.”

“Thank you baby.  I like your mural idea.  Have you drawn it all out?”

“No. I just thought of it.  But wouldn’t that be cool?”

“It would indeed.  Philadelphia has a lot of muralists and we could do the bath with an underwater theme.”

“Ah. Um. Good. Michael?”

“Yes Baby?”

“That doesn’t feel like a chest massage.”

Michael looked down at where his hand had drifted.  “This is a full frontal massage.  You wouldn’t want me to miss anything would you?”
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August 22, 2011 London, England

Ian said goodbye to Chris and his parents, who were staying in London to help with the final months of Chris’ pregnancy, helped Michael pulled Chloe away from Iona, kissed his nephew and got into the car beside David.

He heard the back doors close and waved when David pulled out.  “David, are you okay?”

“What? Of course I’m okay Ian.”

“We haven’t really spoken during this visit.”

“Oh. Well, I wasn’t home much was I?” David said mildly, sharing a look with Michael in the mirror.

“No. I suppose work has been keeping you busy?”

“Quite right. We’re about six months from rolling out the program so it’s getting frantic.”

At the airport, David parked and they were able to manage with only one cart to get their baggage to the check in counter because they left the strollers and two bags of the baby clothes back at the Williams’ residence.

“I’m not going to tell you to take care of anyone David, because you’ve always done an exemplary job but don’t let the parents drive you too bonkers.”

David laughed and returned Ian’s hug. “I won’t and I’ll be sure to run interference between Christine and Margaret. We’ll see you in October, knock wood.”

One more hug then David gave his niece a quick peck before turning to Michael and exchanging an embrace.  Ian’s sharp eyes caught the little whispered conversation between them but didn’t bring it up until their flight was in the air and Chloe was occupied across the aisle.

“What are you and David cooking up?”

“Huh? Mutual support?”

“Uh huh.  I don’t believe that.  You’ve got that squirrelly look you always get when you’re planning something.”

“Well if you must know, David suggested that we hire a charter jet for the trip back.  I was going to arrange it and surprise you but would you be comfortable going that route? You were fine on Carl’s jet but a small plane over the water?”

“Oh. Um. Well. Michael, that’s a good idea.  No it wouldn’t bother me.”

“Good because it’ll give us more flexibility.  We could be halfway to London in the time it took to arrange a commercial flight.   What about the return flight with the babies?”

“Do we have to book round trip right off the bat?”

“Nope. Maureen’s already looking into it.  There’s a twenty passenger jet that can make the flight in six hours.  This is good because we might be in a hurry and my parents could travel with us.”

“I like it. Okay, I’m sold.”
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September 3, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Melinda, you’re going to give yourself a nervous breakdown.  I know so calm down and just tell me what time we should head back.”

“Know what?” Melinda said innocently.

“About the baby shower.  I’ll do a good job acting surprised but you can stop ordering food now. There’s no way you can eat three desserts.”

Sitting back with a sigh, Melinda put the menu down. “Who told?”

“Michael found out and clued me in which is a good thing because I don’t do well with surprise parties.  What time are you supposed to get me back?”

“Three and it’s only two fifteen.  And I thought you loved surprises.”

“Surprises yes, surprise parties no. There’s something about people jumping out and yelling at me that I find really disturbing.  So relax.  It’s not good for you to get all tense.”

“You’re right. And although I could probably eat another dessert, I’ll be up with heartburn if I do.” Melinda patted her stomach.  “Thank god there’s only seven more weeks to go.  Are you excited yet?”

“I’ve been excited all along.  I’m just trying not to get all wound up about it.”

“How’s the nursery coming?”

“We’ve ripped out the carpet, stripped the wallpaper and primed. The muralist is supposed to start at the end of the month and we’re installing a new closet system next weekend.”

“Oh, a mural?  What theme?”

“Oh please. Like Michael didn’t already leak that info?”

“Hey, give me a break. I bought your gift right after graduation so I didn’t need to know.”

“What did you get me?” Ian asked eagerly.

“Ha! I’m not going to spill and who says it’s for you? So what theme”

“Kids in ships on the ocean having all sorts of adventures. The bathroom will be under the sea.  One of Grant’s colleagues is on the Mural Art Project board and hooked us up with Patty. She does fantastic work.”

“Sounds great. Have you bought cribs and all that?”

“No. We’re still looking.  Michael thinks we should get those combination cribs, with the dresser on one end and drawers underneath.”

“The kind that converts into a twin bed later?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you are going to have four babies that need changing and you might need the surface area.”

“I know I should go with practicality but round cribs are so pretty!”
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Ian and Michael were both a bit frightened at the idea of a baby shower, especially one thrown by Grant and Pieter and they sort of weren’t comfortable asking their friends for baby stuff anyway so when Ian pulled onto their street and saw all the cars, he couldn’t help wondering what kind of surprise party this was going to be.

“Don’t people normally hide their cars?”

“You’d think, wouldn’t you?” Melinda said slyly.  “If a surprise baby shower was actually what was happening here.”

“It’s not a surprise shower?”

“I’m not saying. You’ll just have to find out for yourself.”

Ian got warily out of the car, noting the people digging and planting in the yard.  Pieter was on the front porch and came running over.

“Ian! Welcome to your baby-proofing party!”

“Baby proofing?”

“Yes! Everyone is working on making the house and yards as baby proof as possible.”

“You never intended this to be a surprise shower.” Ian said slowly.

“Oh no. After the swirly incident on your fourteenth birthday that Grant told me about? I wouldn’t dare.  We just wanted to get you and Michael out of the house for a couple of hours so we could get organized and start working.  The guys from the swim club are helping replace any plants that might harm small children out here.  Your study group friends are in the back yard doing the same thing out there.  Your dad was a big help in finding substitute plants.”

“Michael’s school friends are in the house, putting up baby gates, covering outlets and the like.  The hospital folks are in the kitchen, working on getting all the cupboard things installed and the guys from your parenting group are working in the playroom.”

“Cupboard things?” Ian asked weakly.

“Those clippie things to keep the babies from opening the cupboards.  Now, you and Michael are our refreshment crew so you can mingle around and talk to people but you’re not to pick up any tools.  You’ll have plenty of work to do next month.  The caterer is coming in an hour and a half with the food so there’s nothing for you to do on that front either.”

“Pieter. I’m. Really.” Ian said, not able to form words.

Pieter just smiled and gave him a quick hug. “I see Grant’s plan for a successful surprise is a big hit.  He’s going to be thrilled.  Oop! My crew needs me!”

Ian turned to Melinda was wearing a big grin. “You were in on this?”

“Well the fake invitation was my idea but this was all Grant’s brain child.  He’s the one who thought of the baby proofing party.”

“I had no idea you knew Grant so well.”

“I didn’t until he called a couple of months ago.  The Thorpe Quad Committee has been a lot of fun.  We’ve been meeting once a week all summer and Jake thanks you for giving me a reason to get out of the house.  I’m going to be really glad to get to work, let me tell you.  Now I’ve got to run because I’ve got my own assignment.”

“Melinda, you’re not working here!”

“Nope I’m not. Chloe, Karen and I are the babysitting committee.  Besides, I’ve been dying to see your tree fort.”

Ian was left standing in the driveway and was still there three minutes later when Michael pulled up.

“Uh Babe? What’s going on?”

“We’ve been had.”

“We have?”

“Yes. This is our baby-proofing party.”

“Not a shower?”

“No. That was the fake out.”

“Oh.  Um, are you disappointed?”

“No. I’ve been standing here trying not to cry.”

“Aw Ian.” Michael put his arms out and Ian went into them gratefully.
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Five hours later, the five members of the household were sitting around in the back yard surveying the damage that seventy odd people could do to a catered barbeque.

“Grant, Pieter. Thank you so much for doing this.” Ian said.

“You would have done the same for me and I know how uncomfortable a gift giving thing would have been for you both.  Not that that stopped people from bringing things but I did my best.”  Grant said as he motioned to the boxes and bags near the deck.

“Thank you anyway. Now we’re several steps closer to be being ready for the babies and it was very sweet of people to also bring things for Chloe.  We have a mess of thank you notes to write.”

“And I have a list of everyone’s addresses and my able assistant will be happy to provide it to you.  Pieter?”

“I’ll have to enter the gift stuff in and match it with the addresses; I’ll print it out for you tomorrow.  I suppose we should start cleaning this up.”

“Ian and I will take care of it.” Michael said from one of the lounge chairs. “It’s the least we can do.”

“Eh. More hands means it will take less time.” Pieter said.

Three minutes later, they were all still sitting around.

“Why aren’t we moving?” Ian asked.

“I’m not moving because I’m too full.” Michael answered. “I think it was the second bunny cupcake.  They were so good I couldn’t resist.  Chloe, did you really help make them?” Michael lifted his head when she didn’t answer. “Ah. She fell asleep.”

“No wonder.  She must have been up and down into her clubhouse fifty times playing with the other kids.  And yes she really did help make them, even found the instructions on the internet.  Don’t worry; I was sitting right with her the whole time.  Man, can she type fast.”

“I know. I’m considering asking her to type all my research notes.  Heck, I’d even pay her.”

Chloe sat straight up. “How much?”

“Weren’t you asleep?” Ian asked.

“Daddy said he’d pay me. How much?”

“Why? What do you need money for?”

“Christmas presents.  There are only one hundred and twelve shopping days left and I have lots of people to buy for including the babies.”

Michael exchanged a look with Ian.  “Are you going to negotiate yourself or should I talk to your agent?”

Chloe turned around and stared at Ian. “Papa?”

“Oh. Well, if I recall the price for typing in college is about a dollar a page.  Are we offering a discount for relatives?”

“Um.” Chloe said stroking her chin. “I guess because its Daddy maybe we should. Ten percent?”

“Mr. Phelps?”

“That’s acceptable.”

Chloe got up and solemnly shook his hand before crawling into his lap. “Can I take yoga lessons, Daddy?”

“I suppose. It is good exercise.”

“Papa showed me some of the positions and Kylie takes yoga and I can already do more poses than she can.”

“I see.  You know it’s not a competition, right?”

“Uh huh.  Can I call Granny Deb?  She asked me to call her tonight and tell her all about the baby party.”

Ian pulled his cell phone off his waistband. “Here, use mine.”

“Thanks Papa!”
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Babies Babies Babies

October 4, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

Ian stepped out of the shower and ran for the phone. “Hello?”

October 4, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Ian, its David.”

“Hello. What’s up?”

“Hi. Um, you’re going to want to get on a plane today. Chris has been admitted and they’re scheduling the c-section for tomorrow as soon as you can get here.”

“Oh my god. Is Chris okay?”

“Yes, she’s fine but her blood pressure is a little elevated. The babies are fine but Chris is past the thirty two week mark and they don’t want Chris to go into labor.  Take a deep breath.”

“Whew. Okay. You’re sure Chris is okay?”

“Yes, Ian I wouldn’t lie to you about this. She’s a little worn out but all the babies look great. They did a sonogram twenty minutes ago. Chris said they already have a strong kick and you’d better be ready to donate a kidney to her.”

Laughing, Ian shook his head.  “Hell, I’ll do that in a heartbeat. Okay. Um. I’ve got to call Michael and the charter company and get Michael’s parents on the road.  I’ll call you in a couple of hours and let you know when we’ll be there.  You’re at Queen Charlotte’s?”

“Yes. Do you have something to write on? I can give you the number at the reception desk.”
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Running down the stairs, Ian dialed Debbie’s phone number once he got to the foyer.

“Callahan’s”

“Ryan? It’s Ian. We’re having babies tomorrow!”

“Finally! I’ll get Debbie and our bags.  Want me to call Fred and Jackie? We’re all driving up together.”

“Thanks. We’ll see you in a couple of hours.  Do you have the directions?”

“Yes, we all have copies.  See you there!”

Ian hit one of his shortcut buttons and connected to the PT desk at the hospital. 

“Children’s Hospital Physical Therapy, Anne speaking.”

“Hi Anne, its Ian.  Is Michael available?”

“Oh hi Ian.  He’s just finishing up with a session.  Do you want to wait for a sec?”

“Yes please.”

Ian was put on hold and used the time to bang on the basement door before opening it and yelling down the stairs. “Grant! Grant wake up!”

“Uh Ian? I’m sitting right here at the kitchen table and I’ve been told I’m pretty hard to miss.”

Whirling around, Ian saw Grant sitting just where he said he was sitting and simultaneously heard Michael pick up the phone.  He held a finger up to Grant.

“Hey Baby. Are you calling to invite me to lunch?”

“No I’m calling because we’re having babies tomorrow!” Ian had the great satisfaction of seeing Grant spit out all the coffee he’d just tried to swallow.

“Babies! Tomorrow! Oh my god!”

“That’s what I said!  How quickly can you get home or do you want me to pick you up?”

“I’ll come home.  Are you going to get Chloe or should I do it?”

“I’ll do it.  I’ll see you in half an hour?”

“Yes. Did you call my parents?”

“Already done. Ryan’s taking care of getting them moving.”

“Okay. Love you!”

“I love you too.”
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Ian pulled his car into the parent’s parking space and hurried into the building, waving hello to one of the classes heading to the gym and stopping at the administration office.

“Hi Ian.”

“Hi Delores.  I’m here to pick up Chloe. We’re having babies tomorrow!”

“Congratulations!” Delores used the paging system and called Chloe to the office.  She reached behind her and handed Ian a packet in a manila envelope.  “Here’s Chloe’s homework for the next two weeks; if you’re there longer just call and I’ll fax you more.”

“Delores, if I hadn’t met Michael first I’d marry you in a heartbeat!”

“Oh you flirt.”

“Papa!”

“Chloe! We’re having babies tomorrow!”

“Yippee!”
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“You know what’s weird?”

“Um? What?”

“How well my parents get along now.” Michael nodded down the aisle at the older foursome who were passing time by playing pinochle.

“Did they fight a lot even after the divorce?”

“No, they were really civil to each other.  Sort of too civil.”

“Ah. They were playing nice but you could tell that they were still pissed at each other.”

“Uh huh.  Did you know they play cards together every week?”

“Um. I guess I did.  Where is this going?”

“No where. It’s just so weird.”

“You’re fighting the urge to get up and pace, aren’t you?”

“Yeah except the bulkhead is too short so I’m not even going to try.  Where’d Chloe get to?”

“She’s over there on the floor doing her homework with your laptop.”

“Homework?”

“Yes. Delores gave me all her stuff for the next two weeks and Chloe wanted to get started on it.”

“Oh. That was sweet of Delores and very industrious of Chloe.

“I’ve already made a note to pick up postcards for Delores.”
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“Mr. Thorpe, Mr. Phelps? We’re landing in twenty minutes.”

Michael woke up and nudged Ian. “Thank you. What time is it in England?”

“Almost four AM.”

“Oh. Thanks.” Michael reset his watch and nudged Ian again.

“Wha?”

“We’re landing in twenty minutes.”

“Erch.”

“I’m going to check on Chloe and use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

Michael returned a few minutes later and handed Ian a cup of coffee. “Its decaf but I figured you didn’t need the caffeine at this point.”

“Thank you love.  I’m amazed I was able to sleep.”

“Me too but we aren’t going to get much over the next couple of months, knock wood.

“Aren’t you superstitious?”

“Hey, I’m not the one refuses to put together the babies’ cribs.”

“That would be bad luck.”

“Uh huh.”
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October 5, 2011 London, England

“Hey Chris. How are you feeling?” Ian asked as he leaned down and gave her a kiss.

“Relieved that you made it in time.  Did you stop in earlier?”

“Yes.  You were supposed to be sleeping.”

“Oh, I’ll sleep later.  Where’s Michael?”

“He’s out talking to our solicitor but he’ll be here in a minute.”

“Is there a problem?”

“No, they’re just making sure we’ve got all the paperwork. The guy from the Australian Embassy is also out there so you know how that goes.”

“Does he still want to be in the room?”

“We’ll both be there. Michael’s going to tell me when to look.”

“You’d better not faint.”

“I’m going to try not too but Michael said he’d make sure I didn’t fall on you either way.”

Chris laughed a little then winced.  “Ow! I don’t know which one is always kicking me when I laugh but he’s not getting any birthday presents from Auntie Chris, that’s for sure.”

“He?”

“Figure of speech.” Chris said quickly.

They both turned to the door when it opened and Michael peeked in. “Hey, can I come in?”

“Come on.” Chris said with a wave.

“Uh. Wow. You’re really big.”

“And hello to you too.”

“Sorry but wow.  How are you feeling?”

“Like a Christmas cracker.  If one of you took my hands and the other my feet, I’d pop.”

“They were talking outside that they’re almost ready in the operating room.”

“Michael, don’t say the ‘O’ word.”

“Which ‘O’ word? Oreo? Olive? Orgasm?”

“Hey! Are you talking about sex in front of my wife?” David asked as he came in.

“No!” Ian and Chris said together.

“Right. Anyway, the doctor said they’ll be taking you down in twenty minutes. Guys, we’re supposed to go down and get scrubbed up and your parents want to come in for a quick peek.”

Michael leaned down and gave Chris a peck on the forehead. “We’ll see you in a few minutes unless you’d like to run away with me to Scotland.”

“Ha. Ooh. Like David and Ian wouldn’t hunt us down.”

“Chris, love you big sister.”

“I love you too little brother.”

Ian and Michael left so Chris and David could have a private moment, stopping in to see their parents and the children for a moment before joining David down the hall where a nurse led them into a room and started instructing them on how to scrub up.  Michael just nodded and went to it, dealing with the gown and mask without assistance.
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Ian couldn’t help peeking when it sounded like things were getting interesting and was transfixed by the sight of a squirmy squalling thing being lifted up by the doctor.  

“Looks like we’ve got a boy here.  How are you doing, Chris?”

“Just fine.  He’s a big one isn’t he?”

“He is indeed. Congratulations Ian and Michael. You have a son.”

“Ian, you can look now.”

“I’m looking. I’m looking. Does he look okay?”

Michael answer was interrupted by the doctor holding up another squirmy squalling thing. “And it’s another boy.  Oh, he’s a mad one too.”

“Ian, are you watching this?”

“Yes.  Oh look at his little legs go.” Ian’s eyes were glued onto the baby as the umbilical cord was cut and he was handed off to a nurse only to whip his head around when the doctor spoke again.

“Here comes baby number three and its boy number three.  He’s a fine strapping lad too.”

Ian was a bit worried when this baby wasn’t squalling as it came out but after a little chest rub from the doctor, the baby was soon displaying another fine set of lungs. 

A minute later the fourth baby appeared and at this point, Ian didn’t need the doctor to tell him it was another boy who was screaming the loudest of all.

“Chris, I think this one was your little tap dancer.  He was squished up on the bottom.  This is boy number four.”

“Oh my god.  We have four little boys.  Ian, did you see this?”

“I saw and I can’t believe it.  Do you know what this means?”

“That Australia’s a shoo-in for the men’s relay races in 2030?”

“Michael!”

“Oh, I’m only joking.” Michael said as he slid his arm around Ian’s waist. “They’re beautiful and we’re incredibly lucky.”

“Chris, how are you doing?” Ian asked anxiously.

“Good. Guys, they are beautiful and I’m extremely glad they’re all yours.” Chris said with a snicker.

“Oh. Um. Ian. You need to turn away now.” Michael said, noticing that the doctor was getting ready to put in sutures.

“What? Oh. Oh. Needle.”

“Why don’t we just stroll over here and look at the babies?  Chris, we’ll be back.”

“Don’t forget to go out and tell the parents.  They’re probably ready to break in.” David said.

“Oh. Right. Ian, do you want to stay or tell?”

“Are they going to let us hold the babies?”

“Probably not for a couple of minutes.”

Ian cast a quick glance over his shoulder. “Then I’ll tell.  You’ll let me know if the babies do anything exciting, won’t you?”

“I promise.”

Ian gave Michael a quick kiss and a goose before heading out to the waiting room after stripping off his gloves and removing the face mask.  He was halfway down the hall when he spotted his father pacing at the end.

“Dad!”

“Ian! How did it go?” Ken asked anxiously.

“We’ve got four babies! Chris is fine. The babies are very upset with the whole situation.”

“And?”

“Boys.”

“All of them?”

“Uh huh.  Where is everyone else?”

“Down that way.” Ken pointed to the left then walking along with Ian. “All of them are boys?”

“Yep!” Ian said with a big smile as he found the large waiting room then paused.  “Oh. I hope Chloe didn’t have her heart set on a sister.”

“Ian?” Margaret asked, sticking her head out the door. “Oh. I did hear you. Is everything okay?”

“Yes mum. Everything is fantastic. Four babies!” Ian said, giving her a hug and noticing the rest of their family crowding behind the door.  “Four babies!”

“How’s Chris?”

“She’s fine. Where’s Chloe?”

“I’m right here, Papa!” Chloe said, trying to squirm in between Fred and Ryan.

“Everyone, let’s move inside a bit.” Ken suggested.  “It’s a hospital after all.”

Ian sat down and helped Chloe climb into his lap as everyone else sat down around them.

“Is Aunt Chris really okay?  Are the babies okay?”

“Yes, everyone is fine.  Chloe, how do you feel about little brothers?”

“Amanda has a little brother.”

“I know and now you have four little brothers.” Ian could hear the parents all talking excitedly but kept his focus on Chloe.

“They’re all boys?”

“Uh huh.”

“I still don’t have to change diapers?”

“Not if you don’t want to.”

“Okay.  Can I maybe get a little sister later?”

“Daddy and I will talk about it but I’m not going to promise.”

“Okay.”

“Ian, all boys?” Ryan asked.

“All boys.”

“And?” Debbie prompted.

“They were crying to beat the band.”

“And?  Lengths, weights, names?”

“Oh. Um. They were still doing all the stuff.”

The doors opened and Michael came in with a bounce. “Hi! Ian, they’re moving the babies over to our room and Chris is being moved back to her room.  Hold out your wrist.”

Ian did so and Michael snapped the first of four plastic bracelets on it.  “There, now you can get into the room with the babies.  Hi Chloe. Did Papa tell you?”

“Uh huh.” Chloe nodded her head.

“Do you want to see them? I have all the details on the camera.  Here, give me your wrist sweetie.” Michael said, snapping another bracelet on her wrist.

“Michael, can we go in and see Chris or the babies?”

“Chris in twenty or thirty minutes and if one of you gets in there before us, she really wants a coffee.  The doctor said she could have one.  Ian, Chloe and I can go see the babies in ten or fifteen minutes but there’s a window so we can show them off. They said other family can go in later this afternoon.  Oh. I’m babbling.”
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The room they were to use during their stay was large and spacious, with a couch that turned into a bed, a cot for Chloe and several rocking chairs. Ian didn’t notice any of it as his attention was fixed on the four little bodies in open incubators.  The boys were now clean but still making a lot of noise.

“My god. Look at all the little fingers.” Ian said in a hushed voice.

“Would you like to hold one?” The nurse asked. “They’re fussing because they’re getting a bit hungry.”

“Already?”

“Well they don’t have a built in feeding tube anymore and they’re big little boys.  Go on and pick them up.”

“Can I hold one?” Chloe asked.

“Of course you can but let your dads pick up one of the babies for you. You’re a bit short to safely lift them out.”

Michael, noting that Ian was a little hesitant, went over and picked up the quietest of the babies very carefully making sure to support his head.  “Wow. Boy, he’s heavy.”

Ian shook his head and stepped forward, picking up the baby who was making the most noise just as expertly as Michael had. “Oh. No need to fuss. Papa’s here and he’ll make it all better.”  

While Michael was showing Chloe how to hold and feed the baby in her arms, Ian took the bottle from the nurse and sat down.  Michael started to pick another baby up then realized they were a person short for all the babies to feed at once.

“Nurse, would it be okay for one of our parents to come in?  He nodded to the window where all six were looking on.

“Of course but I’m not going out there and picking one.” 

Michael grinned and stuck his head out the door.  “We need an extra set of hands.”

“Ken, you go. You didn’t get to hold Ian until he was three days old.” Margaret suggested.  The other parents all nodded.

“But I won’t remember-.”

“I’ll show you. Come on Ken.”

Ian’s father was soon ensconced in a rocker with a baby and a bottle.  “So, have you thought about names?”

“We’ve discussed it but nothing’s in stone.”

Michael looked up. “I thought we were going with John, Paul, George and Ringo?”

Ken laughed at the look on Ian’s face. “That’s a great idea.”

“Dad!” 
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Later that evening, Ian and Michael were standing with their arms around each other watching the babies sleep. They knew this state wasn’t going to last long so they were enjoying it while they could. The other grandparents had all had their time with the babies and Chloe had decided to stay at the hotel with them instead of at the hospital.

“We really do need to come up with some names, baby. I thought you had it all worked out?”

“Well I’ve reconsidered the matter.  I really wasn’t expecting all boys.”

“Identical boys. No wonder Chris didn’t want to do the reduction.” Michael remarked.

“I can’t believe she and David knew we were having boys all along and never let it slip.”

“I can’t believe she wants to go home already.”

“Well, she’s stubborn and she misses Iona and Daniel.  Thank goodness Dr. Baum said she had to stay a few days.”

“This brings us back to the names.”

“Hey, did someone call Grant and Pieter?”

“I have no idea.  Um. I guess I’d better call just in case.” Michael went over to the phone and after reading the instructions, dialed out.

“Hello.”

“Pieter?”

“Michael! How is it going? Do you have babies yet?”

“Yes we do.  Four beautiful little boys.”

“Relay team!”

“That’s what I said.”

“How is Chris?”

“She’s fine and wants to go home.”

“After a c-section?”

“They’re not going to let her.”

“I’d hope not.  So tell me all the details.”

“Baby A is five pounds and two ounces, twenty and a quarter inches long. Baby B is five pounds four ounces, twenty one inches long even. Baby C is five pounds four ounces and twenty and a half inches long. Baby D was the bruiser; five and a half pounds and twenty two inches. He was the one on the bottom too.  They were born between nine ten and nine twenty am.”

“Wow. Big babies for a multiple birth but then you’re both big guys. No names?”

“Not yet. They’re identical by the way.”

“They’re all breathing okay?”

“Yes. Breathing well and eating well so far.  Ms. Patterson said we might be able to take them home next Saturday.”

“Excellent news.  I can’t believe Chris went so long into the pregnancy. She’s incredible.”

“I know. David brought her in earlier and she was complaining about having to use a wheelchair.”

“You think she’s putting on a good show so Ian doesn’t worry?”

“I don’t know. She did eat a full meal and she even got a shower.”

“Not alone?”

“No. They have a doula staff here.”

One of the babies started fussing and Pieter chuckled. “I think you’re being paged. Don’t forget to send us some pictures.”

“We will.  Talk to you later.”

Ian was already dealing with one of the babies and Michael took the next one who started crying which gave Ian just enough time to grab the third baby and Michael to get the fourth.  Then they changed diapers.

As they collapsed onto the couch, Ian sighed. “Oh my god.”

“Now will you consider hiring some additional help? I know your parents will be there during the day and I’ll be there at night but that’s a lot of mouths to feed and bottoms to wipe.”

“I don’t think I really have a choice as much as it pains me to admit it.”

“I have some name suggestions if you’re up to it.”

“Oh. Go on.”

“Robert Christopher for one who started crying first. William Kenneth for the one with the most hair. Henry Evan for the little guy and James Frederick for the big guy.”

“Hm. You really want to use James Frederick?”

“Yeah, I know it started as a joke but it’s a good name.”

“It is a good name.  Robbie, Liam, Harry and Jamey?”

“Uh huh. Robert for Bob Bowman, Christopher for Christine.  William for Williams and Kenneth for your dad.  Henry Evan is sort of for Grant and Pieter.”

“Henry starts with ‘H’ like Hackett and Evan for van den Hoogenband and another ‘H’. Oh. I like it.  Maybe we should sleep on it though just to be sure.  Oh. Henry Evan Thorpe.  HET.  Maybe we should just stick with Van? Henry Van Thorpe.  Henry Vanden Thorpe. Hee!”

“Okay I think you’re getting a bit giddy.  Think we could manage to get the bed pulled out and get a little sleep?”
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October 14, 2011 London, England

Michael carefully belted in the fourth infant carrier and tested it thoroughly before Debbie set Harry down and strapped him in.  Michael yawned as he stood and hurried to get a bottle as Debbie sat down and handled her own seat belt.

Ian was doing a last minute check that they had everything and everyone and joined Michael at the galley kitchen. “I think we’re good.”

“Okay.  The pilot said we were going to take off in a while.” Michael said through another yawn.  “I hope the kids do okay once we’re in the air.”

“That’s what the bottles are for.”

Michael nodded and tested one of the bottles on his wrist. “I really need a nap.”

“I know.” Ian said, rubbing his back.  “Thank you for taking care of the babies last night.”

“Hey, I figure that one of us needs to be awake for this. Sorry you got the short straw.”

“We didn’t draw- oh!” Ian said, catching sight of Michael’s grin.  “Here let me take over the bottle duty.  Can you get your laptop going for me?”

“Sure. Oh. I guess I should check my email.”

“You probably should.  I haven’t checked mine either.”

“I’ll get right on it before I take care of one little thing.”

“What’s that?”

Michael tilted his head forward and captured Ian’s lips with his.  After a very satisfying kiss, Michael stepped back. “I love you.”

“I love you.”
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The bottle trick worked pretty well when the altitude change made the babies very fussy and the parents seemed to have things well in hand so Ian felt safe spending a few minutes on the computer.  He wasn’t surprised that it took a couple of minutes to download his email since he hadn’t it checked since before the boys were born but three hundred and twenty two messages?  What the heck?

Ah, the family email list had gotten the news about the babies and had gone crazy.  First there were thirty messages with name suggestions then forty seven messages pro or con the names they’d chosen and the rest were good wishes or advice on raising the boys.  Ian sighed and checked his other email account which he used for school and friends and found another hundred messages.

After getting up and checking the babies, he grabbed the camera and downloaded one of the group photos, composed a quick message and sent it off almost everyone in his address book.

He took a break to change two diapers, burp Liam and help Chloe with a math problem then returned to the computer to find twelve more emails responding to his email.  He shook his head and shut down the mail program to do the things he really wanted the laptop for.  He typed in the address for the University of Michigan’s alumna website and happily updated his bio.  Ha! Father of five and he wasn’t even twenty nine.  Oh. Ian checked the date on the computer then the date on his watch. 

Ian got up and sat down across from his mother who was burping Robbie. “Mum, what’s today?”

“I think it’s Thursday, dear.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“It’s my birthday.”

“It is? Today’s the thirteenth? Oh, Ian. I totally forgot.”

“It’s okay so did I.  I just can’t believe Michael forgot it. Not that we do big celebrations but he normally does give me a card.”

“I didn’t forget. Check your Palm.” Michael said from across the aisle.

“I thought you were asleep?”

“I heard you maligning my good name and instantly woke up.  Well not really. The seat is a little too short.”

“Ah. Why don’t you use the floor? There’s space in the back and you could really stretch out without anyone tripping over you.”

“I knew there was a reason I married you.” Michael said, getting up and dragging his blanket and pillow down the aisle after dropping a kiss on Ian’s head.  Ian got up and found his Palm Pilot and opened it up to find an envelope.

He opened the card and read the sweet message the Michael had written then opened the smaller envelope that Michael had tucked inside it.  He unfolded the paper and read it three times before getting up and sitting down on the floor by Michael.

“How much did this cost you?”

“Would you believe it didn’t cost a cent?”

“An eight bedroom townhouse in TriBeCa?”

“Speedo wants to rent it for us so I don’t worry about you and the kids. I haven’t said yes yet because we do have reservations on the cruise ship.”

“You didn’t say yes? Are you crazy?”

“Well I looked it up on the map and it seemed like it would be convenient but I wanted to check with you.”

“But a townhouse in New York is so much better and if the cross streets are correct, it’s right off the West Side Highway.  We can all stay there including Grant and Pieter and the parents and Chris and David if they want to come. There’s even an elevator!”

“So you want me call Gwen and accept?”

“Yes. Do you have her number?”

“Um. It’s in my book. Can I call her when we get home?”

“Oh. You need your sleep. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Michael accepted the kiss of apology that turned into something a little more interesting before they both realized where they were and one of the babies started fussing.

Ian chuckled and rested his forehead against Michael’s. “I guess I’d better go find out what’s wrong. Can I have a rain check?”

“Anytime baby.”

Ian got up and went to find out why Harry was crying. Ah. He stopped when he saw that Debbie was already changing his diaper and sat down again across from his mom.  He quietly told her what Michael had come up with and wasn’t surprised when his mother gave him a look.

“What?”

“Michael spoils you horribly.”

“Yes he does.”
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Landing in Philadelphia was the same routine with the bottles although none of the boys were particularly hungry and included having a customs agent meet their plane before they were all loaded into two limousines and driven out to the long term parking area.

They had a quick discussion at their cars and Michael, Ian and Chloe and the babies remained in their limo while Ken, Fred and Margaret took their car and luggage back to the house.

“Do I have to go to school tomorrow?”

“Hm. Well you have been working very hard on your homework and its Friday. Michael, what do you think?”

“I think you’re staying home tomorrow but you’ll have to go to school on Monday.”

“Awesome. Can Amanda come over and see my brothers?”

“How about you invite her over on Sunday? That will give us a couple of days to get settled in.”

“Okay. She might be at her dad’s this weekend anyway.”

“Then she can come over on Monday if her mom says its okay.”

“Cool.”
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The back door opened as soon as the limo pulled up and Grant and Pieter hurried out to the car and opened the door once the car stopped moving.

“Oh. Babies!” Pieter exclaimed. “Let me hold one!”

“I’m going to do better than that.  You get to take Robbie inside.” Ian said as he unbuckled a car seat.

“Grant, did you hear that?”

“Yes I did and I’d better get a baby too or I’m going to pout.”

“You can take Harry inside.  Chloe love, do you have your backpack?”

“Yes Papa and I’ll get the diaper bag.” Chloe said as she slipped out of the car, stopping to get kisses from her uncles.

“Thank you. Michael, do you have Jamey?”

“Yep.  Here, pass Harry up.”

Ian took the carrier and handed it out to Grant who immediately but carefully went into the house followed by Pieter carrying Robbie.

Ian got out and took both Jamey and Liam then handed Jamey off to Michael. The limo driver said he’d take care of putting any stuff they had in the car inside the house and waved off Michael’s attempt to tip him.

Inside, Grant and Pieter had set their baby carriers on the coffee table so the dogs could get a few sniffs of the new residents.  The other boys were set down next to them and Ian and Michael sat down gratefully.  

“Oh, it’s good to be home.  Where’d Chloe go?” Michael said, putting his feet up.

“Upstairs to call all her girlfriends.  I told her she could use the phone in your room because there’s going to be a lot of squealing.”

“Thank you.  The dogs seem to be doing okay.” Ian noted. “I wonder where our parents got to.”

“Oh, they called and said they were going to stop for groceries.  We weren’t sure what kind of formula to get or the type of diapers you wanted so there aren’t any here.  Debs called and asked if we needed anything so I told her.”

“Thanks Grant.  What do you think of them?”

“They’re very cute. How do you tell them apart?” Pieter asked.

“They still have their bracelets on but Harry cries at a higher pitch. Robbie cries the loudest and he’s always hungry first. Liam has more hair and he’s kind of laid back. Jamey’s still the biggest because he’s gained weight the fastest.” Ian said. “We also tied different colored strings on their ankles just in case.  Harry is yellow, Robbie is red, Liam is blue and Jamey is green.”

“So when in doubt, check the ankle. By the way, we put the cribs together. We figured you’d need them now.” 

“Pieter! Thank you. We have the bassinets but we’ll need the changing surface. How long did it take you?”

“It took us two days then Jake came over and got them done in two hours.” Grant said wryly. “Why do they make those things so difficult?”

“Jake? Melinda’s Jake?” Ian asked.

“Yeah. He and Melinda came over with Kylie and we all had dinner. She’s due on the twenty third and we figured they could use the break.  Besides she wanted to see the baby pictures you sent.”

“I’ll have to call her tomorrow. Mum found a really nice baby gift for them.  Michael, are you awake enough to go to the pool?”

“Huh? Oh. I guess. Wait, you want me to leave?”

“No I don’t want you to leave but you’ve only gotten in six hours of training in the last week.”

“But.”

“No buts. The parents will be here soon and we have an agreement.”

“Aw. Dammit.”

“Michael, I’ll be happy to go to the pool with you.” Grant volunteered.

“Thanks.” Michael said as he stood up with a sigh. “I’ll probably need you to make sure I don’t fall asleep in the water.”
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Michael and Grant returned four hours later with their arms full of Chinese food and sushi and made a special effort to be very quiet when they came in.  The caution wasn’t necessary because all the babies were awake and being fed in the kitchen by Pieter, Margaret, Ken and Chloe.

“Oh, you angel! We’re all starving.” Margaret exclaimed.

“It was Grant’s idea. He figured no one would be up to cooking. Are my parents all still here?”

“Yes, they are.” Fred said as he walked in the room.  “How was your swim, son?”

“Fine. I thought you guys were going home?”

“Your mom and Jackie are helping Ian get everything ready upstairs. Ryan and I are putting together the high chairs.”

“Are you guys staying the night? Because you’re more than welcome.  Chloe hon? Do you want me to take over for you there? I got you egg rolls and sashimi.”

Michael handed off food for a baby just in time to have to burp him.  He’d learned his lesson early and grabbed a dishtowel for his shoulder, handing one to Pieter and pacing a bit while he rubbed a tiny back.

“Pieter, that’s Jamey and you’ll need to walk him if you want him to burp.”

“Ah I was wondering.” Pieter said as he stole a bite of Grant’s shrimp lo-mien then got up to pace.  “A bouncy step or just walk?”

“A little bouncy.” Michael hit the main intercom button with his elbow.  “Moms? Ian? Ryan? We’ve got food downstairs.”

Ryan appeared first and got a plate and was soon followed by Debbie, Jackie and Ian, Ian exclaiming happily when he saw his favorite sushi.  The babies got shifted around as everyone ate and were finally put in their bassinets in the family room as everyone sat down.

“It’s amazing how four little bodies can be so exhausting.” Grant said quietly as he lounged on the floor.  “Chloe, what do you think of your little brothers?”

“They’re sort of boring.”

Michael smiled from his seat at Ian’s feet. “Wait until they start crawling.”

“Speaking of crawling, I think I’m going to bed. It’s almost one in London and I’m knackered.” Ken announced, heading for the first floor suite.  Margaret yawned and got up to join him, pausing only to ruffle Ian’s hair and kiss Chloe good night.

“Chloe, I know it’s early but why don’t you head on up and get your shower? Daddy and I will be up to tuck you in by seven.”

Chloe got up and went around the room saying good night before going quietly up the stairs much to everyone’s surprise.

“Hm. Do you think she’s out growing the running everywhere phase?” Ian asked.

“No, I think she doesn’t want to wake up the babies.” Michael replied.

“Speaking of the babies, Jackie and I would like you to consider having us stay on for a couple of weeks.  Just until you get a schedule going.  We know you’re going to hire some extra hands and Margaret and Ken are here but you’ll need a little time to find the right person.”

Michael was surprised and looked at his dad and Ryan. “Are you guys okay with this?”

“It was your dad’s suggestion.  We’ll go home on the weekends since Michael, Grant and Pieter will be here during the day.” Jackie explained, patting Fred’s knee.

Turning around to look at Ian, Michael raised his eyebrows. Ian chewed his lip for a minute then nodded.  “Yes, I think we’d like that. Thank you, Fred for the great idea. Thank you Debbie and Jackie for agreeing to step into the madhouse and thank you Ryan for giving up your wife.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. Fred and I are going fishing next week anyway.”
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October 24, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

Michael parked his car and got out, grabbing his messenger bag, a shopping bag and coat before locking the door and heading into the hospital for his first day back in the ‘real world’ feeling a little torn.  He loved learning and interacting with patients but he was missing things at home.  Not just the babies but watching Ian with the babies.  

He was sure that Ian didn’t realize it but Ian held these little conversations with each baby. Michael loved Ian’s voice anyway but hearing him croon and hum and ask them what them what they thought of things as if he was expecting them to answer was so cute.  And sexy.  Ahem. Michael was grateful that he had bags in his hands when the elevator door opened on his floor.

“Michael!” Anne said as he walked out. “How are the babies and did you bring pictures?”

“Ah. I see. You’re happy to see me but only if I bring baby news.”

“Get used to it.”

Michael grinned and put his bag and coat down.  “First off, here’s something for the break room.”  Michael handed over the bag of bagels then opened his bag. “And here’s the baby album.”

“Oh gimme.” Anne dropped the bagels on her desk and snatched it up. “Oh. Look at them. Michael, they’re beautiful.”

“Uh. Thanks. Do I have any appointments?”

“Huh?” Anne asked as she finally looked up. “Oh. You have Greg Fellers in ten minutes and Danica Cooper right after.”

“Thanks. Do you want to hold on to that?”

“Yes. I promise not to lose it.”

“Thanks again.”  Michael shook his head and took the bagels back to the break room.  On the way back, he ran into two other colleagues who left quickly when Michael told them Anne had the pictures.

Five minutes later he greeted eleven year old Greg and Greg’s mom in one of the therapy rooms.  “Hey, Greg. How have you been?”

“I’m okay Mike.  Dr. Tragger said I could start going to practices next week.”

“Excellent. You’re ahead of schedule so I know you’ve been doing your strength moves while I was gone.  Now, what are you going to do at practice next week?”

“Not get on the court until I warm up?”

“Good answer. You want to run through your warm up routine?”

“Okay Mike!”
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An hour and a half later, he said good bye to the Fellers and changed into his swim trunks to meet Danica and her dad in the therapy pool room.

“Hey Danica, hey Roger.”

“Hi Mike! I’m already to go!” Fourteen year old Danica said from her wheelchair already wearing her swimsuit and floatation device.

“I see. Are you feeling up to getting in the sling yourself today or are we going to be your footmen?”

“Can you hold the sling for me?”

“Yep.”

Danica got herself into the sling with just a little help, a big difference from when Michael first started working with her.  Once they were in the pool, Michael turned the controls on for a gentle wave and helped support Danica as she got into position to do her exercises.  Her legs were still weak but her arms were strong now and she easily got through her first sets.

The next sets were a little harder, since Danica hated trying to move her legs in isolation but she gritted her teeth and made it through with lots of support from her dad and Michael.

“Alright, Danica. Here’s the part you really hate.”

“Aw, Mike. Do I have to?”

“I’m afraid so.” Michael kept a hand on her and turned off the pool, reaching up to get the bar for Danica to hold and helping her stand in the water.  Once he was sure she was standing upright and her feet were flat, he stepped back.

“How long?”

“Want to try for three minutes and go for your personal best?”

“Three minutes?” Danica wailed.

“Um. Want me to tell you about the babies?”

“Yes!”

As Michael spoke he kept an eye on the clock and stopped abruptly. “Well that’s it for now.”

“That was three minutes?”

“Nope. It was five!”

“Five? I did five whole minutes? Dad! I did five minutes.”

Michael gave them some time to celebrate then told Danica they were going to try something different.  She looked a little hesitant when Michael took off her float but was soon semi-relaxed as she floated on her back, Michael’s hand supporting her.

“Okay, Danica. What’s the last song you heard before you came in here today?”

“Dad listens to the oldies channel, like eighties stuff.”

“Ouch. Okay, it doesn’t matter what song it was. Just fix it in your mind and play it over and over again.”

It took her a little while to get the hang of it but Michael let her figure it out and once she was in the zone, he stepped back and just let the sound of the lapping water fill the room.

He brought her back gently, rubbing her hand a little. “How do you feel?”

“All floaty and relaxed.”

“Doesn’t it feel good?”

“Uh huh.”

“Good.” Michael said, noting that she was moving her legs slightly like she wasn’t even thinking about it and her father was watching it too.  “You ready to get out now?”

“Okay.”

Roger helped get the sling in place and Danica was soon wrapped in a cushy robe and back in her chair with a towel wrapped around her more or less bald head.  

“Hey Danica, you did great today and I have a present because I think you’re going to need it soon.” Michael got out a swim cap with NYC 2012 and the Olympic rings emblazoned on the sides.  Danica took it ecstatically and immediately put it on.

“How does it look?”

“You look like a champ! And here’s Margery to help you change. I’ll see you on Thursday, right?”

Danica nodded happily and waved as she was wheeled out.  Roger stayed behind for a moment, looking really happy himself.

“Michael, I’m glad you’re back.  She was miserable last week with Stephanie.”

“Ah, well Stephanie’s a great PT.”

“I agree but Danica really likes you. How much do I owe you for the cap?”

“Huh? Oh. No. Um. My sponsor donated a case of them when we went up last year to tour the facility.”

Roger chuckled. “You know, I keep forgetting you’re this famous swim guy.”

“Hey, that’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me all day.” Michael said with a grin.
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“Michael? Do you have a minute?”

Michael stopped as he passed Dr. Tyree’s office and ducked in. “Sure. What can I do for you?”

“I just haven’t had a chance to see you since you got back. How are you doing?”

“I got a full night’s sleep last night so I’m doing okay.  My moms are staying with us along with Ian’s parents so we’ve got lots of help.”

“The babies are sleeping through the night?”

“No, not yet. Ian made me sleep in my office so I’d be okay today.” Michael said, looking faintly aggrieved. “But he promised me it’s only on Sunday nights. He gets to sleep on Saturdays. We tag team them the other nights.”

“And when do I get to see the boys?” She asked with a smile.

“We’re bringing them in the second week of November to see Dr. Callabresi.  Do you want me to bring them up here?”

“No, I’ll come down because I’m sure I’ll hear that you’re here.  Anyway, on to business. I know you’re going to take a break after graduation so you can continue your training but we’d like to offer you a semi-full time job starting in October of next year.”

“Semi-full time?”

“Well, you mentioned before that you want to spend time with your kids. What we had in mind was having you take patients from ten to four Monday through Friday except for when we get new interns.  You’ll be doing the orientation for them so you’d have to work full time for two weeks twice a year.  The money isn’t much but you’d get full health benefits and liberal leave.  This is dependent on your passing the licensing exam but I don’t think that will be a problem for you.  You could probably take it now and pass.”

“Wow.”

“I don’t need an answer now. I know you’ll want to talk it over with Ian and think it over yourself. Just let us know by the time you graduate. I know you’ll have many offers but hopefully you like working here enough to consider ours.”

“Many offers?”

“You’re graduating at the top of your class. The top grads always get several offers.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll let you know as soon as possible.”

“Good and it’s good to have you back.”
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Michael was still in a daze when he stopped to pick up Chloe at school that afternoon but managed to engage enough to listen as she chattered about her day.

“Daddy, can I spend Friday night at Beth’s?”

“Beth? Which one is Beth?”

“She’s in my history class.  She’s having a slumber party and she invited me.”

“How many girls will be there?

“Five.  Beth, Dakota, Nora, Caitlyn and me.  We want to try out for the field hockey team next year.”

“Oh. They’re fourth graders.  What about Amanda?”

“She’s staying at her dad’s house and he already said no.”

“I thought she was at her dad’s last weekend?”

“She was. Her dad gets her every weekend now because he doesn’t have a girlfriend anymore.” Chloe said nonchalantly.

“Oh. Is Amanda okay with that?”

“She didn’t like Barbara.”

“Tell me about the other girls.”

“Beth is really good at history; her mom is a professor and her other mom is works at a museum.  Dakota’s dad works at the mall and her mom works in New Jersey. Nora’s mom and dad are divorced. Her dad lives in Seattle and Nora goes there every summer but she says it’s no fun.  Caitlyn lives with her dad and her step mom. She likes her step mom better than her real mom.”

“Uh huh. Will Beth’s moms be home for the slumber party?”

“Uh huh.  We’re going to play games and watch a movie.  Beth’s mom said we were going to have pizza for dinner and if you say it’s okay, we’re going to the mall on Saturday but I’ll be home by two.”

“Let me talk it over with Papa. Do you have Beth’s phone number so I can call her moms?”

“Uh huh.  Daddy, where are we going?”

“Huh? Oh. I drove right by the house. Sorry about that.”
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November 8, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Do we have everything?”

“Babies are freshly fed, burped and changed; we have the baby bags, stroller, parking pass, you and me. I think we’re good.  Am I driving or are you driving?”

“You drive there and I’ll drive back.”

“Good enough.”

Ian got in the back seat and buckled in leaving Michael to take the wheel and carefully navigate their way to the hospital.  They only had to pull over once so Ian could unbuckle and check why Jamey was fussing but after a blanket fix, they were soon pulling into the parking garage at Children’s Hospital.

“Ah, Robbie’s got the fuss now.” Ian said as they unloaded the stroller and put the two baby bags in the bin before snapping in the seats. Next Michael climbed inside and unbuckled each boy, handing him out to Ian.  It only took eight minutes by Ian’s watch but it was quite a production. 

“There’s got to be a better way.” Michael said as he held Robbie for a moment and tried to calm him down.

“The way I look at it, we have two options. Let’s out of this stuffy garage.” Ian said as he unlocked the stroller brakes and pushed it towards the elevator.

“Which are?” Michael asked, already adept at talking over baby fussing sounds.

“We either buy or rent a bigger vehicle or hire a limousine type service when we all go out.  Don’t forget, we’re going to also have a nanny-type person in tow.”

“You want to travel in a limo?”

“No, they have other types of vehicles like mini-buses. Some even have lavatories on board which would be handy and with a driver both of us would have our hands free for the babies.  A bigger vehicle for us would be a fifteen passenger van.  We can’t even take all the kids in one of the SUVs right now.  Chloe can’t ride in the front seat yet and we can’t expect her to take care of the babies.”

“Those fifteen passenger vans have a roll over problem.” Michael commented as he pushed the elevator call button.  “And they’re ugly.  Aw, Robbie. What’s the matter?”

“Give him your pinky.”

“But my hands are dirty. Can you reach a baby wipe?”

“Yes.” Ian ducked down and pulled a wipe out, swiping Michael’s finger off then tucking it in the side pocket of the bag as the doors opened and several people stepped out including a guy on crutches who paused as he went by.

“Michael?” 

“Kevin? Dude! How have you been?” Michael said.

“Well, I broke my leg waterskiing in Florida. I’d shake your hand but we’re both a little busy.  Is that your kid?”

“Yeah, one of them.  Kevin, this is my husband Ian Thorpe. Ian, this is Kevin Morrissey; we used to hang out together in high school.” Ian nodded with a smile then shook the hand Kevin managed to free.  “And this is Robbie. The other three are Harry, Jamey and Liam.”

“Dude, I can’t believe you have four kids.”

“Um. Five actually.  We have a daughter who is almost ten.  I heard you got married a couple of years ago?”

“Yeah, Cheryl’s upstairs actually.  We just had a baby yesterday, a little girl named Morgan Renee.”

“Congratulations, dude.  Is Cheryl up on seven?”

“Uh yeah.  How did-?”

“I work here in the PT department.  Is Cheryl up for visitors and are you coming back?”

“I’ll be back in an hour or so, I’m just going to get Cheryl some things she forgot to pack.”

“We’ll try to stop by after our appointment.  Sorry to take off on you but the babies’ doctor has a tight schedule.  If we miss each other, just ask one of the nurses for the phone number of the PT unit and leave me your phone number.”

Ian who had been patiently holding the elevator waved as the doors closed and exchanged a look with Michael.  “You didn’t invite him to the wedding?”

“I did but he and Cheryl were in Hawaii.  He’s okay but Cheryl didn’t really like me much so we lost touch.”

“Ah.” Ian said as they arrived on the third floor.  “Did you know he was living here?”

“I’d heard he was in the area but I haven’t really had a chance to look him up.  It’s down the next corridor on the left.”

“Robbie seems a little calmer. Do you want to put him down and get Liam or should we switch off?” Ian asked as Michael opened the door for him.

“I’ll get him.  Hey Claudia.”

“Hi Michael. And you must be Ian.” The receptionist said as she stood up and leaned over the counter.  “Oh, look at them. They’re even cuter than the pictures.”

“Thank you and nice to meet you.  Do we need to sign in?” Ian asked as Michael put Robbie down then picked up Liam.

Claudia nodded and handed over a clipboard. “Michael already filled out the paperwork.”

“Hey babe, can you hand me the quick change bag? Liam needs a pit stop.”

“Got it.” Ian signed, retrieved the bag and handed it off.

“Thanks.” Michael disappeared into the bathroom as Claudia came around the counter to admire the babies.

Dr. Callabresi was happy to see the babies and had nothing but good things to say about the boys’ health then called in a nurse to do their immunizations.

“Doctor, we think we’ve worked out a system for this so just bear with us.” Michael said as he picked up Harry and Ian took the other boys out in the stroller.  “Ian can’t bear to see them get shots and if they’re all in the room when the first one gets a shot, they’ll get very squirmy.  Ready to go?”

“You’re the boss here.” Dr. Callabresi said genially as he gently swabbed Harry’s arm.  The shot took only a second and Harry seemed more shocked than in pain, wailing just a little bit as Michael soothed him.  

“Give me a minute than I’ll bring Robbie.”

By the time all four babies had their shots, there were several of Michael’s colleagues in the reception area including Dr. Tyree who was holding Harry.
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Michael pushed the button for the seventh floor and waited as the elevator rose and the doors opened.  The receptionist for the floor looked up then smiled when he recognized Michael.

“Hey, I didn’t know you were working today.”

“I’m not. Ian and I brought the boys in for their first appointment.  Is there a Cheryl Morrissey here?”

“Yes, in suite 14.”

“I went to high school with her and her husband. I just want to stick my head in and say hi.”

“She’s in there but don’t stay too long.”

Michael walked down the hall and knocked on the door, hearing a woman’s voice tell him to enter.  He literally did stick his head in the door, “Hi Cheryl.”

“Oh. Michael Phelps. What are you doing here?” Cheryl asked with an expression like she’d just stepped in something unpleasant.

Michael resisted the urge to roll his eyes, some things never changed. “I work here and I was bringing my boys in for their well baby appointment.  I ran into Kevin downstairs and told him I’d pop in and say congratulations.”

“I guess you’d better come in.” Cheryl said with a limited amount of grace.

“No, it’s okay. You had a big day yesterday and I’m not supposed to stay long. Just tell Kevin I’ll catch up with him later.”  Michael gave her a cheery wave and stepped back outside.

Michael stopped at the reception desk to leave his contact information for Kevin to find one of the nurses manning the desk.

“Hey Aileen, what happened to Charlie?”

“He told me he wanted a quick break but now I know why.  He’s probably down on three looking at your babies.  The dirty rat didn’t even tell me you were here.”

“We’ll be back next month.  Hey, can you give this note to Kevin Morrissey, he’s Cheryl’s husband.  She’s in 14.”

“Oh sure.  Friends of yours?”

“I went to high school with them.  Um. Don’t take the message into Cheryl; I don’t want to disturb her.”

“No problem.”
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Michael got back on the third floor to find that even more people were crowded around the babies and Ian was looking a little frantic.

“Hey guys.  We’ve got to get the boys home.  Put down the children and step away from the strollers.”

Amid the laughter, the babies were reluctantly returned and strapped in and Michael could see the little line ease between Ian’s eyes.

After a round of congratulations, they were allowed to get in the elevator and swiftly found themselves back at the car.  Ian didn’t waste any time getting the boys in their infant carriers and Michael barely at time to get his own seat belt on as Ian started the car and pulled out.

“What happened?”

“I’ll tell you at home.”

“I guess we’re not going to the grocery store?” Michael asked a minute or two later.

“No.”

“Okay.  Baby, pull over.”

Ian found a spot and did so.  “Who’s fussy?”

“You are.” Michael unbuckled and got in the front passenger seat.  “Ian, you’re upset about something, you’re tired and the babies are all asleep.  Why don’t you sit with them and take a couple of minutes?  I know we’ll talk when we get home but you need a break.”

“Am I driving unsafely? Is that what you’re saying?”

“No, you always drive safely but your eyebrow is twitching.” Michael said, reaching a hand out and gently running his fingers over the spot.  Ian grimaced then sighed.

“You’re right. I feel like I need a nap.”

“A nap sounds good but burping you is totally out of the question.”

Ian chuckled ruefully as he got up and moved into the second row of seats. “They are sleeping rather well, aren’t they?”

“I think they like the car.”

Michael drove them straight home and as they were unloading the boys, he convinced Ian to go for a swim.

“But the boys-?”

“The moms and Ken are here. We have a pool in the back yard and you haven’t been swimming in almost a month. No wonder you’re so cranky, you’re having withdrawal pains.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Now go see if you can find your swimsuit or if it’s been turned into dust.”

“Ha ha.”
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Forty minutes later, Ian was swimming along. It wasn’t a terrific pace and he certainly wasn’t setting any records but as the ‘laps’ passed he felt the tension ease from his body and once again, marveled that Michael always seemed to know what he needed.  When Michael showed up an hour or so later with bottles of water and two sandwiches, Ian was feeling human again.

“Feeling better?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Move over so I can get it.” Michael said as he set down the tray, took of his robe and flip flops and slid in, turning on the spa jets before settling over by Ian. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving.”

“Then I have a turkey sandwich with two cheeses and spicy mustard on rock wheat bread all for the price of a kiss. No extra charge for the sprouts.”

Ian paid the fee with a grin. “Thank you love. You take good care of me.”

“I sort of fell down on the job today. I’m sorry I left you alone with all those people.”

“How did-?”

“I knew most of them but you didn’t and they were holding the babies. That was bound to give you the willies.”

“They were medical people and I’m sure it was okay but you’re right. I didn’t want to be rude but it made me uncomfortable.”

“Then repeat after me. ‘Its flu season and we don’t want a lot of people handling the babies.’”

“That will work?”

“Sure because it’s the truth and they are our boys. We don’t even have to give an excuse. What else happened?”

“I overheard something and it shouldn’t have bothered me but it did.”

“You found out about the raging affair I’m having with Pieter?”

Ian laughed appreciatively then sobered. “No, I heard a guy talking about how there are millions of real married couples who want babies and isn’t it a shame that those two fags have four.”

“Let me guess.  It was a short overweight bald guy.”

“I couldn’t see who it was. Someone else told him to shut up or eat floor and I didn’t hear him anymore.”

“It had to be Alf Mason. He’s in dentistry. Did he add the part that gays should not be allowed to raise kids?”

“You know him?”

“He’ll get off elevators when I get on.  He moves if I sit down less than three tables away from him in the cafeteria. We were at a mental health lecture and he asked the presenter if homosexuality was catching.”

“And you have to work with him?”

“He’s in a different department and although he’s a homophobic jerk, he’s entitled to his opinions. I try really hard to find him amusing and I’ll admit that I’ve even purposefully sat at the next table just to watch him skitter away like a rat.  Eat your cheesecake.”

Ian picked up the fork and poked the red sauce on the dessert suspiciously. “Are those cherries?”

“Pomegranate.”

“I love pomegranates!” Ian exclaimed as he took a big bite.

“I know and no, I didn’t make it. Your parents had lunch downtown today and they stopped at the pastry shop on Walnut.  They nabbed the last one.”

“Go parents!” 

Michael waited for Ian to finish then pulled Ian over onto his lap. “How are you doing?”

“Now? I’m much better.  I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“It’s okay and I promise that when we’re out with the boys, I won’t leave you alone.  We can run interference for each other.”

“Thank you and you weren’t gone that long.  Was Matt not there?”

“You mean Kevin?  No he wasn’t back yet and I wasn’t sticking around to talk to Cheryl.”

“What did you do to make her dislike you so much?”

“I dated her friend for a couple of weeks.”

“Sara?”

“No, Renee and I was sort of a jerk to her.  Okay, I was really a jerk. I dumped her in the middle of the Spring Fling my senior year.”

“You cad!”

“I know and Renee did forgive me by graduation but Cheryl can hold a grudge.”

“Wait. The date forgave you but the date’s friend still has a problem?”

“Well, I also went to middle school with Cheryl and she’s never forgiven me for the Kool-Aid episode in fifth grade.  Man, she was purple for three weeks.”

“What did you do?”

“Science Fair. She made one of those fake volcanoes.  Kevin thought it would be funny to substitute Kool-Aid for the powder she was using to make it erupt.  Well the tubing clogged and when she leaned in to see what was wrong- boom!”

“Hang on.  Kevin did it?”

“Yeah but he said I did it and he liked her so I never ratted him out.”

“So she’s blamed you all these years yet she married the guy who actually did it.”

“I’m sure he told her.”

“But what if he didn’t?”

“Then we’ll just revel in the irony from a distance.”

“But she was mean to you.” Ian said, sliding his arms around Michael’s neck. “I don’t like people who are mean to you.”

“I can take it. Speaking of taking it.  What do you think about Dr. Tyree’s job offer?

“Do you like working there?”

“Yeah, I do but the best part is that I don’t have to leave too early in morning and I’ll be home by four thirty every night.”

“Are you still interested in doing the day camp?”

“Yeah but we’ve all got to agree on where it’s going to be, find a piece of property and all that jazz.  And for a subject change, why are you resisting the idea of a nanny?”

“I’m not.”

“You are.  I know you are totally capable of taking care of the boys on your own but you’re exhausted.  Your mom and dad are pitching in but they’re not young and they’re exhausted too.  Having a nanny doesn’t mean you can’t do it, it just means you’ll have time to enjoy doing it instead of having it all pass in a haze.”

Ian hunched down and tucked his head into Michael’s neck. “I just want to be a good dad.”

“You’re a fantastic dad; the boys know your voice and you’re the only one who can get Jamey to take a bath without all the drama not to mention how much Chloe loves you.” Michael said as he stroked Ian’s back.

“She doesn’t love me right now.”

“Because you said no to her holding a slumber party? She doesn’t hate you, she’s just disappointed but there’s no way six little girls can be quiet enough for the babies not to mention your parents.

“But I didn’t even tell her I’d think it over or talk about it with you.”

“Do you really feel that bad about it?”

“You didn’t see her face.”

“Um. You know, Grant and Pieter are going to New York the weekend after Thanksgiving.  I could ask them if the girls could camp out in their guest room once the boys are in bed; that should make sure everyone sleeps even if the girls don’t and I can sleep in Grant and Pieter’s room to make sure they don’t run off to Mexico on us.”

“Oh. That’s a great idea.”

“Good because Pieter and Grant already agreed and you can tell Chloe tonight.”

“Michael.”

“Ian.”

“I really love you.”

“That’s good to hear since I love you too.”

Ian sighed and snuggled up to Michael. “I’m sorry I haven’t been in the mood lately.”

“Well you’re taking care of the babies, Chloe, the house, your parents and me.  Not that I don’t miss getting busy between the sheets with you but something has to give.”

“You do more for me than I do for you.”

“I think you’re wrong.  Who makes sure all my school stuff makes it back in my briefcase and my laptop is charged? Who is that guy who puts snacks in my swim bag?  And that must be a ghost who keeps track of my practices and does my entry paperwork and makes sure the electric blanket is on before I get in bed on a cold night?”

“That last part is purely self-preservation.”

“That may be true but you could just make me move my feet.”

“I’ve gotten used to the blocks of ice you call feet.  I suppose a nanny wouldn’t be so bad.  I miss you too.” Ian said, sharing a kiss with Michael before laying his head on Michael’s shoulder.
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A New Year

November 23, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“What did you think of Emily?”

“She’s very young.”

“How about Shane?”

“Too interested in checking you out.”

“Regina?”

“She doesn’t want to travel.”

“Charlene?”

“No experience.”

“Wendy?”

“Chloe thought she smelled funny.”

“Diane?”

“Too complimentary.”

“Hold on.  What does that mean?”

“She went on and on about how nice the house was. It was like she was casing the joint.”

Michael looked long and hard at Ian before flipping to the next applicant. “Kendra?”

“No driver’s license.”

“Dave?”

“He had dirty fingernails.”

“Gail.”

“Oh. I liked Gail.”

“Trisha?  Wait.  You liked Gail?”

“Yes. She’s older but not old enough to want to mother us. She had excellent references, previously worked for a family that had triplets, all of her certifications were up to date, she’s bilingual and Chloe liked her.”

“And she lived in Australia for sixteen years.”

“That too.  Didn’t you like her?”

“I did and she got big scores from everyone although I still think having us all sit in on the interviews was a bit intimidating.”

“Whoever we hire is going to have to interact with everyone in the house so it’s only fair that everyone be involved.  Shall we call Gail back for the second interview?”

“We’re doing a two tier interview process?”

“Yes because I want to see how someone handles the boys and vice versa.”

“Maybe this will go faster if you just give me your list.”

“Gail’s the only one I liked but I don’t want to offer her the job without seeing her with the boys.”
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December 16, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Ian, how are you feeling?”

“I’m okay, Gail.” Ian managed to croak out.

“I brought you more tissue, more water and your next round of medication.”

“Thank you.”  Ian let her help him up to take the antibiotic and immediately had to blow his nose. 

Gail emptied the trash can and replaced the bag after fluffing his pillows a bit.  “Do you need anything?”

“No thank you. How are the boys?”

“They did fine with their bottles and that was Jamey you heard complaining about bath time.”

“Sorry to dump all the work on you.”

“It’s my job and with Ken feeling better, Margaret’s been helping.”

“Oh. Good.” Ian said faintly as his eyes started to close.

The next time he opened his eyes, the sun was going down and he felt a little better.  He could hear the shower running in the bathroom and knew Michael was home.  Ian cautiously got up and shuffled to the toilet, the sound of the water putting a little urgency in his step.  He didn’t flush but wasn’t surprised when Michael spotted him.

“Hey baby. How are you feeling?”

“Better.”

“Are you up to a shower or would you rather have a bath?”

“A shower. I feel so grungy and I smell icky.”  Ian said, closing the toilet seat and sitting down.

“Your wish is my command.”  Michael rinsed quickly and got out to help Ian take his clothes off.  “And you smell because you’re sweating out the infection.”

“I don’t care; it’ll just be nice to be clean.”

Michael got Ian under the water and gave him a gentle but thorough scrubbing before helping him out again and getting him dried off.  “Are you okay to sit in here for a minute so I can get some fresh clothes for you?”

“Yes and thank you.”

Michael came back a minute later and Ian felt much better after he was redressed and got his teeth brushed.  Michael helped him into the chair by the window and changed the sheets and pillow cases on the bed before remaking it.  He arranged the pillows so Ian could sit up in bed comfortably and helped Ian get settled.

“How’s that?”

“Oh. I’m clean.  It feels terrific.”

“Good.  I have your next round of pills and how about some soup? I stopped at Osaka and got hot and sour soup but there’s also chicken and rice soup from Whole Foods. If you feel up to it, we’re having beef and asparagus stir fry for dinner.”

“With the buckwheat noodles?”

“Yep.  I’m glad you’re feeling well enough to even think about food; you haven’t really eaten much the last couple of days.”

“I do feel a little hungry.  Maybe just some soup, hot and sour please.”

“Right away, baby.”

Michael reappeared a few minutes later with a small thermos of soup, an even smaller bowl of stir fry and a large water bottle on the bed tray.  “Here you go and you don’t have to eat the stir fry, I just figured you might want to try a little.”

“Thank you. How are the children?”

“Chloe’s feeling better; she went back to school yesterday.  The boys had some sniffles but nothing like the sinus infections you and Ken got.”

“How is Dad?”

“He’s good. Pieter threatened to haul him to the hospital if he didn’t stay in bed but your mom laid down the law.  She’s going to let him loose tomorrow if he sleeps well tonight.”

“Let him loose? Mum tied him to the bed?”

“Figuratively speaking.  How’s the soup?”

“Spicy and really good.  It’s opening up my nose a bit.” Ian said as he took another spoonful.  “What day is it?”

“Friday the sixteenth.”

“Oh. I’ve been sick all week?”

“Pretty much.”

“And you had finals this week.  Did you even get a chance to study with taking care of everyone?”

“I only had one exam on Monday besides Gail was here and she did most of the work.”

“Okay, I’ll admit it was a good idea to get a nanny but now we’re going to have to give her a raise.” Ian tried a bit of the stir fry and found it very tasty.

“I already told her she could have an extra week off with pay after third week of February for being such a trooper and she was very happy.  Do you want more stir fry?”

“It’s really good but I’d better not push it.”

“Good enough.  Are you up for a surprise?”

“What kind of surprise?” Ian asked warily.

“You’ll see.” Michael said with a grin as he picked up the tray and walked out the door.  He stuck his head back in a few minutes later.  “You ready?”

“Bring it on.”

Michael nudged the door with his shoulder and carefully carried in Liam and Harry. “You have visitors.”  He deposited them in the middle of the bed.  “I’ll be right back.”

Ian smiled at the sight of his sons who seemed to be looking around curiously and then smiled even wider when Michael came back with Robbie and Chloe came in holding Jamey.  

“I hope you’re up to a little family bonding session.”

“Am I?  Chloe, how are you feeling?”

“I’m okay, Papa.  How are you feeling?”

“Much better now that we’re all together.” Ian said, already reaching out to cuddle one of the boys.
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December 24, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“Okay ladies, I think we need to be heading back now.”

“Aw, can’t we stay just a few more minutes?” Caitlyn asked.

“Not this time.  Its four thirty and I promised all your parents that you’d all be back by five.”

The girls groused a bit as they took off their skates and got their jackets but they were already planning their next adventure to the mall as Ian loaded them into the car.  The first time he drove Chloe and her friends somewhere, he’d amused that he seemed to disappear to them the minute he got behind the wheel and at how freely the girls spoke.  Tonight was no exception and he was soon caught up on all the fourth grade news including the excitement of field hockey try outs scheduled for March.

“Papa, can I ask you a question?” Chloe asked once they were alone.

“Sure.”

“Can I have a birthday party?  Not a sleepover, just a party?”

“With cake and balloons and the like?  I don’t see why not.  We’ll have to do it on Saturday after your actual birthday.”

“Can we have a pool party at the Y?  The one with the slides?”

“How many girls are we talking about?”

“Eight or nine.”

“I don’t see a problem with that but we’ll have to see what Daddy thinks.”

“Okay. Can I enter a swim meet?”

“What meet?”

“Any meet.”

“Why?”

“Because Tante Inge asked me if I was going to meets yet.”

“Tante Inge?”

“Uh huh. The pretty lady who swam with Oom Pieter. She said she used to swim.”

“Oh, she did more than swim. She was in four Olympics.”

“Like Daddy.”

“Yes.”

“So can I enter a swim meet?”

“That’s another thing I need to talk to Daddy about.  How about I let you know after Christmas?”

“Okay.  You won’t forget?”

“I certainly won’t.”

&&

December 31, 2011 Philadelphia, PA

“The tree looks beautiful this year.”

“You say that every year.”

“Because it’s always true.  The fire is nice too, very toasty.” Ian said as he stretched his toes out towards the flames.  They’d set up the Aerobed on the living room floor in front of the fireplace and near the Christmas tree and piled it with pillows and blankets.  A bottle of sparkling wine, cheese and other snacks were nearby but for now, they were too comfy to bother with eating or drinking just yet.

“This was a very good idea.” Michael said quietly.

“Even if we didn’t go out for dinner?”

“We normally don’t and with all that snow out there, we wouldn’t have gone anyway.”

“It’s a good thing Pieter, Grant and Chloe left on Thursday or they might have gotten stuck on the road.  Hopefully the weather will be clear enough on Monday for their drive back.”

“She sounded like she was having a blast.”

“Yes she did and it was sweet of Pieter and Grant to take her skiing.  I think it’s the Christmas present she liked the best.”

“She liked all her presents.”

“She and her posse were talking about boys the other day.”

“Boys? She’s only nine!”

“And Bob asked if she was going to compete.”

“What? When?”

“In Rome.”

“And you’re just telling me now?” Michael asked.

“Well, what would you have done about it back then?”

Michael bit his lip. “Nothing. What did you tell him?”

“That I figured you would think about it after New York. She wants to enter a swim meet too like Tante Inge.”

“Tante Inge? Inge de Bruijn?”

“Yes. She was covering the meet for Dutch TV.”

“Oh. Um, what did you tell her?”

“That we’d talk about it like we’re going to talk about her birthday party; she wants one of those too.”

“The birthday party is easy.  Yes, within reason and no boys.”

“And the swimming?”

Sighing, he rested his head on Ian’s shoulder. “I don’t want people thinking I made her swim.”

“She loves swimming and she is really good.  You would be doing her a disservice if you didn’t let her try if she wants to.”

“I haven’t even researched any of the swim clubs here.”

“I have. Hatboro YMCA has a good program and its twelve miles away. Ambler is closer but Bob knows one of the coaches at Hatboro, Nancy somebody; I wrote down her name somewhere. They have a couple of openings for her age group too.”

“When did you find the time for that?”

“I called Bob and he’s very upset with you.”

“About not researching a swim club for Chloe?”

“No. The boys are almost three months old and you haven’t sent him pictures yet.”

“I thought you did.”

“I did but it’s not the same thing as getting them from you.  Don’t you care about Bob’s feelings?”

“I care- wait. You’re yanking my chain but I’ll email him tomorrow.”

“That’s not all I want to yank,” Ian purred suggestively in Michael’s ear as his hand wandered down Michael’s chest.

“Oh? Oh! Really?”

“Yes really.  How long has it been since we had time for more than a quick wank in the shower?”

“I don’t know. In fact, who are you again?”

“Very funny.” Ian said as he eased on top of Michael and made himself comfortable. “Don’t you want to?”

“But what if your mom and dad come home?” Michael whispered.

“They’re in England and won’t be home for two weeks. Ow!”  Ian rubbed his bottom where Michael’s hand had connected. “Why did you do that?”

“Because I was trying to role play and you went and ruined it.”

“Since when do we need to role play?” Ian asked as he licked Michael’s ear lobe.

“Ooh. Um. Ian? We –oh. Uh. We’d better hurry.” Michael said, already turned on.

Clothes were quickly dispatched, the lube Ian had thoughtfully tucked in the pillow case was found and Michael was soon holding his breath as Ian’s fingers breached his anus. 

“Are you okay?”

“Hm uh. Oh that feels so good. God, Ian. Stop messing around.”

“I’m not. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. Come on.”

“And you have nerve calling me bossy.” Ian said conversationally as he wiped his fingers a napkin and picked up a condom.  

Michael took it from him but instead of opening it, he set it aside. “I want to feel you tonight. It’s still early so I can take a shower later.”

“Oh. Okay.  How do you want to do this?”

“You on top of me.  Just don’t go too hard or we’ll break the mattress.”

Ian grinned and slid back in between Michael’s legs. “You think?  I wonder-?”

“Don’t even think it.  It would probably wake up the boys.”

“True but it’s something to work on later.” Ian reached down and guided himself into Michael slowly.

Michael moaned a little and wrapped his legs around Ian’s waist.  “You feel so good. Now hurry up before my husband comes home.”

Ian paused and looked down at the grin on Michael’s lips and couldn’t resist kissing him. That led to more kissing and moving and groaning and whispers and a bit of laughter when a lick went astray and someone ended up with a wet nose and more moaning and a moment when they were sure they’d popped the mattress but it had only moved a couple of feet so they frolicked on anyway.

Ian sat up twenty minutes later and after using some of the baby wipes nearby, opened the wine and poured them both a glass then set the plate of snacks on the bed before getting up and checking on the boys.

“All asleep?”

“Liam’s awake but he’s just looking around.” Ian said, staring down at the boys. Liam and Robbie were sharing one travel cot, Jamey and Harry in the other.

“Bring them over if it won’t wake the other three up.”

“Okay.”

Soon they were sitting cross legged on the bed with the boys in their cots beside them.  Liam was still awake but had discovered his fingers and was happily chewing away. 

“It’s amazing how different they are.” Ian said a note of wonder in his voice.

“I think it’s funny that Jamey and Robbie can’t share a crib without getting fussy with each other.”

“It was funny once we figured out why Robbie started crying every time I put him down.  I think Jamey still resents being smushed by Robbie all those months.  I just hope Jamey doesn’t kick Robbie for the rest of their lives.”

“Well Robbie did start kicking back and they’ll learn eventually. How long before their next feeding?”

“We have another hour.  You know, the book said babies don’t discover their hands and feet until the third month.”

“True but Liam’s got six other hands and feet around and that’s Robbie’s hand.” Michael pointed out.

“Ah. So it is.  This is nice.”

“What, just hanging out with the kids?”

“Yes. I wish Chloe was here but I can’t have everything I suppose.”

“Nope but we have plenty to be grateful for. How about some brie?”

“Yes please and you’re right, we do have a lot to be grateful for.  We have happy healthy babies, a wonderful daughter, great parents and very awesome friends.”

“And we have each other.”

“Very true.  Happy New Year, love.”

“Happy New Year to you too even if it’s only nine.”

“Well we’re old married folks with five kids; there’s no way we’re going to be awake at midnight.”
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January 2, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Michael asked doubtfully.

“Yes, we need groceries and we really can’t ask Grant and Pieter to stop and get them on the way home.  Now that we have our Maximom carriers, I don’t have to worry about people wanting to hold them.  Besides, I can’t keep them at home their whole lives.”

“Okay.  Should we put the vests on before we leave?”

“Good idea.”
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They’d gotten a bit of practice getting the boys in and out of the SUV so it only took a couple of minutes to hook the carriers up with two babies apiece and get into the store, being careful to protect the babies from the cold.  

Ian snagged a shopping cart and pulled out his list with a little difficulty from the diaper bag until Michael took it off him and hung it on the cart.

“What do we need?”

“The usual stuff.  Let’s just do one cart though so one of us has his hand free.”

“Okay.”

They’d made good progress going through the produce, dairy and bakery sections before running into Kevin and Cheryl Morrissey with their baby at the meat counter. 

“Hey guys. How’s it going?” Michael asked, noting the look Cheryl gave him that Kevin didn’t seem to notice.

“Oh, hi Mike. Hi Ian.  Wow, you guys have your hands full.”

“Yes we do.  Cheryl, it’s good to see you again.  This is my husband, Ian.  Ian, this is Cheryl Morrissey and that must be Morgan.  Gosh, she’s adorable.”

Cheryl nodded shortly at Ian, ignoring his hand and snatched her baby out of the carrier.  “Morgan needs her diaper changed.”  She marched off towards the restroom without another word leaving Kevin standing with his mouth hanging open.

“God. Why does she do that? I’m really sorry. Cheryl’s not normally that rude.”

“It’s okay but she’s always that rude to me.  Is she still upset about stuff that happened when we were kids?”

“I have no idea. She leaves the room every time I mention your name.”  Kevin said as the counter clerk handed over their order.  “That’s why I haven’t called you.”

“No problem. Hey, we’re having our open house next weekend so if you can convince Cheryl we aren’t so bad; please stop by any time between eleven and five.”

“I’ll try and if she’s still being rude, I’ll come anyway.”

“Great.  We’re behind Chestnut Hill Hospital on Norwood, the big red and brown Victorian.”

“I’ll try. I’d better go see how she’s doing.  Nice seeing you again, Ian.”

They finished their shopping and loaded the boys in the car when Ian finally said what was on his mind.  “How could you invite her?”

“I did it to be polite knowing that she probably isn’t going to come.  He probably won’t either but I made the effort. He was one of the few friends I had from high school that didn’t freak when I came out.”

“Ah.  Well if she does show up, can I kick her ass?”

Michael snorted as he started the car.  “Ian, we both know that’ll never happen.  You’ll be excruciatingly polite as you always are with people you can’t stand.  Want to push our luck and stop at BJ’s to get diapers?”

“All right.  We need baby wipes, formula and maybe we could look at getting two more baby blankets.  That way we’d have two for each.”

“What we really need is another washer and dryer.  We were running Boris and Natasha every day before the quads came and now there are twelve people in the house.”

“You named the washer and dryer?”

“I know you named the stove Ian so don’t laugh.”

“I didn’t name it Ian, I named it Phillipe.”

“See?  I figure we could move the set we have downstairs to the basement in the store room.  There’s a water line down there so it would work and Pieter and Grant wouldn’t have to haul their laundry upstairs anymore.  Then we could get two washers and dryers that stacked.  Bosch has a nice pair that has a pull out tray and they should fit.

“How did we go from getting a second set to getting two sets?”

“We’re only getting one set.  Grant mentioned they were thinking of getting a washer and dryer for themselves so we could probably work a deal.”

“Ah. Okay but we’re getting them delivered and professionally installed before Dad comes back or he’ll want to do it himself. Do you think I should talk to him about seeing a doctor?  His knees have really been bothering him since he was sick and I know Mum’s worried.”

“I’ll ask around for a recommendation.” Michael said as he parked.  “Let’s use the stroller here since the aisles are wider and remind me to fill up the car on the way out.”

“Yes dear.”
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“Twelve packs or should we go for more?”

“Get three newborn and sixteen of the small size.  They’re all over ten pounds now and Jamey’s over eleven.”

Michael reached up and pulled down a case of small sized and then three packs of newborn and loaded them on the flat bed cart.  He stopped as he spotted something out of the corner of his eye.  “Hey, Ian. Look at this.”

Ian pushed the stroller over and checked out the box. “Shower Baby?”

“Yeah, it’s also a changing table.  You use the sprayer and stuff washes into the toilet instead of using wipes.”

Ian crouched down and read the side of the box.  “It’s supposed to just screw into the sink faucet and installs in minutes.”

“Want to give it a try?”

“Should we get three?  Downstairs, their bath and our bath.”

“We could try one out downstairs and bring the other two back if we don’t like them.”

“Okay.”  Ian nodded then checked the baby wipe section. “They’re out of the unscented wipes we like.”

“Want to try the Huggies unscented?”

“We could but only get one pack.  We’ve got a pack and a half at home and we can come back later or find them somewhere else.  Onward to formula; we need three cases of the ready to feed and one case of the powdered.”

“Yes dear.”
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“Hi guys. Did you have a good time while you were out?”

“We did.  How was your weekend Gail?”

“It was good to see my family but my sisters drive me crazy.” Gail said as she helped Ian unhook Harry. “Greta only has one baby and you’d think she was the only person to ever give birth, the way she carries on.”

They settled the boys in two play yards under Gail’s watchful eyes then unloaded the car, putting away the groceries and other things.  Ian made up eight more bottles since it was almost lunch time while Michael put together some sandwiches for them.  As they ate in the family room, they watched the video that came with the Baby Shower.

“It looks really simple to put together and use.  What do you think Gail?” Michael asked.

“I’ve seen it advertised but I’ve never seen one up close.  It would make changing easier I suppose and I know you both hate the current bath set up.”

“Let’s put it together after we get the boys fed and see if it works.”

Forty minutes later, Michael hooked up the hose to the faucet and lowered the changer/bath section watching as the disposal pipe came out and aimed at the toilet.  “That was easy and it seems really sturdy.  How do we clean out the pipe?”

“The manual says we won’t have to. It’s made of super slippery material.” Ian read as he lounged in the doorway.

“Guys, you have a customer.” Gail said, holding Jamey.  “And I think it was a real stinker too.”

Michael made a face because Jamey was indeed capable of loading up a diaper with the foulest poo imaginable.  “Well there’s no better test case than him.  Hand him over.”  

Gail crowded in next to Ian to watch Michael lay Jamey down and strap him in, adjust the water and remove his tiny pants and diaper.

“Ian, flip on the fan and call the Hazardous Waste squad.  He really did lay a stinker.” Michael said as his eyes watered up.  The sprayer seemed to be handling the job though and Jamey made noises and kicked his feet as the warm water washed him off.

“Good god.  Gail, is that normal?” Ian said, his nose wrinkling.

“Yes it is and you ask me that every time.  How do you clean that tube thing going into toilet?”

“It says you shouldn’t have to. Michael, grab a washcloth or he’s going to-”

Michael tried to duck the stream of urine but didn’t move fast enough. He looked down the wet spot on his shirt and couldn’t help grinning.  “I guess we know everything works now.  Mom said I once got Dad right in the face.”

“Here’s a clean diaper and a towel. I hear Robbie so stand by for the next one.” Gail said, giving the items to Ian to pass over to Michael.

“If you finish Jamey, I’ll do Robbie.”

“Oh sure. Take the easy one why don’t you.” Michael groused as he dried the little bottom off and put the diaper on as Jamey continued to make noises. “Yes, aren’t you a happy baby now?  Did you like that? I think you did.” Michael snapped the pants back on and picked the baby up. “And now you’re sleepy.  Look at that big yawn.”

Ian stepped aside as Michael came out of the bathroom and gave them both a quick kiss.

“What was that for?”

“For being cute.”

“Then I’ll have to be cute more often.”

&&
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February 6, 2012 Hatboro, PA

“Chloe, do we have everything?”

“I think so. Papa made a list and packed my bag.”

“Okay then.” Michael opened his door and got out to open her door, surprised that Chloe wasn’t already bursting out of the car.  “What’s wrong?”

“What if I don’t swim very well?” Chloe asked with a little tremor in her voice.

“Some days you won’t but you’re just starting out so that’s expected.”

“Really?”

“Sure. I’ve been swimming for twenty years and I still have days where it looks like I’ve never been in the pool before.  Sometimes, I even wonder why the heck I started but then I get in the pool the next day and I remember how much l like swimming.  I wouldn’t have kept at it if I didn’t.”

“So you won’t be mad if I don’t swim well?”

“Nope. All I ask is that you keep trying for six months once you start. We’ll sit down after August and talk about if you want to go on.  Does that work for you?”

“Uh huh.”

“Okay then. Let’s get inside and meet your coach.”
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Chloe was a little shy with Nancy Crisp, the cadet group coach but changed quickly and was warmed up by the time other kids started arriving. Michael took a seat on the bleachers and pulled out his notes for his last exam, glancing up every so often to track Chloe’s progress.

“Hi, new parent?”

Michael looked up to see a cheerful woman sit down in front of him. “Uh yeah.”

“You look busy so I won’t keep you but I’m Mary Lou Healy. I have three kids in the program and I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have about swimming

“I’m Michael Phelps. My daughter’s Chloe.”

Mary Lou started to say something then stopped and looked at him closely. “Oh. Oh my god, you really are.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re Michael Phelps. I guess you don’t have many questions about swimming.”

“Well, it’s been a long time since my junior swim days and I never got to see it from a parent’s viewpoint. My mom gave me some pointers though.” Michael said with a grin.  

Mary Lou seemed a bit disconcerted and quickly took her leave to join the other parents down near the deck.  Michael was aware that the other parents kept looking back at him but he really did need to study so he didn’t really pay attention.

At six fifteen, the kids were on the deck and doing their warm down exercises and Michael was happy to see Chloe chatting with a few girls as they headed into the dressing room. He packed up his stuff and walked down the bleachers where the other parents were gathering as Nancy came over.

“Well Michael, she looks pretty good. Bob was right.”

“If there’s one thing I learned it’s that Bob is always right but don’t tell him I said so.”

“Don’t worry I won’t.  Did you get a chance to meet the other parents?”

“Uh. Mary Lou came over.” Michael said with a nod to the woman in question.

Nancy introduced him around in a very low key manner and one of the other dads grinned at him. “We don’t expect you to remember all our names but I’ll bring a copy of the parent directory in tomorrow.”

“Thanks I appreciate that.”

&&

Hot Monkey Love

March 1, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Ian, are you done with those?”

Looking up, Ian blinked. “Huh?”

Margaret nodded at the clothes in the basket that Ian had been folding. “Are you done with the boys’ clothes?”

“Oh, sorry Mum.  I’m a little distracted I guess.”

Shaking her head, Margaret took the basket and went over to the dresser. “Michael’s going to do fine today.”

“I know he will but it’s a big day for him and I didn’t even see him before he left to wish him luck.”

“Because you were up with the boys at four and you needed your sleep. What time is the exam over?”

“One thirty.  I hope he calls when he’s done.” Ian said, glancing at the clock and trying to urge it on from eleven twenty three.

“Why don’t you go down there and meet him for lunch?”

“But the boys and-”

“Nonsense. Gail and I can handle it and Grant will be home soon so if you’re not back in time, he or your dad can take Chloe to practice.  I’ve heard there are plenty of hotels down there too and you guys deserve some time alone.”

“Mum, that’s a fantastic idea!” Ian said as he stood and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”
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Michael read over the last question for the second time and reviewed his answer. He still had ten minutes left but he was pretty confident that he’d done well.  He corrected a grammar error on his answer then took a deep breath and pressed the submit button.  There. Now it was up to the fates.

He stood, pushed his chair in and headed for the door; stopping to get his coat from the rack and signing out at the proctor’s desk.  He took the paper the man at the desk gave him and made a mental note of the date his score would be available on the website.

As he zipped up his coat, he turned towards the parking garage and stopped when he saw a familiar figure lounging near the exit with a small suitcase over his shoulder.

“Hey sailor, looking for a good time?”

“Ian, what are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. Mum and Gail are with the boys and Chloe’s going to swim practice with Dad.  How did it go?” Ian asked as they fell in step together.

“I didn’t blank out on anything and I had time at the end to read it all over but it’ll be two weeks before the scores are posted.  Where are we going?”

“You’re parked next door?”

“Yep.”

“First I’m taking you out to a late lunch then we’re going to check into a hotel for several hours of hot monkey sex.”

“No way!”

“Yes way.  Wait, are you surprised at the lunch offer or the hot monkey sex?”

“I’m surprised that we’re checking into a hotel. My very proper husband would never do that.”

“Ah but I’m not your proper husband this afternoon. I’m Ian, your sexy Australian boyfriend in town for a few hours and ready for action.”

Michael grinned as he opened the car door. “You made the reservation over the internet didn’t you?”

Ian grinned back. “I really did want to but I was running late. We’ll just have to tough it out at the counter together.”

“I’m game if you are.  Where are we going to lunch?” 

“Prime Rib at the Radisson. Gail said you didn’t eat much of your breakfast and you love a good steak.”

“I was too nervous. Thank you baby.”

“You’re welcome love.”
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Ian couldn’t help laughing a little as he unlocked the door to their room and pulled Michael inside.  “Sorry about that.”

“No you’re not.”

“How was I to know we’d run into one of your professors in the lobby?  Well, one of your ex-professors now.”

“Oh. That’s true. Guess it doesn’t matter.  Shall we proceed with the hot monkey sex or do you want to hang out and watch me blush for a while?”

Ian slid close to Michael and draped his arms over Michael’s shoulders. “Can’t I do both?”

“I suppose.  I hope you brought lube.” Michael said as he unbuttoned Ian’s shirt.

Ian pulled his arms out the shirt and unbuckled Michael’s belt. “I did indeed.  In fact, I had to buy lube which is why I was late.”

“How did we run out of lube?”

“We left it in the living room on New Year’s Eve which says some very sorry things about our sex life lately.” Ian kicked off his shoes and tossed Michael’s shirt across the room. “I think it’s under the couch but I couldn’t find it.”

Michael winced. “Uh, I think I know what happened.  Remember when Gadget had that very messy accident a couple of weeks ago?”

“The dog ate the lube? Well, we thought she ate something that didn’t agree with her.”

“I’ll say it didn’t and thank goodness she was in the kitchen and there wasn’t much left in the tube.” Michael said as he walked backwards, pulling Ian along with him. “But I’m still waiting for the hot monkey sex here.”

“Oh. One session of hot monkey love coming up.” Ian said as he pushed off his pants and underwear.  “Where did your pants go?”

“I wished them off.” Michael pulled down the bedspread then jumped back and landed on the bed.

Ian started to get on the bed then stopped and went into the bathroom to get a towel and retrieve the lube from the suitcase.  He put them down on the nightstand and climbed in next to Michael, instantly migrating into Michael’s arms.

“Hello, my hot Aussie boyfriend.”

“Hello, my American stud muffin.”

Ian leaned forward and touched his lips to Michael’s. He stroked his tongue across and Michael opened his mouth, his tongue coming out to touch Ian’s and drawing it inside.  They kissed for several minutes before Michael’s hand drifted down Ian’s back and down to his hip, his thumb rubbing along the crease where Ian’s leg met his torso.

Ian gasped when his back hit the mattress and Michael’s mouth drifted down his neck. “Oh, you’re going to be like that?”

“You’re my irresistibly sexy man from down under and it’s been so long. I have to make,” Michael licked across Ian’s left nipple. “Sure that everything is in good working order. I am a doctor after all and I think you need a,” Another lick was given down the center of Ian’s chest before Michael seemed to focus on Ian’s erection. “Thorough examination.”

Biting the corner of the pillow, Ian arched as Michael’s mouth engulfed him without warning. “Oh my god.”

Michael just smiled smugly around Ian’s penis and got to work with his hands, mouth, tongue and a bit of lube. He was up to his old tricks again, bringing Ian to the brink before starting all over again. Ian leaned up to watch, loving every minute of the attention Michel was giving him.

When Michael pressed his fingers into Ian’s perineum with just the right amount of pressure, Ian felt his orgasm cresting and dropped his head back ready for the ride. Michael had other ideas and threaded his fingers between Ian’s balls to pull them back and stop Ian in his tracks.

“Oi! What- what the hell was that?” Ian complained loudly as Michael eased on top of him.  Despite his words, Ian slung one leg over Michael’s hips.

“What was what?” Michael said innocently.

“That thing you did with your hand.”

“I’m a doctor, Ian. I know things.  Do you want a pillow?”

“So I can suffocate you?”

“No. So you’re more comfortable.”

“But I was so close, you tease!” Ian said as he handed a pillow over and lifted his hips.

“Don’t worry, baby. I fully intend on following through.” Not wasting any time, Michael resumed his position and guided himself towards Ian’s anus.

“You’d better because-oh! Oh. Um. Do that again.” Ian moaned as he thrust against Michael’s cock. “Fuck. Oh. Oh. God, Michael. You.”

Michael gritted his teeth and slid his arms around Ian, his face buried into Ian’s neck and he thrust frantically and tried to make it last.  Ian pulled his face up and mashed their lips together, his hands scrambling to cup Michael’s ass.

Ian felt invaded, surrounded and overcome by the scents and feeling of Michael surging inside of him, Michael’s cock brushing just the right spot as he once again felt the tingle gathering in his groin and the sparks began shooting behind his eyes.  When Michael slipped his hand between them and wrapped it around Ian’s cock, he couldn’t help the very loud moan that escaped.

“Aah. Michael, Michael. Michael!” The feeling was so familiar but god, why had they waited so long.  He was barely aware of Michael reaching his own release and collapsing on top of him as his mind played over the last few months and how immersed he’d gotten with taking care of the boys.  

“Baby, stop thinking so loudly.” Michael said quietly as he wrapped himself around Ian.

“Michael, I’ve been a bad husband.”

“What? How?”

“Aside from a few moments in the shower, we’ve had sex twice in the last six months.”

“You don’t consider mutual masturbation sex?”

“Well it’s not like this.”

“But you think it’s all your fault?”

“I’m the one who didn’t want to have sex with the boys in the room.”

“That wasn’t just you.”

“But I should have moved the boys to their room months ago.”

“Ian, love of my life, have I given any indication that I’m unhappy?  It was easier having them with us when we were getting up at all hours with them. Especially when you were the one who got up more often than I did.”

“You had school and training, you needed your sleep.”

“Exactly and so did you.  Something had to give and it’s not like we were never going to have sex again, we just needed to get to the point where we could stay awake long enough to do it.  It wasn’t just you.”

“Oh.” Ian snuggled down.  “God, can you imagine people who have babies after they’re forty? How do they do it?”

“I have no idea.  I suspect an excess of tranquilizers.”

“We’re not going to wait that long to have the next one, are we?”

Michael sat up, “Next one?”

“Well sure. We did plan on doing again originally.”

“Ian, the boys are only six months old.”

“So you’re not totally ruling out the idea.  Come back down here love, the room’s cold.”

Rolling his eyes, Michael lay back down and pulled the sheet up. “No I’m not totally ruling it out but we are going to wait for a couple of years, aren’t we?”

“Yes, I’d like a year or two without diapers and to have the boys in school.”

“You’re going to let them go to school?”

“Why ever not? School’s good for-,” Ian paused and twitched his head back so he look in Michael’s eyes. “You’re having me on again.”

“Me?”

Ian answered by grabbing Michael around the waist and flipping him over onto his stomach.  It wasn’t as easy to manhandle Michael as it used to be but Ian counted on surprise and he was soon holding Michael down.

“Michael, remember that spanking I’ve been threatening to give you for the last few years?”

“Uh. Ian? Do you really-?”

“No. No excuses and no getting out of it.”

“Well, okay but hurry up so we can have sex again before we go home.” Michael said, wiggling his bottom a little.
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March 16, 2012 Albany, NY

“I still can’t believe I let you talk me into this.”

“We need a larger vehicle.” Ian said calmly although Michael had been saying it since they woke up and all through the plane ride.

“With a bathroom?”

Ian spotted their one suitcase and reached out to take it off the cart. “We’re going to be transporting four tiny bladders that all have different schedules.  Not to mention how disgusting some public toilets are.  Michael, it’s done and you’re going to have to face reality. We bought a minibus.”

“You bought it. I’m denying all responsibility for it.” Michael said blithely as he took the suitcase from Ian and set it next to the collapsed stroller and one of the infant carriers they’d brought along.

“I used our money ergo, you bought it too.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Thorpe?”  Michael and Ian turned to see a young woman trying to get their attention. “Hi, I’m Daisy Brown from the bus company.”

“Oh. Nice to meet you. I’m Ian and this is Michael.”

“Nice to meet you too.  Are you ready to leave?”
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Daisy was very nice and gave them a short history of the area as she drove them out to Johnstown, NY. It was a short trip and they were soon driving up the road leading to Don Brown Bus Sales.  She pulled in front of the office and led them inside to meet her family and after a short tour of the facilities, they were taken over to their new bus.

Michael’s first impression was that it wasn’t as big as he feared it would be.  His second impression was that he liked the dark blue and green of the paint job.  When Ian opened up the stroller and was able to roll it right on board using the ramp, he was beginning to like the idea.  

Inside, there was seating for eighteen people in comfy seats with cup holders and the like. In the back there was a flat area with storage underneath and a small but functional lavatory in the corner of the driver’s side with a long window in the middle so you could still see behind the vehicle.

There were some luxury appointments like the TV and stereo, the cameras and the driver and front passenger area looked like cockpit but Michael liked one feature more than anything else.

“I can stand up in here.”

“Yes sir. This is one of the few models on the market with over seven feet of aisle height,” Daisy said. “We do have some paperwork to finish if you don’t mind.  I know you’re probably anxious to get on the road and try it out.”
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An hour later, Michael drove carefully down the gravel driveway and onto the public road.  Both of them had done test drives in the bus yard but he was a little leery as he got the big vehicle up to speed.

“What do you think?”

“That it handles really well. There’s plenty of pick up and the ride is very smooth.  It’s kind of like driving the Cadillac.”

“And?”

“You were absolutely right and I hope one day you’ll forgive my pigheaded shortsightedness.”

“Thank you. I hope we get a lot of use out of this thing.”

“I think we will.  Is that flat surface back there for diaper changes?”

“Yes.  There’s a net system but they don’t recommend we use it while the vehicle is in motion.  The six seats here in the front do recline fully and they have storage bins beneath them for toys or books.  There’s also just enough room between the seats to squeeze in an ice chest for bottles and food.  There was a fridge option but we would have lost storage.”

“Ice chests are easier to clean.  What about the storage bins on the ceilings?”

“One of them has the DVD player and stereo stuff but the rest are for luggage. The doors have industrial locks so they shouldn’t pop open unexpectedly.  How does this drive compared to that RV we rented for Deb’s wedding?”

“Much zippier.  Does this really have a hybrid system?”

“Just like our SUVs. It was much more expensive but we’ll not only be saving on gas, we’re helping the environment just a tad.”

“I think it’s worth it.”

&&

They stopped for sandwiches on the northwest side of New York City then continued on to Philly with Ian behind the wheel.  Michael amused himself by reading the various manuals that came with minibus then fiddling with some of the stuff on the dash.

“Michael, what’s wrong?”

“Huh?  Oh, I’m just restless I guess.”

“I’d say there was no guessing involved.  Do you want to stop for a while and take a walk? Find a pool?”

“Actually, I’d love to pull over and see if we’d fit on those seats when they’re reclined.”

“Ah.  Just pull over on the side of the road?”

“I know.  That would just be asking for a cop to stop and investigate.”

“It would be our kind of luck.”

“Yep.”

Ten miles later, Ian drove into a rest stop and parked at one end to rest his head on the steering wheel. “Michael Phelps, I want this to go on the record. I officially hate you at this moment.”

“Aw, I’m sorry.”

“You should be. Now I can’t stop thinking about it and we really can’t do it.  I really really want to but we can’t.”

“Do you want me to drive?”

“Is this some sly trick to get me back on the seat with my ass in the air?”

“Unfortunately it’s not because we really do need to get home before five so I can take Chloe to swim practice and it’s after three.”

“I know but we’re definitely going to do it later, right?”

“As soon as we find a totally secluded place with no danger of anyone stumbling across us.”

“Okay.” Ian started the car and pulled out, “So when are we planning that Alaskan Wilderness vacation?”

“Right after the Disney World vacation for Chloe.”

“Chloe wants to go to Disney World?”

“Yeah, she was asking me about it and you know she loved Euro Disney besides, I have twenty passes to use before 2014.”

“Hang on here. You have passes? Why have you never mentioned these passes before?”

“I sort of forgot about them. Chloe found them when she was helping me clean out my office; they gave them to me after Athens.”

“Wait, are these special passes?”

“They’re each good for three consecutive days in the park.”

“You mean I could have spent sixty straight days at Disney World and you never told me?”

“Or Disneyland but they weren’t good for Euro Disney. Wouldn’t you have taken me?”

“Well. I guess it wouldn’t be much fun without you.  Still. Thirty days.”

“And without Chloe?”

“I could live with fifteen days, its Disney after all.”

“And we’d have to take your parents and Grant and Pieter.  Wouldn’t be much fun without them. Not to mention my parents.  Good thing kids under three get in free but we’d still need to take Gail.”

Ian whimpered. “You’re so cruel.”

“To make up for this horrible twist of fate, we could always go to Disneyland and spend a couple of days at Legoland.”

“Really? I’ve never been to Legoland in California.”

“I know but you and Chloe loved the one in England.”

“The one in Denmark was amazing too.  When can we go?”

“How about next fall? Chloe will be eleven and the boys almost two. We could call it an early birthday present.”

“You’re not just saying this?”

“No, it’s a good idea.”

“And you haven’t already planned it for a surprise?”

“No way. You’ll have too much fun putting together the itinerary; that’ll be half the thrill for you.”

“Oh, it will be. I can’t wait to start researching. If I wasn’t driving, I’d kiss you!”
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The following morning, the household loaded into the bus and after a minor squabble over seating between Pieter and Chloe (which Chloe won), they headed for the pool for a swim.  Not that it was really necessary for them all to go but no one wanted to miss the boys’ first time in the pool.

The older male foursome changed into their suits and after swaddling the boys in swim diapers, plastic pants and tiny little wetsuits, they got in slowly letting the boys get used to the feeling of the water and the sounds. 

Ian had Jamey, Robbie was with Grant, Pieter had Liam and Michael carried Harry and for the time being, they merely stayed in the shallow end and swished the boys around.  Chloe was busy capturing everything with the digital camera while Gail, Ken and Margaret were there as back up in case a squirmy baby tried to make a break for it.

“Well, Jamey’s taking this better than I expected.” Ian said over his son’s excited squeals.

“He’s been much better with his baths since we stopped using that little baby tub.” Gail commented. “The wetsuits are nice too although I thought you were crazy when you ordered them.”

“Small children lose heat faster than we do even in a heated pool. I’m just glad they had four different colors.”

“Yet you ordered all eight.” Pieter said slyly. “Not that I blame you since they are so very cute.  Liam thinks so too, yes he does. Look at those little legs go.  Liam loves the water.”

“Well move back because he’s splashing Robbie.” Grant said, interrupting his game of peek-a-boo.  He ducked back under the water and popped up, much to Robbie’s delight.

“Guys, make sure you don’t let the boys’ heads go under the water; ear infections aren’t fun for anyone.” Michael said as he went by, making booping sounds as he rose up and down in the water, Harry held in front of him.

“Yes Dr. Phelps. Whatever you say Dr. Phelps.” Pieter said.

“Oh, don’t listen to him Dr. Phelps. He’s just jealous.” Grant commented.

“Come on; cool it with the Dr. Phelps thing already. You’ve been doing it all morning.”

“Michael, don’t mind the peanut gallery. I for one am very proud of you. Imagine my little Ian married to a doctor! I can’t wait to shove Mary Alice’s face in that.  Her daughter only married a dentist.”

Ian sighed and swirled around, Jamey squealing the whole way. “Mum, I do have my master’s and I’m not a total lay about.”

“But a doctor! You just have no idea.”

Gail tried not to snicker at Ian’s expression but Pieter had no such reservations and he almost dropped Liam when the baby giggled back at him.  “Did you hear that? Liam laughed. I made Liam laugh.”

“We all laugh at you Pieter; he’s just doing it to your face.”

“Well, Ian I made your son laugh. Me not you. So there!” Pieter said with a sniff then turned away.

Michael checked the clock on the wall a few minutes later and called an end to baby swim time.  The boys were dried off, changed as needed and back in normal clothes to sit in their seats with Gail, Margaret and Ken while Chloe had a fast paced game of Marco Polo with her fathers and uncles for the rest of their rental time.

Food shopping, lunch and naps for most of the household followed leaving Ian, Michael, Pieter and Grant to do the chores that had been piling up all week.  Grant and Pieter disappeared downstairs around two while Ian and Michael collapsed on the couch in the family room.  

“Can I kill Pieter and Grant?”

“Why? For the doctor stuff?”

“Yes, it’s really getting on my nerves.”

“Well you did score seven hundred and ninety four on your test. I think they’re very happy for you but they’re expressing it in a typical male way.”

“We’re talking about Grant and Pieter.”

“Okay, so they’re doing it to annoy you but you can’t kill them. You’ll go to jail and the children would miss you.”

“Just the children?”

“I’d at least get connubial visits twice a year but I’ll be sure to drive them by and let them wave at you.”

“Gee thanks.  Speaking of jail-,”

Ian clapped his hands over his ears. “I don’t want to.”

“I know you can still hear me and we’re going to have to talk about it eventually.”

“Fine.” Ian said, sticking his lip out. “But you can’t make me like it.  He’s only doing this to mess up your training.  He’s had his lawyers stall all this time and he’s finally ready to go to court a month before the Olympics, the bastard.”

“We’ll only have to be there for two days, maybe three.  I don’t intend to hang around for a verdict or anything.”

“I’m not going to either. I know I have to testify but it pisses me off that Steve gets to disrupt our lives all over again.”

“I know.  Are you worried about it? Testifying?”

Ian shrugged and rubbed his face on Michael’s arm. “I hate him and I hate that he’s made me hate him.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Shrugging again, Ian thought about it for a moment as he scooted down and put his head in Michael’s lap. “I- I don’t really want to see him again.  I have to if only so the little scum sucker can’t show up here again but I’d eat McDonald’s for the rest of my life than share the same room with him.”

“I’m not looking forward to it either.”

“But he didn’t get the drop on you.  I spent all that time learning out to defend myself and the first time I really need to use it, look what happens.”

“Baby, you can’t fight a stun gun.” Michael said soothingly, running his finger’s through Ian’s hair.

“It still sucks.  I really wish that they’d let me demonstrate it on him.  No. No I don’t because then I’d be as sick a bastard as he is.”

“Have you thought anymore about the deal the ADA was talking about?”

“There’s no way in hell.  Letting him off with time served and kicking him out of the country to seek psychiatric help?  None of us could ever go back to Australia.  You don’t think-?”

“No, I agree with you.  I’d worry that he’d find a way to come back.  They might be able to block him from entering the US but he’d be able to fly to Canada and just drive over the border.”

“God. I didn’t even think about that.  Do you think Mr. Blankenship will okay it?”

“No, he looked really pissed off that they even suggested it.  Remember, he spent four weeks in the hospital and he can’t do his job anymore. That settles it; we’re testifying and he can rot in jail for fifteen years.”

“Sounds good to me.” 

They sat quietly for a minute then Ian captured Michael’s free hand and brought it to his lips.  “Thank you for making me talk about it.”

“You’re welcome.  We’re going to get through this you know.”

“I know.  I love you, Michael.”

“I love you too Ian.”

They smiled at each other for a moment then Ian quirked his brow and ran a finger up Michael’s chest.  “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Now that you’re a doctor, will you buy me a Jag? I hear it what all the other doctors’- ow!” Ian looked up from the floor where Michael had just dumped him.  “Did you really have to do that?”

“I needed to nip that thought right in the butt, er, bud.”

Ian started laughing and pulled Michael down onto the floor. “Is that anyway to treat a doctor’s husband?”

A Day in the Life

March 25, 2012 Austin, TX

Michael closed the door, dropped his bags and immediately dialed home on his cell phone as he looked dubiously at the bedspread. God, he really hated hotel rooms.

“Hello?”

“Hi Ian, I made it.”

“Michael love, how was your flight?”

“It was fine but I’m worried.”

“About what?”

“Chloe didn’t want to come along. It bothered me the whole way here.”

“Michael, are you pouting?”

“Yes.”

“Well stop it. So Chloe wants to stay home this time, it’s not the end of the world.”

“Yes it is. I only have three more meets before I retire; she doesn’t even have school this week.”

“No but she does have her own practices and she doesn’t want to miss them.”

“Humph. It’s not fair.”

“Get used to it. Next thing you know she’ll be dragging guys home and dating.”

“Lalalalala. I’m not listening.”

“You don’t have to listen, just wait until she’s body slammed by puberty and we have to talk to her through her door. Besides, this is your fault.”

“How so?”

“You should have waited to tell her about the room switch. She’s been packing since she found out; I had no idea she had that much stuff.”

“Gee, I wonder where she gets it from.”

“Are you accusing me of being a packrat?”

“If the shoe fits, lover boy.”

“It’s a good thing you’re so far away or you’d pay for that remark. I’m very organized and the antithesis of packrat.”

“Then why can’t you ever find things in the closet?”

“Because I share it with you and you’re messy.”

Michael paused as the door to his room opened and Miles entered. “And there’s my roomie. Want to say hi to Miles?”

“Sure.”

Holding out the phone, Michael smiled. “Hey Miles. Ian wants to say hi.”

Miles took the phone, “Hey Ian. Uh huh. Yeah. No. Really? I really don’t-. Well in that case, sure. Okay. I’ll tell him.” Miles hung up then picked up one of the pillows off his bed. “Ian said you’d know what do with this and he’ll talk to you later.”

Laughing Michael took the pillow and tucked it behind him. “So, how have you been?”

“I’ve been good. Thanks for the graduation present by the way.”

“You’re welcome. You want to go grab dinner before the meeting?”

“Sure. The clerk downstairs said the Texas Chili place down the road was good.”

“Sounds like a plan.”
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March 26, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian woke up at seven am and rolled over to look at the empty pillow beside him with a sigh before forcing himself out of bed and into the bathroom. It was mornings like these that he really regretted being so far from a coffee maker.

He threw on sweats and a T-shirt, toweled his hair dry and peeked in the boys’ room to see Harry sitting up in his crib and staring back at him. As soon as Harry saw him, he started bobbing up and down, his little hands holding tight to the crib railing.

“Ba!”

“Well good morning, Harry. When did you learn to that?” Ian asked as he picked the baby up. “Oh, you’re very smelly this morning.”

“Ba Ba!”

“I know and I’m so proud of you. You’re very smart to learn that all by yourself.”

They continued their conversation over a diaper change, quick bath and fresh clothes when Ian heard Gail come in the nursery.

“Hello Ian. You’re up early.”

“Yes and so was Harry. He’s made it into the sitting up club.”

“Ooh, good for him.”

“Ba ba!” Harry said insistently.

“And he’s asking for a bottle?”

“I have no idea but I’ll take him down and get the assembly line started.”

“The water’s on the stove and the coffee should be done by now.”

“Ah, bless you. Call me when the next one’s ready.”

“You got it.”

Margaret was already in the kitchen, sipping a cup of coffee when he walked in, baby in tow. 

“Morning Mum.”

“Good morning Ian. Is that Harry up already?”

“Yes. He was wide awake and sitting up.” Ian said as he pulled one of the high chairs over and sat Harry down, buckling in him and clicking the tray in place. He grabbed the zip bag of Cheerios and put a small pinch of the cereal on the tray so Harry would have something to keep him occupied while Ian fixed a bottle. 

“Harry, do you want apple yoghurt for breakfast or peaches, oatmeal and bananas?”

“Ba!”

“That’s a good choice; you have very refined taste Mr. Thorpe-Phelps.”

“Ba!” Harry said louder.

“I know and it’s on the way.”

“Ba ba ba ba!”

“Well if you really feel that way about the service, don’t leave a tip.” Ian said, testing the bottle’s temperature. “There, it’s done and I hear it’s a very good vintage.”

Harry snatched the bottle before it could hit the tray and started sucking, making little grunting sounds.

“Mum, why are you smiling?”

“You used to make that same sound. You were such a greedy little baby.”

“It’s not greed, its appreciation.”

“You just keep telling yourself that.” Margaret said as she patted his hand. 

Ian started to head for the coffee machine when he heard Robbie wailing upstairs. “Mum, will you?”

“Watch Harry? Of course.”

‘Thanks!” Ian took off at a sprint as Robbie wailed even louder. He made it upstairs as Jamey joined his brother and found them in their cribs while Gail was finishing up with Liam.

“Ian, can you change Robbie? I’ll take Jamey down with Liam and get their bottles.”

“I’m on it. Robbie, you’re getting so big. Wet, dirty and hungry. What a way to wake up.”

“Ba ba?”

“Yes ba ba in a minute.”
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By the time Ian brought Robbie down Chloe was downstairs and feeding Liam, talking over her plans for the day with Margaret and Gail.

“Hi Pop. You want some coffee?”

“Pop?” Ian mouthed. He was happy to see the cup in front of him but ‘Pop’?

“Are we going to get paint for my room today?” Chloe asked as she sat down and continued feeing Liam.

“Did you pick out a color already?” Ian asked as he got Robbie settled, a bit surprised. Geeze, she’d only been told about getting the attic on Friday.

“Uh huh. Cream and periwinkle stripes with touches of green. Dad said I could paint the headboard and Grant said he’ll help me prime the walls and tape them so we’ll be ready when Dad comes home.”

“Do you have a comforter in mind?”

“I saw one at Strawbridge’s last weekend that I really liked but I’ll need an advance on my allowance to get it.”

“Chloe, that’s not necessary. You’re moving to a full sized bed and you have a twin comforter. We can pick it up this afternoon if you want to make sure your paint matches.”

“Thanks Pop! If you’re going to do that, I can go get my chair off layaway at the antique store.”

“What chair?”

“I saw it a couple of months ago and it was only a hundred dollars. Its wicker and Granny Jackie said she’d help me make a cushion for it.”

“Oh.” Ian said faintly. Dear lord, she was buying furniture; Michael was right to be worried.
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“Is that it?” Ian asked as he stopped the stroller where Chloe was standing in front of display.

“Yes Pop.”

“It’s very nice.” Ian said with approval at the cream background, scattered periwinkle petals and random green leaves. It was feminine without being overtly girly. “Do you want the sheets and all that?”

“Can I?”

“We should just so you have the whole set. Don’t you think, Mum?”

“I agree.”

“It’s lovely, Chloe.” Gail commented, “You have good taste.”

“Thank you, Gail.”

“Okay then, let’s grab it and get going to the paint store.” Ian said as he leaned down and grabbed the toy that Jamey threw out for the second time.
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The paint store took a while and while the women discussed just what shade would be best, Ian took a moment to find a seat and check the boys. Thankfully they were all dry and more or less happy although Robbie was constantly trying to scoot down and kick the back of Jamey’s carrier. Ian solved that by switching them around so Robbie was now in front. 

He pulled a teething ring out for Harry and buttoned Liam’s pants again. “Yes, I think it’s very clever that you know how to do that but you’re not a nudist.”

“Ah gah.”

“No you are not. Don’t argue with me. Jamey, what’s wrong? Why are you trying to do? No, you can’t get out. Ah, I know. Let’s have some juice! Yes, that got your attention didn’t it?” Ian dug into the bag and found their sippy cups, setting off much babbling since the boys all recognized those.

He handed out the brightly colored plastic, making sure not to give Jamey the red one since Jamey was currently objecting to red and just watched them, enjoying how they each watched him. 

“Bah!” Robbie complained, holding out his hand a few minutes later.

“What?”

“Bah! Bah bah bah bah!”

“Cheerios?”

“Bah da!” Robbie nodded.

“Okay okay. Good thing I brought some, huh?” Ian pulled out the zip bag and opened it. The other boys demanded their share as soon as they spotted the treats and Ian handed out four or five to each of them.

“Papa, where are you?”

“Over here.”

Chloe ran around the corner and held out three paint swatches. “What do you think?”

“Oh, that’s a very pretty combination. It’s going to look really good with your bedding.”

“Nana and Gail say I need two gallons of cream, a gallon of the periwinkle and a gallon of green plus the primer and paint for the trim and the headboard. I’ll also need brushes, rollers and pans.”

“I suppose it’s time for a credit card?”

“Uh huh.”
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Bedding and painting supplies purchased, they returned to the house and after the boys went down for their naps, Ian got out the wagon and walked down to Germantown Avenue with Chloe to get her chair and do a few errands.

“Pop, is Dad really upset that I didn’t go to Texas with him?”

“He’s not upset but his feelings are a little hurt. He was really looking forward to going with you and Debs but he does understand about swim practice. You do still want to go to the trials and the Olympics, right?”

“Uh huh. Will Dad still come to my meets?”

“He might have to miss one or two but he’s going to come to all the rest. Can I ask you a question?”

“Uh huh?”

“Why are you suddenly calling us Pop and Dad?”

“Oh, I’m trying it out. Does it bother you?”

“I like being your papa.”

“Can I get my name changed?”

Ian came to a dead stop confused at the sudden subject change. “Huh? Why?”

“Because the boys are Thorpe-Phelps. Can’t I be one too?”

“Ah. Well.” Ian started walking again, catching up to her and putting his arm around her shoulders. “That is a big decision. Is it something you’ve been thinking about?”

“Uh huh. Mary Alice asked why Daddy and I have one name and my little brothers have a different name. If you’re my papa and their papa, we should have the same name.”

“I see. Let me talk it over with Daddy.”

“Okay. Do you think he’ll be mad?”

“Chloe, when has he ever been mad at you?”

“He was mad the other day when you got that paper from the man at the door.” Chloe said, her eyes glancing at him and skittering away.

Hell, Ian knew she’d been home but he’d hoped she was busy upstairs when the process server showed up. “We were both mad but not at you. Remember when I got hurt and couldn’t see for a couple of days.”

“Yes, that was really scary.”

“Steve, the man who hurt me, also hurt someone else. Daddy and I have to testify. Remember at the adoption when the judge asked us questions?”

“Yes.”

“We have to do that again but this time we have to tell the judge what happened that day and we really aren’t looking forward to it.”

“The man who hurt you is in jail though. That’s what Daddy said.”

“He is in jail but now they’re going to decide how long he’s got to stay there.”

“Are you scared?”

“I am. It’s always scary to face something or someone who hurt you.”

“Is Daddy scared? The man didn’t hurt him, did he?”

“No, he didn’t hurt Daddy. I think Daddy’s worried.”

“Oh. Maybe I should keep calling you Papa and Daddy then. Just until he’s not worried so much.”

“That’s very kind of you, Chloe.”

“It’s okay.” Chloe said with a shrug, happy to move on to other matters now that her curiosity was satisfied. She stopped in front of Bird in Hand, one of the consignment shops. “It’s in here. Should we get it first?”

“Hm. Good question. We need to go to the post office, florist, bakery, cheese shop, library, bank and the Gap. How big is this chair?”

“Big enough so Uncle Grant could sit in it.”

“Gasp. It’s a giant’s chair.”

“Hee. No it’s not. You and Daddy are as big as Uncle Grant.”

“Are you calling us giants, young lady?”

“You’re the tallest dads in school.”

“We are?”

“Uh huh. All the older girls say you’re cute too.”

“They do?”

“Yep. Jennifer Rossiter even has your picture in her locker. The one with you in your undies. She and Carole Brocchio are always watching you when you drop me off in the morning. Noreen and Kate like Daddy best and Cathy thinks Oom Pieter is dreamy.”

“And what do you think of that?”

“They’re crazy. You’re my dads and Uncle Grant is the prettiest.” 

“No way. Daddy is much prettier than Uncle Grant and I have better hair. Did Uncle Grant put you up to this?”

“Maybe, maybe not. I’ll tell you if you buy me an ice cream.” Chloe said slyly.

“What?” Ian squawked in mock outrage. “I’ve seen your bank balance, Missy and if there’s anyone buying ice cream here it should be you!”

“But that’s my savings.”

“Uh huh, I’m wise to your ways.” Ian said, running his hand down her back and tickling.

“Papa!” Chloe shrieked and danced away from him.

“Let’s pay for your chair then go to the post office first since it’s the farthest and work our way back. Hopefully the shopkeeper will hold it for our return.”
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One of the things Ian liked about living in Chestnut Hill was being able to walk to the various shops to do his errands. Over the past three years, he’d gotten to know many of the store owners and clerks not to mention other customers.

For the first six months, there’d been looks and whispers about the celebrities in the neighborhood but everyone had soon settled down and treated them as normal people. Of course, he didn’t walk up the street with a big wicker chair on his wagon every day so there was quite a bit of amusement spreading up the street.

“Papa, why are we stopping here?”

“We need sushi.” Ian answered, pulling the wagon to a stop in front of Osaka.

Chloe leaned against the chair and gave him one of the looks he was more used to getting from Michael. “Was sushi on your list?”

“Chloe, there are many things in life you’re going to need to know. One of those things is that sushi is always on the list.”

“What about Yasai Maki?” Chloe asked.

“Hm. That’s on the list too. Want to go in with me?”

“I’ll wait out here. Mr. Kim always wants me to try the squid.”

“Okay. Remember, no-”

“Talking to strangers, walking up to cars or looking for lost puppies.” Chloe finished.

“Exactly right.”
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They got home, unloaded the wagon then Ian carried the chair into the attic for Chloe. “Where do you want it?”

“By the window. See now I can look out at the fort and wave to you.”

“So you can.” Ian put it in place then stepped back so she could sit down. “Very nice.”

“I like it. Papa, why did Daddy say I could have his office?”

Ian flopped down on the bed and rolled over so he was facing her. “You’re ten now and you’re growing up fast, as much as we don’t want to admit it. You’re going to be a teenager soon and teenagers need their space.”

“Will you take me shopping?”

“We just went shopping.”

“Coach said I really should start wearing a bra; so does Ms. French. Papa? Papa are you choking?”

Ian shook his head as he tried to stop choking. “Ack. No.”

“No you’re not choking or no you won’t take me shopping?”

“I’m not choking and we’ll go shopping for lingerie when your father comes home. Ms. French really said you need a bra?”

“Uh huh. She also said I should probably get some stuff just in case.”

“Uh. Stuff?”

“You know. Girl stuff like tampons or pads; Granny Deb said I shouldn’t use tampons right away though so probably pads.”

As Ian considered all the ways he was going to kill Michael for being gone for this discussion, he tried to remain cool and calm. “I see.”

“Are you freaking out?”

“Uh huh. Um. Okay. I can do this.” Ian took a deep breath. “Why does Ms. French think you’re going to need uh, feminine protection?”

“Because I’m the tallest girl in my class and I’m getting hips and boobs already.” Chloe said, standing up and pulling her pants in around her waist. “See? She said it won’t be long before my period shows up.”

Michael was so dead. “All right. That’s something else we can do when your dad comes home; why should he miss all the fun?”

Chloe came over and joined him on the bed. “But what if it happens before Daddy comes home?”

Ian tried not to look as horrified at that prospect as he felt. It was a natural and wondrous part of becoming a woman but this was his daughter for crying out loud. “Then I’ll go out and take care of it.”

She glanced at him skeptically. “How will you know what to get?”

“You won’t be the first woman I’ve bought pads for, Chloe.”

His daughter seemed to find that really amusing. “Did Aunt Chris make you buy them for her?”

“No, it was Annette.”

“Who’s Annette?”

“She was a girl I used to date. She was staying over at my house and-,” Ian broke off when he realized that this probably wasn’t something he didn’t need to talk about with Chloe although she looked half scandalized and totally interested.

“You used to date girls?”

Oh dear.
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The bed felt very comfortable that night when Ian finally got in, setting his tea on the night stand and fluffing the pillows as he relaxed. The children were all bedded down for the night and his parents had also turned in early. He could hear Grant and Pieter returning from their date and the TV in Gail’s room but tuned them out as he flipped on the baby monitor and picked up the novel he’d been trying to read for the last three weeks.

He patted Michael’s side of the bed and waited for the dogs to get comfortable before reaching for his tea. It was only ten and Michael wasn’t supposed to call until eleven so he hoped he’d finally get past chapter three.

Ten minutes later, his hopes were dashed when he heard a knock his bedroom door and Grant stuck his head in.

“Hey Ian, have a moment?”

“Sure. What’s up?”

Grant pushed the door open and walked in followed by Pieter who came over and sat on the end of the bed leaving Grant to bring the desk chair over.

“Okay, do you want the good news or the bad news?” Grant asked.

“Bad news first I suppose.”

“Pieter and I are moving out.”

“What? Why? Is it the children?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. The good news is that the Biedemeyers are selling their house and we’ve decided to buy it.”

“How is that- wait. The Biedemeyers who live next door?”

“Yes.” Grant confirmed.

“Oh. I wasn’t aware they were even considering selling.”

“Dan’s retiring next month and they’re going to move to Georgia to be closer to their daughter and the grandkids. Glenda was telling me about it at Christmas when I was helping them put up their lights. It’s a big house and they’re having a hard time keeping up with it. They’re planning on buying a condo so they have more free time.

“Well. Right next door?”

“Yes. We love Chloe and the boys and next door is the only place we’d consider moving. Besides, um, I’ve finally convinced Pieter to make an honest man of me.” Grant said, holding out his left hand and showing off the platinum ring he was wearing.

“You’re getting married? That’s fantastic! Congratulations.” Ian got up and gave them both hugs. “I don’t blame you from wanting to have a little distance from the mad house.”

“It’s not that,” Pieter said, rushing to reassure Ian. “In fact we’re expecting to be over here all the time. We’ve just both always liked the Biedemeyer’s house and we love it even more after Glenda gave us a tour last week. We won’t be moving in for several months though. It has great bones but it needs a new roof and a serious update.”

“I’m really happy for you. Have you already signed a contract?”

“No. We’re closing next month but we need a reference from our current landlord to complete our loan.” Grant said, pulling out a form and handing it to Ian.

“Ah. I’ll be happy to this out. You’ve been excellent renters.” Ian said as he grabbed his pen.

“Ian, you don’t have to do that right this minute.”

“No time like the present and I know how nerve racking buying a house is. So tell me about it.”

“It has five bedrooms but they’re small so we’re planning on making it a three bedroom and adding a bath upstairs. There’s a lovely sweeping staircase in the foyer and the living room is huge. The kitchen needs a complete overhaul but it’s roomy and we love the dining room. It has built in corner cupboards, paneling and a gorgeous fireplace.” Pieter said, his hands waving with excitement.

“We’re going to have to strip it all though because they painted it all green but it’ll be beautiful.”

Ian shook his head at them. “No you idiots. I’ve been in Glenda and Dan’s house several times; I was talking about your engagement and wedding.”

“Oh.” Pieter said, looking at Grant. “We haven’t really gotten that far. I proposed and he accepted, we’re buying a house and we’ll worry about the wedding later.”

“But we’re going for a small intimate ceremony. Just our families and you and Michael and the kids. Your wedding was a lot of fun, Ian but you were getting a little crazy there at the end.” Grant added. “You’re going to be my best man, aren’t you?”

“Oh Grant. Of course I will and I’m honored.”

“Good because I’m going to ask Michael to be my best man. We’d like Chloe to our best maid, because she’s much too cool to be a flower girl and we think the boys will look really cute dressed as little cherubs.”

“Uh. No. Pieter, you had me until you mentioned the cherub thing.” Ian shook his head, “There’s no way.”

“Damn.” Pieter said, reaching into his pocket and handing over a five dollar bill to Grant.

“See, I told you he wouldn’t go for it.” Grant snickered. “We aren’t serious about the cherub thing, by the way.”

“I’d hope not because you’d be footing their therapy bills for years if I let that happen. Are you going to Canada or back to Holland for the ceremony?”

“Holland.” Pieter and Grant said together then laughed.

“We’re thinking we’ll do it next spring when the tulips are in bloom.” Grant said, staring into Pieter’s eyes. “We love tulips.”

Pieter smiled at him. “We’ll have to be careful not to go back to that field where we ruined those tulips that time.”

Grant grinned, his hand reaching out for Pieter’s. “We’re lucky that man didn’t shoot us for destroying his crop.”

“We didn’t ruin all of it. Just a small corner and only because you kept rolling us around.”

Ian sighed, watching the sappy grins spreading across their faces. Once again, someone in this house was going to be having sex and it wasn’t going to be him. Hm. Maybe Grant and Pieter were hoarding all the sex and that was why he wasn’t getting any. That bore some thought but in the meantime, he needed to break those two up before he saw something he really didn’t need to see.

“Uh guys? Which one of you is going to tell Michael?”

“Oh, we thought you’d want to tell him.” Pieter murmured his attention focused on Grant.

“Why do I have to tell him?” Ian asked querulously.

“Because he’s your husband.” Grant answered as he pulled Pieter up. “We’re going to, uh, talk about remodeling or something.”

The door closed behind them and Ian could hear them going down the stairs, giggling a bit. Well double hell. Not only wasn’t he getting sex but now he had to tell Michael. He briefly considered not saying anything and making Grant and Pieter do the deed but scratched that idea. Michael could always tell when Ian was keeping things from him and now was not the time.

When the phone rang promptly at eleven, Ian was ready. “Hi love.”

“Hi baby. How was your day?”

“You were right to be worried about Chloe.”

“Really?”

“Yes. She’s buying furniture.”

“Uh huh. Is that some kind of code?”

“It means she’s growing up. She’s getting hips and boobs; those are her words not mine and we’re to take her shopping for bras and other girl stuff when you get home.”

“Girl stuff?”

“Pads.”

“Gee. Already?”

“So Ms. French thinks. She’s the tallest girl in her class and we apparently have quite a fan base at her school although I don’t know how I feel about one of her classmates having a picture of me in my underwear.”

“How does Chloe feel about it?”

“She thinks Uncle Grant is prettier since we’re just her dads.”

“That little rat! Remind me to dock her allowance.”

“That’s not all. She called me ‘Pop.’”

“Ew.”

“That’s what I thought. She also interrogated me on whether you hate her for not going to Austin with you, just how I could have dated girls in the past and she wants to change her name.”

“No I don’t hate her, because you were in denial and I’m not calling her ‘Wind Chime’.”

“She wants to be a Thorpe-Phelps like the boys.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t like it.”

“No, it’s not that. Did you tell her we only used the hyphenated name because the woman at the hospital made us?”

“No of course not; I’m not about to try to explain crazy British customs and I still don’t buy what she said but it has grown on me.”

“I sort of like it too. I don’t really mind if she wants to change it but I’m not sure what we’ll have to do to make it legal.”

“I’ll look into it. Guess what else happened?”

“What?”

“Harry learned to sit up by himself.”

“Awesome! He finally made it. Is Jamey still on the anti-red kick?”

“Yes,” Ian sighed. “I just have no idea why either.”

“Maybe Robbie bonked him with the red rattle?”

“Who knows? I’m seriously dreading when they get more mobile and start hitting on each other for real.”

“We’ll separate them and do the time out thing. What about Liam?”

“He managed to get his pants off and was working on his diaper removing skills this afternoon. Also, he hates peas.”

“I don’t blame him, those things were nasty.”

“I still can’t believe you taste tasted all that baby food.”

“Why would we feed the boys something we wouldn’t eat? You tried them all too.”

“Only after you did. Oh, by the way Grant and Pieter are engaged.”

“Engaged in what?”

“Engaged to be married, you goof.”

“Really? Wow, I’ll have to call them tomorrow.”

“Why not call them now?”

“Because they just got engaged and don’t try to cause trouble.”

“Damn. Well they’re also moving out.”

“Why? Why would they do that?”

“Relax. They’re buying the house next door.”

“Glenda and Dan or Mark and Sue?”

“Glenda and Dan.”

“Ah. Well that’ll take months. Not that Glenda and Dan aren’t charming people but-.”

“They’re stuck in the seventies.”

“That’s the kindest way to put it I guess. Wow, so when’s the wedding?”

“Next spring in The Netherlands. Grant asked me to be his best man.”

“Way cool. So we’re invited?”

“No, I’m going to do it via webcam. Of course we’re invited. Now, tell me about your day.”

“It wasn’t anywhere near as exciting as yours. Swimming, interview, more swimming, another interview; you know the routine.”

“I certainly do and I’m glad it’s you and not me.”

“I really wish it was someone else. Um. Did Dave call you?”

“No, why?”

“There’s a group that wants to put out a book on Olympic athletes; a coffee table book.”

“Oh. With lots of pictures?”

“Uh huh. They want use one of the pictures from our photo shoot with Bruce.”

“How do they know about that?”

“I have no idea but I already called Bruce and he said he didn’t tell anyone. We do have all the negatives so maybe it was one of his assistants.”

“We are not giving them one of the naked pictures.”

“I agree totally but what about the one where we’re not showing anything?”

“Hm. The standing one or the sitting one?”

“I like the standing one but I’m not sure I want everyone in the world checking out your butt.”

“I do have a very nice butt; maybe it’s wrong of me not to share it.”

“You certainly do but it’s partly my butt and I don’t like sharing also do you really want your butt gracing the lockers at our daughter’s school?”

“You have a point. Okay, I’m fine with the sitting one.”

“Good because that’s what I told Tim we’d use. We can go get it out of the safety deposit box when I get back.”

“I can pick it up on Wednesday; I’ve got to stop in and roll over one of Chloe’s certificates anyway.”

“Okay, just send it on to Tim with the negative.”

“No problem. Listen, can you do me a favor once you’re home?”

“Meet you naked in the pool?”

“That and will you talk to Dad? He hardly got out of bed today.”

“Is it his knees again?”

“Yes. Mum’s starting to panic a bit and I’m not doing much better.”

“You did suggest he see a doctor?”

“Well of course I did but you know how Dad gets.”

“Yeah, I know. He’s almost as stubborn as you are. Do you think he could make it out back to the pool? That should help for a little while if you turn on the jets. I’ll call Dr. Johannes and get an appointment for next week and have Pieter take a look at him to see if we should make it sooner.”

“He said he’d go if you went with him.”

“Oh. Not Margaret or you?”

“Dad says you’ll know if the doctor is treating him right.”

“Margaret’s okay with that?”

“She doesn’t care; she just wants to get him to a doctor. He’s in a fair bit of pain and his pills don’t seem to be helping.”

“Hm. Does he wince when you sit on the bed with him or is it just when he tries to stand?”

“Standing is the tough bit. I had to help him into the lav a couple of times.”

“You can touch his legs?”

“Yes. Michael, maybe you should call him tomorrow.”

“I fully intend to. In the meantime, see if you can get him out of that room and onto the chaise lounge in the family room. He loves spending time with the boys and he’s probably getting a bit depressed sitting there all alone.”

“Ah. I didn’t even think of that.”

“It’s been rainy there so his arthritis is probably flaring up something fierce. If you can’t get him in the pool, try a hot bath or even an electric blanket but not at the same time.”

“No, that wouldn’t be wise.”

“In fact, he should probably be using an electric blanket at night; it would probably help him sleep. Do your parents have one on their bed?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“There’s an extra one in the hall closet on the top shelf; if it’s not there check the guest room closet. Don’t set it higher than five. And make sure Margaret is getting enough sleep. She always gets insomnia when she’s worried.”

“I’ll do that. Thank you, love.”

“For what?”

“For caring for my parents.”

“Hey, you know I love them and I am their favorite.”

“Yeah yeah. I really miss, Michael.”

“I miss you too.

“You probably need to get some sleep tonight; the meet starts in the morning.”

“I could talk to you for hours but I think Miles is probably ready for me to hang up now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow night unless something comes up.”

“All right. Love you.”

“Love you more. Sleep tight.”

“I will.”

Ian hung up and looked over at the cat who was curled up on Michael’s pillow. “Don’t get too comfortable you miserable bag of fur, Michael will be home on Sunday.” He sat for a moment then slid out of bed and pulled on his robe and shoved his feet in the Tasmanian Devil slippers that had been a Christmas present from Chloe. Yes, they were silly but he wore them anyway because they made Chloe and Michael laugh.

The blanket was just where Michael said it was and after looking in on the kids, Ian went downstairs and wasn’t surprised to see the light on in the kitchen.

“Michael said you’d probably be up, Mum.”

“Well your father is worrying me.”

“He said that would be why. Is Dad still awake?”

“Yes, he’s watching a movie. Well that’s what he says he’s doing but I think he’s in too much pain to sleep. Why did I marry such a stubborn man?”

“Because he loves you madly still.”

“That would be why. Why are you carrying a blanket around?”

“Michael thinks it will help Dad sleep. If he’s still awake there’s no time like the present.”

Ian lead the way back to the first floor suite and after knocking on the door, found his dad sitting up in bed and trying look cheerful.

“Son, I thought you’d gone to bed.”

“I did but then I talked to Michael. Mum, can you hold this while I plug it in?”

“Of course.”

“What is that?”

“It’s an electric blanket. Michael said it might help you sleep and he’s definitely taking you to the doctor’s next week. He also wants Pieter to take a look at you tomorrow to make sure you can wait on the doctor until next week.”

“I won’t unless Michael takes me.” Ken said, his jaw jutting out.

“But Dad-.” Ian said, spreading out the blanket and making sure the dial wasn’t too high.

“No, I’ve made up my mind. You know I hate having them poke and prod me.”

“Yet you’ll go with Michael?”

“Course I will. He won’t let them do anything bad to me. You picked a winner in him, you know that don’t you?”

“I know, Dad.” Ian said, well used to the love affair between his parents and Michael. “How does that feel?”

“It’s warming up. Maybe I won’t be so cold.”

“Ken, if you were cold why didn’t you say something? I’ll get you a sweater.”

“I told you it was cold in here, Margaret. Now stop fussing at me. Michael’s blanket should warm me up right quick.”

Ian shook his head and left the room as his mother continued to fuss and his father continued to tell her to keep her sweaters to herself. He turned off the light in the kitchen and checked the alarm system, purposefully not going anywhere near the basement door to avoid the temptation to interrupt the lovebirds.

Patting himself on the back, he went silently up the stairs and looked in on Chloe then into the nursery. Assured that the little bodies were still safe and asleep, he went back into his room and back into bed after rousting the cat from his side.

He picked up the phone and dialed Michael’s number.

“Hey baby.”

“Did I wake you?”

“No. Miles decided he needed a snack and ran down to the 7-11.”

“And what is he getting for you?”

“A Yoo-Hoo. I really wanted ice cream but it’ll keep me up all night. How’s Ken?”

“Complaining at Mum who is complaining back at him.”

“That’s just how they are.”

“I know. By the way, are you drugging my parents? Been practicing hypnotism on them?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“Because when I took down the blanket with my own two hands, Dad called it ‘Michael’s blanket’ like I’m merely your minion.”

“You mean you’re not? And don’t feel so bad, my parents like you better than me.”

“That’s true but how come it’s my parents living here and giving you all the love?”

“Life’s just funny like that. Hey, we could always ask Mom and Ryan to move when Pieter and Grant move out. Or how about Dad and Jackie?”

“Uh no. I love your parents but I couldn’t imagine living with either set. Besides, we’d be interrupting their poker games.”

“Poker? I thought they were playing bridge?”

“Bridge does not require chips. Just be glad it’s not strip poker.”

“Arg! Arg! You bastard. Why did you have to say that?”

Ian grinned and tucked a foot under Gizmo, scratching the dog’s chin. “My parents have sex right down stairs. Feel my pain.”

“You’re diabolical.”

“I know. 

“I love you anyway.”

“I know that too.”

**

Trials and Trials

April 1, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael paid the cabbie, slogged his bags up to the house and entered through the back door; being careful to reset the alarm. It was only six forty two and the house was silent in the early morning light.

Avoiding the right side of the third tread, Michael went upstairs and peeked in the boys’ room then checked on Chloe before sneaking into the master bedroom. He threw his clothes into hamper and crawled into bed wearing his boxers, coming to rest next to Ian’s long warm body.

Two minutes later Ian rolled over and snuggled up, Ian’s nose finding the spot below his ear as it always seemed to do. Michael stroked his hand down Ian’s back, not really feeling tired enough to sleep and thought about being a twenty six year old happily married man with five children.

It wasn’t something he normally dwelled on but one of the interviewers this week kept asking him what it was like. Only she said it like he’d just been through a natural disaster or was suffering from a rare disease. She also made it clear she thought his relationship with Ian was not going to last long ‘because one of them would wake up sooner or later’.

Needless to say, the interview didn’t last long and he’d been pretty ticked off afterwards. Luckily, he had the 400 IM later that night and his irritation had come in handy but it certainly started him thinking. He’d been in love with Ian since he was fifteen years old. Not that he’d known that at the time but over the last twelve years, he’d learned a thing or two.

He knew it was a cliché but he really did love Ian more with every passing day. Somehow, they’d taken a night of casual groping and built it into an incredibly complex and extremely satisfying relationship. It wasn’t his fault that people thought he should be out there having some kind of playboy life. 

“Darling if you keep playing with my ass like that, you’re going to have to also play with my front.”

“I didn’t know you were awake.”

Ian nodded sleepily. “I wasn’t but you were feeling smug about something so I had to wake up and find out what it was.”

“I wasn’t feeling smug, I was feeling lucky.”

“Ooh. As in getting lucky?” Ian said, popping his head up.

“Hey, I’m game if you are.” Michael said with a grin as he felt Ian’s erection pressing against his thigh.

Ian leaned in and just as their lips touched, the sound of one of the boys crying came over the monitor. Ian stopped and they both looked at the nightstand.

Ian rolled over and put his hand over his face. “Oh crap.” 

“I’ve got him.” Michael said, already getting up and heading for the nursery. By the time he opened the door, Robbie was dripping with tears and holding his arms up. “Aw, sweetie pie. What’s wrong?”

Michael hoisted the baby into his arms and put his hand on a flushed forehead. “You are running a little fever and,” Michael put his finger in Robbie’s mouth and winced when it was immediately gnawed on. “I know it hurts but Dad’s here. How about a diaper change and a nice bath? Then we’ll do something to help with that tooth. Off with the sleeper. Yes, those are cute little tootsies. Now, can I have my finger back? No? Um. Let’s see if we can-. Nope. Gotta have two hands here, son. Your papa is sleeping in so keep it quiet.”

“Pa?”

“Yes, the tall man who – did you just say ‘Pa’?”

“Pa!”

“How about that. Was that your first word? Hey, Ian did you hear that?” Michael asked the monitor.

“Yes I did.” Ian said quietly from behind him. “But he’s saying ‘Ba’ not ‘Pa’.”

“That was definitely a ‘Pa’. Come on, Robbie say it again.”

Robbie was too busy sucking on his foot and staring at them to oblige. 

“Well, he’s got your feet Ian.” Michael commented as he opened Robbie’s diaper.

“Don’t diss the feet. Oh ew.”

“Diarrhea. Nice. Did he have this earlier?”

“No. Trust me I would have remembered that.” Ian said from outside the bathroom.

“Could just be from the teething but if he’s still got it later, we should call Dr. Callabresi. Oh, look at that smile. See, I told you a bath would help you feel better.”
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Michael took Robbie and Harry downstairs, sitting them both in the play yard in the kitchen so he could pull their high chairs over and started the water. Babies were settled and bottles handed out while he put a clean wet cloth in the freezer. He started the coffee like a good husband, mixed up some pancake batter and set the bacon under while rooting around for the frozen potatoes.

“Okay boys, we have oatmeal and apples. How do you feel about that?”

“Pa?” Robbie answered as Harry kicked his feet against his tray.

“Now you say it.” Michael rescued the bacon and pulled the remaining high chairs over as he sat down and opened a jar of baby food. “Yummy food. Num num num.”

“Aw, Grant. Look at how well the babies have him trained.” Pieter remarked as he walked into the kitchen.

“Hi Pieter, Hi Grant. Congratulations again.”

“Thank you. Want to see my ring?” Grant asked, holding out his hand.

“Oh very nice. And where’s Pieter’s ring?”

“It’s on order.”

“Or so Grant says.” Pieter accused, stealing a strip of bacon.

“You surprised me, proposing like that out of the blue.” Grant defended as he sat down next to Harry. “Why are you using two spoons?”

“Robbie’s got the runs. Might be the teething or something more serious so I figured I’d play it safe.”

“Hand over Harry’s spoon and I’ll take over.” Grant offered as Pieter washed his hands and came over to feel Robbie’s forehead. 

“He’s a tad warm. Did you take his temp?”

“Not yet. Gave him a bath which seems to have helped. He’s got a little rash started on his chin.” 

“So I see. He didn’t have diarrhea last night. Was it bad?”

“It was catastrophic; it was a poo of titanic proportions.” Ian said as he walked in carrying Jamey and Liam. “Liam’s got a touch of it too.”

Pieter washed his hands again and took Jamey from Ian so both boys could be strapped in to their chairs. “That means water but no fruit juice today just to be on the safe side.”

“We should probably do that for all of them then.” Michael advised. 

Ian poured himself a cup of coffee and brought over two bottles, handing them over to Liam and Jamey. “Do you think we should separate the boys?”

“I don’t know. This might just be a combination of teething and too much juice. I did notice Liam stealing Harry’s sippy cup yesterday and you know how Robbie likes juice.” Pieter said, stretching out his legs. “We’ll take their temps after they eat and see what it says.”

“Speaking of eating, Robbie’s done for the moment so I’ll get our breakfast started.” Michael said as he got up and cleaned Robbie’s spoon. “Anyone have any objection to omelets and pancakes?”

“Sounds good to me but it’s my turn to cook.”

“I don’t mind, Pieter if you’ll feed Jamey.”

“Sold!”
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After breakfast, they took the boys into the family room and talked about the meet and the previous week as the boys rolled around on their play mats.

“Who do you think is going to crawl first?” Grant asked when they’d exhausted those subject matters.

“They’re really trying aren’t they?” Ian said. “But I think Liam’s going to surprise us. He might just be sitting there but he’s watching the others try it and he’ll be the one who figures it out.”

“I’m glad their temps are in the normal range but I think Robbie’s teeth are still bothering him. See how he’s rubbing his mouth?” Pieter pointed out.

“I see it and I’ll be right back.” Michael went into the kitchen and came back with the partially frozen cloth. He sat down next to Robbie and picked him up, inserting a clean finger into his mouth and gently rubbing the sore spot. “Aw, that’s where it’s hurting. Dad’s got something right here that should help. Let’s try something cold, huh?”

Robbie seemed a bit startled at first but soon was chewing on the cloth, leaning back in Michael’s arms and looking up at him. “Mowm?”

“See I told you it would feel better.”

“While we’re all here, shall we go over the schedule for the summer?” Ian suggested.

“I suppose we’d better or you’ll hunt us down and make us do it later.” Grant teased.

“You’d be right. I’ll go grab the calendar.” Ian got up and went into the kitchen coming back with large wipe off calendar that normally hung on the wall near the eating area and spread it out on the coffee table, keeping the markers in his lap and out of the babies’ reach. “We’ve already got the big events listed but what do we need to add?”

“Ken’s appointment tomorrow at eleven.”

Ian marked it down. “Amanda and her crew are coming this weekend for that Olympic scholar thing.”

“And I have a photo shoot on the eighteenth and nineteenth.” Michael added.

“Where and for whom?”

“Here in Philly and with ‘People’ magazine. You have the Trials marked down?”

“Yes, May thirtieth through June sixth and I’ve already made our reservations. Grant, Pieter?”

“My semester ends on May seventeenth and I’m not teaching summer classes this year because of the remodeling. We close on the house on April thirtieth.” Grant answered as Ian wrote those dates in.

“We’re still talking it over but we hope to get everything done by October although I’m not going to hold my breath.” 

“Pieter, were you able to get the time off for New York? Michael asked as he put a sleepy Robbie down and covered him up.

“Yes, it required some switching around but since I’ve been a good boy and always switched with other people, I had plenty of guilt to work with and I haven’t really used any of my vacation since I started. Now I have enough for New York and our honeymoon next year.”

“Have you decided already where you’re going?”

“We’re thinking of Saba.” Grant answered and as he expected, both Ian and Michael looked puzzled. “It’s part of the Dutch West Indies.”

“Um. I’ve never heard of it. What’s it like?”

“Tiny. There are only two thousand year round residents so it isn’t so touristy. His Majesty suggested it; he and the Queen thought it was charming.”

“His Majesty?” Michael asked.

“Yes. He heard about our engagement and called to offer his congratulations.”

Grant snorted, “I think he was angling for an invitation.”

“Grant! It was bad enough that he called when I was naked; stop saying that.”

“It’s true. He asked all those questions about where and when.”

“He called when you were naked? You didn’t tell me that.” Ian asked, highly amused.

“Yes. It was very embarrassing so don’t tease me.”

“You know if you did invite him, Chloe would be your best friend for life.” Michael said.

“I know and she’s already campaigning but you see, we couldn’t just invite them; we’d have to invite a whole host of other people and we want a small wedding.”

“You know we might not have a choice if he insists, Pieter.”

“I know but I’m going to try anyway.” Pieter said stubbornly.

“The thing to do is to find out what his schedule is and schedule your wedding when he’s busy.” Michael pointed out as he crawled over to Jamey who was making suspicious grunting sounds.

“That’s an idea. You guys are coming with us to California next year, I hope.”

“That depends. Are you driving or flying?” Pieter asked as he slid to the floor and snagged Liam from rolling under the TV.

“Flying. I considered driving but it’s too much of a trip for the boys.”

“Then we’re definitely coming. Three days at Disneyland with the ankle biters? Wouldn’t miss it. Hey, Harry. That’s Gizmo’s tail, not a chew toy.” Grant said as he rescued the dog. “Ew. Someone needs a change. What are you feeding them that makes that kind of smell?”

Michael picked up Jamey to head for the bathroom, “It’s the formula.”

“Can’t you use something else?”

“This stuff has the same stuff as breast milk. From my experience with Iona and Daniel’s diapers, I’d say that breast milk is worse believe it or not.” Ian answered.

“How can anything be worse than that?”
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April 5, 2012 King of Prussia, PA

Michael found a parking space and turned the car off as he shared a look with Ian. “Are you ready?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be. Let’s do this.” They got out and followed Chloe into Nordstrom’s department store as she headed straight for the lingerie department.

“May I help you?”

It never failed to amuse Michael that Ian could get fast service in certain places just by showing up. It was always a woman and this time was no exception. 

“Yes, we’re looking for bras for our daughter.”

It was even more amusing to watch the look of interest fade as the sales clerk’s eyes first flicked at Michael then Chloe before glazing back over. Those eye flicks were enough to make Ian’s head come up as he gave the woman a steady look.

“Oh. We have several starter bras in the back.” The woman waved, clearly not interested in helping them anymore.

“Thank you.” Ian said politely as he led Chloe not to the back wall but over towards the sports section.

“Papa, she said-“

“Chloe, obviously the woman doesn’t know what she’s talking about and she’s rude to boot. If this place wasn’t the only store that carried what we’re looking for, I’d take our business elsewhere.”

“Uh, Ian? What are we looking for?”

“Sports bras. Ah, here’s the one. Chloe, what do you think of this?” Ian asked as he pulled out a plain white bra.

“It’s okay.”

“No, touch it.”

“Papa!”

“I’m not being silly. It’s got a wicking fabric so you won’t get all sweaty.”

Chloe reluctantly reached out and touched the bra, smiling a little. “Oh, it’s soft.”

“Yes it is. I know you probably had your heart set on a frilly lace bra but you’re involved in too many sports. Support is more important although we will get something really fab for special occasions.”

Michael watched Chloe’s face fall then brighten and was once again thanking whatever it was that brought Ian into his life. “Hey Chloe, they also have those in beige and pink.”

“We’ll get six white, six beige and two pink. That’ll give you bras for two weeks. Michael, make sure you’re getting the right size. She needs a thirty.”

“Got them.”

“Good.” Ian handed the bras he’d gotten over to Michael and led Chloe over to the training bra section, leaving Michael to follow them.

The training bras where quickly examined and dismissed, leaving Ian and Chloe to wander around in the section looking at the various options. Chloe quickly found out that black, red or any other ‘racy’ style was not going to be allowed but that still left plenty of other things to look at.

It was Michael however who found a nice peach bra, in the right size with matching panties that passed inspection and they were soon standing in line at a register and walking into the mall proper for lunch. Having bra finding skills didn’t mean that he got to chose where they were eating and he wasn’t surprised when Chloe and Ian turned into the Pacific Grill.

After lunch, they set off to replenish Chloe’s wardrobe around the mall then stopped at Wal-mart to visit the feminine product aisle.

“Well Chloe, what do you think?”

“I don’t know, Papa. Granny Deb said I shouldn’t use pads but what about swim practice?”

“Huh. Okay, I didn’t think about that.”

“I did.” Michael said. “The girls at the meet suggested you start off with the teen pack from Tampax or the slenders from Kotex. O.B. tampons are okay but there’s no applicator. Other alternatives are sponges, The Keeper, the DivaCup or the Instead Cup. I ordered those so you can give them a try and I think we should get different kinds of pads and tampons so you can try them out too and see what you like best. The only thing I’m going to insist on is that you never use tampons overnight.”

Both Chloe and Ian were staring at him when he finished. “What?”

“Daddy, did you do research?” Chloe said, sounding impressed.

“Of course I did pumpkin. This is a special step for you and it’s important that we all be prepared.”

“Thanks, Daddy!”

Ian sidled over to him while Chloe was making her choices and pinched his arm. 

“Ow, what was that for?”

“For making me believe that you were dreading this.”

“Oh I was. The bra part was kind of scary and I really couldn’t get up the nerve to ask the women about their first bra buying experiences.”

“But discussing tampons and pads were no problem?”

“That’s different. Breasts are sexy but periods are not; I didn’t want anyone thinking I was hitting on them or something.”

“Good of you, Michael.”

Michael grinned and leaned up against Ian. “I thought you’d appreciate that.”
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April 6, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Guys, these are the cutest kids I’ve ever seen.”

“Thanks, Amanda. I see you’re about to have a cute kid of your own.” Michael said with a nod towards her stomach.

“You can tell? I’m barely showing!”

“A doctor knows these things,” Grant quipped.

“When are you due, Amanda?” Pieter asked.

“November tenth. We’re already trying out names.”

“Are you going to find out the gender or wait?”

“We want to know so we can decorate the nursery; I’m going in for a sonogram next month and we’re crossing our fingers.”

“Are you still going to New York?” Ian asked with concern.

“Yes but I’m only covering the finals and doing a couple of interviews depending on how I feel. The tough part will be getting home afterwards since I’ll be in my third trimester. This didn’t happen with the best timing but Brian and I are thrilled.”

“We’re thrilled for you. As you can tell, we’re pretty pro-baby around here.”

“Daddy! Papa! Where’s my -?” Chloe asked as she ran inside only to come to a dead stop when she spotted the woman sitting on the sofa holding Harry. “Oh. I’m sorry.”

“Chloe, you remember Mrs. Ogden.” Ian said.

“It’s Amanda. Hi Chloe, we met at Ian’s graduation.”

“Hello, Amanda. It’s very nice to see you again.” Chloe said politely, shaking Amanda’s hand.

“What are you looking for, Chloe?” Michael asked.

“My shin guards. I thought they were in the pool garage but they’re not.”

“Try the shelf out in the house garage. What are the answers?” Ian asked.

Chloe rolled her eyes as she snitched a sip of Ian’s water. “Micah’s yard, his mom is home, I’ll check back in at three and I’ll be careful.”

“Okay then. Get some water out of the fridge before you go. Now give us a kiss and scram.”

“Bye!” Chloe said before kissing Ian on the nose and running back out followed by the fridge door and back door slamming.

“Wow, she’s really growing up.” Amanda commented. “You’re going to be fighting boys off with a stick.”

“Lalalalala. Can’t hear you.” Michael said holding his ears. “There’s a reason we live right down the street from nuns.”
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May 17, 2012 Glenside, PA

The hooding ceremony at Arcadia University for Doctors of Physical Therapy was a small affair compared to Ian’s commencement at the University of Pennsylvania but that didn’t stop the entire Phelps-Callahan contingent from showing up again. Once again, they’d lucked out with the weather and as he watched his father walking along with Chloe, he couldn’t help noticing how well Ken was moving.

It had taken all of Michael’s considerable will power to get Ken to follow through with his promise to go to the doctor last month. After some tests, a new medication and Michael working with him four times a week to rebuild his strength, Ken was now out of bed every day and was even losing some of the weight he’d gained.

Of course, that just confirmed his parents’ already stellar opinion of Michael but Ian really didn’t mind. He just saw it as verification of his own excellent taste.

“Ian, can you hold Liam for a minute?” Debbie asked. “I’ve got a stone in my shoe.”

“Sure.” Ian said as he took the baby and held an arm out so Debbie could steady herself and shake out her shoe. “Hey Liam. Are you having fun?”

“Pa!”

“That’s me.”

“Dow?”

“Nope. You’re not getting down.

“Dow!”

“There are too many people who can step on little babies so no.” Ian said as the PA system crackled and a voice asked people to take their seats.

“He’s really big on the getting down thing.”

“Yes but he has no rhythm.” Ian quipped, causing Debbie to laugh. “He’s the escape artist of the bunch so don’t let him go. Shall we head for the bleachers?”

“I suppose we’d better.” Debs said keeping her arm in Ian’s as they walked.

“Are you excited about having more grandchildren?”

“Yes. Whitney looks good doesn’t she?”

“She really does. Michael even approves of Trent.” Ian said with a grin. “Are you disappointed they didn’t have a big wedding?”

“Honestly?” 

Ian nodded.

“I’m relieved they got married at all so no I’m not. I just never expect them to end up together; they’ve been friends for ages and the next thing I know, she’s calling me from Vegas.”

They found their seats and sat down, Ian sitting next to Fred who was helping Jamey stand while holding his hands. Ian did a quick head count and came up missing one boy.

“Fred, have you seen-? Oh. There’s Robbie with Siobhan.”

“Yes, she’s been hogging him since we got here.”

“Speaking of hogging, Fred. Hand Jamey over, it’s my turn.” Jackie said.

Before Fred could protest, Ian passed Liam down. “Just don’t let go of him, Jackie. He’s small but he’s fast.”

Ian suppressed any nervousness about not having all four babies near and turned his attention to the program. The hooding ceremony was only an hour; he could deal for an hour.
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“Can I take off the robe?” Michael asked when he finally made it into the minibus after getting his picture taken with what seemed like a thousand people and signing some autographs.

“No!” Pieter, Grant and Chloe answered.

“Michael, I’m afraid you’re stuck in that gear for the duration.” Margaret said, patting his shoulder.

“But I’ll get crab stuff on it.”

“Then eat carefully. Ian, can we get going? Ian?”

Everyone looked around and Michael realized that not only was Ian missing but so was Robbie. He turned to get off the vehicle when he spotted Ian a few cars down with Robbie in his arms, heading their way.

“Hey, what happened?”

“I was rescuing him from Siobhan then he needed a change. Are you driving?”

“I am. Can I take this-?”

“No!”
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Ian pulled two trays of food out of the spare fridge and trucked it out to the backyard for the ravenous horde known as Michael’s family. He ignored the fact that his father was one of the first ones to queue up for the goodies and went over to the grill where Grant was flipping burgers and turning shrimp kabobs.

“Grant, how are your supplies holding out?”

“I’m good. It seems like Dr. Phelps could use a hand though.” Grant said, nodding towards where the tables where set up and Michael was handing out paper towels and drinks to the crowd eating crabs while trying to hold on to Liam who was in serious down mode.

Dr. Phelps had been allowed to change into shorts and a t-shirt after the first hour and his long tanned legs looked really good, Ian thought to himself as he walked over.

“Give me Speedy Gonzales.”

“Thank you!” Michael said, handing the boy over. 

“Pa! Dow dow dow!”

“Okay. Let’s just get of the way and you can get down.”

“Dow?”

“Yes.” Ian walked over to an open bit of grass and let Liam loose, keeping a sharp eye out and not daring to sit down. Sure enough, Liam headed straight for the pool where Pieter was playing life guard for Chloe and the younger kids and banged on the screen before turning to look up at Ian.

“Pa?”

“Do you want to go swimming?”

“Pa!”

“Ian, we’ve got swim diapers out here so let him in. You know he’s not going to give up.” Pieter said. “It’s baby swim time and the food’s ready so everyone out.”

The kids started complaining but got out anyway, taking turns in the bathroom to put their clothes on while Pieter got out and opened the door for Liam, snagging the baby by his shirt. 

“Not so fast there, little man.”

Satisfied the situation was under control; Ian went back over and sat down near his dad after getting an ice tea for himself. The fact that his dad was sitting in a spot where Ian could gaze upon Michael was purely coincidental. He wondered if he could convince Michael to wear his robe and hood to bed tonight.


May 22, 2012 Outside of Jackson, NJ

Michael made sure Chloe was securely belted in to her seat and checked Amanda’s belt too. Both girls were half asleep from spending the day running around the amusement park and riding as many rides as they possibly could. Michael himself felt a little worn out as he made his way to the front of the minibus and helped get the boys settled.

They were all feeling ragged and it looked like Ian was struggling not to yawn as they sat down in their seats at the front of the bus and Michael turned the ignition. 

“Fun day.”

“Yes it was. I’m surprised we could wrench Grant and Pieter away from their house.”

“I’m surprised Grant went on a rollercoaster.”

“Well that wouldn’t have happened if Chloe hadn’t bet him that he wouldn’t.”

“And now she has to help Grant clean up roofing tiles.”

“At least she negotiated a good hourly rate off of him.” Ian grinned.

“If she keeps that up, she can pay for college on her own.”

“Hm. I thought we’d let her buy her own car.”

“Oh no. We’re buying her car because if it’s her money, she’ll get some sporty little convertible. She’ll have to live through having a sensible car with plenty of safety features.

“I didn’t think of that. Speaking of buying things; I want to remodel the kitchen.”

“Uh. Okay. Why? I thought you liked the kitchen.”

“I do like it but after I spent an hour washing off little fingerprints from cabinets and mopping the white floor, I’ve been reconsidering.”

“Okay.”

“I have other reasons. Want to hear them?”

“Go for it.”

“There’s no place to store snacks for the boys at their level once they’re ready for that stage. By that time we’ll also need a more functional mud room for coats and shoes. I love having the table so close but we’re too cut off from it when we’re in the kitchen. Finally I hate where the fridge is. There’s no where to put things down.”

“Is that it?”

“I don’t like having that space between the top of the cabinets and the ceiling, it’s a dust trap.”

“All right. I get your points but kitchen remodeling? God, that’s such a pain.”

“I know. That’s why I want to wait until Grant and Pieter’s kitchen is done so we can go mooch off of them while ours is being done. We can also use the kitchen in the basement.”

“I suppose you already have a plan?”

“Just ideas. Instead of having two walkways on either side of the stove, we move the stove to the sink wall and open up the middle with the new sink on one side and a prep area on the other with the fridge. We can even put in bar stools and vary the counter heights so one area works for us and the other can be used by the short folks.”

“What about the island?”

“Change the direction so it’s long ways and make it skinnier. That’ll be where the boys’ snacks could go.”

“Well I’m not objecting to it but not until after New York.”

“No, I was thinking next spring to give us plenty of time to plan.”

“Are we going to use Grant and Pieter’s contractor?”

“She seems nice but I’m waiting to see how she does.”

“Now I’m going to change the subject. I have the weekend off after the Trials; do you want to take a quick trip up to New York and look at the house? We could drive up Saturday morning.”

“We’ll be able to get in?”

“Yeah. Gwen said she could meet us there with the keys. The owners are leaving June first.”

“Tell her we can be there at eleven.”

“Assuming I actually qualify of course.” Michael said with a grin.

Ian was just taking a drink of water and almost laughed it up. “Don’t do that!”
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May 31, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian put the last suitcase in the back of the bus and stepped aside so his mother and father could take their seats. The boys and Gail were already on board and he was just waiting for Pieter, Grant and Chloe who finally came out of the house.

“Sorry. Sorry. I was on the phone making sure our train tickets were right. Chloe noticed that the date was wrong on hers.” Pieter said with an apologetic shrug.

“No worries. Was it just her ticket?”

“No, it was all three. It’s not that big of a deal but we’re to get replacements at the hotel. Grant, would you take my bag back?”

“Yes, hand it over. Chloe, do you have the Times?”

“Right here Uncle Grant.”

“Okay. Let’s get seated so we can hit the road.”

Pieter took the shot gun seat while Grant and Chloe went further back and sat down behind Ken and Margaret. Ian waited for Grant to give him a wave then pulled the bus out.

“Pieter, are you sure you don’t mind bringing Chloe back with you?”

“Not one bit. Grant’s looking forward to having his assistant baker in house and full access to the kitchen. He says he’s going to give soufflés one more try while the house is empty and if he can’t get it this time, he’s giving up forever.”

“I can’t get a soufflé to turn out right so I don’t blame him. He’s really come a long way cooking wise, hasn’t he?”

“Yes he has and why do you think I decided to snatch him up? After that magnificent Chateaubriand he made, I really had no choice.” 

“That was a rather successful dinner. I almost proposed myself when I tasted it.”

“That’s one of the things I love about him, he keeps working on something until he masters it.”

“So how is the wedding planning going?”

“We’ve narrowed it down to the first weekend in May; on Saturday. We’re flying to Amsterdam on Wednesday and flying to Saba on Sunday for a week. The King will be in Greenland that week so we’re safe thank goodness.”

“Have you gotten around to asking Michael?”

“No, I thought you were going to tell him.”

“Pieter, I can’t tell Michael something like that. You have to ask him yourself.”

“Ah. No wonder he has done nothing about planning my bachelor party.”

“Wait. You’re expecting a bachelor party?”

“Well of course. Aren’t you planning one for Grant?”

“Sure I am.” Ian said after a short pause. “Uh, I was planning a nice night out before you leave. With cigars and pleasant conversation amongst Grant’s work friends.”

“Wow that’s pretty good for pulling it out of your ass Ian.”

“Hey! I wasn’t expecting that you’d expect bachelor parties. What kind of party would you like?”

“Something like you just described. In fact, I don’t want to be rude but maybe it could be a small party for the people we aren’t inviting. We really don’t need bachelor parties, at least I don’t. I was only giving you a hard time.”

“I figured that out. Are you sure?”

“Well, talk to Grant but I don’t want one. The last one still makes me nauseous.”

“You did drink quite a lot that night.”

“It was the only way I could stop thinking about what I was doing the next day. It’s the one thing in life I really regret aside from not swimming at Beijing but they’re sort of interrelated.”

“I don’t blame you for that.”

“Then I look at Grant and the life I have here and I wonder if this could have happened without it.”

“You look much happier.”

“I am happier than I ever thought I could be.”

“And I’m glad for both of you.”
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June 2, 2012 College Park, MD

Ian felt a little conspicuous as he walked back into the bleachers holding Jamey who was no longer screaming his head off but walked on despite the looks he got. Jamey was a baby and babies had needs. Ian didn’t take him to movies or the theater but a swim meet was filled with people screaming anyway so what did it matter?

“Hey baby. Is Jamey okay?”

Ian whipped around and saw that Michael had followed him from the deck. “Michael, what are you doing?”

“I’m not up for the next heat.” Michael said as he took Jamey’s hand and made a funny face at the baby who started babbling at him.

“But you should be in the warm up pool.”

“Yeah and Bob’s probably having a fit but what happened? I’ve never heard Jamey scream like that before.”

“Uh, we had a wardrobe malfunction.” Ian said discreetly, looking around at the people who were obviously listening.

“Huh?”

Ian leaned in and whispered, “His diaper got twisted and pinched his penis. It’s all fine now and no harm done.”

“Oh. Ouch. Poor Jamey.”

“I’ll say.”

“How are the kids?”

“They’re fine. Now go back down there.”

“But I don’t want to. It’s probably much more fun up here.” Michael said with a pout which Jamey instantly mimicked. 

“Oh now look at what you’ve done. You weren’t supposed to teach him that.”

“Ian, he learned that from you.” Michael said flicking Ian’s lip with his finger and winking. “Oops. My temporary master is bellowing. Catch you later. Be good for Papa, Jamey.”

“Da!” Jamey cried, holding his hand out as Michael trotted back down the stairs.

“I know. Da has to go swim but he’ll be back later. Let’s go see what mischief your brothers have gotten into while we were gone.”

“No.”

Ian stopped and looked down at Jamey. “A new word?”

“No?”

“Ah. Well don’t teach that to the other boys just yet. Let’s keep it our little secret.”

“Pa!”

“There’s my boy.”

&&

June 4, 2012 College Park, MD

“Chloe, make sure you behave for your uncles and don’t stay up all night tonight.”

“I won’t.” Chloe promised as she gave him a hug. “You’ll be coming home on Wednesday?”

“Yes, we’ll be home late but we’ll be there.”

“Okay. Drive safely and don’t let Daddy stop at McDonald’s. He’s in training.”

“I’ll make sure to do that.”

Ian watched as she got in the taxi next to Pieter and waved as the vehicle pulled away. He checked his watch as he yawned and shook his head. Five was way too early in the morning for him but hopefully, Chloe would make it back to Philly in time for her first class. Since Michael had had several hours off the night before, they’d chosen to let Chloe return this morning and she was tickled at the thought of telling her friends she’d commuted in from D.C. for class.

He turned and went back into the hotel, stopping at the lobby to get two cups of coffee and returned to the suite on the second floor to give Gail a chance to shower and dress. He carefully opened the door and slipped in. Gail was half asleep still as she sat on the sofa and turned to put her finger to her lips when she noticed him.

“Hey.”

“Hi. Still asleep?”

“Yes.”

“Coffee?”

“Bless you. What are our plans for the day?”

“I think we’re staying in until the semis although I might take the boys for a walk later. Do you want to take the day off? The parents and I can handle things.”

“How about I just do the morning? I’ve been having fun watching the swimming.”

“Okay with me. You know you can still come to the meet.”

“Oh I know but I’d be sitting right next to you and you think I couldn’t help?”

“All right. I’ll see you around lunch time?”

“As long as it’s not Denny’s.” Gail said as she stood up. “My stomach is still recovering.”

“Too much information, Gail.”

Gail ruffled his hair and let herself out quietly. Ian got up and went into the bedroom to check the boys in their cribs. They were all still sleeping away, Harry snoring just a tiny bit and Ian crept back out. Well, he couldn’t turn on the TV so he flipped open his laptop and started the 3-D kitchen designer program while he put on a pot of coffee in the kitchenette. Might as well be productive since he was already up.
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June 6, 2012 College Park, MD

Miles made it to the conference room fifteen minutes early, knowing that Bob hated it when people were late for anything. He obviously wasn’t the only one who knew that because there were plenty of other swimmers already there and staking out their seats.

Looking around, Miles spotted Larsen Jensen sitting a few seats in on the third row and plopped down next to him. “Hey.”

“Hey. Have you seen Michael?”

“No. I saw him earlier at the pool but he left before lunch. Why?”

“Bob was looking for him.”

“Oh.”

They both stopped talking when Bob and the rest of the coaches entered, eight minutes ahead of schedule and went to the front of the room, talking amongst themselves and clearly not ready to begin. Over the next few minutes, more swimmers entered and quickly found seats as the coaches got more organized. Miles noticed Bob’s eyes sweeping the room and wondered where the heck Michael was.

At twelve fifty eight, the door opened and Michael came in. It took Miles a minute to realize what Michael was holding and heard the whispers sweep the room as the rest of the swimmers realized it too.

“God, he brought a kid?”

Miles tried to see who’d said it out loud but Bob seemed unperturbed by the extra body in the room and merely waited for Michael to find a seat in the second row and get settled.

“Let’s get started, ladies and gentlemen…”

Fifteen minutes later while one of the other coaches was speaking, Miles couldn’t help peeking over at Michael and the surprisingly quiet baby. Well, not so surprising since the kid seemed to be sleeping like a rock, all sprawled out in Michael’s lap. Then again, as Miles was watched, the baby lifted his head and yawned, kicking his feet so maybe he was just really well behaved.

Miles wasn’t usually one to go all crazy over kids, especially the small smelly ones but even he had to admit the boy was as cute as a button. His fiancée was already talking children and he’d been a bit leery but if Michael could do it with five kids maybe having one wouldn’t be so bad.

“Foreman!”

Startled, Mile jumped and looked forward again noticing that everyone had started clapping. “Yes sir?”

“Get up here and say a few words as Team Captain.”

“What?”

“Miles, dude. Go on.” Larsen said, giving him a push.

Wow. Team Captain? Miles had no idea how that had happened; he was sure that Michael was going to get it. He stumbled out of the aisle and up to the podium, beyond shocked and the first thing he saw was the big grin on Michael’s face. Aw man.
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“Congratulations, Miles. Couldn’t have gone to a better man.” Michael said after the meeting as he juggled the now wide awake child who was busy playing with the buttons on Michael’s shirt. 

The room had emptied out considerably as people left to go home and either pack for training camp or wait for the next Games.

“Thanks. I think I’m still in shock; I thought for sure you’d get it.”

“No way. Too many of the younger guys think I’m stuck up or something.” Michael said easily, not appearing concerned in the least.

“No, you scare the crap out of them. I’ve spent the last six months assuring most of them that you are retiring and they’ll all get their shot at the top.” Bob said from behind Miles. “Now hand over the baby.”

“Okay but Robbie’s feeling a little clingy today so don’t be surprised if he isn’t happy.” Michael said, following instructions.

Robbie didn’t look to sure about this but Miles had a hard time not laughing when Bob Bowman, the tough guy turned into a big bucket of goo right before his eyes.

“Hello Robert. Yes, I’m your Uncle Bob. Did your daddy tell you that you were named after me? Yes you were.” Bob said as he sat down and put the boy on his lap. “You are the cutest thing and you’ve grown so much.

Robbie still didn’t look happy but calmed down when Michael gave him a bottle.

“So how are Gail and Ian, Michael?” Bob asked.

“Gail will be fine. Six or seven stitches and a couple of weeks and her finger will be as good as new. Ian’s got a cut on the side of his foot but it’s a good thing he was wearing shoes or he could have gotten skewered. He was still debating with the ER doc on whether he needed stitches or not when I left.”

“Ah. You know from what you told me when you ran out of there this morning; I thought Ian and Gail had gotten into a knife fight or something.”

Michael chortled a little, “Ian’s tough but I’d put my money on Gail. Mom said she didn’t even flinch. Just grabbed a napkin for her thumb and called 911 on Ian’s cell phone. She also wouldn’t let anyone remove the knife until after they got X-rays which was damn smart of her.”

“Were they in an accident?” Miles asked.

“They were having lunch and Gail saw Harry reaching for Ken’s steak knife. She reached over to move it out of the way and got slashed right across her thumb. She dropped the knife and it ended up in Ian’s foot. Well, stuck in his shoe anyway. Good thing the parents were there because Ian has this thing about blood and sort of panicked which panicked the boys. Dad said Ian didn’t even know about his foot because he was so busy not looking at Gail’s finger.”

“Sounds like fun.” Miles commented.

“Oh it’s always fun when the Thorpe-Phelps circus comes to town.”

“And you ended up with Robbie for the day?” Bob asked as he made Robbie a little more comfortable.

“Yeah well he wouldn’t let go of me once I got there and I didn’t want to leave him behind. Harry, Liam and Jamey were okay with the grandparents but Robbie’s very bonded to Ian and he was traumatized.”

“Hey no need to get defensive, Michael. Did I say anything when you came in? Robbie, straighten your dad out for me.”

“Dad!”

“There’s a good boy. Can you say ‘Bob’?”

“Ba.”

“Way to go! You must be the most talented baby in the world.”

“I think you’re prejudiced, Bob.” Michael said, sitting back and stretching his legs out.

“Um. Can I hold him?” Miles asked.

“If he’ll go to you, sure. Here, let’s try letting him do it on his own, that usually goes better.” Michael said he reached out. Bob looked a little put out at how fast Robbie left but watched when Michael set the boy on his feet, holding to his hands. “Miles sit down and put your hands out.”

Miles did so, putting down his bag and leaning forward a bit. “He’ll just come over?”

“He should. He likes doing it.” 

Sure enough Robbie got a big grin and let go of one of Michael’s hands to stretch over and take Miles’ hand. He seemed to hang for a minute then let go of Michael’s other hand and grabbed on to Miles and smile up at the strange man. Then he seemed to notice Bob’s hand and reached over for that.

“It’s like watching someone on the monkey bars.” Miles said.

“Yeah, you should see him in the nursery. We’ve got the cribs set up in a sort of arch and he’s goes back and forth every morning.”

“I saw them all together the other day.” Miles commented as Robbie started another loop. “How do you tell them apart?”

“Well Ian’s the one who decided we’d never dress them alike. It makes it too hard to keep track of who is who. Everyone in the house can tell them apart because we’re with them all the time; they just look different to us.”

“How’s Chloe, Michael?”

“She’s excited about finishing fourth grade. Next year she gets to move to the middle school although she’s not too thrilled about wearing a uniform. She’s also getting ready for her first meets this summer.”

“They’re on Tuesdays and Thursdays, right?” Bob asked, taking out his date book.

“Yeah, starting on June twenty sixth except for the bye on July tenth. They start at six so I should be back before curfew.”

“That’s good. I should be able to make the one on the twelfth. That’s the one at Bensalem?”

“Yeah. Um, Bob? It’s nice of you to want to see Chloe swim but-”

“Oh, I’m not doing it for you. I’m scouting someone who could be on my next Olympic team.” Bob gave Robbie a kiss on the forehead and guided him over to a speechless Michael before standing up. “See you on Monday, nine am sharp.” Bob gave them a cheery wave and moseyed off.

“Wow. Is she really that good?” Miles asked.

“I- I have no idea. I’m her dad, of course I think she’s good.”

“So you don’t think you can impartially judge her?”

Michael sighed and picked up Robbie. “I know she’s got good form and she’s already moved up a team since she started a couple of months ago. She loves to swim but competitive swimming is a whole other world. I just don’t want her to wake up one day and wonder, you know?”

“Oh I know. I used to spend the first hour of every practice wondering why I bothered. My friends were still in bed; they got to stay up late and go to parties. Yeah we all make sacrifices but the good stuff that comes from swimming outweighs it, don’t you think?”

“Since I’ve holding one of the benefits, I agree but I’m all sorts of conflicted. What if Chloe never gets to the top? What if she’s always compared to me?”

“She’d get that even if she wasn’t swimming. People would just wonder why not.”

“You’re right. Guess that’s why you’re the team captain.”

“Ha ha. Really, why didn’t you get it?”

“Bob asked if I was interested and I told him I wasn’t but that I’d vote for you in a heartbeat. You know everyone, you’re respected and you’re a good leader.”

“Well, thanks. I’m just worried that I screw up or something.”

“You won’t.” Michael said sincerely.

“Um. While we’re alone, can we talk about the trial, the criminal one?”

Michael looked at him with surprise. “Sure.”

“I guess you didn’t hear that they want me to testify.”

“Who does?”

“The prosecutor. They’re calling me as a witness about what happened in San Diego.”

“Well no, I didn’t know that.” Michael said, suddenly feeling a little sick.

“I’m going in for a deposition next week. I just wanted you to know in case you heard something.”

“You had to hire a lawyer?”

“Yeah, my brother-in-law is a family services lawyer and he hooked me up with a friend of his who does criminal law. Don’t worry; it didn’t cost anything aside from buying Paul and Kyle dinner.”

“Miles, I’m so sorry. I-”

“What are you sorry for? You didn’t cause this; if anyone should be sorry it’s Steve.”

“But if I hadn’t invited you to my room-”

“What? Michael, we always hung out in each other’s rooms if we weren’t sharing anyway. We’re friends and that’s what friends do. Yeah, I’m not looking forward to testifying if I have to but it’s not your fault. I only wish I’d had a shovel in San Diego and maybe Ian and that poor driver wouldn’t have been hurt. Testifying is nothing compared to almost losing your sight or losing your livelihood. Stop blaming yourself.”

“But your training-”

“No I’ve already working my schedule to account for it.” Miles said firmly then grinned. “Hey, listen to me and heed my words. I am the team captain!”

“Miles, I-. I don’t.” Michael shook his head, biting his lip for a second then took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m going to listen to the team captain and do as he says.”

“Good. Woo. I can feel the power of my position. I’m a bit giddy.” Miles said as he swooned comically.

“Well captain, how good are you at changing diapers?”
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Ian showed up a half hour later, hopping a little due to the wooden shoe he was wearing. “Hello. I’ve been released from the evil clutches of the medical community and I want to go home.”

“Hey! I’m part of the medical community.” Michael protested.

“I know but I like your evil clutches. Robbie’s asleep?”

“Yep. Miles wore him out. No stitches?”

“Not a one but I’ll let you change the bandages later if you ask nicely.” Ian said with a wiggle of his eyebrows before turning to the other adult in the room. “Good to see you again, Miles. How’s being captain working out for you?”

“How did you find out?” Miles asked suspiciously.

“Bob’s skulking around in the lobby and told me. He also accused me of trying to use a minor to spy for Australia.”

Michael hitched the diaper bag up on his shoulder and picked up Robbie. “That’s ridiculous. You’d totally use Chloe for something like that.”

“That’s what I told him. The boys are smart but it’s going to be a few years before they can reliably relay that kind of information. Miles, do you need a ride to the airport? We’re taking Bob to BWI.”

“Uh sure. I need to go get my bags.”

“Go on then. We’re parked out front and you can’t miss us.”

“Okay, I’ll see you in a few.”

Michael and Ian slowly followed the quickly moving Miles out of the room and out towards the lobby. 

“Mind if we stop somewhere for food? I’m starving.”

“I figured you might be since you missed lunch. Everyone else is down the street at the diner since we all missed lunch too and Debs said she’d get us something to go.”

“Okay. How’s your foot?” Michael asked.

“It stings a little and I feel like Frankenstein.”

“How long do you have to wear the shoe?”

“Until we get home and I can find my thongs. Ah, there’s Bob.”

“Um, Ian? Please don’t ever mention the words ‘Bob’ and ‘thong’ together.”

“Duly noted.”

Two hours later:

“Michael, get in the left lane when you have a chance.”

“Gotta pee?”

“Yes and this is the rest stop with Cinnabon is it not?”

“It is indeed. You mean…?”

“Yes, we’re stopping and you’re buying some. We’ve all had a rough day and although I normally don’t advocate using food in these situations, you’re looking a wee bit stressed.”

“I am. They’ve asked Miles to testify.” Michael said as he pulled into the rest stop.

“I see.” Ian said neutrally. “Do you want to talk about it now or after we get home?”

“Later. Want help getting out?”

“No thanks.” Ian swung around in his seat to look into the back while Michael found a parking spot. “Gail? Do you need to go in?”

“I can wait so we don’t have to unload the boys.”

“Are Mum and Dad still asleep?”

“Yes. I guess running after Liam more exhausting than they expected.”

“They had Liam? No wonder they’re exhausted. We’ll be right back.”

Later that night:

“You want another pillow for your foot?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“Ice?”

“Michael, stop dithering around and get into bed. We don’t have to talk if that’s what’s got you in a tizzy.”

Michael lay down but didn’t snuggle up as usual. “I’m not in a tizzy; I’m thinking.”

“About Miles having to testify?”

“Yeah. He said he was fine with it but he’s got a shot at three medals and now his training is going to get screwed up and-”

“Whoa, wait a second. Did Miles say it would affect his training?”

“Well no, he said he’d accounted for it but-”

“Doesn’t Miles know what he’s capable of?”

“Yes but-”

“This is not your fault, Michael. You’ve done noth-” Ian stopped talking when Michael leaned over and kissed the stuffing out of him. He felt a little dizzy by the time Michael drew away and couldn’t help touching his lips with his fingers, noticing they were a little puffy. “What was that for?”

“People have been interrupting me all day so it’s only fair that I get interrupt someone too.”

“I see. Um. What were you going to say?”

“Oh. That I know Miles is an adult and I’m not going to feel guilty about Steve anymore. I was going through this thing you see.” Michael said as he sat up and leaned against the pillows. “I’m a doctor but I picked up a shovel and did grievous bodily harm to a human being. I was having trouble dealing with that because I’m not supposed to hurt people. I’m still not okay with it totally but I’ve realized that he really didn’t give me a choice. If it was just him and me, I would have run away but he brought you into it and he threatened Chloe. That was where he crossed the line.”

“Oh. Um. That’s not what I expected you to say.”

“I know but that’s what I was thinking about.”

“But you are worried about Miles?”

“I am but not because I think he can’t handle the training aspect. We’ve been in court; we know what to expect. We know it won’t be pretty but we’ve done it before. He’s only seen TV shows or Court TV and it’s nothing like that.”

Ian ran his hand through his hair pensively, “I didn’t think about that.”

“He’s going to be my roommate at Penn so I’m planning on talking to him about it.”

“That’s a good idea. Maybe you could bring him out for dinner on a free night and we’ll both talk to him.”

“Thanks baby. Are you ready for bed now?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Michael, you can’t kiss me like that and expect me to just roll over and fall asleep!”

“But you’re injured.”

“That’s even more a reason. I’m wounded and you have to kiss it and make it better.”

“I love you Ian but I’m not kissing your foot. That’s your thing.”

“I was hoping for something a little higher; maybe three and a half feet?”

“Mr. Thorpe, I don’t know what you’ve heard but I’m not that kind of guy.” Michael said as he slid down into bed and pulled the sheets up primly to his chin.

Ian grinned and walked his fingers up the sheet. “You’re not? But you were that kind of guy a couple of nights ago.”

“Uh. I need to wash my hair?”

“You did that earlier.” Ian said as he leaned towards Michael oh so slowly.

“I have homework?”

“You graduated.”

“I-mumph.” Michael went silent as his lips were captured and his arms were filled with a horny Australian.
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Round and About

June 7, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael stretched languidly, yawning a little as he woke up.  He was snuggled up to Ian’s backside and felt very warm and cozy.  Making love last night had been a little awkward at first until they figured how to not jostle Ian’s foot but they’d managed in the end.  In fact it was so good that he wondered if Ian would be up for another round.  

He nuzzled Ian’s shoulder and spread his hand over Ian’s stomach, nudging Ian’s bottom with his hips.  Ian moaned a little and inched back, his hand coming down to clasp Michael’s.

Michael ran his lips over Ian’s neck, rising up a little when he spotted two little eyes peeking over the edge of the mattress.  Any amorous thoughts instantly vanished as his eyes flicked towards the door, expecting to see one of the adults standing there but the doorway was empty.

“Da!”

“Liam? What are you doing up?”

“Up!”

“Oh, a new word?”

“Da up!”

“Michael, what’s Liam doing in here? Is he sick?” Ian asked sleepily.

“I don’t know and he’s not sick.”

“Pa! Up up up.”

Ian opened his eyes to see Liam staring back at him.

“Pa! Pa! Up!” Liam said insistently.

Ian reached over and pulled Liam into bed, still more asleep than awake. Michael moved the baby in between them for safety’s sake, sitting up as he did so.

“Michael, what’s Liam doing in here?” Ian asked again, his eyes closing as his head fell back onto the pillow.

“He’s won the Nobel Prize for drooling.”

“Oh? That’s nice.”

Since it was only six, Michael figured it would be at least another half an hour before Ian was fully conscious unless one of the boys started crying.  In order to give Ian as much rest as possible, Michael got up and pulled a pair of shorts on before slinging Liam up into his arms and heading for the nursery.

No one else seemed to be up so how did- oh crap. Michael took one look at the lowered rail on Liam’s crib and shook his head.  There was no way they’d left that down last night. That was one of the things they both checked when they put the boys to bed.

“Liam, if you escaped from your crib we’re going to have a long talk.”

Liam’s only answer was an innocent look which Michael didn’t buy for a moment. He walked back into the master bedroom after making sure the other boys were still asleep and went straight into the bathroom.  He desperately needed to take a leak and after a little repositioning, he took care of business under Liam’s interested gaze.

“Well, I’m up and you’re up.  Want to take a bath?”

“Baf?”

“Yep.  How about we take one together?” Michael asked as he turned on the shower and ducked into the bedroom to get a spare diaper.   He undressed Liam, tugged his shorts off and got under the water slowly.  

After they were both wet, Michael set Liam on his feet and crouched down to soap him up with Ian’s super-mild and wildly expensive body wash after checking the ingredients.  Liam seemed to think it was fun to get soapy while he was standing up and kept giggling.  He giggled even harder and tried to help when Michael started soaping himself up.

Michael quickly washing his own hair and rinsed while Liam amused himself by rocking in and out of the water and running his hands along the tiled wall as he babbled away.  

“Okay son, we’re all done!” Michael said as he turned off the water much to Liam’s disappointment.

“Baf!”

“All done. Towel time.” 

Michael wrapped them both in towels and put the diaper on Liam before getting dressed himself.  He snagged an outfit for Liam and took him downstairs to dress and let out the dogs.   Ten minutes later, he turned on the TV and sat down with Liam and a bottle to watch Nickelodeon.  

When Chloe came down at seven, she stopped when she saw her father stretched out on the sofa with one of her brothers sprawled across his chest. Gizmo was lounging on Michael’s legs and Flannel was curled up on the back of the couch. One of the four was snoring lightly and it was just too cute. She found the camera and took several pictures before going in and getting herself some cereal.

She came back out and sat down on the floor to eat; changing the channel over to the local news and looking over her school work.  She heard the basement door open and Pieter’s familiar footsteps in the kitchen.

“Goede ochtend, Chloe.” Pieter said as he stuck his head in the family room.

Chloe got up and gathered her bag and breakfast stuff. “Goede ochtend Oom Pieter. Gelieve stil te zijn. De papa en de baby slapen.”  

Pieter grinned, “Kijk, hoe leuk zij zijn. Ik hoop u beelden kreeg.”

“Natuurlijk ik.”

“Goed, Ik hoop u bereid om naar school bent te gaan?” Pieter asked with a tilt of his head.

“Ik ben, dank u.”

(rough translation: Good morning Chloe. Good morning uncle Pieter. Please be quiet, Dad and the baby are sleeping.  Oh look how cute. I hope you got a picture.  Of course I did.  Good, are you ready to go to school?  Yes I am, thank you.)
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Ian woke up around seven thirty and stumbled into the bathroom to stand in front of the toilet for what seemed like a long time.  He shook himself back awake a moment later, glad to see that he could still sleep and pee. You never knew when that kind of stuff came in handy.  Oh and his foot didn’t hurt at all this morning. That was a good thing.

Ducking into the shower cubicle, he braced himself and turned on the water.  Yowsa! That was cold. It wasn’t as good as a cup of coffee but sometimes he didn’t get one of those for an hour or more if the boys weren’t cooperating.  A round of soap – hey, Michael used his Botanical Satin soap. That low down- well. Okay. Michael’s skin was a bit dry but he really should have asked first.

Ian shook himself awake again, rinsed off and got out only to discover his towel was not only wet but not hung up properly. Michael was in so much trouble!

Dressed and ready for the day, Ian peeked into the nursery and saw three of the boys still snoozing away.  Ah, Michael must have Liam then.  Wait. He’d had a weird dream involving Liam being some kind of cat burglar. Hm. Very strange.  He decided to make his escape downstairs while he could, knowing he’d be back soon enough.

When he spotted his husband and child sacked out with the pets, he felt his heart do a little flip flop. God, he was just a complete sap, wasn’t he?  He went into the kitchen and put a pot of coffee on while getting everything prepped for breakfast. Once the coffee was done, he grabbed his laptop and took a seat in the family room.  Gadget made herself at home across his legs as he turned on the system and pulling out the weeks’ receipts to start entering them.

It may be anal retentive in the extreme to track their expenses the way he did but he’d found the data he’d gathered interesting enough to base some of their investments on them and was very pleased with the results.  He ran his macros and double checked his entries. Hm. Looked like he’d need to adjust a few stocks. 

He logged into their portfolio, doing a little research before initiating his transactions then switched over to Chloe’s bank account.  Her balance was getting high again and he made a note to sit down with her and talk about converting it some of it into a CD or two. 

“You look very cute sitting over there, squinting at the screen.”

Ian looked up and saw that Michael was awake and staring at him. “I thought you were sleeping.”

“I was and now I’m not.  Where are your glasses?”

“Upstairs.  Was Liam fussing this morning?”

“No. I woke up and he was peeking over the side of the bed.  I think he figured out how to get out of his crib.”

“No way! He’s not really even walking yet.”

“No one else was awake and he’s got a really strong grip, he could have climbed down. I did check him over for bruises when we took a shower and there’s not a scratch on him.  I know we put his rails up last night so not only did he climb down, he figured out how to get the rails to lower too.”

“Okay I believe you but what are we going to do? We can’t let him wander the halls all night.”

“I suppose we need to put a baby gate on the nursery door; maybe two of them so he can’t climb over.”

“I hate the thought of locking the boys in their room.”

“I do too but not when the alternative is having him learn to crawl over the gate on the stairs.”

“Uh no.  All right, we’ll get more gates and install them today.  What time are you going to the pool?”

“I’ll head out back for a couple of hours this afternoon. Um, would you mind getting Liam off me?”

“Sure.” Ian said as he got up and walked over to the couch. “Oh, he’s really got you pinned doesn’t he?”

“Stop laughing and pick him up.  Be careful because I’d like to keep that nipple he’s got his little claw on.”

Ian tilted his head and knelt down to examine the situation more closely. “Wow, he really does have a strong grip.”

“Were you not listening?”
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“What do we need?”

“Diapers, baby gates, T-shirts, socks, light bulbs, cat food – Robbie stop kicking your brother, water, shampoo for Mum, motor oil, softener and lube.”

“Ian that’s a very bizarrely organized list.”

“This store is laid out weird.  I’m all for super centers but there is no logic here.”

“Maybe the person who laid out this store has schizophrenia.” Michael commented as they started down the first aisle.

“He or she has some kind of mental condition although I’m not sure what.”

“Ian, are we still going to New York Saturday?”

“Why wouldn’t we? My foot is fine as long as I wear sandals.”

“Just checking. Is Gail going to be up to watching the boys?”

“Why wouldn’t- oh. She can’t get her hand wet which would make it difficult for her to have them all day even with Mum and Dad there. Damn.”

“So I was thinking that maybe you should go and I’ll stay home.”

“Oh. Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Your opinion of the place is more important than mine since you’ll be staying there both weeks. You’re also more familiar with the city so you’d be able to scope out the neighborhood better.  We really won’t have another chance to go together before we have to cancel our other reservations.”

Ian tossed a couple of packages of diapers into the cart as he thought it over. “You’re not planning some big surprise that requires you to get me out of the house, are you?”

“Nope. I’m fresh out of surprises until after the Games. Besides, you just told Robbie not to kick Jamey and we left the kids at home.  I think you need a day off.”

Stopping in his tracks, Ian shook his head. “I so did not.”

“You said, ‘light bulbs, cat food – Robbie, stop kicking your brother, water, etc.’ I heard you.”

Ian started to deny then looked down at his list. “Well I not only said it, I also wrote it down. Good heavens. Okay, I’ll go. Not that I wasn’t going to go anyway since you know I love New York but you’re right.”

“All right then. Now, what baby gates should we get?”  Michael asked as he pulled out a box.

“I don’t like those. That’ll look like a jail cell.”

“Okay. Then how about- no.  Liam will just climb right up these with all those little holes.”

They looked at the other two choices and didn’t like those either for various reasons.

“Okay, this isn’t good. What other store can we try?” Michael asked.

“Hm.  Let’s get the rest of the list and think about this.”

As they were putting their items on the checkout belt, Ian suddenly turned to Michael. “Love, how do we keep the boys from going into the yard when the doors are open?”

“The screen – oh. That’s brilliant.”

“Yes and we could install one with a lock on the outside so when they do figure out how to open doors, they can’t get out.  We could even get one with the glass panel on the bottom so they can’t break through the screening.”
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“This one?” Ian asked, standing next to the last door.

“It’s too heavy. One of them would get a finger smashed in that.”

“So basically, we’re right where we started.  We need something but what we’re looking at won’t work.” Ian said.

“May I help you?”

Michael and Ian turned to find one of the store clerks looking at them.  Michael nodded, “Yes please. We have a bit of a dilemma. We have four nine month old boys; one is an escape artist and although we have baby gates on the stairs and we’ve child-proofed the house, it’s only a matter of time before Liam teaches the other boys how to get out of their cribs.”

“I see.  Hang on a second, I’ll be right back.”

Ian leaned back against the shelves along the aisle as the clerk left. “I really thought I was on to something.”

“I thought you were too but these doors are either too light or too heavy.  I’m also not sure how we’d do installing one.”

“Ha! I was planning on going over to Pieter and Grant’s house and throwing myself on the mercy of their contractor.”

“That was a great plan.”

They stood for a moment, looking around when Ian finally spoke. “Are you sure it’s okay for me-“

“Yes. Ian, stop it or I’m going to start feeling like some fifties husband. You don’t need my permission you know.”

“So I could just up and leave willy nilly?” Ian asked slyly. 

“No but -. Okay. You’ve got me. Neither one of us leaves without making sure of someone’s looking after the kids but I’m home until Wednesday so that part is covered.”

“Then you wouldn’t mind if I left tomorrow night and came back on Saturday?”

“Mind? No. Miss you? Yes.  You’d better give Maureen a call if you want to have a nice place to stay though.”

“Hi, sorry it took so long but I couldn’t find where we moved these.” The clerk said, pushing a shopping cart that held a long narrow box.  “This is a retractable mesh screen with a clear pet window insert on the bottom.  The window holds up to my dogs and it’s not climbable.  Well, it’s not as climbable as bars would be.  It’s pretty tough and has a lot of give; it’s not a long term solution but it should work for a while.”

“Wow. Okay. How hard is it to install?” Michael asked, checking the picture on the box.

“It took me over an hour but that’s because I thought my door frame was level and didn’t bother to check. If you’re not sure you can do the installation, we can do that for you too.”

“All right.  What if we try to install it and then have to call in the experts?”

The clerk laughed.  “That will work too.  There are a couple of tools you’ll need for this job; do you want to go over them and get any that you’re missing?”
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“Okay Dad, what’s next?”

Ken flipped over the instructions. “You need to plum and level the side frames before you tighten the screws.”

Ian held the level while Michael made the adjustments.  “Okay, we’re level and plum and the screws are tightened.”

“Now you’re supposed to fit the upper frame into the side frames by firmly snapping it in place.  Oh, be sure both sides go in at the same time or you might have to try again.”

“Chloe, can you hand up the top frame?” 

“Here you go, Dad.”

“Thanks sweetie.  Ian, are you ready?”

“Yes. Slow and steady.”

Pieter started clapping after the frame snapped in place. “Good show.”

Ian looked up and down the hallway where his family was gathered.  His mother, Chloe, Pieter and Grant each had a boy in their lap and everyone was watching with great interest. “Thank you Pieter but may I ask when this became a family event?” 

“Ian, you arrived home with tools.  How could we resist seeing such a manly display?” 

“We’ve used tools around the house before, Grant so I’m not buying it.”

“Enough of that! We’re working here.” Ken said, “Now, it’s time to install the interior magna-track.”

Michael and Ian looked at Ken who was sitting in a comfy chair then looked at each other.  Michael mouthed ‘we?’ but Ian just shrugged.  “Dad, what’s that?”

“It’s the long metal thingy near Chloe’s foot.”

“Metal thingy? Oh, I love it when you talk technical Ken.” 

“Hush Margaret.  Boys, you need to install the magna-track on the side you want the door to open from.”  It took a minute for them to run through different scenarios before installing the track on the right side with plenty of kibitzing from their audience. “Good, now you’ll have to unroll the mesh and fit the magna-connector.  Good lord, why don’t they just call it a door handle.  Ah, it says you can install the connect anywhere on the mesh but stay at least one foot away from the top or bottom.”

“We’ll go high then. Chloe, how about standing up with Harry so we can see how high to go?”

“Okay Papa.”

Ian held the connector up and Chloe tested it out, getting low enough so she could open it without being so low the boys could reach it.  

“Four feet two inches on the lower edge” Michael said after measuring carefully and transferring the measurement to the mesh they rolled out in the boys’ room.  “What’s this bar thing on the edge of the mesh?”

“We’re in the homestretch boys. That’s the bar that holds the screen stiff as you slid it. The connector snaps over bar and you’ll have to tighten it down with a screwdriver.  Once the connector is in place and tightened, you can’t reposition it so make sure you’re sure.” Ken said.  “Ah, you can order the connector separately if you need to move it later.”

“Good enough.  Before we do this, let’s hold it up and see if we’re really sure.”

“That’s a plan.”  

They stood up holding the edges and quickly realized they had the mesh upside down.  “Well, good thing we checked.” Ian said, looking a bit rueful after they turned it over.

“How does it look?” Michael asked.

“Looks good boys.  Now make sure you’re laying it down right this time.”

“Got it, Ken.”

Six minutes later Ian slid the mesh across the doorway, listening to the magnets click together. “Well, it only took us thirty minutes. We did it faster than the clerk!”

Michael laughed, “I wasn’t aware we were competing.  We’re only using this at night, right?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t believe little Liam got himself out of his crib and went on a walkabout.” Grant said as he watched Michael and Ian cleaning up their tools and debris from the installation.

“Well since no one has owned up to leaving his crib rails down or leaving him out, what else could have happened?”

“He might have teleported out.” Pieter suggested.

“Are you saying he’s weird in some way?”

“He is your child, Ian.”
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June 8, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Do you have your jammies?”

“Yes.”

“Toothbrush & paste?”

“Yes.”

“A spare change of undies?”

“Why- okay. Now I do.”

“Change to call home?”

“I have a cell phone.”

“Just in case.”

“Fine.  I have two dollars and I’ll call collect.”

“Credit cards so you can buy out Manhattan?”

“Yes- wait. I have no intention of shopping.”

“Sure you don’t. Remember that there’s a limit to how much you can bring back on Amtrak.”

“Just for that, I am going to shop.  Can I go already?”

“Sure.  I just want to make sure you’re prepared.” Michael said as he picked up Ian’s overnight case.

“I’ve been away from home before Michael.” Ian said, rolling his eyes as they went downstairs.

“Yeah but I just want you to know that I’m going to miss you.”

“Ian! Come on or you’re going to miss the train!” Pieter yelled from the kitchen.

“God. All right Pieter!” Ian said as he hurried into the family room.  “Chloe, I’m leaving you in charge.”

“Hey!” Michael protested.

“Take care of your dad and make sure he doesn’t skip any meals or stay up too late.”

“I will Papa. Love you and have a good time.”

“I love you too sweets.” Ian said giving her a big hug before giving each boy a kiss and telling them to behave.

“Ian!”

“Coming!  Michael, I love you and I’ll call when I get there.”

“All right baby. Have fun. Love you too.” They exchanged quick kisses and Ian stuck his head in his parents’ suite before going out the door, Michael waving as he watched Ian get into the car and drive off with Pieter.

After shutting the door Michael went into the family room sitting down next to Chloe and putting his feet up on the coffee table.

“Dad! You’re not supposed to put your feet there!”

Michael sighed. Good god.
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The train sped north and Ian considered getting out his laptop to make a few notes but couldn’t find the energy. He’d only been out of the house for, he checked his watch, seventy three minutes and twenty seconds but he couldn’t help wondering what Michael and the kids were doing.

All right, he loved being a dad and being married to Michael but he certainly was not going to call home.  He’d wait until he got to his hotel.  He could do it. He’d won fourteen Olympic medals dammit. He was tough. He was in control.  He was.  Okay so maybe he could call from the train station when he got there. That’s what he told Michael he’d do after all.   
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“Hello?”

“Hi Chloe.”

“Hi Papa. How was the train?”

“It was fine. How are you?”

“Good.  Do you want to talk to Dad?”

“No, that’s okay.  I was just checking in. Um, what’s your dad doing?”

“He’s washing dishes.”

“Oh. What did you have for dinner?”

“Barbeque chicken breasts with broccoli and potato salad.  Where are you going for dinner?”

“I haven’t decided yet.  I guess I’ll let you go. Tell Daddy I’ll call later.”

“Okay Papa. Good night.”

“Night sweetie.”

Ian hung up and sat back in the cab proud that he’d managed to make it out the station before picking up his phone.  He was still resisting the urge to call back when the cab pulled up in front of the Tribeca Grand Hotel.  The doorman opened his door as he paid the fare and tip, bidding the cab driver a good night.

“Good evening, sir.  Checking in?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll get your bags for you.”

“No need, I’ve got them.”  Ian tipped the doorman and went in, striding up to the desk.

“Good evening sir. How may I help you.”

“I have a reservation. Under Thorpe.”

“Yes Mr. Thorpe we’ve been expecting you.  You’re in a studio on the third floor.  If you’ll just sign the guest card?”

“Thank you.” Ian signed in and received his key card.

“Take the elevator over there and your door will be to the left about half way down. Enjoy your visit and please dial seven if you need anything.”

“Thank you again.” Ian said before he set off across the atrium enjoying the architecture.  His room was just where it was supposed to be and he was pleasantly surprised at how nice the room was; not that Maureen had ever gone wrong before.  Ah.  He found his cell phone and keyed down until he found her number.

“Octagon Sports Management.”

“Maureen, its Ian.”

“Of course it’s you. How many Australian hunks do you think I know?”

“With you, it’s hard to tell.  What are you still doing at work?”

“Finishing up a few things for the weekend.  How do you like the room?”

“It’s fantastic. I know its short notice but are you free for dinner?”

There was a short silence. “Ian, I-”

“Maureen, I’m not hitting on you.”

“That was the last thing on my mind.”

“So say you’ll come and keep an old married man company. I have recent pictures of the kids.”

“Oh all right. Where are we going?”

“Do you like sushi?”

“Of course.”

“How about Next Door Nobu so we don’t have to get reservations?”

“Okay, I’ll meet you in a half hour?”

“See you then.”

Ian did a quick wash to get the train smell off and changed into a jacket, nice shirt and khaki pants before snatching up the key and his messenger bag then leaving the room.  The restaurant was close enough to the hotel and Ian waved away the doorman’s offer of a cab.

The Friday night hustle was just beginning as people hurried home or out for the night. He saw the new directional signs put up for the upcoming Games and couldn’t help grinning at the large billboard featuring Michael.  Despite the perceived dangers of hosting an Olympics here, the NYOC had predicted sell out crowds and with only a month and half to go, those predictions had come true.

Speedo had given Michael a block of tickets for the opening and closing ceremonies along with the swimming events so they were set for those but Ian had also purchased tickets for other venues the first week they’d gone on sale so they were set. 

Team handball, badminton, show jumping and archery might not be sports everyone was interested in but Chloe had chosen those because they fit around the swimming schedule the first week so Ian was happy to oblige.  The second week, they were going to table tennis, fencing, modern pentathlon, synchro swimming and a day of track and field. Michael would join them as his schedule allowed but that was before the boys had come along.  Hm. He’d have to do some rearranging.

“Ian!”

Ian stopped walking and realized that Maureen was waving at him from just down the block. He waved back and hurried his step. “Hi.”

“Hi. You looked deep in thought.” Maureen remarked after he kissed her cheek in greeting.

“I was.  You look fabulous by the way.” Ian said, taking in her stylish hair cut and chic business suit.

“Thank you. You don’t look so bad for an old married man.” Maureen replied with a grin.  “Shall we go in?”

“After you.”

The wait was only a few minutes, since it was still early by New York standards and after they were seated, Maureen gazed at him for a minute.

“So where are the pictures?”

“Gee. No small talk first?”

“No. You throw out a bribe like that, you’d better come through.”

“Fine.” Ian reached into his bag and pulled out a small photo album. “There you go.”

Maureen took it and flipped it open, immediately smiling at the first picture which captured the boys sleeping on the family room floor in a puppy-like pile. “God, they’re so cute.”

“Thank you, we think so too.”

She was still looking through the album when their waiter arrived and seemed reluctant to put it aside. “Oh. Ian, want to try the omakase?”

“That would be perfect.”

They chatted about the pictures and the kids over the first two courses then Ian ventured to ask Maureen what she’d been up to lately expecting to hear the usual riff about work.

“Actually, I’ve been thinking seriously about taking a long vacation.  This summer is going to be horrific work-wise and the city is going to be a mess of tourists.”

“Really? What areas are you looking at?”

“I have no idea. It’s funny that I make all these travel arrangements for people so nothing seems really exciting anymore.”

“Maybe I can help.  What do you want to do on your vacation?”

“Um.” Maureen sat back and tapped her finger on the table. “I’m not really sure. I’m not a beach person and the idea of being cooped up on a ship with hundreds of strangers freaks me out.  I just want peace and quiet without a bunch of people in my face.”

“Ah. Do you like to look at the ocean, even if you’re not on a beach?”

“Yes because I like snorkeling.  Beaches are just too hot and sandy.”

Ian couldn’t help laughing.  “Well that is a good description. You need to check out Saba.  It’s a small island in the Caribbean.  A couple of thousand people, no beaches if I remember the website correctly; there is diving and snorkeling though.  Pieter and Grant are going there on their honeymoon.”

“Hm. I’ll have to check it out. So tell me something; what were you having such deep thoughts over earlier?”

“Oh. I was just wondering how we’re going to manage with the boys next month. We’re good on the swimming venues but Chloe and I had plans to see some other events and we don’t have the extra tickets.”

“Ah. Well, don’t you have a nanny? And do you really need to take four babies to a bunch of sporting events even if they are boys?”

“True. I guess it’s silly of me to think they’d have any idea what is going on and I’d probably end up leaving most of the events to deal with them.”

“It was a nice thought but you’re probably better off keeping them under wraps.  Tim’s gotten a few more requests for the boys to do commercials or other work; I’m so glad you guys have turned those down.”

“He has? We have?” Ian asked, looking shocked. “When did this happen?”

Maureen put her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry I thought you knew.  Tim mentioned it to Michael a few weeks after you all got back from England.”

“And Michael said?”

“That he didn’t want his kids having to live down starring in a diaper commercial.”

“Ah.”

“Are you upset?”

Ian shook his head, “No. I would have said no anyway.  We didn’t have children to make money off of them.”

“Good because I didn’t mean to cause problems.” Maureen wrinkled her nose. “There were really scummy ideas too.  Michael was really upset that the bottle company people wanted to cast some actress as his wife.  I swear the temperature in the room dropped fifty degrees.”

“Uh, did that company think people wouldn’t remember that Michael is gay and married to a man?”

“I guess not. You guys do keep a low profile but it was sort of ridiculous.”

“And what did Michael do?”

“He sat there and stared at them for a while with this odd smile on his face.  You know, I’ve always heard that Michael had a temper so I expected him to really go off; I was certainly fuming and Tim was apoplectic. I have no idea what Michael did but the baby bottle guy literally peed his pants.”

“No way!”

“Yes way. I mean we could actually hear it. Michael just leaned back and said, ‘I hope you plan on paying Tim to replace that chair and clean the carpet.’  It was fantastic!  The guy’s boss actually sent a check the next day.”

“I can not believe Michael didn’t tell me about that.”

“I think Michael felt kind of bad later. The guy was really embarrassed and he probably got fired.  That was the last time Tim ever mentioned taking a meeting with people interested in the boys.”

“So Tim just turns every one of them down?”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t even discuss them with Michael?”

“No.  Michael said if whoever it was didn’t go through David first, then he wasn’t interested.  Has David mentioned anything?”

“Yes, a diaper commercial.” Ian admitted. “I turned that down.”

“Tidy-White Diaper Service?”

“How did you-?”

“They’re the ones Michael turned down too.”
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Michael flopped down face first on the bed and considered nominating Ian for sainthood. Of course, they weren’t Catholic but maybe Rome would make an exception.  He’d get right on that after he had two or three days of sleep.  He rolled over and finished toeing off his socks just as Margaret walked in. 

“Hello dear. I would have knocked but the door was open.  You look exhausted.”

“I am.  I know it’s cliché but how does Ian do this?”

“They were only awake for four hours after Ian left.”

“But I made a total mess of things.”

“You did but nothing that isn’t fixable.”

“Margaret, that’s not very supportive of you.” Michael chided.

“I’m not here to be supportive; that comes later. This is my ‘buck it up’ speech.”

“Oh. Sorry. Please continue.” Michael apologized, lacing his fingers over his midriff.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and patted his knee, “Good. Ian has had nine months of almost twenty-four hour exposure to the boys so he knows all their little ends and outs.  Tomorrow, the boys are going to wake up and they won’t remember that you didn’t know which one hates carrots or which one likes the yellow blanket.  So get over it, they already have. Also, stop feeling guilty that you haven’t been here.  You weren’t out boozing it up or chasing after women after all.”

Michael stared up at his mother-in-law in silence then realized she was now expecting him to reply. “Okay, I’ll try to do better tomorrow.”

“That’s all you can do.”

“You know, just when I think I’m fine something like this happens and makes me doubt my choices.”

“Having the boys?”

“Oh no. Never that.  No, I wonder if I should have retired when Chloe came or after the boys were born.  I would have still had school but I wouldn’t have missed so many things.”

“There’s no guarantee of that and how do you think the children would have felt about it? Here’s their very talented father giving up his dream for them.  What kind of thing is that to teach your children?”

“That sometimes you have to make sacrifices and that I love them more than swimming.”

“Sure, they could see it that way or that the minute things get tough, it’s okay to quit.”

“Margaret!”

“What?  I told you this was the ‘buck up’ portion of our event.  Michael, you’ve made your choices and it’s too late to change things now. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.  Chloe and the boys are healthy and happy children.”

“Because Ian’s been here.  He gave up his dreams of getting his doctorate.”

“Because Ian’s too much of a control freak to not be here.”

“That’s not fair.”

“But it’s true. Before he moved to Michigan to be with you, he always talked about going to school ‘when he had time.’  You gave him the motivation and the time to do it.  He’s got a master’s degree now but has he ever spoken of putting it to use?”

“Well no.”

“If Ian announced tomorrow that he wanted to go back to school and take a few classes in say, computer repair or calligraphy; would you be surprised?”

“No. I’d just think he wanted to learn more about – okay. I get your point.”

“There you go. Ian’s right where he wants to be at this point in his life. So buck up, little camper.”

“Thanks Margaret.”

“You’re welcome, dear.” Margaret said as she leaned down and kiss him on the forehead. “Now get some sleep because you’ll be up early tomorrow.”

“Argh. Don’t remind me.” Michael said as the phone rang.  He reached an arm out and snatched up the handset. “Hello?”

“Hello Michael.”

“Ian! Hi. How was the train?”

“Good. The hotel’s excellent and I had dinner with Maureen. What’s wrong?”

“What makes you think anything’s wrong?”

“You sound weird.”

“We had an awkward evening and I was feeling sorry for myself. Your mom is giving me a pep talk.”

“Ah. ‘Buck up, little camper’?”

“Yeah. How did you know?”

“That’s Mum’s equivalent of a smack down. How awkward was it?”

“I forgot that Robbie doesn’t like carrots and Harry likes the yellow blanket.”

“Robbie loves carrots and Harry doesn’t care.”

“God! I couldn’t even remember-”

“Michael, do you want to know what helps me when I’m dealing with the boys?”

“What?”

“Every day is going to be different. You’ve seen Harry’s blanket gambit before; why did it throw you so much tonight?”

“Because they kept expecting you to show up.”

“Oh. All right.  Do you want me to come home?”

“No. This hasn’t been a barrel of monkeys. Well, yes it’s just like a barrel of monkeys but it’s a good lesson.   The boys are clean, fed and in bed and no one was traumatized aside from me.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Are you having a good time?”

“Well, I miss you and the bed is very large and lonely looking.”

“Same here.”

“Is Mum still there?”

“Uh huh.”

“Okay. I’ll be home tomorrow. I love you.”

“I love you more.”

“Not possible.” Ian said before he hung up the phone.

Michael put the receiver down and turned to see Margaret smirking as she rose. “Why are you leaving now?”

“Because my work here is done.  You need sleep more than you need to spend the next two hours telling Ian how much you love him.  Have a good night, dear.”
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June 9, 2012 New York, NY

Ian woke up early and after a long shower, he got dressed and decided to explore the neighborhood around the house they’d be using during the Olympics.  He was familiar with Tribeca and had spent a lot of time investigating it online but it never hurt to scout things out in person.

After a great breakfast at Bubby’s, a restaurant down the street from the hotel, Ian strolled around the area stopping at the various places he’d researched. There were two decent groceries within a block or two of the house and he stopped in the Food Emporium, picking up information about their delivery service before moving on.

Washington Market Park seemed safe enough for Chloe and the boys and as it was only nine; he flagged a cab down and gave the driver directions to an address on West 10th Street.  Once there, he got out and entered the offices of Downtown Pets.

“Hi, how can I help you?”

Ian smiled at perky and seemingly young clerk. “I’ll be visiting New York for the Olympics; July twenty fourth through August fifteenth.  We’re bringing both of our dogs and our cat along and I’d schedule for their care.”

“Okay. Are you staying in a hotel or house?”

“A townhouse on Reade Street in Tribeca.”

“We cover that area.  We offer several different services.”

“Yes, I’ve looked around on your website.  I’d like to have both dogs walked mid-morning for the hour and at five for a half hour. Whoever came in for the dogs would also need to check on the cat and we might need an early morning or late night walk once or twice but we’ll know that in advance.”

“Okay.” The clerk, whose name tag read ‘Danny’, took a form out and picked up a pen.  “What are the dogs’ names, sex, breeds and ages?”

“Gizmo and Gadget.  They’re brother and sister around four years old and mostly mutts.  They’re both altered, well trained and will need to be walked together.”

“What about the cat?”

“Flannel’s part Burmese and about the same age as the dogs, an altered male.  They were all strays so we don’t know their exact ages.”

“Your name and permanent address?”

“Ian Thorpe, 8840 Norwood Avenue, Philadelphia, PA.”

Danny dropped the pen and stared up at Ian. “Oh my god, it is you!”

Ian stepped back a bit. “Um. I never said it wasn’t.”

“No. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.  I saw you swim in Sydney and Athens.

“You don’t look old enough to-”

Danny laughed a bit, “I’m older than I look. Normally, I wouldn’t ask but can I get your autograph? My parents are big fans.”

“Uh. Sure.” Ian said. “I don’t have a-” Ian took the pen and piece of copy paper Danny held out. “What are your parents’ names?”

“Marjorie and Dale.”

Ian wrote a short message and signed the paper, passing it back to Danny. “There you go.”

“Thanks! They couldn’t make it to Beijing so they’re really excited about having the Olympics right in their backyard.” Danny said then took a deep breath. “Okay. Sorry about that.  Now back to business.  Will someone be at the house to let the walker in?”

“Probably not the first week but the second week will be hit or miss. I’m meeting with someone about the house today and I’ll check on the key situation.”

“Good enough. If you’ll review the information, I can put it in our database.”

“Do you require a deposit?”

“Not if I can get your credit card information. We normally bill weekly or you can pay your bill online.”

“Weekly billing works for me.” Ian said as he read the paper.

“Excellent.  If you’ll sign on the bottom line?”

Ian did so and passed over the contract and his credit card.  Danny quickly keyed in the info then pressed a button and waited for the printer.

“Here you go. This is your log in and temporary password to the website. You can make changes, add or cancel any service.  Our phone number is down here and we’ll also provide a direct number for your walker once he or she is assigned.  Any questions?”

“No, I think we’re all set. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Please tell Michael that we’re all rooting for him – uh, cheering. Not rooting.”

Ian grinned. “I’ve been here long enough so I know what you meant. Have a good day, Danny.”

“You too, Ian.”

Folding up his copy of the contract and other info, Ian checked his watch and walked over a couple of blocks to catch the red line for the subway.  He was back in Tribeca with fifteen minutes to spare so he decided to walk over to Reade Street and wait for Gwen.

From the street, the townhouse looked very good but Ian knew that looks could be deceiving especially in this city.  He leaned against the building and just observed the street.  It was a Saturday so there was some car traffic but most of the people he saw were on foot including many children.

“Ian! Hi.”

Ian turned to see Gwen standing right next to him. “Hi. Sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“I snuck up because I wasn’t sure it was you. Love the hair.”

He ran his fingers through his short brown locks. “I stopped coloring it. Too much work with the boys around.”

“So I see.  Shall we go in?”

“Lead on.”

Gwen put the key in the door and opened it, quickly ushering Ian inside and turning off the alarm. “Ha! I remembered the code.  I stopped by yesterday and almost set it off.  The owners left the instructions on how to change the code while you’re here.

A half hour later, as they stood on the seventh floor terrace, Ian was practically swooning at how great this house was.

“Gwen, this is fantastic.”

“I’m glad you like it.  Michael was really particular about his specifications.”

“Really?” Ian asked nonchalantly.

“Oh yes.  Once Mitch mentioned that we’d be providing a house for you guys, Michael said it had to be special.  You have no idea how many houses I looked at last year but on the upside, I did score an awesome condo while I was on the hunt.”

“What was he looking for?”

“Something big enough for your extended family, in a great neighborhood with some style. Also, nothing in a high rise.  I think what really helped is he said he wanted you to feel like you were in New York.”

“You did a great job here, Gwen.”

“Whew!” Gwen said, comically wiping her brow. “If you didn’t like it, we’d have to go to the back up and it’s no where as nice as this.”
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“Liam, we’re supposed to be getting pretty for Papa so please stop squirming around.”

“Pa?” Liam stopped trying to flip over and looked up at Michael.

“Yes. Papa.” Michael said as he finished snapping the pants. “Thank you.”

“Dank.” Liam repeated, putting his fist in his mouth and cooperating momentarily.

“Dad, what pants should I put on Harry? The blue ones or the other blue ones?”

“The other blue ones, they match his shirt better.  Thanks, Chloe.”

“You’re welcome. Hey Harry, let’s get dressed.”

“Oops. Michael, can you-?” Grant asked as Michael reached out and stopped Jamey from escaping. “Boy, he’s sneaky.”

“He gets that from Ian.” Michael said absentmindedly as he passed Jamey back while trying to keep Liam from making a break for it.

“Oh! I’m done first! What do I get?” Pieter asked as he held Robbie up.

“My undying gratitude.” Michael answered.

“Thanks but that won’t buy our groceries.  Hey, are we still sharing the shopping trips?”

Michael sat Liam up to slip on his shirt. “I don’t see why not. We’ll all still need to eat and it’s easier with all of us.” 

“Not to mention it goes better when we each take a baby and split up.  I knew the kids would draw a crowd but they ask such stupid questions.” Grant commented as he held Jamey up. “Jamey’s done! Yes, he is. Woogie woogie woogie.”

“Uncle Grant, no baby talk.”

“Sorry Chloe. I forgot.” Grant said, not at all contrite. “Jamey liked it though and it technically wasn’t baby talk.”

“It sounded like baby talk to me.”

“It was a movie quote.”

“Oh yeah? Which one?”

“A movie you aren’t allowed to see yet: Porky’s.”

“Dad? Is that right?”

“I haven’t seen that movie in years so I have no idea.  Liam’s done. How are you doing over there, Chloe?”

“Harry and I have been done for ages. I just don’t have the male need to crow about minor accomplishments.” Chloe said as she sat down on the couch with Harry.

Michael, Pieter and Grant exchanged looks, having a silent discussion over Chloe’s statement when Pieter shrugged.

“Oh what the hell? Chloe, where did you hear that?”

“Nana said it to Granda the other day when he finished loading the dishwasher.  I thought it sounded cool and I’ve been waiting to use it.”

The men’s response to that was lost when Ian stuck his head in the room. “I’m home!”  It took two minutes for Ian get extricate himself from Chloe and the boys and crawl over next to Michael. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

They briefly kissed and Ian looked over at Grant and Pieter. “Hello guys. Why is everyone so dressed up?”

“We’re going out to dinner.” Michael announced.

“Tonight?” Ian asked.

“Yes, to a new place that’s very chic.”

“But I just got off the train.” Ian said, with a slight whine in his voice.

“Trust us, you’ll like this.  Chloe, can you go get Nana and Granda?”

“Okay Dad!” Chloe said as she jumped up and ran to the front of the house.

“Do I need to get dressed too?” Ian asked, looking down at his khakis and red t-shirt.

“I already brought your navy sports coat down.  It’s on the hall tree.  Grant, Pieter do you want to grab a kid and we’ll get going?”

Ian grumbled under his breath as he went into the hall and got his jacket, returning to pick up Harry since that was the only baby left without a bearer.  “Michael, I really don’t think taking the boys out is such a-”

“Ian, trust me it’ll be fine. Come on.” Michael said, nodding his head towards the kitchen.

Sighing, Ian shifted until he was holding Harry comfortably and followed Michael expecting to see the rest of family heading for the minibus but they were disappearing through a door that had been installed in the fence that ran along side their driveway.

“We’re going to Pieter and Grant’s for dinner?”

“Yep.”

“Their house is done?”

“Almost. I’ll let them tell you all about it during the tour.”

Ian knew that Pieter and Grant had many plans for their new house and had watched much of the remodeling as it progress but the backyard was certainly nice now that all the construction gear was gone.  The large area now had fresh sod and plantings, the arbor area was furnished and the pool in the greenhouse-like structure sparkled in the sun throwing interesting reflections against the glass.

The interior was just as nice now that the last vestiges of the seventies were gone and Ian was very impressed with the new kitchen that had been revised to work so much better than the old one.

“Grant, Pieter this is lovely.”

“Thank you.  We’re very pleased with Angela and her crew.” Pieter replied. “Now, we’re about to serve dinner so please take your seats in the dining room.”

The meal was just as wonderful as the newly stained woodwork Ian couldn’t help admiring as Pieter and Grant talked about their new home and their furnishing plans.  Since they were currently gathered around a plastic picnic table and sitting in lawn chairs, everyone couldn’t help laughing.

“I hope a dining room table is one of your planned purchases.” Ken said with a grin.

“Oh no, we’re going for a shabby chic look in here. You don’t like it?” Grant asked with a perfectly straight face before laughing himself.

“Actually, we both have furniture in storage so we’ll be going through it all before we make any purchases.  It’s all supposed to be delivered next week after the new garage doors are installed.” Pieter said, “We’re thinking of having a garage sale or donating the things that won’t work in here.”

“Speaking of that, we have all that furniture in your basement. Aside from our bed, we’re not going to be able to use it here.” Grant said.

“Then we’ll buy it from you.” Ian said promptly. “I like the way you furnished it.”

“Even better!” Pieter exclaimed.  “If we have a garage sale, do you want to have one too?”

“Sure. We’ve got lots of stuff we were planning on donating.  I suppose we could donate the proceeds.”

“Or you could let me organize it and give me a commission.” Chloe piped up.  She watched as the adults exchanged looks and knew it might be possible when her parents seemed to nod at each other.

“What kind of commissions are we talking about?” Ian asked as he sat back and put on his negotiating face.

“Well, I’ll have my overhead for supplies like price tags and then there’s advertising. I’d also have to pay my crew a decent wage for cleaning and setting up stuff.  I’d say fifty percent is fair.” Chloe said firmly.

“Hm. Where are you planning on staging the sale items?”

“The pool garage.”

“Well then you’ll have to rent that from us.  How about ten percent?”

“Papa, don’t be silly. Garage sales are a lot of work.  Forty five percent.”

“But we’re the ones who bought everything in the first place. Fifteen.”

“Some of that stuff is going to need a lot of work to get it sale ready. Forty.”

Ian stroked his chin, “That is a good point but since we’re planning on donating the proceeds, maybe we can split the difference.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“How about we give you fifty percent of the proceeds but you have to put half of your profits into your giving and savings funds.”

“Papa, you drive a hard bargain.”

“Also, you’ll have to fit your sales activity around swimming and get permission from your friends’ parents before you put any of them to work.”

Michael noticed that Chloe didn’t seem to have a problem with those conditions and in fact, it seemed to set some wheels turning in her head as she nodded and held out her hand.  “Deal.”
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“I think our daughter is up to something.” Ian said as he took off his shirt and tossed it in the hamper.

“No really?” Michael said half-sarcastically as he kicked off his shoes and turned on the shower. “She came straight home and has been sequestered in her room ever since; she’s definitely up to something.”

“Well as long as it’s not illegal or unethical, is that really a bad thing?” Ian asked as he removed the rest of his clothes.

“Not at all.” Michael said as he finished undressing and stepped under the water.

Ian joined him and picked up the soap, “It’ll be fun to see what she comes up with.”

“As long it doesn’t involve selling us or the boys off.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her.” Ian said with a grin. “How was your day?”

“Better than yesterday night.  I think the boys were testing me.” Michael said as he poured some shampoo into his hand. “Tilt your head back.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me.  Oh. That feels good.” Ian said as Michael’s fingers massaged the liquid into his scalp.

“What did you think of the house?”

“It’s spectacular. Just what I always imagined living in if I lived in New York.”

“Good, I’m glad you like it.”

“Well after all the work Gwen went through to find just what you wanted, I’d better like it.”  Ian smirked as Michael froze behind him.

“Uh-”

“You didn’t think I’d find out that it wasn’t just a happy coincidence?”

“Uh-”

Ian turned around and slipped his hands around Michael’s waist. “My mother was right about you.”

“She was?” Michael said looking a little confused at the subject change. 

“Yes, she said you spoiled me horribly.”

“Oh.” 

“Don’t worry. I like it.  In fact, I love it.  I never felt worth spoiling until you started spoiling me.” Ian said before leaning in and kissing Michael.  Kissing soon led to other things until Michael felt himself sliding a little on the slick floor.

“Baby? We can’t do this in here.”

“Huh? Oh. Okay. I guess conditioner isn’t really a good substitute for lubricant.”

“No it isn’t.  Let’s rinse off the soap and I’ll meet you in bed in five minutes.”

Three minutes and forty seven second later, Michael leaned over Ian and slurped along Ian’s collarbone.

“Michael!” Ian yipped, giving Michael a look. “You know I’m ticklish there.”

“What? That spot was still wet.” Michael said before setting his mouth on Ian’s and forestalling any other conversation.  A little while later, and Michael wasn’t sure how it happened, he was on stomach with Ian’s cock inside of him, Ian’s arms around him and Ian’s voice murmuring in his ear.

He felt surrounded by Ian and that was always a good thing. It was even better when Ian’s large hand slid in between Michael’s hips and the pillow and started leisurely stroking Michael’s cock. Oh, that was it. He knew Ian was close to coming too because the stream of love words had turned into gasps and moans.

When they cleaned up and snuggled together later, Ian brought up the subject of the house again. “So how many places in New York did you reject?”

“Uh? Oh I don’t know. Probably twenty or so that made the final cut.”

“What was wrong with them?”

“A couple of good prospects were in Brooklyn. Closer to the venue but from your body language, I knew Brooklyn wouldn’t work.”

Ian relaxed, “Not that there’s anything wrong with Brooklyn. What about the others?”

“There was a fantastically ritzy penthouse in some historic building.  Just amazing but on the seventieth floor.  Great views but I’m not comfortable living that high up and I hate to mention it but especially not in that city.”

“Because of 9-11?”  

“That and the fact that getting five kids and three pets out in case of an emergency would be a nightmare.  Not to mention expecting the kids and the dogs to tolerate being in an elevator for seventy floors.  Why? Did you want that?”

“No, your instincts were correct as always.  It’s always weird to be in New York and not see the towers, even now.  Okay, enough of the morbid stuff.” Ian said, shaking his head. “What about the rest and did Gwen send videos or something?”

“She sent clips by email from her phone via email.  Not the best quality but I could tell enough to make choices.  There was a huge loft conversion in Soho that was a real contender until Gwen got to the bedrooms.  The living area was big enough for the kids to run around in but the bedrooms were tiny dark holes, even the master bedroom and there were only two bathrooms.”

“Ew. That would not have worked.  Was it important to you to have everyone together?”

“Of course. You’ll all be going to the same place the first week and the more hands for keeping track of the boys, the better.”

“So it wasn’t just that you wanted family around?  Pretty sneaky.”

“I figure we’re about two weeks from having toddlers; do you blame me?”

“Not one bit.  You were certainly thinking ahead.”

“I wasn’t expecting to have five kids but it has all worked out. Now, how are we portioning out the rooms?”

“Good question. I was thinking that you and I can take the den with Gail in the bedroom and the boys in the rec room which are all in the basement.  That’ll get us close to the kitchen and limit the boys’ stair climbing in one direction.  David and Chris can flip Grant and Pieter for the master bedroom, the loser gets the bedroom on the fourth floor.  The parents will share the fifth floor and Chloe and Iona get the den on the sixth.  Daniel could share with them or be in with his parents.”

“Okay. How about if my parents aren’t staying with us?”

“Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Mom wants to be near Whitney so they were going to stay on the ship as originally planned. Then Dad said that he and Jackie would probably be staying on the ship too. Guess I should have mentioned the house to them earlier.”

“So we rearrange a bit.  Mum and Dad in the third floor bedroom, we get the master bedroom. Everyone else is on fifth floor.  Gail stays in the basement so she’ll have privacy and space when she’s off but we’ll have cribs in our room and in the rec room. Chloe, Iona and Daniel get the six floor den to play in.  Are you upset about your parents?”

“Not really because I expect we’ll be seeing everyone during the second week. Besides, Mom and Dad didn’t really get a chance to get into the grandparent frenzy over the boys.  They were really supportive and positive but I think they didn’t quite know what to do.”

“Hm. You could be right. They’re okay now with it, right?”

“They’ve always been okay but I think Mom was a little sad that she couldn’t do the female bonding thing. You know how she spent three years in labor before I finally decided to get born and all that.”

“She could have talked to me about it.” Ian said with a slight pout.

“Do you really want to hear about the hemorrhoids I gave her?”

“Oh. Uh. No.  I guess I could skip that whole part of the bonding experience. You gave her hemorrhoids?”

“Oh yeah and swollen ankles, six months of all day sickness and an overwhelming craving for raw green beans. I don’t even want to think about eating all that fiber and having hemorrhoids.”

“Ew. Michael, that’s disgusting.”

“Too disgusting for you to roll over and let me have my way with you?”

Ian thought it over. “Well no but we’d better use condoms so we don’t have to remake the bed again.”
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Back and Forth
June 13, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian gave Michael one last kiss then stepped back from the car, waving as Michael drove off.  He sighed and headed back into the house, joining his parents, Gail and the boys at the kitchen table.

“Stop looking so morose son.  You’ll see him tomorrow.”

“I know but he has to sleep down in the dorms.”

“I suppose that is a big deal but maybe you can sneak away to boff each other when you’re visiting.”

“Mum!”

“What?  You’ve spent the last three days sneaking off and having a naughty every other hour. You think we didn’t notice?”

“Mum!” Ian yelped, flabbergasted while Gail snickered into her coffee.

“Well Michael’s a lucky man if you’re anything like your father. Oh my the times-”

“Mum! Not in front of the boys.”

“They don’t understand what I’m saying, Ian.”

“Okay then not in front of me!  I don’t need that kind of trauma.”

&&

Michael easily found the parking lot for Hill House and hauled out his two suitcases, popping up the handles before closing and locking the car.  He’d packed lightly so it was no problem to roll them both around to the front entry and lift them up the steps into the lobby.

He wasn’t surprised to find all the other swimmers milling about, waiting their turn to check in and got in line behind a couple of guys he didn’t recognize and who where talking excitedly about being at their first Olympic training camp.  The line moved quickly and he couldn’t help smiling as Rick and Tom talked about all the fun they were going to have in Philadelphia.

They really must not know Bob all that well. Yes, there would be free time but everyone would be too exhausted to bother going anywhere most of the time.

“Phelps! Where the hell is Phelps?”

Michael sighed as he heard Bob’s familiar yell. “Over here Bob.”

Bob came striding over, his trusty clipboard in hand. “You’re late.”

“It’s ten oh three and I got in line ten minutes ago.”

“Oh. Well you weren’t here the last time I checked.  There’s a meeting at ten forty five in that big basement room.”

“The Underground? Okay. Won’t take me long to get my stuff in my room after I get checked in.”

“Good, don’t be late!”

“Okay Coach.”
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Michael was pleasantly surprised that he wasn’t sharing this time. Given the dimensions of the room, it was a good thing because he barely fit in there with one bed, a chair and a desk.   He put one of his suitcases on the desk chair and opened it, pulling out sheets, two pillows and Chloe’s old twin comforter. 

It wasn’t the most masculine bed covering but it was still in good shape so why not?  He unwrapped two picture frames, one held a picture of Ian with the children and another that was taken on his wedding day and set them carefully on the desk. He added his alarm clock, plugging it in and setting the time before pulling out his cell phone charger and laptop.

That done, he unpacked his clothes in built in dresser/closet thing and stored his suitcases under the bed.  He checked his watch and smiled.  Ha! Seven minutes.   He thought about booting up his computer and testing out the dorm’s WiFi and server but knew that was a good way to lose track of time.

He locked his room and went down to the Underground using the stairs, not seeing too many other swimmers this time but he did spot Miles sitting near the middle of the room.

“Hey Miles.”

“Hey Michael. How’s it going?”

“Not bad. How are you?”

“Good. How’s the family?”

“Ian’s good, Chloe’s up to something and the boys are trying to walk.  How’s Anna?”

“She’s fine and her boss finally gave her the time off for the Games.  She has tickets but now she’s trying to find a decent hotel.”

“Huh. You know, my parents are staying on a ship-”

“She already tried the cruise ships; they’re booked solid.”

“I was going to continue here. We’ve got a townhouse in Manhattan and now that my folks aren’t staying with us, we have extra room.  It’s not huge and she’d have to share a bathroom with Gail.  Anna likes kids, I hope?”

“She loves kids.  Are you serious?”

“Sure.”

“Do you want to check with Ian first?”

“Miles, I can -. Would it make you feel better if I did?”

“Yeah. I mean, we’re going to be in the Village and Ian’s never met her.”

“Okay.” Michael flipped out his cell phone and auto dialed home.

“Thorpe.”

“Phelps.”

“Michael, what are you doing?”

“I’m calling you?”

“Very funny.”

“Actually, I was just talking to Miles and his girlfriend Anna is having some housing problems for the Olympics.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, problems like she doesn’t have any.”

“Oh!  And you want to offer her a place to stay?”

“Yes.”

“Have you ever met her?”

“Yes.  Would you like to interrogate Miles about her?”

“Put him on.”

Michael passed the phone over and sat back to listen.

“Hi Ian.  Yes, well she just started this job and she doesn’t have vacation yet but her boss finally gave her time off without pay.  Oh yes.  Uh huh.  Oh, she’s the pastry chef at a restaurant in Seattle.  Yeah, it’s kind of tough but she likes working there and I’m moving there this fall.  Okay.  Great! Thanks Ian.  Huh?  Sure but-. No. Okay.”

Miles reached over and cuffed Michael on the head before handing the phone back.

“Ow!  Miles!”

“Ian told me to.”

Michael put the phone up to his ear, “Ian!”

“What? You should have told me she was a pastry chef!”

“Well it’s not like she’s going to cook for you.”

“Of course not but she can tell me all sorts of little tips and secrets. Maybe she’ll even give me a clue as to why my soufflés always fall!”

“Ian, are you still trying to best Grant in the soufflé department?”

“You bet.  There is no way I’m going to let him get away with being the only one who successfully made one.  Oops. Jamey just bonked Harry with his bottle. Gotta run, call me tonight.”

Michael looked at his phone. “I love him but sometimes I just don’t understand him.”

“He and Grant compete via soufflé?”

“They compete over a lot of things.  Which one can grocery shop faster, who can rake leaves faster; they can make anything into a competition. They don’t take it seriously although Grant’s still trying to live down the diaper changing debacle.  He was silly to even try since Ian’s changed a lot of diapers.”

“You know, I really appreciate you guys giving Anna a place to stay but you’re not going to turn her weird, are you?”

“You never know.  Look, here comes Bob.”

“Uh huh.” Miles gave Michael one last look before turning to watch Bob check his watch then look around at the distinct lack of bodies.  “Oh, I’ll bet he’s expecting to see more people here.”

“It’s only-” Michael checked his watch, “Ten forty. Well, there’s going to be some ass kicking if people don’t get here quickly.”
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June 14, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian checked his list and packed all the stuff on the table in a diaper bag. There, they were ready for their trip down to Penn. Of course, that was still three hours away but it never hurt to be prepared.  Maybe he’d make some cookies or something while the boys were napping.

“Papa?”

“In the dining room.”

Chloe came in the room, looking a little dusty. “Hi. Are you busy?”

“Not really. What have you been doing?”

“I’m cleaning out the garage so nothing gets dirty.  Can you drive me over to Annette’s house?”

“I suppose. Don’t you want to get cleaned up first?”

“No, I just need to pick up some stuff for the garage sale.”

“Let me get my keys and will you let Gail know that we’re leaving? She’s upstairs.”

“Okay.” Chloe went up the stairs quietly, having learned that ruining the boys’ nap time was no fun for anyone.

Ian stuck his head in the family room and told his mum he’d be back, then went out to the car.  Chloe flew out a minute later and got in the back.

“So what are we picking up?”

“Annette and several boxes plus a dresser and maybe a chair.”

He managed not to slam on the brakes at this news. “Why?”

“For the garage sale.  Mrs. Regan said she had some things but not enough for their own sale so I offered to sell them at ours.”

“Uh huh. And how much commission are you making?”

“Ten percent.  Annette gets forty.  I figured that we’d get better business if we had more stuff.”

“I see.”

“Oh, and can I go to the mall on Sunday with Amanda? We need to research some marketing trends.”

Ian wasn’t sure if that was a euphemism for shopping or if she was serious. “Am I driving or is Amanda’s mom?”

“Amanda’s mom.”

“Okay but you’ll be home in time for dinner.”

“Deal.”

Mrs. Regan did indeed have several items for the sale and even helped Ian load them in the back of SUV.

“Chloe, are you planning to come with us to visit Daddy?”

“Yep.”

“Okay then.  Alice, we’ll drop Annette off at two then.”

“Sounds good Ian. Annette, behave yourself.”

“I will Mom.”

Ian got in and went back home, listening to the girls chatting about the items in the boxes.  He’d almost tuned them out when he heard Annette say something about Mr. and Mrs. Voorhees, who lived down the street.

“Mrs. Voorhees said she had a TV, a VCR and some garden stuff.” Chloe answered.  “Mr. Voorhees is supposed to bring them over on Saturday and he said he’d check around in the garage before he came over for some plywood.”

“Awesome. If he has some we can use that for our signs.”

As far as Ian knew, the Voorhees’ did not have children Chloe’s age and he just had to ask.  “Chloe, how did the Voorhees’ find out about the garage sale?”

“They read it on the flyer.”

“Flyer?”

“Uh huh.  I’ve already gotten a couple of people call and say they had things.  I’ve got some really cool stickers too to help keep track of what belong to whom.”

“Chloe, can you show me this flyer?”

“Sure. I have extra at home.”

Back at the house, Chloe took out piece of bright yellow paper from her notebook and handed it to Ian.  He looked it over, admiring the layout and use of graphics while noting their garage sale was apparently being held on July twenty first.  The flyer informed their neighbors of the event and mentioned that if anyone would like to have their items sold, they should call a number Ian didn’t immediately recognize then he didn’t call his mother in her suite very often.

“Is this Nana’s phone number?”

“Uh huh. She said she’d screen the callers before telling anyone our address.  Well, the neighbors know it’s me because I knocked on their doors to give them the flyers but we also posted it at the library and the market.”

“I see.  This is a really nice flyer. Good job.”

“Uncle Grant helped me with the wording.”

“That was nice of him.”

“Well I have to help him clean up the bulbs this fall but that’s okay.”

“Tell me something, Chloe.  What are you hoping to buy with your money because it looks like you’re going to make quite a tidy sum?”

“I want to get a laptop.” Chloe said then followed up quickly, “I don’t want to use it for getting on the internet but I always have to ask to borrow yours or Dad’s. I’m going to be in fifth grade you know and that’s going to be a lot of homework.  If I make enough, I’m also going to get a printer.  That’s okay, right?”

“I don’t see a problem with it but you could have just asked for a computer.”

“But we’re having fun.” Chloe said as Annette nodded.

“Well if that’s the case, then go on.”

“Thanks Papa!”

Ian watched her run out with Annette and shook his head. Maybe he’d wait to tell Michael about this until after the Olympics.
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Ian pulled the mini-bus into a parking space and shut off the engine. “Well, we’re here. Shall we unload?”

“I call Jamey.” Grant announced making Ian once again wonder why everyone in the house had come along on what was supposed to be a quiet little visit.  Well, not everyone since his parents and Gail had opted to stay behind but still!

“I’ve got dibs on Harry.” Chloe said as she stood up and went over to start unbuckling him. 

“Then I suppose Robbie is all mine while Ian gets Houdini.  You know, Ian maybe you should consider renaming Liam Harry and Harry Liam.”

Ian just sighed and remained silent.  This really messed up his plans for the afternoon.

They unloaded the strollers and got each of their charges settled.  Liam was certainly not happy to be strapped into yet another moving vehicle and didn’t hesitate to let his displeasure known by crying and plucking at the strap.

“Up Pa!”

“Liam, we’re going in to see Daddy and you’ll be free in a minute.”

Ian must have said the magic word because Liam stopped crying.

“Fee?”

“Yes. All free in a minute.” Ian said as he hoisted a bag over his shoulder and handed the other one to Grant then locked the car.  “Now let’s get moving or he’ll start up again.”

Ian led the way into the back entrance to Hill House, having spent many days in the Underground during his school days, and straight to the recreation area where the swimmers were just finishing up a meeting.

“Pa! Pa! Fee!” Liam had no problem with his lungs and yelled at full volume bringing the attention of everyone in the room.  

Shooting a look of apology in Bob’s direction, Ian squatted down and undid the buckle, lifting Liam out of the seat and standing up with him.

“No! Fee.” Liam yelled, squirming around and almost making Ian drop him.

“Liam, for heaven’s sake the floor here is probably filthy.”

Ian was vaguely aware that the swimmers were getting up from their seats but was too busy trying to hold on to Liam to pay much attention.  He finally decided to let Liam down but pulled a chair over to sit down and hold his hands so he couldn’t wander away. Liam wasn’t crazy about the idea but stopped trying to pull away when his attention was captured by all the people walking around.

Harry, Robbie and Jamey seemed perfectly happy in their strollers and Ian considered the fact that he only had himself to blame for Liam.  According to his mother, Ian was always the kid who wanted to be doing something different, just like Liam.  Of course, his mother was laughing hysterically when she said that and also threw in a line about revenge being sweet. 

“Hi Chloe, hi guys, hi little guys.” Miles said as he walked up. “Michael’s talking to Bob but he’ll be right over.”

“Thanks. How has camp been so far?”

“Bob was a little upset yesterday because people were late for the first meeting.”

“Oh.” Ian said with a wince, “Newbies?”

“Yeah.  Guess someone should have warned them about Bob’s punctuality thing. Oh wait, I did.  Hey, is that Robbie?”

“No, this is Liam but you were almost right.”

“Does Liam like doing the walk from hand to hand thing?”

“He’s more the run you into the ground type, want to give it a try?”

Miles shrugged, “I’m game. What do I do?”

“Ian, don’t let him do it! That stuff can hurt his back and he’s got to swim.  Or wait; is this part of our nefarious plot?” Grant asked.

Looking a little taken aback, Miles started to back away until Chloe stood up and went over to Ian. “Papa, Uncle Grant is right. Mr. Foreman, you really have to be short to walk with Liam because he’s fast and he’ll try to get away. Come on Liam, let’s go walking.”

Liam immediately clamped onto her hand and took off, forcing her to walk very quickly to keep up with him. Chloe was much shorter than Miles and even she was a little bent over to reach Liam’s hand.

“Oh, I see what she means.  So what is the nefarious plot, to sabotage the US so Australia wins?”

“Something like that.  Bob’s teased me about spying for Australia since we lived in Michigan.” Ian said, noticing that Harry was looking a bit put out at losing his worshipper.  “Grant, can you nudge Harry over here?”

“One mobile baby coming up.” Grant said, giving the stroller a little push.  

Ian reached out to stop it then turned it so Harry could see more things. “So Miles, have they distributed the goodies yet?”

“That’s tomorrow I think.  Hey, Anna’s really excited about staying with you guys and wants to know if you’re sharing the cooking or mostly eating out?”

“We’re eating breakfast in, packing our lunches to the venue and trying to find something decent in Brooklyn for dinner.”

“They’re letting people bring food into the venue?” Grant asked.

“No but there’s a great park nearby so I figured we’d take the ice chests and leave them in the bus.”

“We’re taking the bus?” Pieter asked. “I thought we’d use the subway.”

“Gwen already hooked us up with a parking pass.  With the amount of stuff the boys need I can’t imagine hauling all that around on the subway.”

“You’re taking the boys?” Miles asked.

“Okay, this is not a press conference.  Yes, the boys are attending Michael’s events because I don’t want my sons asking me why they weren’t there when their Daddy swims in the Olympics.  Of course, I could always tell them that leaving them in a house ten miles away was the idea of their Uncles Grant and Pieter.”

Pieter and Grant exchanged a long look with much eyebrow action before Grant turned back to Ian.  “We get that you want the boys to be there but that’s going to be a very long day for them.  Wouldn’t it be better to only bring them to the evening events after they’ve had a nice quiet day?  Pieter and I will go back to the house with you and help you after the morning heats.  That way, we’re not all sitting in a hot bus in the middle of a parking lot all afternoon.”

“Plus, we’ll all get a chance to relax before heading back to the venue and eat a decent meal.  Grant and I will even make lunch and we promise to help haul everything although you shouldn’t need as much stuff if it’s only for the evening.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me, Babe.” Michael said from behind Ian. 

Ian whipped around and looked up, “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough.” Michael said as he came around and sat down next to Ian. “As much as I hate to admit that Grant and Pieter are right, it would be a very long day for the boys and you.”

“But we can’t leave Gail alone with the boys all day then expect her to come along in the evenings too.”

“So we hire a second temporary helper to come in for the mornings if Gail thinks she needs it. Ian, I don’t want you to end up more exhausted at the end of this Olympics than the ones you competed at.”

Ian stared down at his hands for a moment before looking back up at Michael. “This is you spoiling me again, isn’t it?”

“If that’s what it will take to get you to agree, then yes it is.”

“All right then.  Thank you, Michael.” Ian said, putting his hand on Michael’s thigh and leaning in to kiss him. 

A minute later, they were still kissing and Grant tapped Miles on the shoulder. “Do you see what happened there? It was all our idea yet you see who is getting the credit?”

“Uh, do you necessarily want that kind of gratitude from Ian?” Miles asked, trying not to stare.  It wasn’t that it freaked him out to see two men kissing; he just never saw Ian and Michael kiss like that in public before. Not even at their wedding.  “Ahem. So I hear you guys bought a house?”

“Daddy! Papa!” Chloe yelled as she ran over.  “Coach said I could watch practice next week.”

Michael reluctantly ended the kiss and turned to Chloe. “Bob said that?”

“Uh huh.  Can I?”

“Um. Chloe? Where’s Liam?” Ian asked, looking a little dazed.

“Coach has him.  That’s okay right?”

“Yes, that’s okay. Where’s Bob?” Michael asked.

“He’s letting Liam help him pick out something for lunch.  See? They’re right over there.” Chloe answered, pointing to the food service line where Bob was walking along, Liam on one hip while he pushed a tray on the rails.

“Is Bob talking to him?” Ian asked.

“Yeah, he really likes Coach’s voice.”

“Sweetie, you don’t have to call him ‘coach’.  He said you could call him Bob.”

“But he’s going to be my coach at Michigan.” Chloe said. “So can I go to practice?”

“I suppose but it’s up to Bob which-” Michael stopped speaking as Chloe gave an excited squeak and hugged him hard.

“Thanks Daddy!” Chloe yelled over her shoulder as she headed back to Bob.

“She’s already planning to go to Michigan?” Miles asked

“Oh no. She’s not allowed to go to Michigan. There are boys there.” Michael said, reaching to unbuckle Harry. “Hey, Harry. How’s my baby?”

“Da! Go?”

“Yes, we’re going upstairs.”

“To your room?” Ian asked as he stood up.

“Hell no. I can’t even swing a picture of a cat in there.  We’re going up to the lounge down from my room and you can each individually tour it while I wait outside.”

“It can’t be that small.  Now let’s see if I can reclaim our other children from Bob’s strange spell.”
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Ian walked in to the lounge and sat down. “All right. It is that small. I was wrong.  Good lord is it small.”

“I told you.  Jamey, tell Papa that I told him.”

“Pa!”

“That’s a good boy.”

“Why are you in such a small room?”

“Because he’s the only one who doesn’t have to share and now he won’t be keeping anyone else awake at night when he’s making kissy kissy with you on the phone.” Bob said as he sat on the floor, playing peek-a-boo with Robbie.

“I’ve never made kissy kissy with Ian on any phone.”

“Yeah right.” Bob said before picking up Robbie’s foot.  “Where are Robbie’s toes? Here they are!”  Robbie thought that was the best thing ever, clapping his hands and giggling as Bob pretended to nibble.

“Man, it’s a good thing none of the newbies can see this or they would be totally over their fear.” Miles commented as he played with Jamey.  

“That’s why the door is closed.” Bob said as he snagged Liam and started trying to teach both boys how to say ‘Bob’.
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An hour later, Michael walked them out to the bus and helped load the boys in, giving them each a kiss before hugging Chloe as Pieter and Grant got settled.

He stepped out onto the pavement and wrapped his arms around Ian, who was handing over his email address to Miles.

“Just tell Anna to email and we’ll work stuff out. You’ll be too busy to act as a go between for long.”

“Thanks, Ian.  Catch you inside, Michael.” Miles said with a wave before heading back to the dorm.

“Babe, you know what we’re going to do after the Olympics?”

Ian twisted around and hooked his fingers in Michael’s belt loops. “What?”

“We’re going to lock ourselves in our room for three days.”

“Oh really? And what will we be doing for all that time?”

“Wallpapering.”

Ian snickered, “Is that what we’re going to call it now?”

“Works for me.  I miss you so much and it’s only been a day.”

“I miss you too, love.”

They exchanged a couple of long kisses then parted when the horn sounded behind them.  

“I guess that’s our cue, huh?”

“I guess it is.  You still want us to come down on Saturday?”

“Yes I do. Maybe we can go out to dinner.”

“With the boys?”

“We’ve got to start sometime and the Spaghetti Warehouse is child friendly.”

“You do like living dangerously. Okay it’s a date.  Call me tonight?”

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you too.”
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June 15, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael walked into the meeting area six minutes early and took a seat down front near a couple of swimmers he sort of recognized.   He saw two them get up and move several seats down but just rolled his eyes.  Yeah, he knew those two.   They were the jokers at the Trials who thought homosexuality was a disease and he was pretty sure the blond guy had been the one who ‘thoughtfully’ left anti-gay literature in his locker.

“Um. Hi Michael.” One of the girls said, smiling shyly.

Michael nodded at her, “Hi.”

“I’m Denise and this is Charlene.” She said, waving her hand at her friend. Denise looked like she was going to continue but didn’t as she noticed the coaches coming into the room.  

Bob strode to the podium and pulled out is clipboard. “We have the training schedule for next week and we’ll be posting it in the hall near the elevators on the first floor.  Sheila’s got copies for each of you that she’s handing out now.  Before we start, the team photo has been rescheduled from next week to the following week on Monday, June twenty fifth.  The uniforms and other stuff is here, Dave and Tony will be handing it out as you leave this meeting.  Try everything on today and bring back whatever doesn’t fit by tomorrow morning or you might not get replacements.  From here on in, you’re to wear the official uniform of the day during practices and meetings. Any questions?”

The blond guy raised his hand then rose. “Coach?”

“Yes Tillman?”

“Why are Phelps and Foreman getting special training sessions next week? That’s not fair.”

“Not that it’s any of your business Tillman but they both have a previous commitment next week. This means all of you get special training while they’re not here and from the looks of your splits, you’re one of the ones who can really use it.  Any more questions?”  Bob asked pleasantly as Tillman turned red and sat back down.

“Now, speaking of split times…”

Michael shifted uncomfortably through the rest of the meeting, not liking the looks he was getting from Tillman and his crony.   After the meeting, he got up and headed for the table in the back where two of the assistants were handing out the gear.  He purposefully walked a little quicker to avoid any chance he’d be standing near Tillman or – Atchison.  That was the redhead’s name.

“Michael, how’s it going?” Tony asked genially as he started checking tags on the bags in front of him.

“Not bad, Tony.  How are Kris and the kids?”  

“Good.  Tony Junior’s going to be a freshman in high school next semester. Can you believe it?”

“No and that makes me feel very old, Tony.”

“You? What about me?  How are your kids?  I heard they were here yesterday but I was out at the pool.”

“Good.  They’ll be here tomorrow again around three.”

“I’ll try to catch up with you then.  Ah, here’s your stuff.  I’m not even going to give you the spiel.”

“Thanks, Tony.” Michael said, as he hoisted the bag over his shoulder, thinking it was unusually heavy.

He tromped up to his room via the stairs and tossed the bag on the bed to start unloading it.  Geeze, ten t-shirts? Did they not expect people to do laundry?  The warm up suits were kind of ugly but he liked the swim suits so it wasn’t all bad.  Flip flops, hats, jackets, pants.  Damn, more t-shirts?  Three pullovers, another jacket, socks and hey, the official guide of conduct.

He closed his door and stripped down, trying on one of everything and sorting stuff into laundry loads. There was no way he was wearing the stuff without washing it.  He folded up the jackets and stuff that wasn’t washable to take to a dry cleaner and shoved the rest in his bag to go find the laundry room.

As he walked down the hall, he saw many of the others coming up and wondered what took them so long.  Miles was also in the group and stopped when he saw Michael.

“Are you done already?”

“Yeah. I’m heading downstairs.”

“I’ll meet you down there.  Save me a washer.”

“Okey dokey.”
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Miles came down twenty minutes later, carrying his own bag and dumped out all his stuff.  “Hey did you bring detergent?”

“Of course, help yourself.  Remember trying to do laundry in New Zealand and how Aaron broke out after he used that stuff Crocker bought?”

Laughing, Miles nodded. “God, I thought Crocker was really going to tape Aaron’s hands up.”

“I know.  Although it was kind of icky watching Aaron scratch himself like that.”

“Yeah, too bad he washed his undies first.” Miles said with a snicker. 

“So what was the big hold up with everyone getting their stuff earlier?”

“Uh. Well okay, you’ll probably hear about it anyway.  Vince Atchison asked if his bag was anywhere near your bag.  Tony asked why it mattered.  Vince said that he didn’t want any of his stuff near ‘the fag’s stuff’.  Well Tony got a bit ticked but Melanie totally went off on Vince.  Told him if he didn’t want to be near fags he’d better drop of the team because you weren’t the only gay person here.”

“Who is Melanie?”

“She swims the 800m. Tall, dark hair. Always on the phone talking to her girlfriend.  Then Brent got in right behind Vince and said, ‘Yes, we are all around and we don’t appreciate your attitude, Ass Kissing.’  You should have seen Vince’s face.  Brent told me later that Evan, his boyfriend, went to college with Vince and that’s what everyone there called the jackass.  Of course, the coaches where all still in the room and just as Bob came over, Tony said, ‘Man, you better hope everything fits because you don’t want the brother of a gay person ordering stuff for you’.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Nope. Colby was standing next to Vince looking really self-righteous until he saw how people were looking at him and Vince; then he just grabbed his bag and skulked away leaving Vince all alone. It was just beautiful.” Miles said with a beatific smile as he loaded a washer.

“I can’t believe Vince said that, out loud I mean.”

“He did and then while Bob’s standing there, someone else tells Vince that her mom is gay and then another person says that his sister’s gay and people all start listing anyone they know who is gay but the best part is when Riley asks if Vince also has problems with Blacks or Jews since he’s both.  Well, Vince is trying to talk but man, there’s no way to come back to all that. 

“Bob is just standing there watching everything?”

“Well once Vince started to talk Bob just holds his hand up and says, ‘I don’t want to hear it. I don’t know what you said but if you’re not here to swim you’re wasting my time.  Anything you say right now is only going to make it worse so take your stuff and go to your room.  Everyone else, go try your stuff on and we’ll discuss this later.’  You know, for two guys who are alternates, they’re really pushing their luck.”

“Wow, that’s quite a way to make friends and influence people.” Michael said mildly, still not sure how he felt about what Miles was telling him.

“Hey, you weren’t the only person they were assholes to and every one saw them get up when you sat down.  Colby was shooting his mouth off yesterday about the room assignments and thought it was preferential treatment that you got your own room.  Steve told him to shut it and only open it when he had something important to say.”

“Which Steve?”

“Backstroke Steve.”

“Oh. He’s got that great kick.”

“Hey guys!” Denise said as she came in with a laundry basket. “Are there any washers left?”

“There’s ten or so.”

“Awesome, then I got down here before the rush.  Did you guys see the sweat suits? What drugs to they give the people who picked that out?”

“Michael, is there a drug that makes people make bad fashion decisions?” Miles asked.

“Not that I know of.”

“Hey, that’s right. You’re a doctor!  Do you get to prescribe stuff and all that?”

“No, I’m a DPT. Doctor of Physical Therapy.”

“That’s a three year program?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, that that’s not nearly as intimidating as you finishing med school since the last Olympics.  Uh. Not that your degree isn’t as good as a medical degree. Wait!” Denise said, looking panicked. 

Michael just laughed. “I know what you meant and I hear it all the time from Pieter since he’s a ‘real’ doctor.”

“Whew!” Denise wiped her brow with a t-shirt before throwing it into a washer. “Now you’re just an incredibly good looking guy with a cute husband, adorable kids and more medals than any other human. Much easier to deal with.”

Miles watched as Michael’s neck then his face and then the rest of his head turned beet red and fell out laughing. “Denise, hee! I think you’ve embar- embar- hee!”

Denise and Michael watched as Miles bent over, holding onto his stomach and laughing even more at the looks on their faces.

“Michael, should we maybe stop him? He could hurt himself.”

“Nah, he’ll be okay. He’s got this medical condition and he’s getting treatment but it’s very sad. They say he only has seventy or so years to live.” Michael said gravely, shaking his head.

“Gee, do you think we should hold a telethon or something?” Denise asked with a grin.

“They tried that but unfortunately the only people who donated where elderly Chinese women in Beijing who thought he was cute; desperate but cute.”

Denise jumped up on the folding table. “Oh, that sounds like a story.”

“It is. Way back in 2008, there was this young guy named Miles who trusted his team members to such a degree that he fell asleep the bus.  He knew those fine fellows would never let him sleep right through getting off at their stop.  So he ends up thirty miles down the road when the bus; which wasn’t even the bus he should have been on, comes to the end of its route.  Since his trusty fellow team members had been kind enough to hold Miles’ cell phone and he was in China, he had quite a time trying to get back to the village.  Oh, that was good times.”

“Hey! I had no idea that Aaron and Crocker would do that.  They told me to go ahead and rest my eyes.”

“Miles, did you not realize something was wrong when they didn’t get on the bus with you? Or that there were no other athletes on there either?”

“I was tired! And it was your entire fault!” Miles said, pointing at Michael.

“How was this my fault?  Didn’t you learn anything when they told you not to look at me or Ian would beat you up?  Was that not an indicator of what they’re like?”

“Yes but you didn’t specifically warn me about them like a good roomie would.  Denise, wouldn’t you warn your roommate about such things?”

“Hopefully I wouldn’t need to be warned about Ian and Aaron, especially if I went to the same university they did.  I went to Notre Dame and even I heard about those two.”

“Ha! Therefore I win this one!” Michael announced as his washers stopped. “And I’m going to be the first one done with my laundry.”
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June 16, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Bob, do you have a minute?”

Bob looked up from his stat book to see Michael standing in the doorway of his temporary office. “Sure. What’s up?”

“I’m not going to be at practice tonight.”

“I see. Is this related to why you swam like crap this morning?”

“Uh yeah. Um. Pieter called me this morning. Ian, Chloe, Ken and the boys are sick; he thinks it’s a mild case of food poisoning but I’m worried.  Diarrhea is very dangerous for children.”

“How bad is it?”

“Runny stool and cramps with a side of vomiting.  They thought it was just the boys but then Chloe, Ken and Ian came down with it too.  There was a cricket match yesterday so it might be something they all ate there.  I just want to go home and make sure they’re all going to be okay.”

“All right. I’ll see you Monday night if you don’t come back tomorrow.  Just try to get in some swimming at some point, okay?”

“I will. Thanks Bob!”
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The drive home seemed to take three times longer than normal despite the relatively light Saturday traffic as Michael ran various scenarios through his head.  He didn’t want to think the worst but Pieter had been so vague and Ian hadn’t even answered his cell phone or returned the message Michael left. 

The minute the car stopped moving; Michael got out and went inside only to have his nose assaulted by the most horrible smell.  He immediately spotted the garbage can, which was overflowing with diapers and decided to take care of that before going to find his family because that smell wasn’t going to help anyone with a tender tummy.

The trash out, he went into the family room and spotted Margaret napping on the couch.  Well he hoped she was napping.  He checked her forehead and pulse and she didn’t budge so he figured she was exhausted and not sick.  He let the dogs out, refilled the pet bowls and let them in again before heading into the downstairs suite.

Ken was in the bedroom sleeping but looking very drawn and slightly feverish.  His water bottle was empty and after a quick check of the bathroom, Michael found out he was also low on toilet paper.  So he took care of those items and tidied things up a bit before going upstairs.

The boys were also asleep surprisingly and Pieter was napping on a cot pushed up against the closet. Again there was a full trash can and an ice chest next to it with several bottles floating in watery ice.  Michael put the trash in the hall then carried the ice chest out.  He pulled out the bag and almost heaved at the odor that slammed up at him.  They had several Diaper Genies so he went in and found that those were full too.  Ew.  Normally he could take even one of Jamey’s monster diapers but that smell was just evil.

The trash done, he got the ice chest downstairs and dumped out the water, refilling it quietly and making up more bottles of the electrolyte replacement before hauling it all back upstairs and just as quietly putting it back.

When he peeked in the master bedroom, he saw Chloe and Ian sharing the bed.  Again, both were sleeping but still a bit feverish.  The bathroom was nasty and it looked like someone had missed the toilet so he got out the cleaning supplies and took care of it.  Geeze, no wonder everyone looked exhausted; it must have been a hellish twenty-four hours.

Again, he found empty water bottles and full trash cans, although no diapers in this room, so he took the trash down then came back with fresh water.  Then he wet some wash clothes and wiped down the skin he could reach on both of them.

“Daddy?” 

“Yeah baby.”

“Are you really here?”

“Yep. I’m sorry I wasn’t here last night. Are you feeling any better?”

“Uh huh. That feels really good.”

“I’m glad.  Want to roll over so I can do your back?”

“Uh. I don’t wanna move.”

“Okay, here I’ll help a little.”  Michael said, as he raised her up to a sitting position, raised her t-shirt and wiped her back.  “Better?”

“Uh huh.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Eh. A little I guess.”

“How about a little water then I’ll come back with soup.”

“Okay.”

Despite her words, Chloe guzzled down the water before lying back down.  “Is Papa okay?”

“He’s sleeping so I guess so.  I also checked on the boys and Granda. It looks like you’re all feeling better or at least, not feeling so sick any more.”

“Uh huh. I’m tired.”

“I know baby.  Here’s Hans so why don’t you get some more sleep?”

“o-” Just like that, she was asleep again and Michael was really beginning to wonder how sick they’d all been.

He straightened up the room and went back downstairs after knocking lightly on Gail’s door and getting no answer. He hoped she was in there resting and not sick too.  In the kitchen he unloaded and loaded dishwasher then washed the rest of the stuff in the sink by hand.  

Next up was finding the chicken stock in the freezer, getting it into a pot in the stove and peeling some potatoes. BRAT diets were fine well and good but caregivers had to be hungry. Hey, where was Grant? He picked up the phone and dialed next door but didn’t get an answer.  Grant’s cell went straight into voice mail so he figured he’d get the food going then run over and check on him. 

He was just getting some chicken out of the freezer when the back door opened and Grant and Gail came in with a couple of bags of groceries each.

“Michael, what are you doing here?” Grant asked, looking tired and haggard.

“I ran away from swim camp.  You guys went shopping?”

“Yeah, we were going to make soup but it looks like you’ve got a start on it.” Gail said. She didn’t look as haggard but her body language indicated how tired she was when she sat down in a slump.

“Good. Did you guys get- ah chicken. That’ll work.  You two look bad.  Why don’t you go get some rest?”

“I’m not going to argue.  There are diapers in this bag and some creams for diaper rash.  All the boys have a touch of it.  I’m going up to bed; call me if you need me.”

“Gail, wait.  Have some crackers and cheese first.  You’re probably starving and you’ll just wake up worse.” Michael said, nodding to the tray on the counter as he put things away.

The food didn’t last long as both Grant and Gail admitted they hadn’t eaten since the crisis began.  “There just wasn’t time.” Grant said between bites.

“I saw the garbage cans. How bad was it?”

“The boys were just miserable. They must have gone through a hundred diapers since last night.  It was definitely something at the Cricket Club.” Gail said, yawning as she took the bottle of water Michael offered her.

“They all ate the fruit salad.  Margaret skipped it because it had strawberries in it but we think that’s what caused this.  Pieter called the health department and whoever he spoke to said they already had ten reports.   I’m just glad we didn’t have to take anyone to the hospital; Pieter was really worried around four am but we kept pouring fluids down them.  We even ran out of the electrolyte stuff Margaret made so I went out at six and got the Pedialyte.”

“Well you must have done something right because everyone is sleeping; the boys didn’t even need diaper changes.” Michael commented as he added the chicken to the now boiling pot.

“Thank god because there were only two left.”

“What’s going on? Michael, what are you doing here?” Margaret asked, coming into the kitchen still looking tired.

“I’m here because you all need your rest.  Margaret, let me make you some tea and get more crackers and cheese.  The soup won’t be ready for a while but you’re probably as hungry too.”

“I’m starving actually. Thank you dear.” 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here last night or didn’t come earlier.  Pieter said-”

“Pieter said everything was under control; that’s what he was supposed to say because we were handling it at that point.  Then the second round hit.  That was when we all started getting a bit frazzled. Things calmed down around twelve.  I’m going to go home and shower.  I’ll come back in a half hour and sack out in one of the guest rooms.”  Grant said as he finished his water and got up. He walked over and patted Michael’s cheek saying before he left, “We all know how important your training is, mate.  I’m glad you’re here but don’t eat yourself up that you weren’t here earlier.”

Michael thought that over as he made a pot of tea and brought a cup over to the table, getting out the lemon and sugar for Margaret.  “Here you are.  Gail, did you want a cup?”

“No thanks. I’m heading up to take a shower now that I have a little burst of energy. Thanks for the snack; you were right.  I almost forgot how hungry I was.”

Gail walked out and Michael busied himself chopping up veggies and adding them to the soup.

“What are you making?”

“Um, chicken soup and mashed potatoes.”

“Need any help?”

“You want to cut up some carrot sticks?  I figure the boys can have the potatoes, carrots and some of the yoghurt that Gail and Grant bought.  I’ll make cheese potato toast for Ian, Ken and Chloe.  The soup’s for the rest of us unless the invalids are up for it. Are you sure you don’t want to nap some more?”

“I’m fine, Michael.  I was able to sleep off and on through the night so I’m not as bad off as everyone else.”

“How bad was it?”

“I won’t lie. It was pretty bad. The boys were whining and carrying on and setting a really bad example for the children.”

Michael nodded then looked at her.  “You’re talking about Ian and Ken?”

“Oh yes.  Ken’s always been a rotten patient and Ian was moaning in between running to the bathroom.  He kept trying to take care of the babies until Chloe got sick too. That’s when Pieter exiled him to the master bedroom. Grant kept an eye on them while fetching for Gail and Pieter in the babies’ room.”

“Well we’re incredibly lucky you were all here and not sick either. Have you ever been grateful that you were allergic to strawberries?”

“Not until now.”
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The boys woke up before anyone else, a little cranky but well on their way to recovery.  Pieter woke up while Margaret and Michael were changing diapers and giving baths and so he helped carry the little ones downstairs for a light dinner. 

They all felt a little better once the boys started eating their carrots and potatoes with hearty appetites.  Pieter nodded approvingly at the yoghurt Michael was distributing into small bowls.

“That should go a long way in getting them back on track. How is their diaper rash?” Pieter asked. “And where’s Grant?”

“Still there but it doesn’t look so bad. We should let them air out later.  Grant’s upstairs napping but he brought some clothes over for you.”

“Airing is a good idea and I’ll go shower later.” Pieter said as he took a spoon and slid Harry’s high chair closer. “Hopefully, they’ll eat this like they normally do.”

“They do like their yoggie.” Margaret said, getting ready to feed Robbie.

“Yoggie!” Jamey exclaimed, suddenly looking interested.  “Yoggie Da!”

“I have yoggie right here, Jamey.” Michael said patiently, dipping a spoon into the bowl and offering it to Jamey who eagerly gobbled it down.

“Da yoggie me.” Liam demanded, pounding a little hand on his tray.

“Yep. Got you too.” Michael said, picking up another spoon with his left hand. He’d gotten some practice at feeding two boys at once and knew that he’d better give Liam some yoghurt before Jamey got more or there would be trouble.

“It’s amazing that you and Ian can do that. I’ve tried using both hands but more ended up on their faces than in them.” Margaret said as she was kept busy trying to keep up with Robbie.

“It was either learning to do it or suffer the tears.  We hate hearing them cry and we’ve been lucky that they’re all pretty easy going.”

“They are good little babies,” Pieter agreed. “I think the main problem with having a sick child is that the child doesn’t understand that they are sick.  You feel helpless, the child feels hopeless and it’s very frustrating.  It was very interesting last night when Ian was so sick, the boys seemed to find that more distressing than their own illness; especially the projectile vomiting.  That’s why I made Ian stay out.”

“Ian was vomiting?”

“Oh yes.  He was changing Robbie and just made it to the trashcan.  I think he made things much worse on himself by not being sensible and going to bed.”

“It’s not surprising.  Remember when he got that cold? I think the only reason he stayed away from the children then was to keep them from getting it.” Margaret said, “Oh Robbie, you are such a good boy. You’ve eaten all your yoggie!”

“Mo?”

Margaret looked at Pieter and Michael. “What do you think?”

“They did skip several meals and he really didn’t eat much of the carrots.” Pieter said, looking at Michael.

“Grant and Gail bought several cartons so we’re okay if he wants more. You want me to get it?”

“No, I’ll do it.  You’ve got your hands full there.”

The boys all had second helpings and then spent a little time chasing Jell-O around on their trays while the adults cleaned up and ate their own meal of soup and cheese potato toast.  After the babies were settled into their corner of the family room with sippy cups of Pedialyte, Margaret went to check on Ken and shower while Pieter went upstairs to look in on Ian and Chloe before getting a shower himself.

Ten minutes later, Michael heard showers running in the house but was busy taking little bodies into the bathroom.  No poo but plenty of pee; that was a good sign although Michael was faintly amused at himself at how happy that made him.

He’d already prepped the play area so any accidents would be easy to clean up and let Liam loose without a diaper before snagging Jamey and repeating.  He left their shirts on since the house was a little cool but the boys were all happy to be butt naked and he couldn’t resist taking some pictures.

“Daddy?”

“In the family room.”

Chloe came in looking much better and definitely more awake as she curled up next to Michael. “I’m hungry.”

“I’m glad to hear that sweetie.  Will you keep an eye on the nudists while I make something for you?”

“Okay.  Where are their diapers?”

“They have some diaper rash and air is good for that.  Is Papa awake?”

“Uh huh.  He said he’d be down after his shower. What’s for dinner?”

“Cheesy potato toast and soup, unless you want something different.  There’s also carrots.”

“That sounds good.  Can I have green beans too?”

“Of course you can. How did I get so lucky to have a daughter who loves veggies?” Michael asked as he kissed her forehead and got up.

In the kitchen, he made up double servings of the cheese potato toast (a thin layer of mashed taters on wheat toast, sprinkled with cheese and stuck under the broiler for a minute or two to melt the cheese) and brought in a tray to Chloe who was smiling at the boys’ antics.

“Thanks Daddy. Robbie hit Jamey with a pillow and you should have seen his face with Jamey smacked him back.  Guess he didn’t know Jamey could hit him back.”

“It’s about time I suppose.  Do you mind watching them for a couple of minutes more while I go check on Papa?”

“Okay.  Will you hand me the camera?”

“Sure.”  Michael put in next to her and went upstairs.  The bed was empty and he found Ian under the water.

“Ian? You okay?”

“Yes.  Wait. What are you doing here?”

“I ran away from swim camp.  You need help getting out?”

“Uh yes please.  I’m a little weaker than I thought I was.”

Getting Ian out and dried was just a matter of leverage, as was getting him into a pair of sweats and a comfy shirt.

“Are the children okay?”

“Yes dear.  The boys are running around naked downstairs; they ate mashed potatoes and carrots followed by double helpings of active yoghurt and some Jello jiggles.  Chloe’s eating her dinner and keeping an eye on them.”

“It’s dinner time?” Ian asked as he processed that information.

“Near about; it’s four fifteen. Give me your foot. Are you hungry?”

Ian put his foot up so Michael could put a sock on it. “Yes.  Is Dad okay?”

“He was still sleeping but your mom’s in there.  Hopefully he’s also hungry. The other foot, please.”

“I feel really wretched.  Did Pieter call you home?” Ian asked as he complied.

“No baby. He said everything was fine but my spidey senses were tingling so I came anyway. I just tidied up and made dinner; you all got the worst of it.  Ready to go downstairs?

Ian stood up slowly and Michael helped him walk, looking worried at how weak Ian was.  “I’m okay, really Michael.  I just haven’t eaten for twenty four hours and you know how much fuel people our size need.”

“Well I’m going to take care of that. Soup and cheesy potato toast are ready to go with green beans and carrots.”

“Do I also get Jello jiggles?” Ian asked once they made it to the first floor.

“Only if you’re a good boy and eat all your food.”
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June 18, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael straightened his tie and adjusted his suit coat, brushing off a stray cat hair from the lapel.  “How do I look, Chloe?”

“You look nice, Dad.” Chloe said as she looked up from helping Liam stack blocks. 

“Thank you.” Michael replied before sticking his head out into the foyer, “Ian would you-?  Whoa. Nice suit Baby.”

Ian skipped down the stairs, clad in a wonderful gun metal gray Armani suit, blinding white shirt and red tie.  “Thank you love. The pants are a little loose, though don’t you think?” Ian asked as he pulled the suit coat back and pulled out the waist band.

“Hm. A little.  Is that from being sick?”

“I don’t think so although I did buy this suit on our trip to Rome.  Honestly I thought I’d gain weight after the boys were born but I suppose not. Guess I shouldn’t have gone up a size.”

“Geeze! Ian, you had me all worried.”

“What? Oh. Sorry.” Ian said, giving Michael a little kiss in apology.  “Are we ready to go?”

“Yes. Gail’s in the kitchen with Jackie and Dad.  Your parents and Grant and Pieter are already in the car.”

“Okay then.  Chloe, thank you for volunteering to help with the boys.  I’ll be back later tonight.”

“You’re welcome Papa. Good luck.” Chloe said as she returned his kiss and Michael’s.

Finally they made it to the car ten minutes later, Ian complaining all the way.

“Really Michael, you didn’t have to drag me out.” Ian said with a pout as he got in the passenger seat.

“Yes I did.  We’re supposed to be at the courthouse in forty minutes and we’ll need to find parking. Mom and Ryan said they’d meet us there.”

“All right but the boys are very particular.”

“Gail knows that.”

“Michael, Ian please stop it. I know you’re both nervous but picking on each other won’t help.”

“Yes, Mum.”

“Okay, Margaret.”

Ian waited until his mother wasn’t looking and stuck his tongue out at Michael.

“I saw that! Don’t make me come up there and spank you Ian.  You may be thirty but you’ll never be too old.”

“Margaret, spanking Ian is Michael’s job now.” Ken said mildly then flushed when Pieter and Grant started laughing. “Oh hush you two.  You know what I meant.”

“Heh, no we don’t. Why don’t you explain it?” Grant asked.

“I am not thirty.  Mum, I am not thirty!” Ian said indignantly.

“You will be soon.”

“But I’m not yet.  Once I am thirty, I will accept it gracefully but until then, I’ll thank you to remember I’m only twenty-nine.”

“Ian, turning thirty isn’t so bad.” Michael said.

“Oh, really Mr. I’m-turning-twenty-seven?”

“Yeah at least when I’m thirty, people won’t give me this look for having five kids.  You don’t know how aggravating that is.”

“Since I don’t look anywhere near thirty, I certainly do know.”

The squabbling continued through the drive and the parking process. Once the car was turned off and everyone was out, Michael reached over and wrapped his hand around Ian’s, pulling him close.  

“I love you, Ian.”

“I love you, Michael.”

“You don’t look really happy about that.”

“I was going to say it first. It was my turn.” Ian said, sticking his lower lip out as far as it would go.

Michael grinned. “Okay then, let’s erase the last minute and try it again.”

“I love you, Michael.”

“I love you too, Ian.”
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The road outside the courthouse was jammed with TV satellite vans and miscellaneous media flotsam and Ian for one was glad that Carl had given them pointers on using the super-secret entry via a not so obvious parking garage.

As he looked out the window, he could see the people surging like wheat in a windy field as a car stopped at the curb and someone in a suit was let out.  The surge went the other direction when the media realized it wasn’t anyone connected to the case.

“You think they’re waiting for us?” Michael asked, coming up behind him.

“I don’t know. I can’t believe the number of reports and such down there.”

“I can. Hey, are there Australian channels down there too?”

“Yes, the ABC and Channel Seven I think.”

“Huh.  Hey, guess what I have?”

“What?”

“The petition to change Chloe’s name. Carl left it with Rudy and all we have to do is sign it and drop it off.”

“That’s wonderful! She’s going to be so happy.”

“I think so too.  The bailiff told me where we need to go, are you ready?”

“I guess.”
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Grant, Miles, Ian and Michael had just gotten settled in the drab waiting room when Rudy Broward, the ADA assigned to prosecute came in with Mr. Blankenship.  They made the round of introductions and handshakes and Rudy sat down.

“Um, aren’t you supposed to be in the courtroom about now?” Miles asked.

“Yes but I want to give another shot at a plea agreement.  Now, just hear me out.  Steve’s not even twenty years old; it’s obvious that he has some extreme impulse control issues and he’s still obsessive regarding you, Ian.  I’m concerned that we’re going to be putting this kid in a foreign prison system with no way of guaranteeing that he won’t get out in twenty years and come after you again.”

“You think all he’ll get is twenty years?” John Blankenship asked.

“He’s young, there’s a lot of international interest and he didn’t kill any of you.  I know that’s a harsh statement because of the injuries he inflicted but it’s the truth.”

“What’s the plea agreement now?” Michael asked.

“Steve will plead guilty to all charges and he’ll be given no more than twenty-five years at Friendship. It’s a mental hospital in Western Pennsylvania.  The risk is that he will be eligible for parole in ten years but only if the board at the hospital and the parole board agree to release him. You will all be notified if that happens and you can also testify then.  Steve’s lawyer is taking the risk here that you’ll still be willing to be involved with this in ten years.”

“What’s the benefit for us? Especially for John?  Ian and I can always move to some walled estate or hire body guards but John’s the one with permanent damage.” Michael asked.

“Steve will be making financial restitution to John in the amount of two point five million dollars.  This is to forestall you filing a civil suit. It’s not as much as you’d probably get if you did sue, John, but you’d get it without waiting.  A similar sized donation will be made to a charity of Ian and Michael’s choice.”

Ian sat back and ran a finger down his nose. “This money is actually coming from Steve’s parents, correct?”

“Yes. As you know his parents are very well off.”

Ian shook his head.  “No. I don’t want his money not even in the form of a charitable donation. If his parents are willing to shell out five million US, it should all go to John.  Neither Steve nor his parents are allowed to look like good guys here.  And I don’t want anything from him in any form at all, not even a donation.  That’s just another connection and that’s not a good thing to give a stalker. In fact, I think John needs ten million and a public apology from the Coburn’s precious little spawn.” 

Michael’s jaw dropped. “Ian!”

“What? I’m perfectly capable of testifying and I think that’s what they’re afraid of.  Steve’s lawyer probably tried to go the ‘Michael is a slut and he led Steve on’ route but no one took that bait because there’s really no one who could say that under oath without being made a fool of.  So now they’re running scared.”

“Ian, Michael.  I don’t really need that kind of money. I’ve got my pension and the disability pay.”

“John, you’re not able to work at a job you loved.  Yes, you could probably get another job but the only reason this happened is because of Steve.  Steve’s the way he is because of his parents.  Blah blah, yes they’re not totally responsible for his actions but they should have stepped in when Steve’s coach told them what happened in San Diego.  Did they do that? No. Steve’s dad bought him a plane ticket to the States.  His mum recommended a hotel in New York.  If one of your kids had done what Steve did at that meet, would you have given him all the tools to get within a hundred miles of the person he did it to and the person you knew your son had an unhealthy interest in?”

Sighing, John taped his finger on the table. “Okay. You’re right about that.  They were stupid but I’m not sure about this mental hospital thing.  What if he escapes?  How secure is that hospital?”

“It’s very secure and it’s not a walk in the park type of hospital either.  If Steve manages to get out, he’ll have a long walk to the next town.”  Rudy answered.

“You need a really quick answer, don’t you?”

“Yes.  They’re bringing Steve over from the holding facility. In fact, I’m surprised that the bailiff hasn’t come and got me yet.” Rudy said rising as he checked his watch. “Think if over while I go find out what’s going on.” 

They all sat for a moment then Michael suddenly reached into his briefcase and took his cell phone out.  “Hi Gail.  How’s it going?  Can I talk to my dad?”  Michael waited for a minute.  “Dad, hi.  Yeah I know and we’ll talk about it later. Listen, can you get everyone together and go over to Grant and Pieter’s?  Yes, take everyone and lock both houses down.  No but I’m feeling really paranoid.  Rudy just mentioned how long it was taking to bring Steve from holding.  I’ll call later. Yeah. Thanks Dad.”

Michael hung up and gave Ian a look. “Can you believe Dad just noticed the boys aren’t circumcised and wanted to give me grief about it?”

“Uhm, Michael buddy.  What was that about?” Miles asked, his eyes a little wide as he stared at his friend.

“I don’t know.  I think it’s more likely his parents would pay to have someone break him and then haul him back to Australia then for him to break out and go to our house but it never hurts to be sure.  I should have thought of that earlier and already had everyone at your house, Grant. Uh, I hope you don’t mind?”

“No of course not.  And you’re right.  Although why he’d go there when he knows-.” Grant shut his mouth with a snap.  “Okay, your paranoia is catching because I suddenly feel the urge to get the hell out of this courthouse.”

The tension in the room rose and when the door flew open, they all jumped only to see Rudy rushing in looking very tense.

“Don’t tell us. He’s escaped.” Michael said almost casually.

“He tried. The guards weren’t quite as slow as he hoped they would be.  They shot him in the leg and he kept going so they shot him in the other leg.  The trial is postponed as the defendant is now in surgery.  The judge already dismissed the jury and has signed a warrant for Steve’s brother David and is seriously considering charging Steve’s parents with aiding and abetting.”

“What did they have to do with this?” John asked.

“David was driving the car that smashed into the prisoner van. Thankfully, Steve was the only transportee on board since he’s in protective custody and isn’t allowed contact with other prisoners.”

“The kid is only fifteen! Where did he get a car?”

“The parents rented it I suppose.  They’ll have a lot of explaining to do since David also totaled the car and broke his nose and collarbone and hurt one of the guards.  I know this wasn’t the way the day was supposed to end but I’ll notify you when the judge reschedules.  I’ve got to get to the office and work on charges for the rest of Coburn family.  I’ll talk to you later.”

Rudy left just as quickly as he came in and they sat for a moment in silence before Ian stood up. “Right then. John, do you have a ride home?”

“Huh? Oh yeah. Mindy and the kids were out in the courtroom.”

“Okay. Let’s get out of here and regroup.  Let’s get the parents and get out of here. Michael, call your father.  Miles call Bob and let him know what happened and that you’ll be back early.”

They walked out into the hallway and the first people they saw were Margaret, Ken, Debbie and Ryan who were not sure what was going on.  While Ian explained and introduced them to John and his family, Michael and Miles made their phone calls.

Miles finished first and told Michael that Bob didn’t want them back until the planned evening session. They said good bye to the Blankenships and headed back to Chestnut Hill in two cars with everyone feeling rather subdued.

The minute the car pulled up, Chloe ran out the back door and threw herself into Ian’s arms. “Papa, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, sweetling.”

“I was scared when Grandpa Fred told us we had to go to the Uncles.” Chloe said as she patted his face. “Are you sure you’re okay? He didn’t hurt you again?”

Ian gave her a big hug, “No I didn’t even see him and I won’t have to go back for a while either so we can go down to Penn this week for your swim after all.”

Chloe pulled back and gave him a suspicious look. “Is Daddy okay?”

“I’m right here, Chloe.”

“Daddy!”

“Oh it’s too late now.” Michael said as he tweaked her nose.  “I see who your favorite is.”

“Daddy, Papa’s not my favorite. I thought you went back to Coach.”

“Uh huh. I remain unconvinced.” Michael said as he moved past them.  “Let’s get inside so I can revise my Christmas list.” 

“Ack! No not that!” Ian said. “So Chloe, my favorite child, do you want to walk or ride in?”

“Ooh. Ride.”
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“Why does it seem like we’re always saying goodbye?” Ian asked as he handed Michael his briefcase.

“It sort of sucks doesn’t it? I’m hoping I can make it another two months.” 

“Oh for heaven’s sake! You’re going to see each other on Wednesday. Not even forty eight hours from now.”

“Miles, how dare you question our undying love! The nerve!”

“Yeah yeah. Kiss Michael and go back inside, we’re going to be late.”

“Get in the car you uncouth American!  I’ll kiss Michael when I’m-mmph.”

Michael leaned back a moment later and ran a finger over Ian’s lips.  “He’s right and I don’t want to piss of Bob.  I’ll call you tomorrow, ‘kay?”

“Okay.  Treat your friend rudely for me, you have my permission.”

“Thanks baby. Love you!” Michael said as he jumped in the car and started it, closing the door before Ian could respond. “Heh. I love doing that to him too.” 

“You guys are going to turn Anna weird, I just know it.”

“Miles, you’re so negative about things.  We don’t turn people weird.” Michael said as he put the car in reverse and waved at Ian.

“Oh really?  You had Bob on the floor giving your kids pony rides on his back. That is one of the clear indicators of weird.”

“I had nothing to do with that. That was Grant and Pieter telling him there was no way he could fit them all. It kicked in his competitiveness.”

“That’s another indication you know. You’ve got Grant and Pieter living next door to you.  That’s like half of the Bermuda Triangle of Bizarre.  I know you’re planning! You’ll get Anna convinced that Philly is a great place to live and then we’ll be buying the house across the street.  I see how you two are.”

“That’s ridiculous Miles!  Besides, we want Grant’s brother and Pieter’s sister to hook up and buy that place.” Michael said with a smirk.

“So I’m not good enough to live across the street? Is that what you’re saying?”

&&

Raising Babies
July 3, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Hey Michael, where are you going?”

“Chloe’s got a swim meet tonight so I’m heading up there.”

“Oh cool! Can I go?”

Michael stopped in mid-stride. “Denise, it’s a junior swim meet.”

“I know. I haven’t been to one since I was a junior swimmer.  Come on, let me go!”

“Fine. Miles and Bob are already heading for the car.”

Brent, who was coming upstairs, stopped in front of them. “You’re going to a swim meet?”

“How did you hear about it?”

“I was right there on the stairs.  Can I come?”

“Why?”

“Because it’s a swim meet!  We’re all going stir crazy here and I’m bored.”

“All right. But that’s it.  No one else can come.”

Denise and Brent exchanged high fives before Denise dashed off in one direction and Brent went another.  

“I’m going to the car and you’d better be there in five minutes!” Michael called after them.
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“So who is Chloe’s team swimming against?” Brent asked as he belted in.

“It’s Hazelton at Hatboro.  Chloe swims for Hatboro.”

“Has Chloe won any races yet?” Denise piped up from the third row.

“No but she’s okay about it.  She’s against kids who have some experience and she’s a little hesitant off the blocks.  Her best finish was third in the 200m last week so she’s coming along.” Bob answered then saw Michael looking at him.  “What? I talk to her. Is there a law against that?”

“No but she’s just a kid.” Michael said.  “Don’t pressure her.”

“She’s at a great age for swimming.  You guys have your charms but kids her age are more fun.  First off, she listens and doesn’t sass me unlike her father.  Secondly, she’s going to be a great swimmer but she doesn’t have a complex over not finishing first unlike her father.  Thirdly, I’m really sure that she’ll never take me on a ride in a vehicle with spinning rims unlike her father.  She’s like you but better.”

“Bob! You keep that up and I’ll get a complex.” Michael protested while his teammates laughed.

“Seriously Michael.  You were a great swimmer to coach but I was just too young to appreciate some of your –uh quirks.”

Miles leaned forward, “He means your weirdness.”

“Nah, Michael didn’t get weird until he hooked up with Ian.” Bob said. “Back then it was just quirks.”

“If Ian and I are weird, that would make Chloe weird too.”

“You would think but somehow she’s managed to escape that horrible fate. Must be Grant’s positive influence.”

“Oooh. I’m so going to tell Ian you said that.”
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Showing up at a junior swim meet with the coach of the US Olympic Team was probably not such a hot idea, Michael thought as he watched all the other parents watch Bob watch their kids.  Of course, the upside of this was that no one paid any attention to him or Ian or Grant or Pieter. 

“Ian, I think we should ask Bob to all of Chloe’s meets.” 

“He’d probably come too if he could work the travel angle.  Why?”

“For the first time, no one’s staring at us.”

“True.  But you know they weren’t ever really staring at us; they were staring at the boys.”

“Really?”

“Really.” Ian confirmed, looking down at Robbie sitting happily in his carrier attached to Ian. “We’re third string now my love.”

“Speaking of love, I have the night off and tomorrow too.”

“You do?”

“Uh huh. We’re not having a barbeque or anything are we?”

“No but we’ll have to make an appearance next door.”

“You’d better make more of an appearance, Ian.” Grant said.  “Pieter and I have put a lot of time and effort and it’s our first party in the house.”

“But Grant, Michael will be home.” Ian whined.

Pieter turned around, “Suck it up. You’re coming and that’s it or we’ll hold the boys for ransom until you get there.” 

Ian and Michael looked at him and Ian shrugged, “You think offering us childcare is a threat?”

“Pieter, what were you thinking?” Grant admonished. “We revise our previous threat.  We’re going to hold Gail hostage.”

“Ha! That’s an even more hollow threat. Gail could kick your asses up one side and down the other.”

“Leave me out of this.” Gail exclaimed then added, “But it’s true.”

A short while later, after Gail moved four rows away to avoid their tiff and Harry’s diapering emergency was dealt with; Michael sat back down in time for Chloe’s first race.

“You’re back! This is the ten and under 100M Free.”

“Gosh, Chloe does look really tall compared to the other girls.”

“She does. I’ve been delaying getting her school uniform because we just bought her summer clothes and they’re already small on her.”

“Good plan. They’re starting!”

Michael couldn’t help tensing as Chloe stepped carefully up and adjusted her goggles.  Every swimmer had their own ritual and he watched as Chloe tilted her head back and made sure her goggles were set and her ears were tucked in before taking her mark.

He cheered when Chloe made the first turn in fourth place and held his breath as she came out of the second turn solidly in second as he took a moment to curse 25 yard pools.  Before she got to the third wall, something seemed to happen and he could literally see Chloe pulling her race together as she surged past the girl in first place to jet out of that turn.

He didn’t even realize he was on his feet until he found himself hugging Ian as Chloe touched the last wall with half a pool between her and the rest of the field.  Harry and Robbie were not happy to be squished between them so he totally missed Chloe’s time being posted.

“Oh my god. Michael, do you see that? She won and her time was really good too.” Ian said, nodding to the makeshift time board.

“Wow!” Was all Michael could say as he saw Chloe getting hugs from her teammates, coaches and other swimmers.

“Wow indeed.  She swam a great race.” Bob said from in front of them. 

Twenty minutes later, Chloe was getting ready for her second race and Michael couldn’t help getting tense all over again.  The 100M Fly was the event he set his first age group record in at 10/u and Whitney still held the 11-12 group record after almost twenty years.

Ian reached over and put his hand over Michael’s. “Relax. She’ll swim her best and we’ll be proud of her whatever happens.”

“I know but it’s the butterfly. She’s only been doing that stroke for six months.”

“And it’s your event.”

“That too. God, I’m not sure I can watch.” Michael moaned still staring at the area where Chloe was standing.

“You’ll watch.  Are you going to do this every time she swims?”

“Probably. Oh, there’s the block horn.” 

Michael twisted his hand around to grip Ian’s hand tightly. He was so nervous that he was seriously considering closing his eyes but he didn’t want to miss her swim.

Chloe again did the goggle/ear check and took her mark.  The horn sounded and she went off strong. Not the first in the water but by no means the last.  She was already in second place at first turn and kept that position as she seemed to cruise behind the girl in first through the next lap and three quarters.  Then she seemed to gather herself as she approached the last turn and came out of it in first place with her speed increasing as she headed for home with almost a quarter of the pool between her and second.

“Oh god. Oh god. Oh god.  Chloe, go. Go. Go!”  Michael said as he again rose to his feet.  He heard the solid thump as Chloe touched and watched her turn to the other lanes.  The slight delay before another swimmer appeared seemed to throw her for a loop but she figured out she won when her coach leaned down and gave her a pat.  

As the rest of the field finished, the crowd kept cheering so the jubilation in the Thorpe-Phelps section fit right in.  

“Ian, did you see that?”

“I did! She was fantastic!” 

No one but Bob seemed to be concerned with Chloe’s time and he was checking his stopwatch as he waited patiently for the board to catch up.  He wasn’t surprised that there was a delay.  He was pretty sure that Chloe had just set a record and the junior meets had a policy of triple checking their timekeeping before posting those.

“Coach, you look very pleased.” Denise said.

He showed her the dial.  “The record is 1:01:08.”

Denise blinked and rubbed her eyes.  The dial still read 1:00:53.  “Wow!  I’m suddenly really glad that I don’t swim the butterfly but I’m sure there were lots of people back when Michael was ten who said the same thing and then look what happened.”

Bob smiled as the board finally popped up with Chloe’s official time. 1:00:54, he wasn’t going to quibble about a tenth of a second.

By this time, Chloe was out of the pool and looked shocked when her coach suddenly hugged her and told her the news.  The news spread quickly through the stands but it took Michael and Ian a moment to catch up as the crowd seemed to be applauding for no reason.

“Bob, what’s going on?” Michael asked, leaning over.

“Your daughter just set an age group.  Congratulations!”

“No way!”

“Yes way.  Look at the board.”

Ian and Michael looked over and saw ‘Thorpe-Phelps, C. – 1:00:54 NR’.

“Oh my god!”

^^^

After the meet, Chloe came running over holding her three ribbons and danced around Michael and Ian as they gathered up all their stuff.

“Dads, I’m so happy!”

“We’re happy for you!  Do you want to go out for a celebration dinner?” Ian asked, giving her a hug.

“No.  Can we go home and have pizza though? I want to call all my friends.”

“Yes we can and you need to make several other important calls first.” Michael said with a grin.

“I do?”

“Uh huh. You need to call the Grands and you especially need to call your aunts.  You want to use my phone in the car?”

“Can I?”

“Sure.  Now go talk to Bob since he looks fit to burst.”

Chloe ran over to Bob and did her little dance again.  Ian grinned at the look on Michael’s face.

“Talk about fit to burst.  You look very happy.”

“I am.”

“So you’re totally over what people will think about Chloe swimming?”

“I am serene.  We’re damned if we do and damned if we don’t so anyone who doesn’t like it can jump in a lake.”

“I like that attitude.  Do we have everything?”

“Yes, I think so. Grant, Pieter?”

“We’re ready.” Grant said, patting Liam’s bottom. Pieter nodded as he adjusted his carrier and hoisted a diaper bag over his shoulder.

“Michael, are you going to take everyone back to Penn then come home?”

“I don’t know. I could always give Bob my keys if you don’t mind taking me in tomorrow.”

“I don’t mind at all.  Let’s go see what Bob says.”

Chloe however had already invited Bob, Denise, Miles and Brent back to the house for pizza and Michael found himself back in his car and driving to Chestnut Hill.

“Michael, that was so cool seeing Chloe win her first races. Thanks for letting me come along.” Brent said politely.

“You’re welcome.  I’m just flabbergasted at how well she did.”

“Two firsts and a third isn’t so shabby for her third meet.  The 200M might be too much distance for her right now.” Bob said.  “But when you consider she finished eighth last time in that event, it’s a good improvement.  Now she knows what it feels like to swim a great race and she can build on that.”

“So when’s her next meet?” Miles asked.

“Thursday, at her pool.  Unfortunately, I can’t make it but I’m sure Michael will tell me all about it and Margaret promised me a copy of the video.” Bob answered.
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At the house, the rest of his family was already in action including the boys who were corralled in their pen right off the patio and exploring under Ken’s watchful gaze.

“Michael, there you are!  Wonderful race our girl swam today.”

“Yes it was.  You guys want to come inside or should I bring drinks out here?  Looks like we’re having pizza alfresco.”

“It’s nice out here and look, free entertainment.” Miles said, sitting down near Ken as the others joined him.

“Fine. I’ll see what we have and be back.”

Michael opened the back door and went inside to find most of the family in the family room and kitchen.  Ian was busy putting together a salad, Margaret was sliding garlic bread into the oven and Pieter was getting the plates and cutlery together.

“Hi everyone. Where are Chloe, Grant and Gail?”

“Gail’s upstairs changing; Grant and Chloe are picking up the food.”

“Did she call Mom and Dad yet?” Michael asked as he stole a kiss from Ian.

“No, she said she’d wait until you were here.”

“Okay. What else needs to be done?”

“We stopped and got ice and drinks.  Can you take the chest and cups out?”

“I’m on it.”

Michael took the items out and served the beverages before going back inside, bringing out sippy cups and a couple of beers for Bob and Ken then returning with the boys’ clamp-on chairs for the table.

“The food will be here in ten to twenty minutes.  Evidently we’re having an International take out night.  Pizza, egg rolls, sushi and tarts from the Night Kitchen.  Possibly Lo Mein too.  Chloe was considering getting Chinese instead so Ian said we’d get both since it’s still cheaper than going to Morimoto.”

“Chloe likes sushi?”

“My daughter loves sushi,” Ian said as he came out with the salad. “We went there for her tenth birthday and had a wonderful time.” 

“That was all your idea.” Michael noted.

“Since it was an excellent idea, of course it was mine. It was a birthday present she really liked.  Can you wrangle the boys into their chairs?”

“Yep. What’s on their menu tonight?” Michael asked as he got up.

“Spaghetti with Cheese with Peach Apricot Muesli for dessert.  I think a fine vintage of white grape juice for their beverage would go well.”

“Okey dokey.”  

With the help of Miles, Brent and Denise the babies were in their seats and feeding commenced forthwith and went quickly since the boys were good eaters and didn’t mind who feed them as long as their feeding person kept it coming.

Grant and Chloe arrived just as the boys were enjoying their desserts and the seemingly massive amount of food on the table was quickly disposed of by the eleven adults and one preteen girl.

Chloe was still glowing from her accomplishment but seemed to write off the record as a fluke.  She even mentioned that she felt too flat in her third race because she was more tired than she expected.   She had a lot of fun talking to Denise about girl swimming issues and the two of them disappeared into the tree fort to have a private chat.

Michael completely forgot about calling his parents and sisters until an hour or so later when his cell phone rang and he noticed his mom’s number on his caller ID.

“Mom! Hi. I’m sorry I didn’t call.”

“Oh that’s okay Michael. I like hearing about my granddaughter on the news.” Debbie said a little touch of acid in her tone.

“Chloe was on the news?” Michael asked with a guilty wince.

“Yes. On Channel 13.  It was just a blurb for the eleven o’clock news so tell me what happened.”

“She did great, Mom.  Two first places and a third.  It hasn’t been officially confirmed but she set an age group record for the 100 Fly.” Michael said proudly.

“That’s wonderful! Is she at home?”

“Actually she’s out in the tree fort with Denise Welsh.”

“The backstroker?”

“Yeah, they’ve been out there for a while though. I can go get her.”

“It’s okay.  We’ll see her at Grant and Pieter’s tomorrow.  You’d better call your dad and sisters though.”

“I’ll do that right now. See you tomorrow and drive safely.”

“I will. Love you sweetie.”

“Love you too Debs.”

Michael ignored the oohing and awing sounds his ‘friends’ were making and dialed his dad.  The answering machine picked up so he just left a message before calling Whitney.

“Hello?”

“Hey Big Sis.”

“Michael, I wouldn’t use the word ‘big’ around me right now.”

Michael snickered. “How’s pregnant life?”

“Pregnancy is great. Awesome. Really.”

“I’m sensing sarcasm, sister mine.”

“That’s smart of you.  I can’t believe I’m having twins.  You realize this is your entire fault right?”

“Hey, I definitely had nothing to do with it.  Anyway I was just calling to let you how your niece did at her swim meet.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Two firsts and a third.  Unofficial age record in the 100 Fly.”

“Awesome!  We’re officially a swimming dynasty now.  I hope this doesn’t mean I have to wear large shoulder pads.”

“Huh?”

“Dynasty, the TV show? God, five kids and you’re still such a whelp.” 

“Whatever Whit.  Hey, are you coming up tomorrow?”

“Sure. I’m supposed to bring –uh uh uh cookies!”

Michael pulled the phone back to look at it then put it back to his ear while shooting a glance at Grant.  “Pieter and Grant asked you to bring cookies all the way from Maryland?”

“I’m bringing Berger Cookies. No one sells them up there and you did get Ian addicted to them.  Pieter and Grant didn’t ask. Ian did.”

“Oh. Well can you bring extra? Because I know he won’t leave me any.”

“I’ll do that.  Hey, I gotta pee. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye Whit.”

Hilary’s phone didn’t even ring on his end before she answered, “Hi Michael.”

“Hi Hilary. Mom already called didn’t she?”

“Yeah but I saw something about it on TV.”

“In Colorado?”

“Yep and it’s pretty exciting, huh?”

“It sure is.  How’s Craig?”

“We’re in the middle of painting the spare bedroom actually.”

“Oh really?” Michael asked archly, “Does this mean-?”

“That Mom and Ryan are coming to visit? Yes it does.  And there’s no way I’m getting pregnant right now.  Call me evil but I’d rather let Whitney have all of Mom’s attention at the moment.”

“Good move.  Guess I’ll see you next month?”

“We’ll be there with bells on.  Tell Chloe congratulations for us.”

“I will. Talk to you later.”

Michael hung up the phone and fixed his eyes on Grant.  “So what did you ask my sister to bring tomorrow?”

Grant jumped a little but managed to hold it together. “Uh, nothing that I’m aware of. Why?  What did she say we said to bring?”

Turning on a bit of a glare, Michael replied “She said cookies but I don’t believe her.”

Grant shifted in his seat and looked carefully at but past Michael. “You doubt your own sister?”

“Daddy!  Hey Daddy!”

Michael turned to see Chloe running across the lawn but still noticed that Grant quickly got up and started clearing the table.  Damn. He knew they were up to something and now he wouldn’t be able to corner Grant to find out what it was.  Grant was, after all, the weak link.

“Daddy!” Chloe said again, rather impatiently.

“Huh? What pumpkin?”

“Can I show Denise my room?

“Sure.”

“Awesome! Thanks Dad.”

Michael wondered why Chloe would ask permission like that.  It was her room after all and – oh. So Chloe was in on the whatever it was they were hiding from him.  Oh god.  Ian must have decided to move up the kitchen remodeling program or something icky like that and they all knew about it.  Michael watched Ian get up and take Jamey over to the OK Corral.  Then again, he could forgive just about anything for the man who looked that good in shorts.

He spent a nice moment admiring the long line of Ian’s bare legs and how the muscle flexed just so in his thighs.  Oh, it had been much too long since he’d- Michael train of thought was cut off by something hitting his face. A napkin?

“What the heck is this?”

“For the drool.  You were drooling.” Bob said with a smirk.

“I was not.”

“You really were Michael.” Gail confirmed.

“Gail! You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“Ha! I’m on my own side first last and always.  Besides, it’s kind of cute how you two make eyes at each other.”

“Actually it’s kind of disgusting.” Brent said without really thinking about how that would sound until he caught the looks of shock everyone was giving him.  “Hey! I didn’t mean it like that.  I meant, they’re married. This happiness vibe they’re giving off is just wrong.”

“What’s wrong with being happily married?” Ian asked as he walked over and sat next to Michael.

“Nothing but it’s making me want to get married and I’m way too young for that.  Besides, my mom told me she’d kill me if I made her a grandmother before she’s fifty.”

Michael smirked, “Brent I hardly think you have to worry about getting Evan pregnant.”

“Ha! That’s where you’re wrong. He’s already talking babies and buying a house and honeymoons; I’m not even going to be able to tell him I was here or he’ll be asking me about how cute the kids were.  Not that your kids aren’t great but I’m only twenty four.  I’m so not ready for kids.”

“Says the man who hasn’t let go of Harry for the last hour.” Miles observed.

“I never said I didn’t like kids but see, if he starts crying or needs a diaper change – I’m not his parent and it’s not my problem.  Having my own kid means never being able to say ‘here, he needs a new diaper.’”

“It’s different when it’s your own kid. Sure, I don’t love changing diapers but someone has to do it.” Ian said.

Brent responded to that by holding Harry out. “Good because here, he needs a new diaper.”

Michael stood up and took the baby. “Oh he certainly does. Harry, you are a very stinky baby. Pee ew!”

“Pee ew!” Harry repeated and giggled.
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“Is Chloe asleep?”

“Not yet but she was almost there.” Michael said as he came in their room and closed the door behind him.  

Ian looked up from his magazine, “I know I say this all the time but she is growing up so fast.  Last week, she and her posse were checking out men in the mall.”

“Men? Not boys?” Michael asked with alarm, halting with his shirt half off.

“Men.  It was mostly fashion judgments though so don’t worry.  Melissa was nice enough to compliment me on my shirt so I felt very validated.”

“Aw man, you got to go to the mall with Chloe and her posse?”

“Yes I did.  They didn’t even make me sit at another table in the food court.”

“Whoa. I’m scared of you.”

“You should be.  I’m the ‘coolest dad ever’ and I always don proper footwear.  Then I totally lost my coolness factor when I told Chloe she was still not allowed to wear make up.”

“Oh. Sorry baby.”

“It’s okay. I’ll be cool again one day I’m sure.  So are you going to just stand there half naked all night or are you joining me in bed?” Ian asked, patting the mattress next to him.

“I – uh. Let me just get a shower. I’ll be back in two minutes.”

“Good because I have lots of wallpaper samples for you to look at.” Ian said, looking back down to his magazine.

It took a minute for Michael to stop thinking that Ian was weird to want to look at wallpaper samples on the one night they had alone before the Olympics.  Oh. Right. Wallpaper. Heh.

He finished washing quickly and dried off even faster, making sure that he brushed his teeth thoroughly before turning off the bathroom light and taking a running leap into bed.  He ended up sliding a little and landed right next to Ian.  Perfect!

“Hi!”

“Well hello there.  How are you?”

“I’m fine.” Michael said as he inched a little closer. “How are you?”

Ian grinned. “You already started your taper.”

“Well sure; I’m swimming in less than a month.  Why, is it obvious?”

“Just a little.” Ian said as he moved his thigh closer to Michael’s groin and opened his magazine again. “So, what do you think of this wallpaper?” 

Michael looked down in horror at the wallpaper sample book Ian was brandishing. “We’re really picking out wallpaper? Tonight?”

Ian tossed the book on the floor and wrapped his arms around Michael’s waist. “Of course not, you boob.  What kind of idiot do you think I am?”

“I wasn’t sure there for a minute.” Michael said as he hooked his leg over Ian’s waist. “Can I kiss you?”

“Since when do you have to-?”

Michael leaned forward and licked his tongue over Ian’s lips. “Can I touch you?”

Ian’s eyes got wide and Michael could feel the shiver run down Ian’s body as Michael slowly pulled the sheet down.

“God, Ian. I love your body.  Your smooth skin and- holy shit!  Ian, you shaved down?”

Flushing a bit, Ian could only nod. “Chloe asked about it and I showed her on my arm. It was just a little patch but it felt funny so I shaved my arm.  Well, then the other arm felt funny so I shaved that too.  Well then it all had to go.  It’ll grow back.”

Michael only half listened to the explanation, too intrigued by the fact that he was able to see *all* of Ian to really care how it happened.  He ran his hand over Ian’s chest and circled a finger around Ian’s left nipple. “Oh. I like it.  Hey, do you still have that vanilla oil stuff?”

“It’s in the bathroom under my sink.”

“I’ll be right back.” Michael said before dashing off.  He returned at lightening speed and jumped back up on the bed to straddle Ian’s thighs.  He popped the lid on the oil and poured some into his hands.  “Did I mention today how much I love you?”

“Why no, I don’t think you have.”

“Well I do.” Michael said as he started working the oil into Ian’s chest. “Good thing I’m here tonight or you’d be pretty itchy tomorrow. Anyway, I wake up every morning in my tiny little bed and my tiny little room and I try to turn over to nuzzle on you but let me tell, the wall doesn’t really appreciate nuzzling although I’ve been throwing some quality time into it.”

“Ah oh.  So you’ve been cheating on me with a wall?” Ian managed to ask as Michael’s hands massaged him.

“Yes.  Then I wake up a little and wait to hear Robbie babbling away or Chloe’s shower but all I hear is one of the guys who gets up really early so he can positively reaffirm his manhood or something.”

“You have magical hands.  There’s a guy who wanks off every morning in the communal lav?”

“That I wouldn’t mind so much.  No it’s just Vince Atchison; he spends a half hour every morning reciting his stats then he starts on how well he’s going to do next month.  It’s kind of pathetic in a way because he goes through this whole routine of winning his race then the medals ceremony and the anthem.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No I am not.  I know he doesn’t realize I can hear him because he stops as soon as my alarm goes off.”

“He’s one of the incredible homophobic duo, right?”

“Yeah.  I know they haven’t changed their minds but at least they’re not being so obvious anymore.  Oh, your abs are really tight.  Have you been working out?”

Ian preened a little, “Why yes I have been.  Chloe and I go for a jog every other morning and I spend an hour or two in the pool while the boys are napping.  I’ve even started the boys on yoga.  Well, Chloe and I do yoga and they sit around making weird faces at us but it’s the thought that counts.”

“It certainly is.  So back to how much I love you.”

“My favorite subject!”

“I know.  The worst part of the day is nap time.  You saw how small that bed was but I always move over to make room for you.  Nap time isn’t any fun alone and the wall is really getting some strange ideas about me.”

“You did tell the wall you were married I hope.”

“That’s the first thing I said when it started getting fresh with me.”

“Well you tell that wall it better knock it off or I’ll go down there and have some words with it.”

Michael and Ian looked at each other and they both started laughing.  Michael laughed so hard he started snorting and then his hand slipped on Ian’s oily chest and they were soon face to face while Michael tried to keep from smooshing Ian.

“Heh. You seemed to have slipped there.”

“It was all part of my plan.”

“You had a plan?”

“Uh huh.” Michael said before leaning in to kiss Ian.  Ian must have liked that plan because he kissed back with enthusiasm. Michael ran his hands up and down Ian’s oh so smooth body, touching each intriguing dip and caressing every interesting ridge.

Ian had definitely been working out because he was totally ripped.  In fact, Ian had a few muscles that Michael didn’t remember ever feeling before so of course he had to investigate them.  He trailed his lips down Ian’s jaw and started down his chest when Ian suddenly shifted and tried to pull Michael back up.

“Love, I would normally want to spend all night letting you nibble on me but it’s after ten, the boys are getting up at six these days and you do need your sleep. I don’t want Bob blaming me if you’re tired on Thursday.”

Michael slid up slowly, rubbing all sort of their body parts together. “You’re turning down foreplay?”

“Yes but just this once.  I’m already ready but I think I used a little too much lube and it’s a tad uncomfortable.”

“You- you.” Michael babbled. “You got all ready and I missed it?”

“I know but I didn’t think you’d be up there for a half hour.  I had quite a show planned too.” Ian said with a faint pout.

Michael kissed it away and maneuvered around until they were lying on their sides, Michael spooned in behind Ian. “I like this way the best because you like it the best.  I love the way you moan when I enter you. The way your back arches and your body welcomes me in.”

Following his words with action, Michael entered Ian slowly and couldn’t help smiling as Ian moaned and clutched at his arm.  He had certainly used plenty of lube and despite the fact that they hadn’t made love like this for a while, Michael’s cock slid in deeply.

“Okay Baby?”

“Gah, yes.  Michael, you have to move.” Ian said as he arched his back.

“Yes oh pushy one.  Long and slow or hard and fast?” Michael asked as he ran a hand down Ian’s front and circled his fingers around Ian’s penis.

Ian slid his hand down to cover Michael’s and direct it exactly where he needed it to go, down between his legs to cup his balls. “I don’t care, just move.”

Michael took a moment to suck on the tendon in Ian’s neck, causing Ian to moan in both frustration and pleasure before he rocked his hips a little.  “Is this what you want, Baby?”

“Yes, like that. Just like- oh. Yes, Michael. God, that’s-yees. Oh yes.”

Although he was tempted to stop just to see what Ian would do about it, Michael flexed his hips and bit lightly at Ian’s nape while caressing all of Ian’s hot spots with his hands. Balls, perineum, cock and nipples where all stroked and teased while he worked Ian into a frenzy.  He could feel Ian’s balls contracting as Ian went quiet and knew it wasn’t going to be long now.  When the body he was holding seemed to freeze and then thrash around, he stroked faster and deeper, hitting just the right spot over and over again.

At the end, Ian twisted his head around to capture Michael’s lips as he came, his semen spurting across the sheets as his body arced and twisted.  Michael’s own orgasm followed quickly as Michael’s body reminded him that it had been quite a while since the last time it had had this kind of fun.

A half hour later, Ian roused himself and tapped a dozing Michael on the leg.

“Ump?”

“We need to clean up a bit.”

“Yeah yeah and I thought I was supposed to sleep.” Michael complained as he got off of Ian and carefully rolled off the bed in the other direction.

“You’ll sleep better in a tidy bed.  Just help me take the sheet off, there’s another one underneath.” Ian said.

Michael tossed their pillows on the chair, “You crafty devil.”

“Not only that, but the sheet we were on is that rubber backed one and there’s no way I’m sleeping on that.  It’s too sweaty.”

“Amen to that although it did save us a lot of trouble when the boys were in here.”

“True.  And ew.  Did I really spooge on the floor?” Ian asked as he used the sheet they just removed to wipe his foot and the carpet.

“I hope that was a rhetorical question.  Here, give me the sheet and go start the shower.”

“Yes dear.”
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Tidied and squeaky clean, they got back in bed ten minutes later.  Michael was just about to reach over and turn off the light when Ian reached into his nightstand and took out a gaily wrapped present the size of a large book.

“What’s that?”

“I believe we call this a birthday present on my planet.  Here.”

“Ian, you didn’t have to-”

“Oh yes I did.  Aside from Mum agitating me over what I was going to give you, there is that rather large present out in the back yard.”

“But that’s different.”

“Yes it was and although this is nowhere near that, I hope you like it.”

Michael opened the present to find cardboard box filled with what looked like copier paper.  He rifled through the first couple of pages and his breath literally caught in his throat. “Oh Ian!”

“So you like it?”

“You have to ask?”

“Well it’s not done yet.  There’s still three more months to go and I do plan on having it bound for you, with pictures and all.”

“This must have taken you months to put together.”

“Not really since I write in my journal every day and I write about them a lot.  Chloe’s in there quite a bit as well.  I know you feel like you’re missing so much of their lives and I thought this would help.”

“Ian, this is the best present ever.  I do get to take it back to camp, right?”

“Of course you do.”

Michael carefully put the pages back in their box and reverently set it on his nightstand before turning to pounce on Ian.  “Thank-kiss-you-kiss-so-kiss-much!  You are the most exceptional husband in the history of the world.”
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July 4, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Despite three tons of evidence to the contrary, Ian always considered himself a pretty laid back person.  Yes, he did like to live his life in an orderly fashion but he didn’t care what other people did with their own lives.  Until those people somehow inflicted their mayhem and disorganization on him.  Then he got a tad ticked off and felt free give the stink eye to the offender.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry but we don’t take checks.  Cash or credit card only.” The patient clerk said for the fourth time.

“But I don’t have cash on me and you don’t take my credit card.”

“Ma’am, there’s an ATM right around the corner.  I will gladly hold your stuff right back here until you return with cash.  Now, if you don’t mind there are other customers waiting.  Just come right up to me when you return.”

The woman finally gave up and stomped out, muttering about rude clerks, bashing into people with her large tote bag as she headed for the exit without even apologizing.  Ian just shook his head and stepped up to the counter with his money in hand.

“Hi Beverly.”

“Hi Ian.  Your stuff is all ready. It’ll be fifty three dollars twenty two cents.”

Ian handed the money over and Beverly gave him three pennies in change then stepped into the back for a second.  “Ian, go on through with Jimmy. He and Phil will load your stuff for you.”

“Thanks Bev.  You’ll stop by later?”

“Wouldn’t miss it. Tell Chloe that we’re bringing our stuff with us for her sale.”

“I’ll be sure to do that.” Ian said as he slipped behind the counter and caught up with Jimmy.

“Hey Mr. Thorpe, how’s it going?”

“Not bad.  Thanks for helping me with this.”

“No problem, Mr. T.”
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Ian pulled out of the alley and drove down to the pharmacy.  He had hoped Donna and Thaise would be able to stall Michael and as he was still inside when Ian got there, it appeared they were successful.

Ten minutes later, Michael came out clutching a prescription bag and jumped in the passenger seat. “I can’t believe it.  Donna lost Ken’s prescription.”

Hiding a grin, Ian looked at the bag. “What’s that?”

“She found it again but then she had to fill it.  They’re usually so reliable too. Sorry it took so long.”

“Not a problem.  The longer we’re away, the less work we have to do helping Grant and Pieter set up.”

“You’re not kidding.  I peeked over there before we left and they didn’t have anything ready.”

“I’m sure they’ll be fine.  One more stop at Barnes & Noble to get that book for Mum.”

“Okay.  Why don’t you drop me off in front and I’ll run in and get it.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Nope and it’s easier than trying to find parking.”

“Okay, I’ll circle around until you come out.”
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Ian waited until he was safely around the corner before dialing Pieter’s cell.

“Hello Ian.  What’s your ETA?”

“We’re down at the bookstore so about ten minutes.”

“Excellent.  We’re all ready here so bring him back whenever. Our lookout’s already in place.”

“I’m still bringing him through the side gate?”

“Yes.”

“All right then.  See you in a few.”

Driving back in front of the store, he spotted Michael patiently waiting out front with a plastic bag and pulled over.

“Any problems this time?”

“Nope and it looks like a good book.  You think Margaret will let me borrow it?”

“Of course she will.  Ready to head home?”

“I guess but it’s almost lunch time.  Should we stop and get some nibbles so we’re not starving by the time the party starts?”

“We’ve got something at home I’m sure.”

“You’re right.  I think it’s awesome how fast Grant and Pieter’s house was finished.  Are you still planning to use their contractor for the kitchen?”

“Yes I am. We have an appointment with them in September.”

“Oh.” Michael said, looking relieved.  

Ian wasn’t sure why Michael was relieved but he’d bring it up later.  He pulled into their driveway and was happy to see absolutely no sign that anything unusual was going on.  “Michael, would you help me get the breads next door?”

“Sure.”

Ian made sure that Michael was not carrying anything breakable and followed behind him as they approached the gate.  He braced himself a little when Michael walked in.

“SURPRISE!”
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“Ian, I can’t believe you did this to me.” Michael said two hours later as he finished the last of his bratwurst and surveyed the tons of people strewn about Grant and Pieter’s backyard enjoying his surprise belated birthday party.

“Consider it a preemptive strike. This will totally eliminate any possibility that you will throw me a surprise party this year.  It would be tacky and inconsiderate to have two in one year.”

“Very sneaky, Ian.”

“Thank you, love.” Ian said smugly. 

&&

“But I don’t wanna go back to camp.” Michael said with a faint whine as he clutched Jamey later that evening.

“You’ll see us all tomorrow night. Now hand over the baby and get your butt in the car.”

“God Pieter, stop being so mean!”

“Mean?  You call me mean after I *slaved* away for you all day long? Opened our house to your weird friends for your birthday party?  Well!” Pieter said, heading for a total snit.

“Michael love, put Jamey down and I’ll walk you out.  Bob is waiting after all.” Ian pointed out.

Reluctantly, Michael put his son down then did another round of hugs and kisses with the children.  Grant handed him the last bag of birthday presents and patted him on the back.

“Only a few more weeks to go mate.  Don’t let it get you down.”

Looking like a man going off to his own execution, Michael walked out to the car and got behind the wheel after stowing his bag in the back.  Bob was semi-patiently waiting in the passenger seat as were Miles, Denise, Brent, David and Aileen.

“Um, sorry about the delay.”

“So what finally got you out of the house?” Bob asked, not looking too upset.

“Pieter was mean and then got snitty when I called him mean.  It was best that I left when I did although I don’t like it.”

“I’ve seen Pieter in a snit so you did the right thing by leaving.”

“Tell me about it.  Also, he was making me feel ungrateful and I hate that.”
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July 16, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian woke up at six twenty two am and listened to the rain beating down on the roof for twenty minutes before he felt wake enough to get up. Although he didn’t have an official job, Mondays were still an unnecessary evil in his opinion.  Sighing, he got up and took a quick shower, not bothering to shave before peeking into the boys’ room.

His little morning glories loved sunny days and despite the blackout shade, they all had the Phelps preternatural sense of when the sun rose and were usually up to greet it.  Thanking the overcast skies for keeping the anti-vampires snoozing, Ian skipped a little as he went downstairs to enjoy his coffee.

The boys were wonderful complex beings that he loved in ways he couldn’t even express but it was sometimes hard to remember that when he didn’t get his caffeine fix.  Coffee just wasn’t the same after nine and he’d even had to stop using the automatic start function after several pots burnt while he dealt with the boys.

The dogs were waiting for him at the back door so he let them out then turned on the machine, getting out his cup and watching the brown nectar stream into crystal clear receptacle.  So lovely. He woke back up when Gizmo barked to be let back in.

Ah, that meant the coffee would be done in a moment and sure enough there it was.  He poured a cup and drifted out into the family room while breathing the aroma in.  He sat down in his favorite spot on the couch and put his feet up.

He slipped slowly at his coffee and pulled out his pen and yesterday’s newspaper and flipped to the crossword puzzle to finish it up.  He was on his second cup and still trying to figure out the answer for ‘Houyhnhnm’s creator’ when he heard the first sounds the babies were waking up over the monitor.

Penning in ‘Swift’, he smiled as he listened to the boys babbling to each other. He used to go rushing in the room the second he heard a noise but Gail suggested giving them some time to wake up on their own. 

He wasn’t sure if the boys really communicated with each other because they were so young but his research made him wonder if this would turn into a secret language.  Of course, not being able to understand the boys would be irritating but how cool would it be if they did have one?  Well, as long as they didn’t use it to tunnel out of the house or something.

The mini-morning vacation over, he got up and started his day for real when Jamey’s babbles turned into loud complaints about the state of his diaper.  Gail joined him a few minutes later and they quickly got the boys ready for breakfast.

After breakfast and some yoga, Chloe disappeared out into the garage with some of her friends and the boys played for a while then while they were taking their morning naps, Ian threw a load of clothes in the washer and changed quickly before heading out to the pool.

An hour and a half later, he hauled himself out of the pool and went inside.  The boys were just waking up so while Gail got lunch ready, he ran upstairs to dress and switch loads over and brought down the load Gail had switched earlier.

The system he and Gail had worked well and by the time he’d folded all of Chloe’s clothes, lunch was ready and so were the boys.  The post-lunch diaper duties were not his favorite time of the day but the playtime afterwards was fun since this was the time of day when the boys were most active.

“Gail, it’s not weird that they’re not walking is it?” Ian asked as he lay on his back and Robbie and Jamey used him as a crawling wall.

“You ask me that once a day and what do I always answer?”

“That ‘they’re only nine months old and just because they sat up and stood up earlier than normal, it doesn’t mean they’ll walk earlier.’”

“There ya go.”

“That’s what Pieter says too.”

“Gasp! You’re consulting an actual pediatrician behind my back?”

“Ha ha.  Pieter’s not a pediatrician yet.  Has Liam figured out the baby gate yet?”

Gail twisted around for a second then shook her head.  “Nope. I think the double gates have him momentarily confused.  He’s analyzing them closely though.”

“Ga! Bup!” Harry said, holding up one of the blocks he’d spent the last fifteen minutes passing over to Gail.

“Thank you, Harry.  You’re such a good sharer.  Shall I put them on the stack?”  Harry didn’t answer since he was already crawling over to the corner to find more blocks.  “Ian, you know what you need?  To get out of the house.”

Ian looked over at the windows at the rain. “And will you provide a snorkel first?”

“Very funny.  No, I mean you need to get out with the boys.”

“I take the boys out.”

“To see Michael three times a week.”

“He’s their father!”

“I know but you could take them other places.  I’d go with you.”

“But people are so rude when I’m out with them.  Just taking them to the store that time was traumatic.”

“And it really bothers you that people assume I’m your wife.” Gail said knowingly.

“Yes! Uh. Well, uh. Gail-.”

Gail couldn’t help giggling at the look on Ian’s face. “Although you’re cute, you’re not my type either Ian.  It’s okay. I know how much you love Michael so I’m not offended.  Just promise me that once Michael’s back home, you’ll take the boys out.”

“Oh, I promise.  And why are you complaining? I take you to the grocery store!”

“Speaking of that, we’re low on baby food again.” Gail mentioned as she stacked yet another Harry procured block on the pile.

“You’re kidding?  I even bought extra jars last week.  I’d worry that they were eating too much but they’re not fat.  Uh are they?”

“No they’re not.  See, this is the downside for having kids on the top end of the growth chart.  They’re tall for their age and very busy little boys so they’re always hungry.  By the way, doesn’t it hurt when Jamey pulls your hair like that?”

“A little.  But not now that he’s stopped.  Uh, where are they going?” He asked when Robbie, Harry and Jamey headed off in one direction.

Gail whipped around, “Ah, Liam’s got the gate open so they’re making a break for it.  Let’s head them off at the pass.”

Ian jumped up and started to grab the escape master when he paused.  “Gail, let’s see where they’re going.  Maybe if we knew that, we’d figure out why he keeps doing this.”

“Okay but don’t lose them; they’re moving fast.”

Nodding, Ian quickened his step to keep up with the four crawlers as Liam looped through the family room and into the kitchen to stop at the basement door.  He sat up and pounded his hand on the door. 

“Gat! Gat!”

“Oh how cute! He wants to play with Grant.” Gail said as Liam’s brothers joined him at the door.

“How did he know that Grant lived down there?”

“Well Pieter and Grant did take them down there when they baby sat.  Maybe he associates that door with Grant.”

Just then, Flannel came sauntering through the kitchen to check the status of his food bowl and froze.  That was more than enough time for the baby mob to notice him and start moving in his direction.

“Gat! Gat!”

Ian never knew that Flannel could move that fast.  For a second he was sure the damn thing broke the sound barrier trying to escape.  He looked at Gail.  “The cat. He’s after the cat.”

“So he is and he’s not done yet.”

“Got him.” Ian said as he swung the baby in question into his arms.  “Heya Liam, whatcha doing?”

“Gat! Pa gimme gat.”

“No. Leave the kitty alone.”

“No! Pa gimme gat!”

“Liam, is it nap time?”

“Noooo!”

Ian leaned down and scooped up Jamey then walked back into the sunroom.  He could hear Gail dealing with Robbie and Harry so he put both boys in the corner pen.  He knew they all hated it and Liam was still not able to get out but he couldn’t let them terrorize the cat.  Over the cries of protest, Ian told Gail he’d be right back and went looking for Flannel.  He found the poor beast up in their room, looking very spooked.

“Aw, there you are. I’m sorry that the boys are looking for you and I promise not to let them get too close.”

Flannel was thoroughly unconvinced and started cleaning his bottom right in Ian’s face.  Par for the course, Ian thought before he grabbed the boys’ bunnies and going back down.  The four part chorus was still going but Ian just stepped over the rails and sat down amidst the mayhem. 

Robbie was the first one to break and crawl over into Ian’s lap.

Ian gave him a cuddle, rubbed his back and rocked a little.  “It’s okay Robbie. Papa loves you and you’re not being punished.  It’s okay.  I know you don’t understand but you can’t play with the kitty.”

Soon he had a lapful of damp overwrought little boys and after some face wiping, cuddling and sippy cups; their outlook was a little brighter although their eyes were drooping.  Being outraged took a lot out of a baby.

“Gail, can you hand me a couple of blankets?  I’ll stay with them for nap time.”

“Are you punishing yourself?”

“Maybe.  I could have handled that better instead of just tossing them in here.”

“Well you know Liam wouldn’t have given up.  It’s better to teach them quickly about the animals; you don’t want Flannel getting ambushed and scratching them.  And this pen isn’t a jail cell.  You only use it to keep the boys safe.” Gail said as she handed him the blankets.

“It’s one thing when they’re in here to protect them from the evilness of the vacuum but this was my fault.  I should have just got them back instead of being curious.”

“But now you know what Liam’s looking for so it wasn’t a complete loss.”

“True.”  Ian squirmed around until he had two boys on each side and they were all covered up although his arms were now pinned.  “Uh, can you put the other blanket over me?”

“Sure.  Are you comfy?”

“Yes, this padding is rather nice.”

“Well if you’re all settled, I’ll head to the grocery store and get a couple of jars to hold us over until Wednesday.”

“You might as well get diapers too then. You have your credit card?”

“It’s in my purse. Oh, wait.” 

Gail disappeared from Ian’s line of sight and reappeared with the phone. “I’m going to put this down out here so one of them doesn’t call Antarctica or something and I turned the ringer down.”

“Thanks.  My keys are on the hook in the kitchen and will you check on Chloe before you go?”

“Okay.”

The house fell silent a few minutes later except for the rain and the little snoring sounds the boys made.  Ian felt his own eyelids drooping some time later, soothed by the warm bodies snuggled up to him.

He didn’t think he slept long because he woke at the sound of the backdoor opening and heard Chloe and her friends raiding the fridge for drinks although they were being rather quiet about it.

“Papa?” Chloe whispered from the door.

“Yes Chloe?” Ian answered softly.

“Oh, I thought you were asleep.”

“I was but now I’m not.  Can you give me a hand with the tykes so I can get up?”

“Sure.” Chloe hopped the fence and moved Robbie and Liam over, carefully covering them again.

Ian rolled away and up to his feet, stepping over the railing as Chloe hopped back into ‘free’ territory.

They both walked into the kitchen and Ian greeted the six girls sitting around the table before turning to Chloe.

“What did you want?”

“Can we have lunch?  I could fix sandwiches.”

“How about soup and grilled cheese?  I think we have tomato and rice or chicken noodle.”

The girls quickly reached a consensus – since they’d learned that while Ian didn’t mind feeding them, he wouldn’t do unlimited menus – and Ian put the tomato and rice soup on to heat while the girls put their sandwiches together in whatever way they wanted.  Ian manned the grill and even made a couple of extra sandwiches, not surprised when the back door opened and Grant appeared.

“Hello Ian, hello ladies!”

“Hello Grant. Unsurprisingly, you’re just in time for lunch.”

“Good because I brought over pasta salad.” Grant said as he held up a large Tupperware container.  “I made too much yesterday so I’ll trade you a sandwich and some soup for it.” 

Ian took the container and popped the lid.  “Good gravy!  Why did you make this much for the two of you?”

“I made the mistake of planting cherry tomatoes and cucumbers.  Then I wanted to try out my new pasta machine.  Obviously I have a portioning issue here since that’s only half of the batch I made.”

“Yes you do.  Those are ham and cheese sandwiches or you can add your own stuff.”

“Ham and cheese is fine, thanks.” Grant said as he put them on his plate and helped himself to soup.

Ian set the pasta on the table with a spoon and wasn’t surprised when the girls all took some.  They were really working hard at their sale.  He sat down with his soup and sandwiches and included a helping of the salad.

“Grant these tomatoes are very tasty.  Do you have any more?”

“Yes unfortunately.  There’s at least a pint or two coming ripe every day although this rain might slow them down.  Why, would you like some?”

“Yes I would.  There’s a spiced cherry tomato chutney recipe I saw online the other day that sounded interesting.”

“I can bring some over tomorrow if you’ll share the results.”

“Done.  So girls, how is your preparation going?”

“We’re almost ready, Mr. T.   We have our displays organized and all we need is two more tables for the small stuff.  We asked around but I think we’ve borrowed all the tables in the neighborhood already.” Amanda said.

The girls all looked at him with big eyes and Ian sighed. God, he was such a sucker. “Well I could go buy two more tables at the warehouse store I suppose.  How much will you be willing to pay in rent?”

Ian and Grant exchanged amused looks as the girls huddled to discuss the matter.  Chloe broke it off a couple of minutes later.  “Well if you got the really long tables we could use them for crab feasts later and return the other three tables we’re renting.  How does ten dollars each sound?”

“Oh, I have a better idea.  I’ll buy the tables and let you use them rent free if you’ll all come do twig duty for me two weekends in a row this fall.” Grant offered.

That required another huddle but they were soon shaking on the deal and the girls trooped back to the garage.  Grant helped wash up the dishes and tidy the kitchen then they went out to the playroom.

“Ian, where did Margaret and Ken go?”

“They’re down in Baltimore and thanks for reminding me.  I’m supposed to go pick them up at the train station tonight.  Ryan invited them down for a baseball game yesterday and they stayed over.”

“Isn’t there a baseball team here?”

“Well yes but we’ve never been.  Michael’s a little rabid on that question so I try to avoid discussing baseball with him.  We are planning on going to a football game downtown this year.”

“He’ll go to football but not baseball?”

“Don’t ask me.  They’re both interesting games but I’m don’t follow them.  What have you been up to?”

“This and that.  I unpack stuff during the day then Pieter gets home and tells me where to put it all.  Hey, are you free tomorrow – uh aside from going to see Michael?”

“I should be.  Why?”

“I’ve been thinking about getting another car.  We’ve been fine with the one vehicle so far but the timing can be tricky in the winter.  Not that we’re wimps but I hate walking home in the cold and so does Pieter.”

“What are you thinking about getting?”

“A nice four door sedan with the dual system like the SUV.”

“Do you want a ride down to a dealership or something?”

“Yes and would you negotiate for me?”

Ian couldn’t help teasing his friend a little, “Dr. Hackett wants me, a lowly MBA, to negotiate a business deal for him?”

“Yeah yeah.  Get off my back.  Will you do it?”

“Sure.  Have you gone for a test drive or anything?”

“No. I have four models picked out but I haven’t tried any of them.”

“Okay. Do you want to go in the morning?  Gail was just saying I need to get out more with the boys.”

“You want to take the boys with us?”

“Oh, you’re right. Michael would never forgive me for depriving him of their first car shopping trip.”

&&

A short while later, the boys woke up and the first thing Liam did was point at Grant and announce, “Gat!” before crawling over and signaling that he wanted out, right now and let’s not waste another second.  Grant obliged him and gave him a raspberry on the belly.

“Hello, Liam. How are you today?”

“Okay, I’m confused.” Ian mentioned as he and Gail sprung the rest of the boys.  “You’re ‘gat’ but that cat is also ‘gat’.  I hope they are not thinking you are a cat or vice versa.”

“Maybe he’s saying ‘that’.  As in ‘I want that’.” Gail suggested.  “Are we doing music time this afternoon?”

“Hm.  And yes we are since that’s why Grant came over.”

“Hey, I’m not ashamed to admit I love music time.” Grant said as they all sat down and Ian readied the remote.

The CD in the stereo started up and the sounds of ‘Wiggle Time’ filled the air.  The boys immediately started bouncing and waving their arms.  Ian, Grant and Gail bounced and waved too.  When Robbie tried to stand up and shake his booty, Ian put his hand out to help and that led to all the boys wanting to stand and boogie down.  With help, they grooved to the funky music.  Halfway through the third song, the boys started losing interest so Ian changed the CD over to the boys’ favorite song; ‘Itsy Bitsy Spider’ and everyone sang along or tried to depending on their vocabulary level.

Harry had almost mastered the hand movements that the grown ups did but Liam, Robbie and Jamey just liked to sing in their own yodel like way.  Music time ended with a soft instrumental version of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ and the finale was a round of hugs kisses and cuddles.

Following a short rest period and another diaper change, the boys were installed in their high chairs and they each got a plastic bowl with a little pile of Cheerios, a sippy cup of formula and settled in to watch as dinner was prepared.

Ian paused at the refrigerator as the boys started babbling at each other and he made a concerted effort not to stare at them and just continue on with his tasks.  “Grant, are you and Pieter joining us for dinner?”

“I suppose.  What are we having?”

“Spinach and ricotta stuffed chicken breasts with lemon sauce.  I put them together last night so they just need to go in the oven for a half hour while I make the rice and corn.”

“Sounds good.  Are you sure you have enough?”

“Yes.  I made twelve so there should even be one or two left over to take to Michael tomorrow.”

“Okay.  What time were your parents coming in again?”

Ian checked the clock, “I have to leave in an hour.”

“In that case, why don’t I call Pieter and ask him to swing by the station?  He’s already downtown and it’ll save you a trip.”

“Oh. Well, thanks Grant.  Pieter won’t mind?”

“Let me call and ask.”

Grant washed his hands and went over to the phone. “Hi Morton, its Grant.  Is Pieter available for a second? Great!  Oh, I’m fine. How are you?  Really?  Well I think you’ll have a lot of fun.  Talk to you later then and thanks.  Pieter, hi.  Yes I know so I’ll make it quick.  Can you pick up Margaret and Ken at five?  They’re coming back from Baltimore on Amtrak.  Right, 30th Street.  Great!  By the way, we’re eating dinner at Ian and Michael’s.  Nope, no pasta.  Okay, see you soon and drive carefully.  Love you too.”  Grant hung up and turned back to Ian.  “There you go.”

“Thanks Grant.  So I guess this means you’ll be around for the feeding frenzy?”

“Of course.  Besides, I was bored at home; unpacking is the pits.”

&& 

Since four thirty was the time that Chloe’s friends had to clear out, she came in a few minutes later and made the salad, set the table, helped feed her brothers and get them cleaned up afterwards.  Her next set of chores was to take her clean clothes upstairs, change over the laundry and bring down the dry load so Gail and Ian could fold it while she played with her brothers.

Ian got up when the oven timer went off and entered the kitchen just as his parents and Pieter came through the back door.

“Mum, Dad!  How was your trip?”

“We had a good time at the game.” Ken said.  “I still can’t believe how much those people get paid.”

Margaret rolled her eyes and kissed Ian on the cheek. “How are you?”

“I’m good.  The kids are in the family room and dinner will be ready in twenty minutes.”

“Great! I’m starving!” Ken announced, patting Ian on the back as he hurried to the family room. Margaret followed him and Ian heard them greeting Gail, Grant and the children.

“Pieter, thanks for picking them up.”

“Not a problem.  Need any help?”

“Can you get the rolls out of the oven?”

“Certainly.”  Pieter said as he quickly washed his hands and picked up an oven mitt.  “Did Grant ask you about the car buying?”

“Yes. We’re going tomorrow.”

“Good. I have the day off so I can stay here if you like.”

Ian looked over at Pieter with concern. “Is everything okay with you and Grant?”

“Yes, why wouldn’t it be?”

“You don’t want to go with us?”

“Not really.” Pieter said with a shrug. “Besides, you and Grant haven’t had a chance to go pal around for a while.”

“Ah.  Was this Michael’s idea to get me out of the house?”

“No, it was Grant’s idea since he doesn’t want to pay too much.  Does Michael think you spend too much time here?”

“No.  I guess I’m just being paranoid.”

“Or weird.”

“Yes that too.”

&&

While everyone else ate, the boys who were back in their high chairs and occupying themselves with a baby biscuit and some Jell-o cubes.   They didn’t eat much of either but it worked better having them at the table than in another room.  That was paramount to torture according to the boys and they were sure to let everyone know about it.

“I know the rain stopped but how’s the weather outside?” Ian asked as he cleared the table.

“A little muggy but there’s a nice breeze.  Are you considering taking the boys on a stroll?” Pieter asked, getting up to help.

“Yes.  We didn’t get our walk in earlier and I’m sure the dogs would like a stroll too.”

“Grant and I can go with you.”

“I can go too!” Chloe volunteered.

Ian caught Grant and Pieter exchanging a look and turned off the water in the sink. “Okay, what’s going on?”

Pieter took Grant’s hand and gave it a squeeze.  “Chloe, Grant and I have something we want to talk about with your dad.  It’s really good news for us and we’ll tell you all about it but we want to talk to Ian first.”

Chloe scrunched up her eyebrows, “Are you having a baby?”

“Something like that.” Grant said carefully.

“Oh. Can I still go if I walk way ahead of you?  I didn’t get to walk the dogs this morning and I don’t want to fall behind on my chores.”

Grant and Pieter looked over at Ian who shrugged back at them. “It’s up to you guys.  Chloe’s ahead on points so far this week.”

“But I’ve got meets this week too.  I promise I won’t listen.”

&&

A half hour later, Chloe had Gadget’s leash and set off walking thirty feet or so ahead of them. Ian had Gizmo on a lead while Grant and Pieter each got to push a double stroller.

“So is this thing you two want to talk about why we were going car shopping tomorrow?”

“Well yes.  We’ve decided to try to have a baby.” Grant stated, “As I’m sure you’ve already figured out.”

“Congratulations.”

“Thanks.  We’re flying out to California in September to meet with several gestational surrogate candidates.” Grant continued.

“Several?”

“Three.  We like them all on the phone but we’re waiting to see how it goes in person.” Pieter said.

“Ah. Well I’m happy for you but why the big production?”

“Here’s the thing: two of the surrogates are sisters.  Cathy and Ellen. They mentioned that they’d like to be pregnant at the same time, that it would be a bonding thing for them.” Grant explained.

Ian stopped walking and looked at Grant then swung his gaze around to Pieter. “And you want me to talk to Michael about us having another baby?  Is the duel pregnancy thing some kind of deal breaker with them?

“Not at all.  We just thought that since you and Michael mentioned you did want another, we’d mention this to you.  Don’t make such a big deal out of it.” Pieter said, trying to keep things calm.

“Uh huh.  Then why don’t you guys both have a baby if that’s the case?  I love Robbie, Harry, Jamey and Liam but they’re a lot of work at this stage and I’d like to have a year or two before we even consider-.”  Ian stopped talking because Grant and Pieter had stopped walking and were just staring at each other.  “Oh. I guess that didn’t occur to you.”

Grant shook his head, not taking his eyes off Pieter.  “No. It’s crazy though.”

“Well it would solve our problem of who goes first.” Pieter said slowly.

“It’s still crazy.  Two babies aren’t any easier than one.” Grant said stubbornly.

“But we’ll also never hear one of our children ask why we had the other sibling first.  Not that we’d raise them as twins or anything silly like that.”

“Uh guys.  First rule of parenting?  Don’t stop moving the strollers.”

Throughout the rest of the walk, Ian didn’t talk much as Grant and Pieter talked it over.  They were still talking it over when they got back to the house forty minutes later and Ian was sure they’d keep talking about it for many more days.

Although he was touched that they thought of him and Michael, he’d been temporarily cured of the baby lust and just wasn’t ready for another.  That didn’t stop him from putting the better clothes the boys had outgrown safely away but the clothes would still be wearable in a year or two.  Unless they had a girl.  No! He told himself sternly. You are not going out and buying girl baby clothes. No. No.  God, Michael would kill him.

“Ian, are you okay?” Pieter asked.

“What?” 

“Well we’ve unloaded the boys and put the strollers away.  Chloe even took Gizmo from you but you’re still standing there.”

“Michael is going to kill you.”

“Why?”

“Because now I want another baby and it’s all your fault.”
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Evenings with the boys were quiet times. Ian read stories or made them up on his own, he played calming music or cuddled or just generally tried not to move fast.  Although his children were practically perfect, bedtime was starting to become a sticky issue.  Liam seemed to view his crib as just another jail cell and his agitation had spread like diaper rash to his brothers.

Ian had countered that by rocking Liam to sleep every night and while that worked at first, the other boys had also needed rocking and all that rocking made Ian dizzy. Not to mention that by the time he got all four boys asleep, it was way later than he approved of.

So then he tried having Chloe and his parents help with the rocking.  That only lasted until Harry decided that waking back up three seconds after his bottom hit the mattress was a good idea.  By that point, Ian had started to wonder if this was some concerted effort to drive him crazy.  When Robbie began to get extra rambunctious in the evenings right before bedtime, he was positive.

Then last week, a miracle happened.  Michael had been home for the evening after one of Chloe’s meets and the boys had actually gone to bed without fussing. After Ian got over the impulse to strangle his beloved husband, he noticed that Michael sang this little song the boys were asleep.

The following night he’d tried singing and after the boys stopped crying in horror and Chloe made him promise to never sing again, he’d almost given up.  Tonight, he was unveiling a new plan. 

After the boys were changed into their jammies and their cribs readied, he signaled his accomplices and went over to the new phone sitting on the boys’ dresser and autodialed Michael’s cell phone.

“Ian? What’s up?”

“Michael, we’re ready.”

“Uh ready for what?”

“You need to sing the boys’ bedtime song.”  Uh. Ian supposed he should have warned Michael first.

“Okay. Um, I’m in the middle of a meeting.”

“And?”

“Fine.  I suppose you’ve got one of them there?”

“Even better, I have a speaker phone now get singing.” Ian said, his tone telling Michael he meant business.

“Yes dear.”  Michael got up, slipped out the door and started singing once he was a couple of feet down the hall.

‘A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

In the nursery, the quiet nursery, Robbie sleeps tonight

In the nursery, the quiet nursery, Robbie sleeps tonight

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

In the village the peaceful village Liam sleeps tonight

In the village the peaceful village Liam sleeps tonight

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

Hush my Jamey don’t fear my Jamey, the night is not that long

Hush my Jamey don’t fear my Jamey, the night is not that long

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh

A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh A-weema-weh 

Near the river the big wide river Harry sleeps tonight

Near the river the big wide river Harry sleeps tonight’

Michael was halfway through another round when Ian cut him off.

“It worked! We did the arm thing and the face thing and they’re all asleep. I am so bringing a tape recorder tomorrow and you’re making a tape for me.” Ian said excitedly.

“Okay but geeze, you could have warned me.  Bob’s going to be really pissed that I walked out like that.”

“I’m sorry but I was at my wits end and Chloe said if I tried to sing it again, she was moving in with Grant and Pieter.”

“Well we can’t be having that.  Baby, I need to go but I’ll call at ten like always.”

“All right.  Thank you love.”

“You’re welcome.”

Ian hung up and peeked in the nursery where his sweet little boys were happily snoozing away.  He carefully pulled the screen closed and skipped down the stairs quietly to join his parents and Chloe in the family room.

“Thanks for helping me with the boys tonight.”

“You’re welcome Papa.  Can I stay up and watch TV for a while?”

“Sure. It’s only eight after all but not too late; you have a meet tomorrow.”

“Okay. There’s an old movie on that I really want to see.”

“Which one?”

“‘My Cousin Vinny’.  Daddy said it was really funny and age appropriate.”

“I approve. Is that on tonight?”

“Uh huh. Want to watch with me?”

“I’ll go make the popcorn.”

Margaret and Ken went into their suite at nine, exhausted from their trip and Ian walked Chloe up to her room by nine forty five.  He gave her a goodnight kiss at the foot of the stairs to her room and after checking the boys, walked into the master bedroom.

The large bed looked so empty and he gave himself a few minutes to miss Michael before going in and taking a shower.  He straightened up the room and got into bed a few minutes before the phone rang.

“Hello love.”

“Hi baby.  How was your day?”

“It was nice and thank you again for helping get the boys in bed.”

“It was my pleasure although I have to tell you that everyone heard me singing.”

“They did?”

“Yep. Well not everyone but Bob said he enjoyed my serenade and felt very sleepy.  Miles asked if the boys were tone deaf. Steve mentioned that his mom still gave vocal lessons and she’d probably take me on for free if only to spare the world.”

“It got the babies asleep and that’s worth a million dollars.  I’m sorry if you were embarrassed.”

“Eh, I don’t care. It really worked?”

“Yes.”

“Well then I’m happy. I just wish I could be there every night.”

“Only twenty eight more days until you’re mine all mine.” Ian said.

“You’re not going to share me with the kids?”

“I think not.  They just don’t appreciate you like I do.  In fact, I’ve already got a lock on the bedroom door and I plan on keeping you in here to be my pleasure slave for at least a month.”

“Ooh. I could get on board that idea.  So we’re just going to abandon them?”

“Well I’ll still pop out to feed them but they’re on their own for the rest of it. Yes, we’ll probably emerge into a ‘Lord of the Flies’ scenario but it can’t be helped.”

“You would never in a million years consider that.”

“Okay I wouldn’t but I can still think about it when they’re all awake at midnight.”

“Ouch.  Now I’m really wishing I could be there every night.”

“Me too but we’ll get there soon.  Besides, I’m expecting you to win a gold medal for each of the kids.”

“Really?”

“Sure. You think I’m going to share mine with them?”

At ten thirty, Ian reluctantly said goodnight to his love although they could have talked to each other for hours more.  Ian slipped back into the hall to look into the nursery and finally turned off his light at ten forty two pm.

Before sleep overtook him, he remembered the days when ten forty two was a time when his evening was just starting.  He much preferred the baby filled, Chloe occupied and Michael obsessed life he had now.  In the dark, he kissed a finger tip and pressed to the picture of Michael on his night stand. 

“Good night, love.”

&&

July 20, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael barely restrained himself from skipping into his room.  He wisely waited until the door was closed before breaking into a little dance.  He was free!  Although training camp was not supposed to end until tomorrow, Bob released him early as long as Michael promised to swim two hours a day.

He was going home!  Michael didn’t waste any time pulling out his suitcases and cramming his few possessions into them.  The only items that were handled carefully were his pictures and the little toy car that Harry had given him the last time he was home.  The rest was stuff in and twenty minutes later, he was ready to go home!

He was going home to Chloe, Robbie, Harry, Jamey, and Liam and most especially, home to Ian.  Oh wait.  He was in training; the Olympics started in a week and he’d be swimming in second day. Dammit.

“What’s wrong, Phelps? It looks like someone just told your dog died.” Colby Tillman said with a fake tone of concern as Michael came out into the hall with his bags.  His crony, Vince Atchison, snickered as they both stopped.

“Actually, I’m going home.” Michael said, trying to ignore both of them as he continued down the hall.

“Really? What, did you blow Bob so you could go home early to your little man-wife?” Vince asked, following behind.

Michael paused for a second but kept walking, not wanting to engage them.

Colby elbowed Vince in the ribs. “Oh, don’t make Mikey mad!  He’s Bob’s special little friend.”

The two continued trying to get a rise out of Michael all the way down the stairs and into the lobby where several other swimmers were hanging out.  Michael handed his key over to the desk monitor and signed out on the sheet while Colby and Vince kept going.

Michael waited until he was at the door before turning back to look at the two ‘jokesters’ and was going to say something when he spotted Bob and two other members of the coaching staff standing behind them.  Bob looked more pissed off than Michael had ever seen him.  Well, now he could just leave and avoid the fallout so that’s what he did but not without throwing a cheery, ‘See you later, Bob!’ over his shoulder.

Ten minutes later he was on the road and didn’t even remember their names.  He checked the car clock and smiled.  He would probably be in time to feed the boys.

He pulled into the driveway at four thirty and saw Chloe and a whole bunch of her friends out in the garage so he walked on over to see what they were doing.

“Wow, Chloe.  Is this all for your yard sale?”

“Daddy! What are you doing here?” Chloe asked as she dropped her clip board and ran over to him.

Michael gave her a big hug, “I thought I lived here.”

“Papa said you weren’t coming home until tomorrow night. Did Uncle Bob let you come home so you could help tomorrow?”

“What’s tomorrow?”

“The yard sale!”

“Chloe, did you ask Uncle Bob to let me come home?” Michael asked, suddenly suspicious of his good fortune.

“No.  I told him about the sale but I didn’t say anything except that I wished you could be here.”

Michael looked down at her and realized that she was giving him the puppy dog eyes!  Hey, that wasn’t fair.  He hung out a few minutes more and got the tour and introductions to some of her friends that he hadn’t met before heading into the house.    The first thing he saw was Liam sitting all by himself by the baby gate in the sun room trying to open it up but not having much success due to the lock.

“Hi Liam.”

“Da!”

“How are you?”

“Beo up!”

Michael stepped over the gate and picked him up. “Hi little man.”

“Da fee.” Liam said, pointing to the outside.

Michael looked around and saw Ian and the other boys snoozing on the mat in the sunshine.  “You’re supposed to be taking a nap, aren’t you?”

“No. Fee!”

“Um. How about we leave a note for Papa and go play outside?”

“Oo?”

“Yep.”

Michael wrote a quick note and then went out back, a squirmy excited Liam in his arms.

Forty minutes later, Ian opened the door for Harry, Robby and Jamey to crawl out. “Hi love.” Ian said as he leaned down and kissed Michael.

“Hi baby.  I liberated Liam.” Michael said pointing to their son who was busy bouncing in one the springy baby swings.

“So I see.  What are you doing here?”

“I can’t prove it but I think Chloe finagled my freedom with Bob.  Want to put the boys in the other swings or is it dinner time?”

“They have time to bounce for a while.”  

They got the boys situated and Ian sat down on Michael’s chaise lounge, pulling Michael down between his legs.  

“Whoa.” Michael said before he cozied up to Ian. “Hey. How have you been?”

“I’ve been okay. The kids have kept me busy. How’s camp been?”

“Eh. I missed you, I missed the kids.”

They sat quietly for a while until the boys got restless and started wanting their dinner.
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That evening after the kids were in bed, the pets were settled and they were both yawning, Michael crawled in beside Ian and wrapped himself around his husband.

“Bob Bowman is a very evil man.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I was all excited about coming home and fulfilling my marital duties but-”

Ian snorted. “Marital duties?”

“Yeah. But it’s only nine and I’m already falling asleep. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.  Not that I don’t miss uh, having marital duty with you but you’re swimming next week.  Don’t worry; I have many many plans for you after the Olympics.”

“Oh good.”

Ian was going to say something else but realized that Michael was already asleep.  He grinned to himself and snuggled in.  Just having Michael in the same bed was nice enough for now.
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Chloe’s yard sale was scheduled for seven am but her posse was in place at five thirty to get everything set up.  Ian, Grant and Pieter provided muscle power while Michael did less strenuous work – since no one wanted him risking an injury.  Gail had house duty since the boys were still asleep and Margaret and Ken were drafted to be cashiers.   There were cars circling the block by six but Chloe had it all under control.

At seven, she walked down to the end of the drive and put up the sign and it was like the gates of hell were unleashed.  By nine, the larger furniture was gone; at noon it looked like locusts had been feeding.  At four pm the last of the stragglers were walking down the driveway with their booty.

Ian flopped down onto the front step and rubbed his eyes.  He felt something nudge his arm and looked over to see Michael sitting down next to him, holding out a large glass of lemonade.

“You look tired.”

Gratefully taking the glass, Ian drank almost half of it before replying. “I’m knackered.  Our daughter is a slave driver!”

“She really is.  How many people do you think came through here?”

“I have no idea but there was a lot of money in the cash box.  We should make a run to deposit it tonight.  By the way, I told Chloe that we’d donate half of the money to the ASPCA, half to Springside and buy her a laptop and a printer.”

“Ah. Is that what she wanted?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a good thing then.”

“Well I think she could have afforded a laptop with her share but now we’ll get her one that will last for a while.”

Michael looked over at Ian. “Gail said she’s got the boys under control.  Pieter went down to Osaka to get dinner so why don’t we go inside and clean up?”

“Have I mentioned how much I love Pieter?” Ian asked as he stood up.

“Not lately but I’m sure he’ll appreciate the sentiment.”

July 24, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael stuffed the last piece of luggage in the overhead compartment and was pleased that door actually closed.  He checked the bungee cords holding the other luggage in the back compartment and even peeked into the small bathroom to make sure there was toilet paper, just in case.  The minibus was gassed up and they just had the oil changed so he checked the last item off his list.  Now all he needed was people.

“Dad, are you ready for Flannel?”

“Yes I am.  He goes right up here.  Do you have him?”

Chloe nodded and hefted the caged cat into the bus. “Here he is.  Nana’s getting Gizmo and Gadget’s beds and Papa is checking the house.”

“Thanks sweetie.  Oh, don’t forget the power cord for your laptop. I didn’t see it in the case.”

“Thanks Dad!”

Michael followed Chloe off the bus and passed Grant and Pieter coming out with Harry and Robbie.

“You guys want some help?”

“I think we’re good.  Do you have the ice chests on board yet?”

“Yep.  I’m going to see if Ian needs help.”

He went inside and had to squeeze by Ken and Gail who had Liam and Jamey.  They also waved off any help and Michael finally found Ian as he came up the basement stairs with his check list in hand.

“Hey Baby.”

“Hi. Every door and window is locked.  The timers are on and the security company has been alerted.  What else do we need to load?”

“Margaret, the dogs and us.  Oh, and Chloe. She forgot her power cord.”

“That would have been a tragedy.  What am I missing?”

“Are we turning off the water?”

“I turned off the house main but the sprinklers will still work.  The trash is out?”

“Yes.”

They both turned as Chloe came thumping down the stairs with the cord in hand.

“Chloe, did you turn off your light?”

“Yes and I unplugged my TV too in case there’s a storm.” Chloe said as she ran through.

Michael and Ian exchanged a look and Michael went over to their big TV and pulled the cords.  They were on power strips but it never hurt to be cautious.

“Ian, do you have the tickets?”

“Maureen has them and she’s coming over for lunch tomorrow.  Did we put the EZ Pass in the bus?”

“I did it yesterday.  I think we’re good.  I’ll go get the dogs and send Margaret out.”

“Okay.”

Twenty minutes later, they were on the road to New York after a final bathroom run.  Ian slipped on his sunglasses and checked the map.  Not that he needed a map to get there but he wasn’t sure how the roads would be and wanted to make sure they had alternate routes.  The passengers in the back seemed quiet and Ian could only hope that their plan to leave a half hour before the boys’ midmorning nap would work out.  

“Ian, don’t kill me but how are we getting into the house?”

“Gwen is meeting us. I just need to call her when we’re a half hour out.”

“Oh good.”

“What time do you have to check in?”

“On Thursday around noon.”

“Have you finally decided what races you’re swimming?”

“The 200M Free, the 100M and 200M Fly and the 200M and 400M Individual Medleys.”

“No relays?”

“Not so far.  I am on the back burner for the 4x200 Free but I hope I don’t have to swim it.”

“What about the opening ceremony?”

“I’m definitely going and I already know where you’re all sitting so I’m going to wave my arm off.”

“Good. I’ve got plenty of memory sticks for the cameras.  Now enough about you, let’s talk about me.”

“My favorite subject!”

“I know. Anyway, Chris and David are moving. To Toronto.”

“Really? Are they happy about it?”

“Yes. It’s another promotion for David, he’s getting a vice presidency of some whole section.”

“Wow! That’s awesome.  How does Chris feel about moving the kids again?”

“Surprisingly, she’s fine with it.  She says that as long as they’re back in Australia in time for the kids to remember they are Australian, she’s going to enjoy the experience.”

“So what does this mean for your parents?  They’re not going back to Sydney are they?”

Ian snuck a peek back at his parents who were snoozing like the boys were. “Actually, I’d like them to stay on if you don’t mind.”

“Why would I mind? You know I love Margaret and Ken.”

“Good. I just wanted to make sure. I think they’ll be going up to Toronto more often than they went to London.  Should we maybe offer them the basement apartment?”

“I have no objection to that but this sort of ruins my plans for Christmas. I’m not starting work until January fifteenth so I thought we’d go to Sydney during Chloe’s school break.”

“Hang on a second.  I thought your job started in October.”

“Nope. There’s this funding thing and they can’t budget me in until next year. I offered to work without pay but HR said it mess up the insurance stuff.”

“When did you find this out?”

“A couple of days ago; it was that letter you brought down. Uh, why? Does it bother you that I’ll be home for five months?”

“Heck no! Now we can invest in that jumbo pack of lube from the warehouse place.  Speaking of jobs, David asked me if I was interested in taking a small but lucrative assignment during the Games.”

“Really? On TV?”

“No, MSNBC wants me to do a log for their website.”

“A web log?”

“Yes.  I’d write something every day, which is good because I can do it at the house and won’t have to leave the boys.”

“That sounds like something you could have fun with.”

“Then you don’t mind if I do it?”

Michael looked at Ian briefly. “Why would I mind?”

“Well, I’ll be writing about us and the kids and all.”

“I trust you.  Besides, it’ll be fun to see what you’re doing while I’m across town.”

“We’re going to the swimming events.”

“I know but what if one of the boys walks?”

“I’ll call you immediately but I see your point however I don’t know if they want that kind of stuff.  I think they want me to write about swimming and all that.”

“Is that what you want to write about?”

“Not really.  I guess I’ll have to clarify that with Martina.”
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Gwen was waiting in front of the townhouse with several large men when Michael double parked in front of it.  

“Hey guys! Charlie, Alan and Kyle will help you unload and then I’ll show you where to park.”

Gwen’s helpers were efficient to the point of impressing Ian and the bus that took Michael two hours to pack up was unloaded in less than twenty minutes.  While everyone else went inside, Gwen hopped into Ian’s seat and directed Michael down a block and over two streets.

“Sorry this isn’t more convenient but this is the closest secured lot.”

“Hey, it’s no problem. We weren’t planning to take it out once it’s parked anyway.”

“That’s it up there on the left and there’s Phil. He owns the lot and the restaurant down the street. He’ll want a picture and autograph, just to warn you.”

“Not a problem. Thanks again for arranging all this, Gwen.”

“To tell you the truth, it was a lot of fun and you really didn’t need to send me that lovely gift basket but you can’t have it back.”

Michael and Gwen walked back after promising Phil that Michael would return to eat at Phil’s restaurant with his family.

“So, Michael. Are you excited?”

“Sort of. I’ve just been so eager to get here and get it over with so I can have my life back but now that we are here, I’m starting to realize that it’s all going to be over.  Did that make any sense?”

“I think so.  Did Tim ask you about carrying the flag?”

“Yeah.  I really want to do it but I already got to carry the flag at the closing ceremony in Beijing.  There are a heck of a lot of athletes competing who also deserve it and I don’t want to be greedy.”

“Well that’s a nice sentiment but if they asked you wouldn’t turn it down would you?”

“Only if I thought Chloe would never ever find out.”

Gwen gathered up her minions and left a few minutes after they got back to the house and Michael finally had a chance to explore the place.  Chloe had already put her stuff away in her room and was helping Grant and Pieter haul baby stuff around.

Ian and Gail were in the basement, getting the cribs set up while Margaret and Ken were in the living room with the boys.  Gwen had said that she arranged for the house to be baby-proofed and Michael was happy to see gates across the stairway openings on the floors the boys would be spending time on.

He continued up to the master bedroom on the fourth floor and after some maneuvering, got the travel cribs set up in the small office next to the bathroom. There was no door between the cribs and the bed area but there was one at the stairs and on the bathroom so the boys should be pretty safe. He went downstairs, found one the baby showers and started to hauled it up along with a couple of packages of diapers and one of Ian’s suitcases when he discovered the elevator.  Cool!

By three the house was in a condition Ian could live with for now, the boys were fed and after a session of supervised discovering, down for another nap in their basement digs.

“Gail, will you be okay here with them for a half hour? We need to get groceries and take the dogs for a walk.”

“Sure. Take your time. I think all the excitement has worn them out.”

The rest of the household saddled up with leashes and tote bags and set off for the park.

“The house is very nice, Michael.” Grant said.  “Thanks for inviting us along.”

“You’re welcome but I had nothing to do with the house so thank Gwen the next time you see her. Ouch!  Ian, why are you pinching me?”

“Because you are a big fat liar.  Chloe, the pool we’re going to use is right now that road.”

Michael rubbed his bottom as Grant and Pieter snickered.  Damn that man.

The dogs had a nice romp in the park and with Ken and Margaret installed in a nearby café that allowed dogs at the outside tables, the men and Chloe went into the grocery store.  They weren’t able to do their normal routine but with Ian’s list, they soon procured the basics for survival over the next three days until the delivery Ian signed up for arrived.

With Margaret and Ken restored by their cups of tea, they walked back to the townhouse and put the groceries away before separating to their rooms and getting the rest of their things unpacked.  After the boys awoke around three, they were brought up to the living room in the elevator and given free reign to crawl and roll around in the room as they saw fit.  

“Ian, what time are Chris and David getting in?”

“Around seven tomorrow morning; David already arranged for car service so they’ll get here around eight.”

“Good.  What about Anna?”

“She’ll get here Friday around noon.” Ian said as he helped Harry walk around. “Gail’s friend Sheila is stopping by tomorrow after lunch.  Will you be available to meet her?”

“I should be. She’s going to be helping in the mornings with the kids?”

“Yes. She seemed nice on the phone and Gail’s worked with her before.”

“Are you not sure about using her?”

“No, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’m just not sure how the boys will react to Daniel and Iona and vice versa.  Six children are going to be a handful.”

“Did Gail say she and Sheila could handle it?”

“Well yes.”

“Then stop obsessing over it.”

Chloe came into the room and sat down on the floor next to Michael who was watching Liam, Robbie and Jamey on their play mats.  “Are we eating dinner here or going out?”

“I thought we were eating in but why are you asking?” Michael said, draping his arm around her shoulder.

“Uncle Grant wanted to know.  He and Oom Pieter want to go out for a run and they said they could pick up something on the way back.”

“Oh. That’s nice of them.  What did they feel like getting?”

Chloe sighed and started to get up but Michael reached for his cell phone and autodialed Grant’s phone.

“Michael? Why are you calling me?  I thought you were downstairs.”

“We are. What do you feel like picking up?”

“Ah. We were thinking Indian.  Hey, why didn’t you use the intercom?”

“Because I’m tired and I don’t want to get up.”

“Well staying up all night having sex will do that to a guy.”

“Hey!”

“Are you denying it?”

“Well no. Hang on.” Michael pulled the phone away. “Ian, they want to get Indian.”

“That sounds good but why don’t we just get it delivered?”

“Grant, did you hear-?”

“Yes and I forgot we weren’t at home.  I suppose there are more than three places that deliver here.”

“Yes there are.  There’s even a binder of delivery menus in the kitchen.”

“Okay then. We’ll stop down there before we go out.”

“Michael Frederick Phelps! Did you just call someone who was three floors away?”

“Why yes Ian James Thorpe, I did.  Wanna make something of it?”

Chloe started giggling which set all the boys off although they had no idea what was so funny.

&&

July 25, 2012 New York, NY

Michael woke up at five thirty and wrenched himself out of the warm cozy bed a few minutes later when his mind started lingering on the expanse of golden skin next to him and how good Ian smelled.  Argh.  Training really sucked.  He took a thirty second shower in very cold water, brushed his teeth, pulled on his sweats and shoved his feet into a ratty pair of sneakers before checking his swim bag.  

“Michael?” Ian said sleepily from the bed.

“Yeah? Hey I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” Michael said as he came over and perched on the edge of the mattress.

“You didn’t really.  I heard the shower and thought I was dreaming.  Going to the pool?”

“Yeah, I’ll be back in a couple of hours.  Do you want me to put the coffee on?”

“Yes please and if you run across a bakery on the way over, can you bring back bagels or something?”

“Will do.” Michael said as he leaned down and gave Ian a quick peck. “I’ll leave a note on the fridge if Chloe’s coming with.”

“Okay.”

&&

After swimming, the rest of Michael’s day turned into a whirlwind with seeing Chris and her family again, meeting Sheila, going out to Brooklyn with the whole tribe to check Ian’s transport plans and then coming back for dinner and meeting Anna.  Michael was not ashamed to crawl into bed shortly after he and Ian got the boys down but Ian must have been surprised because he came in a half hour later.

“There you are! I looked all over the house for you.  Are you feeling okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay just tired.”

“We did do a lot of running around today.”

“We did and you know how irritated I get with taper. I’m tired of trying not to snap at people for things I normally wouldn’t snap at them about it.”

“Ah, the itchy in your skin thing.  Well you’ll be safely away from us tomorrow and can settle down at the village.”

“I don’t want to go away.”

“I know love.  Here, let me sit down and put your head here on the pillow.” Ian said, waiting for Michael to comply before running his fingers through Michael’s hair.  That must have done the trick because Michael was asleep ten minutes later.  Ian placed a kiss on Michel’s forehead and slipped away downstairs.

&&

 Olympic Blogs – Ian Thorpe

Australian Ian Thorpe had an illustrious swimming career starting with his debut at the 2000 Sydney Games through to the 2008 Beijing Games.  He retired from professional swimming in 2008 after winning nine gold medals, four silver and one bronze and still holds several World Records.  

In the past four years, he has received a bachelor’s degree in business from the University of Michigan, married to his long time partner, US swimmer Michael Phelps, adopted a daughter, swim in the 2010 Gay Games, received his MBA from the University of Pennsylvania – Wharton and is the full-time parent of Chloe, 10, and identical quadruplet boys born October 2011.

Ian has graciously agreed to submit a daily log through these games exclusively for MSNBC.com.

Thursday July 26, 2012 10:22 PM   Day -1

We’ve been in New York for a few days and as the Opening Ceremony nears, the city seems to be gathering itself in anticipation.  I’ve been visiting New York for many years and it’s been interesting to see how things have been spiffed up for the visitors but it’s still New York underneath.  Gritty, fast paced and unimpressed by all the fuss.  

We met Michael’s family for brunch in Brooklyn and then Michael was off to check into the Village.  He called an hour later to report that he’d made it safely and to give me his contact information before having to dash off for the traditional press conference.  He thought he’d have a little more time to get settled but we had a development that required our immediate attention – Harry waved bye-bye to Michael as he was leaving! Our first wave!  And all the grandparents were there!

The whole gang went back to the house we’re renting to watch the press conference and talk about all the swimmers.  With six former swimmers and a load of swim parents in the house, we had a good time picking apart what was asked by the reporters and how the answers were phrased.

The three big swimming teams are going to be the US, Australia and South Africa which shouldn’t shock anyone but there will be a few surprises and upsets from other countries. 

Pieter [van den Hoogenband] hopes that the young Dutch swimmers can put it together again for another win in the men’s 4x100 IM relay like they did at Worlds last year but we shall see.  Grant [Hackett] and I are not so hopeful for Australia’s women.  The doping scandal last year is still echoing through their ranks even if it only turned out to be three swimmers who never ranked higher than fourth at an international meet.

Since I’ve never been able to not comment on doping in the sport, let me just say that the fact that those three swimmers all had the same coach isn’t surprising.  Swimming is big in Australia and coaches get almost as much press as the swimmers do. The time to talk about doping was when three previously unknown and unranked swimmers suddenly started winning not after they’d been winning for a year.

Anyway, we also watched the US team do their thing and of course Michael handled himself well.  We also enjoyed the part with Miles Foreman, the US team captain.  We are hosting his fiancée, the lovely Anna Scarpella of Seattle, and let’s just say she took our teasing of El Capitan well.  (Miles is and has been a great friend and we only tease him because we like him).

That’s it from NYC tonight.

Friday July 27, 2012 2:15 PM Day 0

We’re getting ready to leave for a round of receptions at Olympic Stadium followed by the Opening Ceremonies.  I just realized that we probably won’t be home until very late so I won’t be posting about it until tomorrow.

Saturday July 28, 2012 8:04 AM Day 1

On the ride to the stadium yesterday, Grant brought up the fact that he’d never been to an opening ceremony as a ‘civilian’.  Come to think of it, neither have I and neither has Pieter.  As an athlete, you never do get to see the ceremony since you and your fellow competitors are part of it.

If you’re lucky, you get to watch part of it on TV while you’re standing around waiting but the full scale of the presentation is lost on you until you watch it on tape weeks or months later.   Then again, being part of the Parade of Nations is an experience you’ll remember for the rest of your life. 

The spectators were warned to be in the stadium early to get their instructions for the audience participation portions of the event and there were rumors that the traffic was going to be nightmarish as eighty thousand people all tried to get to the same place at the same time. Craftily we left four and a half hours early and spent several pleasant hours eating great food and schmoozing at receptions hosted by various major sponsors – Roots, Speedo, Omega and Visa.

The stadium staff very kindly set aside a large room for anyone who came early with the ‘official guests’ but who didn’t want to socialize on the run – like my parents and the boys and Michael’s sister Whitney.  This was a very thoughtful gesture and my mum is now after me to get her one of those comfy chairs.

I ran into Mark and Suzy Spitz at one of the events and Mark complimented Chloe on the two age group records she set earlier this summer. (Did I mention that my daughter set two age group records? Good thing I have some self-restraint or it’s all I’d talk about!).  Also had a few minutes with Alex Popov (here with a Russian TV channel). Alex is a top-flight guy and it was good to see him again.  Inge de Bruijn, Amanda Beard and Geoff Huegill were at the Visa area and all have TV jobs this week.   Amanda was glowing and Inge gave me a picture of her new (four months old) daughter – who is gorgeous.  Geoff was his same funny self and I’m all caught up on who has been up to what back home.

Then it was time to take the last bathroom break and head down to our seats.  Speedo arranged those for Michael and the combined crowd took up one whole section – thirty six seats!  Very generous of Speedo and much appreciated by the huge Phelps/Callahan/Thorpe clan who attended.

The entertainment portion of the ceremony was dazzling but it’s not surprising for a town famous for its stages. (We set the DVR before we left and I’m wondering how it played on TV but that will have to wait until later.)  Of course, the part our section was waiting for was the athletes.

One difference between watching on TV and being there live is that the teams are walking slowly so there’s plenty of time to look at the outfits and try to pick out people.  The Australians looked spiffy in their khaki pants and green jackets (someone finally realized yellow made everyone look jaundiced!).  The white suits with blue and orange scarves the Dutch team wore were a bold choice but they certainly were easy to spot.  

It was very impressive to watch as the inner portion of the field started filling up with a riot of colors and the roar of the crowd when the host country entered was deafening (and woke up Liam).   Michael was a little hard to spot at first but he was near the back and yes he knew where we were sitting and that’s why he was waving like that.

The torch was passed from oldest to youngest around the stadium – very effective and moving. Then came the moment that shocked and surprised us. Michael was chosen to light the caldron!! (Can you tell I’m still in shock?)  I’m so glad we were taping it because I could hardly believe it.  We’ve already watched it twice this morning and we gasped each time he stepped out of the shadows.

And don’t mistake my amazement for not thinking he deserved it because he absolutely does. Michael has the most career medals, most career golds, most single game medals and most single game golds.  These were records previously held by four different people and he’s not finished yet. It was still very unexpected and a tremendous gesture.  Good thing I stowed away some tissues in the diaper bags because we all needed them except Chloe who was busy taking pictures. The rest of the evening passed in a blur for me and we hurried to meet our driver (thanks Gwen!) for the trip home.

Speaking of Chloe, she just reminded me that we need to be leaving shortly for Australia vs. Japan at the softball venue and there are things I need to do around the house.  More tomorrow!

Sunday July 29, 2012 2:20 PM Day 2

Huzzah for the Australian softball team!  What a great game! I was biting my nails in the last inning but they pulled it off with a smashing (literally) homerun and won 3-2.  On to the next round!  Chloe and I barely had time to scoot back to Manhattan to the Javits Convention Center to see individual fencing – women’s epee. 

What an exciting sport! It’s hard to follow at first but the drama, the roars of victory at the touch (which aren’t always victorious).  We were lucky enough to sit behind Phillipe Omnes, who won the men’s gold in foil in 1992 and he was happy to explain the finer points of the sport to us although most of it was over my head.  During a short intermission, the women from the French team came over and let Chloe examine their weapons and Mlle Tonia Debusse kindly gave Chloe her helmet to try on.

(Chloe reports that it was not as heavy as she expected but it was hard to see through the screen)

We stayed through the quarter finals but had to leave to return to the house to get ready for the evening’s swimming events.  We barely had time to eat before we were packing up the children and dashing off for the subway.

Anna was so tense from the morning heats – Miles finished out of the semifinals in third place. She hasn’t gotten a chance to see Miles swim at this level before but we did our best to calm her nerves.  Michael didn’t swim the morning heats but he’s swimming four times tomorrow.  Ouch.

The first race of the evening was the finals for the men’s 400M Free and I really didn’t want to watch.  Grant said he’d hold me down if I felt the urge to go running up there (what a friend!) but it wasn’t necessary thank goodness.  Daniel Hudson did a good job and at least the gold will be going back to Australia for another four years.   (Yes it’s silly to think a race belongs to me but it was my race for twelve years so I’m giving myself permission to be silly)

There was a huge sigh of relief in our section when Miles finished in first place in the 100M Breast – way to go El Capitan!  Anna and Miles’ parents were sitting several sections down and we could hear them cheering from there.

The US team’s section was way across the pool and I didn’t expect Michael to be there last night but I got a text message from him during the women’s 100M Fly semifinal. We waved at each other and spent the rest of the evening texting back and forth when we weren’t watching the races.  (The big news – Robbie is now waving too!)

The morning, we sped back to the Aquatics Center to watch Michael swim in the first heats for the 100M Fly and the 200M Individual Medley.  He swam very well and seemed pleased with his performance.  Bob [Bowman, the head US coach] looked pleased too and stopped by to visit for a minute as we waited for the crowds to move out.  Then we hurried home for lunch before I sat in front of the computer.

Martina, the very nice lady who edits this log, said that they were getting emails from people reading my entries and asked if I wanted answer some.  Of course I would!

What are age group records, how do you get them and what ones does Chloe have?

Jana Z from Tennessee

Jana, aside from the ‘elite’ level of swimming (like the people who swim in the Olympics), all records are set according to the age of the swimmer.  In Australia, the youngest official group is 13 and under (13/u).  In the US, the national standard starts at 10 and under (10/u).  It’s not enough that you swim fast in a pool one day; you have to swim at a properly accredited event that is recognized by a national sports organization.  Chloe currently has the 10/u age group records in the US for the 200M Fly (SCM) and the 100M Fly (LCM).  The initials stand for Short Course Meters (SCM) and Long Course Meters (LCM).  The oldest age group in the US is 100-104 so swimming really is a lifetime sport.

Do you still swim?

Tim R. from Montana

Yes but not at the training level (4-6 hours a day).  Most days I swim for an hour or two depending on the boys’ napping schedule.  We (Michael, Grant, Pieter, Chloe and I) all swim on Sundays for one to three hours and the boys also ‘swim’ for ten or fifteen minutes.  Well, the boys get swished around in the water and we won’t teach them to swim until they’re four or so but they enjoy splashing.

You mention Pieter van den Hoogenband and Grant Hackett in your entries, are you good friends with them and do they really live in your basement?

Katrina S. from California

Pieter and Grant moved next door earlier this summer so not only are they our closest friends geographically they’re also our best friends.

I saw you at the opening ceremony on TV and you were holding a baby; did you really bring your little boys to that?

Jennifer A from Maryland

Yes all five of our children were there along with several of our nieces and nephews.  Can you imagine what kind of guilt trip we’d get in fifteen years if we didn’t bring them?  

That’s all for now.

Monday July 30, 2012 4:20 PM Day 3

Michael finished in first for the 100M Fly semifinal so he’ll be starting tonight in lane 4 at 7:40.  He swam the first heats for the 200M Free and the 200M Fly this morning so it will be another long day for him.  

The Australian women have not been performing well and the men’s team has also had some disappointments.  It’s sad to see such a fine program falling apart at a big meet and it’s only the second day but the men barely qualified for the 4x100 Free.  I could blather on for days about why I think this is happening but I’ve been out of the program for four years so my opinions aren’t worth much.

The big surprise of the morning was the young men from Great Britain qualifying in fourth place for the 4x100 Free. No one seemed more shocked than they were that they won their heat and good for them.  I’ve heard that they’ve been training hard and there’s the proof.

More questions:

I know why there are heats and semifinals but why not just have everyone race once against the clock?

Karen P from Ontario, Canada

Although it would be easier for the swimmers it wouldn’t be very exciting for them, the spectators or the TV audience. There is nothing like the feeling of making your last turn with the field around you and knowing the wall is approaching.  Even better is being in front of the field!

What were your favorite Olympics?

Riley D in Washington DC

They’re all special in their own way.  The 2000 Sydney Games were exciting because they were my first Olympics and they were in my own country.  The 2004 Athens Games were special because that’s where Michael and I got together.  2008 in Beijing was bittersweet; I knew I was retiring and I was trying to savor the experience but there was so much going on.  These Games are the most fun so far because I’m not swimming!

I heard the TV people refer to Michael as ‘Dr. Phelps’. Is that some sort of nickname like ‘Dr. J’?

Ken R in Texas

Michael really is a doctor; he graduated this year with a Doctorate of Physical Therapy from Arcadia University and has passed his state boards.  He can’t write prescriptions and he does not use his title socially but if you can track down the November issue of PTMagazine, you’ll be able to read his article on Hydrotherapeutic Recovery.

Do you still box?

Ellen W from Australia

G’day Ellen.  I have not boxed for a couple of years but I was just starting Judo lessons last year and we’re going to a couple of Judo events here which will be very exciting.  I hope to take Judo up again after the boys are a little older.

How many hours does Michael train each day, does he still eat all that food and what’s his favorite meal?

Kitty in Mexico

Michael trains from three to six hours a day. Most of that is spent swimming but there’s also jogging, walking, weight training, aqua yoga etc.  He still has a high calorie load (7,000 to 10,000 calories per day) but he burns it all off.  I don’t think Michael has a favorite meal but his favorite quick snack is two to four avocados (pitted and peeled) with a couple of spoonfuls of salsa and squirt of lime juice.  It’s a really high calorie snack (1500+) but he can afford it.

That’s all for today – Michael’s swimming tonight!

Tuesday July 31, 2012 12:32 AM Day 4

We’ve just gotten home from Brooklyn and I’m sure that most of you know that Michael won gold in the 100M Fly and has qualified for the 200M semis and the 200M IM too.  I’m still wide awake from the excitement of it all. Tomorrow will be another long day for him but he said he felt good and he looks good too.

The stands at the swimming venue were buzzing about the “Shirt-Gate” or whatever it’s being called.  The Swedish B team in beach volleyball was disqualified for changing their shirts.  The team they were playing, Canada A, were also changing their shirts but were not disqualified.  The DQ was quickly overturned (thanks in part to the Canadian team’s protest) and the match was resumed.

The captain of Swedish A, Simon Nygaard, has been rather outspoken about the disparity between the men’s and women’s uniform standards in beach volleyball so the DQ can only be seen as a public spanking by their governing body.   Well, that’s what it looked like anyway.

I’m having a little trouble sleeping so I’m going to reach into the mailbag now.

Aside from swimming, what sport would you have liked to compete in?

Emma from Wisconsin

I would have loved to be a good enough rider to compete in show jumping or cross country. As it is, I can sit on a horse and make it go places but jumping a fence? Too scary!  

Do you have any plans to continue your education?

Margaret in New York

Hi Mum! (That has to be my mum!)  Yes, I do want to continue my education but I’m still deciding what direction to go.  In the interim I would really like to attend some sort of law program – not with the intention of being a lawyer but because I think it’s important to understand how the law works.   

What sport would you most like to see included in the Olympics?

Dan in Las Vegas, NV

There are so many great sports that it’s hard to narrow it down. If I had to choose just one, it would be orienteering.  It teaches valuable life skills (map reading and using a compass) and it doesn’t require special equipment or venues.  I’ve never been to an Orienteering event but it sounds like fun although I don’t know how it would be as a spectator sport.  For that, I’d choose Ultimate Frisbee.

You mentioned going to see softball and fencing, what other sporting events are you going to?

Lowell in Boston

We’ve got tickets to badminton, judo, individual show jumping, archery, diving, track & field and modern pentathlon.  I think I’m missing one or two but we’ll be very busy next week.

That’s all for now because I really need to get some sleep.

Tuesday July 31, 2012 5:10 PM Day 4

I took a nap so I’m running a bit late. The morning heats went well for Michael and he’s just where he needs to be.  We’re leaving in a half hour for the Aquatics Center and Michael has two finals – the 200 Free and 200 IM.  I was severely chastised for being up so late last night/this morning so I won’t be doing that again.

The Australians are still having a bad meet – for the first in many years an Australian man didn’t qualify for the 200 Free finals; very disappointing.

There is great news for Oz today in the person of Jamie Wakely – the new silver medalist in men’s 69k weightlifting.  We watched it this morning on tape and what a great effort he made in his final lift.

No mailbag until tomorrow.

Wednesday August 1, 2012 8:40 AM Day 5

Michael won gold medals 2 & 3 last night in two magnificent swims.  He looked a little tired at the second medals ceremony but he planned to sleep in until eight am so he should be okay.  Yes, we spent a couple of minutes on the phone after his press conference yesterday and he was so excited to find out that there are now four wavers in the family and that the boys all now say bye-bye when they wave.  They haven’t quite figured out the timing issue but that’ll come.

Nicholas Sprenger of Australia, got the bronze so congratulations Nicky!

Chloe is having a blast and she just left for a water polo match with her Aunt Hilary, Uncle Craig and Uncle Trent.  Michael’s sister Whitney is here to hang around the house this morning and Pieter and Grant are ready to leave.  More later.

Wednesday August 1, 2012 3:18 PM Day 5

Twelve races down, three more to go for Michael.  The 200 Fly final and 400 IM semi final tonight then the 400 IM final tomorrow. I’ve heard the rumors that Michael might be swimming in the 4x100 Medley on Saturday but I have no inside info and they won’t make a decision until Friday anyway.   Michael is supposed to be on the late show tonight and I’ve already set the DVR since we’ll be in between the venue and the house.

Mailbag questions:

Where do you keep your medals?

Karen in Chicago, ILL

Until Michael and I were married, my medals were sort of scattered around.  The Sydney medals were at my parents’ house, the medals from Athens were with my agent, Dave Flaskas, and the Beijing medals were in a safety deposit box in Michigan.  Now all of them live with Michael’s in a Philadelphia bank box which is where the medals Michael wins this time will go too.  We almost forgot to bring home our medals in 2008.  We were getting off the cruise ship when Michael suddenly remembered we didn’t pack them.

What happens to an athlete’s medals when they die? 

Calvin R in Los Angeles, CA

It depends on the athlete but I believe most are inherited by the medalists’ family.  I know that some have been sold or donated to charitable causes but those have mostly been participation medals. The only sold medals that spring into my mind were those of my fellow countrywoman, Shirley Strickland de la Hunty.  She sold her medals in 2001 to protect old growth forests.

Do you collect pins?

Dora in New Orleans, LA

Not really but we (Grant, Pieter, Michael and I) all ended up with several hundred of them somehow and Chloe now has a fine collection!  She brought all of the duplicates with her and she’s been trading like mad.

Would you ever consider selling one or all of your medals?

Matthew in Alaska

I would never want to sell them but if it was a matter of sell them or one of my children would suffer in some manner, then I would sell them in a heartbeat.

You have fourteen medals, how do you tell them apart?

Greta in Heidelberg, Germany

It’s easy to tell the difference between Sydney, Athens and Beijing medals since they have different designs and although I can’t remember for sure, I believe the event each was awarded for is engraved on them somewhere.  I asked Grant and Pieter but they don’t know either. I’ll have to go and check.

I know the athletes get a lot of stuff (clothing etc); did you keep yours?

Greg in New Jersey

I have the formal uniforms from all three games carefully packed away.  I wear the t-shirts from various events around the house and I still use the kit bag from Sydney to carry my gear to the pool – although it’s looking rather dingy. 

Have you ever gotten a letter with one of your stamps on it?

Rhonda in Boston

I have and it’s very weird.  As a joke, I used to send letters to Michael with the Athens stamps but he made me stop because it freaked him out.

Do you keep the gifts your fans have given you?

Kim in Great Falls, Idaho

Unfortunately I just don’t have the space to keep everything.  Anything that is appropriate for children (stuff animals and the like) is donated to a local charity.  Most of the paper goods are scanned and stored on disk before being shredded.  There are exceptions and I do appreciate the gesture but the house can only hold so much stuff.

What’s the best way for a fan to approach you and/or Michael?

Allison in New York

Come up and say hello. We’re usually very approachable although if we’re with our children, we do ask for people to understand that childcare takes precedence. (Diaper changes especially).

I’m running late again so more tomorrow.

Thursday August 2, 2012 6:10 AM Day 6

What a night! Michael won his race by a large margin and broke his own world record to boot! Although I believe in his abilities, being a spectator is so nerve wracking!  Debs and Mum have spent most of this meet laughing at me since I’m having a hard time staying in my seat.  Luckily, I have four little boys who like walking with their papa so it doesn’t look like I’m pacing – sneaky of me!

(Because I know Michael is reading this – no the boys aren’t walking yet! You haven’t missed it.)

I’m up early today because Chloe just left with her grandfathers for the Dressage Horse Inspection. They’ll catch up with us at the pool later but they’re trying to go to five events today.  I told them they were crazy but do they listen to me?

Back to the swimming – we had a semi-reunion last night of the Australian 4x200 Free team last night when Michael Klim stopped by right as we got to the Aquatics Center.  I haven’t seen him for several yeas but he’s doing well, living in Poland for the last six months and here to cover swimming for a Polish TV channel.  He is here with his wife, Otylia Jedrzejczak, who swims Fly for Poland. They have the cutest little daughter and we have made plans to meet next week for lunch.

(Nicholas Sprenger, the fourth swimmer in our relay is here too but he’s been a bit busy so we’ll try to get in touch with him about lunch next week.  Good luck tonight Nick!)

A few questions from the mailbag before the boys wake up:

You don’t write about swimming very much – don’t you watch any other races aside from Michael’s?

Diane in New Hampshire

I do watch them but the results are usually posted in millions of places before I write here.  It seems redundant to repeat information.  Also, after watching swimming for so many years I don’t look at them the way 99% of people do.  I look at the boring technical stuff; stroke counts, turn efficiencies and if swimmers are in their lanes.   

Because Michael has so much experience and great concentration, you’ll rarely see him swimming out of his lane. He is a dominating racer and you can tell the most of the swimmers are always aware of him. If you have the 100 Fly heats on tape, watch the walk out in heat 3.  Check the body language.  Half of the field lost to Michael before they touched the water because they were out of their lane before the race started.

Now aren’t you sorry you asked?

Do your sons watch the swimming events?

Donna in Richmond, VA

They’re only ten months old so not really.  They do react when a race is over because the rest of us are reacting but they don’t really know what’s going on.

Your daughter swims and now you have four sons; do you hope they’ll swim too?

William in Des Moines, IA

I hope no one is surprised that the first thing out of Michael when our sons were born was ‘relay team’.   We are going to teach our sons how to swim but they’re going to have to decide for themselves if they want to swim competitively just like Chloe did.

How many languages do you speak?

Beatrice in Tucson, AZ

I’m fluent in English, French and Japanese.  I can get by in Mandarin, Russian, German, Italian and Spanish.

Do you ever regret retiring at such a relatively young age?

Greg in Lincoln, NE

I do on occasion but I don’t miss the training and the endless laps, that for sure!  I may have only been twenty five but I was ready to move on with my life.  

The boys are now awake and demanding my attention. More later.

Friday August 3, 2012 1:20 AM Day 7

What a great night at the pool for Michael. Not only did he win his fifth race but there was such a wonderful crowd response when he was announced at the medals ceremony.  He’s made no secret about the fact that these are his last Olympics and it was very touching to see his accomplishments honored like that.

It was an exhilarating but exhausting night (and I wasn’t even swimming!) yet I’m having a hard time getting to sleep.  It doesn’t help that all four boys were too wound up to sleep on the way home so they just got to bed a half hour ago.  That means they won’t wake up until late but since I’m taking tomorrow morning off, that’s fine with me.

More later –

Friday August 3, 2012 4:20 PM Day 7

Oi, it’s been a rough day.  I’ve gotten so used to getting up early that my eyes sprung open at six thirty and I couldn’t get back to sleep.  HJLR slept until almost ten so I did get some things done around the house but I’m knackered.

We met Michael for lunch at the Village; this is a big deal because normally non-athletes aren’t admitted but Bob arranged it so Michael could have some time with us.  The boys were very well behaved and Chloe was in awe.  Oh boy do I miss him. He may only be across town and I see him every day but it’s not the same.  

All right, I’ll stop being pathetic and move on.  Normally Michael would have checked out of the Village but Bob still might need him on Saturday for the relay.  So yes that puts a different perspective on our lunch but I’m not complaining.  Bob is a great coach and he knows how hard this is on us so he’s doing what he can to help.

Michael is so worried that one of the boys is going to start walking while he’s not there.  They’ve been standing for a couple of months and sometimes it looks like one of them is going to try but nope- not yet.

Yes, all this blathering means I didn’t go to the Aquatics Center this morning and I’m not going tonight either.  We all need a break and the boys have already been out and about today.  Chloe’s also staying home tonight and since Anna’s family is in town and they needed tickets, it works out well.   

The mailbag is brimming with questions but I’ll have to skip them today and investigate the possibility of a nap. 

Sunday August 5, 2012 3:20 PM Day 9

No posting yesterday because I woke up at seven am Saturday with a migraine. It was so bad I couldn’t get out of bed.  I have no idea what the morning was like but it all started getting better when Michael appeared.  No one will fess up to who called him but he’s got a way of making my migraines go away (no not like that).

He couldn’t stay long because Bob needed him back.  Andrew Urbansky, who was supposed to swim the Free in the 4x100 Medley got food poisoning (not from food at the Village) and had to withdraw from the relay.  Guess who got to swim in his place?

There was a weird kind of symmetry happening last night and while Michael left to warm up, I was left explaining what was going on to the parents who arrived a short time later.  The rest is history and there will probably never be another swimmer like Michael in the sport so I hope plenty of people were watching his final appearance.

This morning, Michael had a round of interviews to do so the kids and I went out to an event the boys could really enjoy -  trampoline!  Chloe enjoyed it too but the boys were like those head bobbing things; very funny.

Speaking of the boys – they’re ten months old today!  To celebrate that event and the end of a great week, we fed the boys lunch, put them down for a nap and snuck out of the house to have an late lunch/early dinner at a terrific restaurant nearby.  Don’t gasp – there was proper adult supervision at the house.

It was very nice to spend some time together (and that’s all I’m going to say on that subject).

On to the mail bag:

What are swimmers doing right before they come out for a race and what happens after?

Chris in Denver

Different swimmers have different rituals but most are making sure they have their goggles and cap (if they’re not already wearing them) and at big events like the Olympics, you also check that you’re wearing the right gear for the walk out.  Most international meets run on a rigid schedule so once an official lines you up, you know you’ll be heading out shortly.

After the race, the top three finishers are immediately whisked away for drug tests. Your support team will also be there to do other tests, like taking blood samples.  Some people call this the ‘poke and pee’ which is apt.

When and where did you get your tattoo?

Jasmine in Vancouver, CAN

I got it back in Michigan in 2006 a couple of months after Michael got his.  The tattooist was Donna Marshall in Ann Arbor.  She’s a fantastic artist.

What events do you think should not be Olympic sports?

Belinda J. in the Bronx

Oh, I’m going to get into a lot of trouble here but Rhythmic Gymnastics and Synchronized Swimming.  Not because they aren’t sports (Synchro is hard!) but because they are open to women only.  Yes, for a long time the Olympics had sports for men only but reversing that trend is not the answer. 

There’s one more week to go. We’re off to the Olympic stadium for an evening of track and field.  Keep those questions coming and I’ll be back tomorrow.

&&&&

Monday August 6, 2012 Day 10 11:47 PM

What a day we’ve had!  We took off early this morning for New Jersey to watch the men’s volleyball prelim- Australia vs. The Netherlands.  After the match (Go Australia!), we attended a luncheon onboard one of the cruise ships.  

Among the attendees was Amanda (Beard) and Brian Ogden, Aaron and Karen Peirsol, Alex and Dasha Popov, Geoff and Bridget Huegill, Michael and Otylia (Jedrzejczak) Klim, Leisel Jones and Trent Calloway, Nick and Greta Sprenger, Inge (de Bruijn) and Rolf Finestra, Lenny and Ilana Krayzelburg, Megan Quann and Hannah Loeb, Brendan and Jenny Hansen, Misty (Hyman) Robinson, Natalie (Coughlin) and Kirk DeFrancisco, Jenny (Thompson) and David Weller, Ian and Gail Crocker, Ryk and Holly Neethling, Miles Fallon and Anna Scarpella, Markus Rogan and Shaun Phillips, Neil and Sandrine Walker.  (I think I’m missing someone but darned if I can remember who)

It was fun to see everyone again but the best thing was that everyone brought their kids!  There were over twenty ankle biters of various ages running around and they had such a good time.  Jamey was very taken by Brygida Klim who is quite the little one year old heartbreaker; he followed her around the whole time crawling as fast as he could. We were having such a good time that we skipped the diving prelims and just sat around talking about the ‘good old days’.  Svetlana Popov and Chloe got on like gangbusters and Chloe’s already inquired about when we can go visit Lana and her family in Moscow. 

Emily Rogan-Phillips, who is the sweetest little five year old, was boggled by seeing four identical babies.   We don’t ever dress the boys alike but they’re starting to get actual features so it’s pretty amazing how much they resemble each other.  Anyway, Emily was fascinated and kept examining them before she finally approached Robbie.  The next thing I know, she’s carrying Robbie over to her fathers and asking them all these questions.  I don’t think Markus and Shaun were quite ready to explain where babies came from at that moment but it was entertaining watching them try!

After the party, we made our way to the Bronx and the Olympic Velodrome for cycling.  Unfortunately, Michael and I had to leave early because he was due back in Manhattan for another interview but it was fun while it lasted.

Now for the mailbag:

Hi Ian, I love your accent. I was wondering if you and your handsome partner Michael were planning on giving Chloe and the boys a little brother or sister?

Jill from Oklahoma

Thank you Jill! Yes, we are planning to have at least one more child.  How many more is still up for debate.

Can you ever imagine not swimming?

Reed in Iowa

No.  Swimming isn’t just exercise for me it’s a way of life.  When I’m swimming laps, sometimes I’m thinking over something furiously.  Other days, I totally shut my mind down and just swim.  If for some reason I couldn’t swim anymore, I’d still want to be in the water.

I injured my leg in a car accident, my doctor advised physical therapy and I live in Philadelphia.  Who do I call to get an appointment with Michael for PT?

Brenda in South Philly.

Michael will be back at Children’s Hospital in January.  If you are under eighteen, there are several other physical therapists on staff there so don’t wait for him – your health is too important.   If you are an adult, the PT desk at Children’s can give you several referrals.  Martina forwarded on their information to you via email.

Are Grant and Pieter planning to get married?

Leticia R. in Saskatoon, Canada

May 2013 in The Netherlands; Grant has done me a great honor and I will be his best man.

That’s all for now – we have another early morning tomorrow.  The kids are making their television debut on the Today show.

Tuesday, August 7, 2012 Day 11 11:50 PM

If you were watching this morning, you got a peek at Chloe, Jamey, Robbie, Liam and Harry. Aren’t they great looking kids?   Michael and I did an interview with Campbell Brown and it was a really nice experience.   The subject was Olympic parents – the balance of intensive training and your duties as a parent.   The US Softball coach, Laura Berg, was also there with her husband Gary Cantwell (who plays US football professionally) and their three children:  Cathy, Kyle and Holly.  Laura competed on the 1996, 2000 and 2004 softball teams, was an assistant coach in 2008 and now is the head coach.   Martina tells me that the video will be uploaded at MSNBC.com later today if you missed it.

(Wasn’t that an awfully sweet thing Michael said about me?  I am such a lucky man!)

We had to get up very early to make it to midtown for the show so afterwards, we met up with Grant, Pieter, and the parents then took the kids into Central Park for a long stroll followed by a picnic.  The boys love flowers and being outdoors and Chloe had fun at the six playgrounds we visited.  We would have loved to visit the zoo but we had tickets for the finals of women’s beach volleyball so we rushed downtown and dropped the boys off (thanks mum, dad and Gail!) before seeing Australia not win a medal.  Very disappointing but McGraw and Waylon gave it a good try.

Michael and I were talking about our immediate post-Olympics plans.  Yes, they will eventually end so we are trying to decide if we can squeeze in a small vacation before Chloe goes back to school in a month.  Now some of you might be thinking that being here is a vacation and you’d be right to a certain degree but we need a little down time I think.  Of course, Michael pointed out that for him, just being home will be a novelty at this point.  Hm. I think he’s going to win this one.

I am now part of a betting pool. The bet is which son will walk first.  The payoff: the winner gets out of leaf duty this fall.  Since we get seventy million cubic feet of leaves each year (or so it seems), this is a huge wager.  The real question here is will one of us break down and ‘coach’ their baby to make that first step a little sooner (yes, I’m talking about Grant).  For the record, I believe Liam will walk first.  Michael is betting on Robbie, Grant is backing Harry and Pieter swears Jamey is the one.

Today’s questions:

Your kids are very cute and so were those shoes your sons were wearing – where did you get them?

Regina in Alaska

Thank you Regina.  They’re Robeez and I’m embarrassed to admit how many pairs we have for the boys because we love the shoes so much (and the boys too). They are not cheap but they stay on, they’re washable and come in so many different patterns. The boys are just now transitioning to the 12 month size so we’re going to try and control ourselves this time and not buy so many (ahem, right Michael?).

I have identical twin daughters (age three) and I can’t imagine what our life would have been like with four little girls. Any tips for other parents of multiples, especially the dads?

Kevin in Chicago

I don’t think I’m an expert but what has really helped us is to have a fairly rigid schedule for the boys.  Everything happens around the same time every day.  I think it gives them a sense of comfort that food, naps and playtime are in a pattern that they’re used to.   We’ve sort of blown the schedule since we’ve been in New York which makes for cranky little boys but we’ll get back on track next week.

Hey wait a minute – your girls are old than our boys.  Should I be asking you for advice?

Ian, do you ever plan on living in Australia again?

Angela from Canberra

Michael and I hope to eventually spend half of our time in Australia and the other half in the States with plenty of travel in between.  Before the boys came along, I was back in Sydney at least three times a year but it’s a very long flight and we want the boys to get a little older before attempting it.  

How many countries have you to been to? What country that you haven’t been to would you most like to visit and what country wouldn’t you go back to?

Trina N. in Baltimore, MD

I have no idea. I checked my passport and counted over twenty five but that doesn’t count the ones on the old passport so I’ll make a rough guess and say I’ve been to over sixty countries.  Shockingly for a lad born in the Southern Hemisphere, I haven’t really traveled in Africa or South America so that’s my answer as to where I’d most like to go.  I also can’t say there’s a country I wouldn’t return to, in fact, there are several I’ve spent only a few days in that I’d like to return to for exploration purposes.

What’s the best present anyone ever gave you?

Henry in Sacramento, CA

Aside from the gift of my children?  There can only be one answer: last year Michael arranged to have a tree fort built in the back yard based on plans I’d drawn up as a child after I’d mentioned that a tree fort was the one thing I’d always wanted.  Yes, that man is definitely a keeper!

That’s it for tonight.

Wednesday August 8, 2012 Day 12 2:12 PM

Chloe, the parents and Grant and Pieter took off very early this morning to see a men’s field hockey match followed by the men’s bronze medal game in baseball.   They were going to have lunch uptown so they aren’t back yet to share my amusement over what happened after they left so I’ll share it with the world.

We woke up six to see everyone off and since the boys were still asleep, we went back to bed.  At some point Michael got up, got dressed and went over to the pool to go swimming – without actually being conscious of what he was doing.  He says that he sort of woke up once he hit the water but since he was already there, he went ahead and swam forty or fifty laps. (This is the same man who said he’d be taking a break from swimming)

Then I woke up and thought Michael was in the kitchen or in the living room.  After I showered, I went down but there’s no sign of Michael.  There’s a great bakery a few streets away so then I think Michael’s popped out to get those pastries he’s been craving.  I wasn’t panicking or anything but I did wonder when he didn’t show up after a half hour.  Then I got a very sheepish phone call from Michael at nine thirty from BMCC.  Okay, it may not be amusing to someone who doesn’t know Michael but anyone who does is not going to be surprised that the man was basically sleep swimming.

Since he was already out, he stopped at the bakery on the way home and we’ve had a very pleasant morning on the terrace with the boys, the dogs and the darn cat.   During lunch my sister Chris called from Toronto.  She, David and the kids left New York on Sunday to explore housing choices north of the border and they’ve narrowed it down to four.

While it will be very nice to have my sister on the same continent again and only a short plane ride away (or a day’s drive), she couldn’t help taunting me with pictures of the stunning modern house they were looking at – with an indoor pool and lake views.  She’s so evil!

Today’s mailbag:

I have a copy of the US Swimming calendar and now August is my favorite month.  When did you have that photo taken and were you actually nude?

Gina S in Delaware.

That photo was taken two years ago by Bruce Weber. Yes, we were nude and Bruce is including two other photos of Michael and me in his next book so you may want to check it out.

Do all medal winners always have to do the "poke and pee" after the race or are just a few (i.e. record breakers) selected? 

Kat in South Dakota

Yes all medal winners get the pleasure of drug testing which is why there will sometimes be a medal removed from one athlete and given to another during and after the Games.  Part of the Olympic experience is (if you’re lucky) standing on the podium as your country’s flag is raised even if you aren’t listening to your country’s anthem. Actually owning the medal is wonderful but that moment makes the whole thing special.  When someone cheats their way to the podium, they’re not only damaging their sport they are depriving someone who competed fairly of that experience.

Since you’ve traveled so much, what’s your favorite vacation spot?

Brenda in Oklahoma City, OK

Wadigi Island in Fiji.  Beautiful wide expanses of sand, warm ocean waters and having an entire island to ourselves.  We haven’t been back for many years but we will return one day.

That’s it for today – we’re off to Grand Prix Freestyle Dressage. Horsies!

Thursday August 9, 2012 Day 13 9:41 PM

Another great day at the Olympics.  We trekked out to the Bronx to see the men’s Modern Pentathlon and had a golly good time.  That meant a long day for the boys so Michael and I left early to bring them home.  They are now snug in their beds and I just realized that Michael and I are home alone with sleeping children!  Have a good night!

Friday August 10, 2012 Day 14 3:22 PM 

Another short log day.  We’ve had a busy morning supporting the local economy and I’m going to have to get up soon to get dressed.  We’re heading out later for a reception held by all the great folks at Speedo so on to the mailbag:

Does it bother you that women drool over Michael?  Does it bother Michael when women drool over you?

Tania in Athens, GA

Speaking only for myself: Not at all; it’s always nice to be admired and to have the person you are with admired. However it’s disconcerting to have a complete stranger come up and start touching me.  I’m not talking about a hug or an arm around the waist for a photo but out and out groping. It doesn’t happen often but it does bother me.

Michael says: The groping thing bothers me too. If I did that to someone they’d have me arrested but somehow it’s okay for them to do it to me or Ian because they feel like they know us.  A couple of years ago there was a person who, when we were posing for a photo together, felt me up in places no stranger should ever touch.  It totally freaked me, I ended up leaving the event early and that disappointed the other fans I hadn’t had a chance to meet yet.

I read a few years ago that you were interested in cooking.  What’s your favorite thing to make and your favorite food to eat?  What about Michael?

Sabrina in Indianapolis

My favorite food to make is bread. There’s something so primal about the process and I love the smell of baking bread.  We bought a really nice bread machine but I can’t stand to use it, I like doing the kneading myself.  I usually bake several loaves of multigrain a week along with a couple of different dessert breads.  Now that Michael is out of training I intend to start working on the perfect cinnamon roll recipe and learn how to make preserves.

For eating, I love sushi to the point where I have been accused to making a real estate purchase based solely on proximity to an excellent sushi restaurant.  I love many other foods though so sushi was not my only consideration.  

As for Michael, he will eat practically anything but he likes plain and simple foods the best.  Put down a steak, baked potato and green veg and he’s happy although he is open to other food types and has learned to make a great stir fry.  His favorite meal to make is roast beef in the crock pot (and I’m always the first one to line up for it).

Do you read all the questions people submit for your log?

Veronica in Bismarck, ND

Jim Reagan, Karen McCrery and Massimo Hahira are the three lucky folks who read every email.  They are very good at picking out things I might be willing to answer because I’m a bit picky you see.  There are things I won’t answer (for many reasons) and things I can’t answer (for other reasons) but Massy, Karen and Jim are fast readers and they usually forward seven or so questions a day and I answer what I can.

Do you have favorite internet sites and do you update your own website?

Karrie in Utah

I don’t have much time to surf the web anymore but when I did I liked cruising the news sites for the US, UK and Australia along with international sites because I like being informed. I do have a news aggregator which is handy but I barely get to check it anymore.  Jim Hendricks has run my site for several years and he’s a great webmaster; I wouldn’t know where to begin on some of the technical stuff he’s able to do in his sleep.

That’s all for today – more tomorrow.

Saturday August 11, 2012 Day 15 5:50 PM

Well, if you follow the major sports outlets you know that Michael got a check from Speedo last night.  We knew they would be making a presentation of some kind but we didn’t expect that in any shape or form.  Michael was very touched by the kind words from many of the people at Speedo that he’s worked with through the years.  He will still be endorsing their product but now that he’s not competing it will be a different relationship.  

After the reception, Michael surprised me by whisking me away for dinner at Per Se.  My taste buds are still buzzing and it was almost difficult to eat today because I wanted my mouth to always remember the combinations and flavors.  I loved every course and the redesign of the room is just spectacular. I can’t even describe what we ate, by the end I was too overwhelmed by the experience.  

Our waiter, Greg Farthingale, was excellent and the view was sublime.   We don’t normally spend that kind of money on a meal (not anymore anyway – we have five kids to put through college!) so it was a wonderful surprise.  

There is one more day to go and so we dragged ourselves out to our second to the last event – Spain versus Brazil for the gold medal in football (soccer).  It was an exciting match that went down to the final minutes when Brazil’s Jean Carlos Chera scored the winning goal – his nineteenth goal of the series.  Chera is an amazing player and it was great finally seeing him although at seventeen, I think he’ll be showing up in several more Olympics.

We returned home a few hours ago and we’ve been occupied with getting our belongings gathered up for the trip home on Monday.  This has been an amazing time but frankly, I’m eager to go home.  Chloe went off with Anna, Miles, Grant and Pieter for an evening of Taekwondo and my parents are out at the Seven Seas Navigator visiting Michael’s parents.

We’re having dinner with Michael’s sisters and his brother-in-law and we’re going to give Whitney and Trent the crash course in parenting multiples tonight. Whitney is having twin boys in a month or two and they’re a bit anxious so they offered to baby sit tonight for a couple of hours.  Michael and Hilary are going for a walk and I’m zipping up to pick up Chloe from Javits Convention Center so her escorts can go to a few clubs.

I’m sure Trent and Whitney will be fine but Michael doesn’t plan on straying too far and we’re both taking our cell phones.  I think after our four (so close to toddling!) boys, two boys will be a snap.

Now for the mailbag:

If your sons do end up being good enough for the Olympics, what country will they compete for?

Matthew M. in Alabama

Well, all five children have dual citizenship – Australian and US – so they could compete for either country.  Michael and I have an agreement that we’re not going to pressure them to compete so I suppose they’ll also have to make up their own minds about that too.

Now that the Games are almost over, what’s the best event you’ve attended?

Victoria in Surrey, GB

It’s really hard to narrow it down. If I don’t count Michael’s events, I’d have to say the equestrian events are my favorites.

What do you think is the most important part of being a good parent?

Alex in West Virginia

Since I have fantastic parents, I’d have to say that I never doubted that they loved me.  I had friends whose parents could never say those words and the words are so very important.  Mum and Dad said the words even when I did things they weren’t really happy about. I never doubted they would always love me and I hope I can give my own kids that same sense of security.  

There’s the doorbell so it’s time to go.  

Sunday August 12, 2012 Day 16 4:00 PM

Michael just walked out the door to get uptown in time to check in for the Closing Ceremony.  The rest of us will be following within the hour because traffic is supposed to be a bit tight tonight so we’re catching dinner near the stadium before the big event.

It’s been a good Games.  There were a few problems with logistics for the first couple of days but they were quickly smoothed out as the transportation system adjusted and people got better at figuring out how to get where they needed to go.  The crowds were, for the most part, respectful of their fellow attendees and everyone seemed to enjoy themselves.  On the way back from swimming one morning, I saw the fans of two countries meet in the subway car.  As these are not countries known for their mutual love, I was a bit worried about what would happen when the fans spotted each other.  To my surprise, there was an exchange of nods and they all went on their way. 

New York has had it’s share of tensions between different ethnic groups but for these last two weeks, it seems like most of the citizens put their best feet forward and tried to let the rest of the world see why this is such a great town.  Aside from a few grumbles about crowds and overpricing, New Yorkers really seemed to be enjoying showing off their city. 

NYOC really went to a lot of effort to make these Games a pleasure to attend. Coordinating thousands of volunteers, holding ‘hospitality’ classes for the city’s service workers, to providing translators at many of the major transportation hubs – it seems like every detail was covered.

I met many wonderful people over the last sixteen days.  Some I only saw on the sporting fields but their grace, perseverance and abilities made them stand out from the crowd.  Most I met in the stands, outside of the venues or on the subway, water taxi or ferry.  Their excitement over being here, their openness to share their stories has been priceless moments for me.  There were also the excellent volunteers and event staffs, who always smiled and if they didn’t know an answer, they knew where to find it.

Susan Shortt, the rider from Ireland who took a horrible fall during the cross country yet came back to finish in second place the next day.  Just watching her fall was shocking and I couldn’t believe it when she got right up and kept going.

Mark and Sherry Evans who packed their eight kids in a van and drove from Nevada to New York for their second Olympic experience.  The kids (Mary, Steve, Frank, Cathy, Olivia, Peter, Preston and Noreen) ranged from nineteen to six and they were staying at a campground in New Jersey. Mark mentioned that they’d done the same thing two years ago for Vancouver and it’s much easier to camp in the summer.  They weren’t just a nice family to know but they also spent months studying each event they were going to attend so they could enjoy it more.

Greg Zhu, a Mandarin translator who spent most of these games in the transport hub near the Village in Queens. Greg works at the UN and also speaks French so he has been a busy guy.  I watched him not only give a family from China explicit directions on how to get to their events but he was also handing out a small book of NYC tips in Mandarin and French. He wrote it on the fly and keeps adding to it as the Games have gone on.  It’s a fantastic bit of writing about this city.

Veronica, Heather, Penny, Jeannie and Leticia – who drove down on the spur of the moment Monday night from their hometowns in Oxford County, ME so they could meet Michael and I after the Today show the next morning. It was a pleasure meeting all of you and Heather – I think we have your camera.  Email Martina at the address below and we’ll arrange to get it back to you.

The members of the French Fencing Team – who not only graciously explained their sport but invited Chloe to come back a few days later and try it out for herself.  (Good thing her dad and I didn’t know about that before she went or we would have been nervous wrecks that day!).  Now we’re going to have to find a fencing instructor in Philadelphia, I just know it.

Megan and Daniel at Bayou BBQ who rescued Robbie’s sock monkey and kept it safe until we could return to get it.  Kim at TriBakery who rescued Robbie’s sock monkey and kept it safe until I could run over and get it. They should be all glad to know that Boo is now safely secured to the stroller whenever we go out.

The police officers and security personnel who took a lot of guff off of people yet still remained cheerful.  Standing in line for the metal detector is no fun for anyone (including the folks who have to man it) but the crews all the events were patient even under much duress.  They even have senses of humor – the crew at the swimming venue played a very funny joke on Pieter, Grant and I on the last day of swimming in which the metal detector was changed into a medal detector.  Well, you sort of had to be there but it was very funny.

A successful Olympic Games is not just about the athletes; it’s about everything. The spectators, the venues, the scheduling, the transportation and the host city are only small parts that must mesh together seamlessly. From the opening ceremony, these Games have been one smooth move after another.  The organizers and the citizens of New York should be very proud.

As much as I want to go home, I’m going to miss being here. 

I’ll have my view of the closing ceremony and the last of the mailbag questions tomorrow. 

Monday August 13, 2012 10:20 AM

We’re ready to go but we’re waiting for the lot where we parked the minibus to open so I have a little time to kill.

The ceremony last night was spectacular especially the star power that provided the entertainment to close the event.   The best performance of the night (for me) was the ‘New York, New York/Lullaby of Birdland’.  I have no idea how long the Harlem Boys’ Choir practiced for that but it was awesome.

Again, the minds behind some of the greatest Broadway shows pulled out all the stops.  You probably watched it yourself so I can’t add much except at how much fun the audience participation part was.  The goodie bag was also nice – especially the little light clickers.  We got home at one am and it was difficult to get out of bed today.

On to the mail:

You and Michael seem to have a great relationship, how do you make it work with all the travel, training and child care?

Alisa in Boston, MA

A few months after I moved in with Michael, we went through a really bad situation due to a stalker.  We both realized that if we wanted to stay together, we needed to work on some things as individuals so we weren’t bringing old baggage into the relationship.  We saw a therapist for almost two years and we still occasionally check in with him.  We do have rocky patches but we work on them together because we’re committed to each other and our family.

You’ve always said you were a big fan of Friends and Buffy.  What do you watch now that they’re off the air and do you still go to the movies?

Bernard in Mesa, AZ

I have all the seasons of both series on DVD along with several other shows I liked that are no longer aired like The Amazing Race.  I try not to watch a lot of TV during the day but once the boys are in bed, I love catching up on the twenty-four hour news channels and Animal Planet.

I go to the movies at least every other month.  Chloe and her friends usually go to a movie on the weekends and the parents’ trade off escorting them.  Granted, they don’t normally see the films I’d want to see but they’re a fun group of girls who don’t steal my popcorn and don’t talk during the movie so what more could I ask?

I think I saw you and Michael in walking a dog near Washington Park but my girl friend doesn’t believe me. Could it have been you?

Barry in Manhattan

Yes it definitely could have been us.  We brought both of our dogs to New York and that’s where we normally walked the dogs each morning.

Michael was reported to have ADD so how come he did so well in college?

Mary Ann F. in North Carolina

(I’m going to let Michael field this one while I check the house one last time)

My first semester in college was almost a disaster.  I managed to squeak out with a B average but it was a low B and only because I spent the last three weeks seriously cramming (and I had sort of easy classes).  Then Ian moved in and got me to do what my mom always said I should do: study for each class every week.  He also helped me set up a note taking system that actually worked for me. 

I have notoriously rotten handwriting and I’d spend more time trying to read my notes then actually studying.  Ian pointed out that I should transcribe my notes every night into my laptop while the material is still fresh and it would not only help me when tests came around but it would also solidify the subject in my head.  It wasn’t fun and I spent a lot of time in front of a keyboard but it really worked for me. MP

**

I’m back and that’s the end of this log since the cleaning crew has shown up and the bus is being packed. It’s been a real pleasure sharing my small part of the Olympics with you. 

*******

Interlude One ~ Sunday August 5, 2012

Ian woke up for the first time in several days with a warm body beside him. Unfortunately he could tell from the size of said body and the breathy giggles that were coming from it that it wasn’t the body he wanted.  Well, it was really the little feet kicking him in the butt that gave it away.  He turned over and came face to face with Jamey who was busy trying to squirm away from Michael’s gently tickling fingers.  He watched for a minute as his husband and son played and noticed that Jamey was wearing a sleeper that he hadn’t been wearing last night.

“Good morning Love and Little Love.”

Michael looked up with a smile and leaned over Jamey to give him a quick kiss. “Hi Baby.  I figured we’d wake you up.”

“What time is it and why did you change Jamey?”

“It’s almost seven and Jamey had major poopage this morning; good thing you weren’t awake for it because it was bad.   He did the ‘I’m not quite done yet’ trick on me too so we had to take a shower.”

Ian wrinkled his nose as he was well familiar with that maneuver. “Ah I’m glad I missed it.  Are the other boys up?”

“They will be in a couple of minutes I think.  Robbie and Liam have been babbling at each other for a while.  Can you keep an eye on the sprout here while I go in and check on them?”

“I suppose so but I could get up you know.”

“Nah, you’ve had the early shift for quite a while so I’ll take this one.”

Ian watched as Michael sprang up and walked into the next room before looking down at Jamey.  “Hello there.”

Jamey blinked and stuck his finger in his mouth before reaching out and poking Ian. “Pa.”

“That’s me.  Have you been a good boy?” Ian asked as he sat up and pulled Jamey into his lap.

“Poo.”

“So I hear.”

&&

Michael kissed them all goodbye as they parted at one of the subway stops.  He’d much rather be going to watch trampoline with the family then doing interviews but he’d already committed to them before he heard about today’s plans.  They were even taking a water taxi! It was so unfair.

He put a little something extra into his kissing when he got to Ian and waved as he went upstairs and they continued out to Brooklyn.   He stopped himself from slumping and trudging but it was a near thing.

The International Broadcast Center was brimming with people and he was stopped many times to sign autographs and take pictures before finally making his way to the right area.  What followed was the sort of mind numbing routine he’d gotten used to the last few years.  Between make up, lighting and prep the interviews were sort of a let down since the interviewers didn’t really ask anything that hadn’t been asked before but oh well.  Such was life.

Afterwards, he wiped the gunk off and tried to figure out when he and Ian could have some private time.  As he skipped out of the building, he checked his watch and realized he could probably beat everyone home and get a start on lunch.  That might give them an hour or two or even better, they could feed the kids and go out by themselves later.  That sounded like a great plan.

He made a quick stop to check out the restaurant down the street and hurried home.  Lunch for the boys was a matter of getting the right combination of jars out of the cupboard and then threw together some tuna fish salad for sandwiches, sliced and diced some veggies and pulled out the last melons to cut up for dessert.

It was only eleven thirty by the time everything was ready so he dashed upstairs and straightened up their room and did a quick sweep for laundry before loading the washer up, sweeping the kitchen and picking up the toys in the living room.

“Michael, are you home?” Ian yelled from downstairs.

Instead of answering Michael trotted down the next level ending up with a bounce in front of Ian. “You’re back!”

“So we are.  You’ve been busy I see.” Ian said, nodding at the kitchen counter.

“Yeah but you’re not allowed to have any.”

“I’m not?”

“Nope, we have a lunch date.  We’re expected down at Fresh in an hour or so or once the boys are napping.”

“Well let’s get those babies fed, shall we?”

&&

They walked the short distance back to the house after lunch, holding hands and bumping shoulders feeling a little reconnected to each other just from the time they’d spent in the restaurant.

“Hey baby, do you really want to see the diving tonight?”

“Well I suppose I could skip it.  What other activity did you have in mind?”

“I thought we could offer our tickets to Gail and Sheila and stay home with the boys tonight.”

“Hm. I think I like that idea.” Ian said, leering a bit.  “We haven’t been alone for over a week.”

“I know. Uh, would you mind if we just snuggled on the couch and watched a movie though? I’m really tired.”

Ian stopped and turned to look at his husband, “You haven’t been sleeping well again.”

“No not really. My room at the Village was okay but I just can’t sleep well if you’re not there.”

“Ah, well you know I love snuggling with you so we’ll make an early night of it.”

&&

Ian checked the water in the bath and turned it off; deciding that four inches of water was plenty.  It was warm but not too warm and he went into the master bedroom where Michael was getting the boys undressed.  Ian leaned down and snagged Harry who was already naked and trying to get under the bed.

“Harry, it’s a platform bed. There’s no room under there.  Let’s go get a bath.”

“Baf!” All four boys cried.

In two minutes, there were four little bodies in the water splashing and squirming around while Ian and Michael sat on the edges.  They gave the boys some time to play around before pulling out the baby shampoo and soap.  Ten minutes later the boys were out, dried and in fresh diapers and jammies.

It was still a little early for bedtime so they piled onto the bed while Ian read them a story and Michael rubbed backs and feet.  By eight, the boys were sleeping soundly in their cribs off the master bedroom and Ian had cued up a movie he’d wanted to see.  Michael joined him a few minutes later with popcorn, two bowls of ice cream, strawberry Swizzlers and iced coffees on a tray.

“Where did you get ice cream?” Ian asked as he took one of the bowls

“I bought when I got home before lunch and hid it in the freezer.” Michael answered as he put the tray down and started taking off his clothes.  “Why aren’t you naked?”

“Oh? This is a naked movie event? I thought we were just going to snuggle.”

“Naked snuggling is much better than clothed, don’t you think?”

Ian quickly set his bowl aside and carefully got up, pulling off his boxer briefs and t-shirt. “So it is.”

A moment or two later they were happily ensconced under the sheet with the movie starting and their spoons in hand.  Forty minutes later, Ian discovered that Michael was sound asleep with a half chewed Swizzler in his mouth and in a rather uncomfortable looking position.  

Ian paused the DVD and slid out of bed, gathering the debris from the snack on the tray.  He pulled his boxer briefs back on and ran the dishes down to the kitchen.  He rinsed them quickly, put them in the dishwasher and grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge before returning upstairs.

The boys were still asleep so he slid his undies off and pulled Michael down a bit so he was in a better position before rejoining him.  The licorice was placed on the nightstand and he started the movie again, not surprised when Michael seemed to ooze across the bed and glom into his side, using Ian’s left right side as his pillow. Ian brushed a hand over Michael’s hair and turned the movie back on musing over the excitement of married life.

&&

Monday August 6, 2012

Michael ran after Liam who was trying very hard to figure out how to get out of the restaurant and run amok on the rest of the ship.  The doors pushed in so Liam wasn’t having much luck but Michael could see the wheels starting to turn.

“Liam, want to go find Uncle Grant?”

“No.” Liam said, not bothering to look up.  Michael saw a waiter heading for the door and knew the gig was almost up so he picked up Liam before he either got whacked in the head or learned the secret of the doors.

“Well, I think we need to get some carrots.”

“Rots?”

“That’s right, carrots.”

As he snagged a couple of carrot sticks, he spotted Ian sitting with Markus and Shaun.  Emily, Mark and Shaun’s daughter was holding Robbie and saying something that really seemed to tickle Ian.  Hm. Mark and Shaun didn’t look so thrilled but Ian just snatched up Robbie and walked away, laughing hysterically.

Okay, so he was going to have to avoid the Rogan-Phillips for the rest of his life if the look on Shaun’s face was any indication.  He skated around the outskirts of the party and met up with Ian who was heading for the bathroom with Robbie.

“What’s up?”

Ian snickered and picked up their diaper bag. “Emily wanted to know how the stork carried four babies.”

“No way! They told her the stork brought babies?”

“I have no idea who told her but I’m sure it’s not a subject they wanted to get into tonight. Robbie needs a change.”

“I’ll take him if you’ll trade for Liam.”

Ian thought it over for a moment. “Deal. Don’t forget we need to leave in a half hour if we’re going to the cycling tonight.”

“We’ll be ready.”

&&

Later that night Michael snaked his arms around Ian’s waist and snuffed his nose in Ian’s nape.  “You smell so good.”

“Thank you love.” Ian replied as he laced his fingers through Michael’s.  He yawned and eased back into Michael’s embrace.  “The party was fun, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.  It’s a shame we don’t get to see everyone more often but then I guess Mark and Shaun are happy just the way things are.  Did you know Mark was gay back then?”

Ian froze slightly and then tried to relax. “Uh. Yes.”

“Ah.  So you and he got together at one point?”

“Um. Yes.”

Michael pulled at Ian until Ian was on his back and Michael could see his face. “Baby, I know you’ve had other lovers.  It doesn’t bother me, I was just curious.”

Ian let out a sigh of relief. “Well I knew that but I just wasn’t expecting you to ask right at that moment so I was a bit unnerved.”

“Don’t worry.” Michael said giving Ian a little kiss.  “So was it hot, being with him?”

Thinking about it for a minute, Ian shrugged. “I guess it was okay.  We’d had a lot to drink I think and it’s a little fuzzy.”

“So you’d never consider swapping with them? Shaun is pretty hot.”

Ian started to answer then sat up, dislodging Michael.  “Swap? Like swapping partners? Michael, what the hell are you are saying?”  

He tried to keep his voice down since the boys were sleeping nearby but he was a little ticked off.  He never expected Michael to suggest anything like- wait a minute. He looked down at Michael who was grinning mischievously.

“You are in so much trouble, Mr. Phelps.”

Michael stretched out in a manner that could only be described as seductive and he fluttered his eyelashes. “Oh I am Mr. Thorpe?”

Ian swooped down and attacked on three fronts; he pinned Michael down and ran his hands over Michael’s nipples while licking his tongue across Michael’s lips.  Within three minutes he’d flipped Michael over and was slicking himself up.  

Michael put up a pro forma struggle but had joyfully gone along with Ian’s plan and was now pulling a pillow over and shoving it under his hips.  “What’s taking you so long?”

Briefly, Ian considered rolling over and feigning sleep just to pay Michael back for saying Shaun was hot but he looked down at the long taut body spread out below him and figured revenge could wait.  He pulled his hips back and plunged in, sprawling himself over Michael’s back and sliding his left hand under Michael’s stomach.

“Oh god, Ian.  Oh yes.  Please baby.”

Ian drew back and plunged in again, pulling Michael up onto his knees to get a better angle.  After several more thrusts, he forgot he was a little ticked and just enjoyed making love to Michael again.  At some point he felt the need to see more of Michael and drew back, quickly pulling Michael over onto his back and dove in between his legs.

Michael immediately wrapped his legs around Ian’s waist and pulled Ian’s head down to exchange lush sloppy kisses.  His hands ran down Ian’s back and then latched onto Ian’s ass.  “Come on, Ian go harder.”

“Michael- oh.” Ian felt his eyes roll back when Michael’s anus seemed to twitch around him. “Jesus! Where the hell did you learn that?”

Smiling smugly, Michael did it again. “I was lonely and I had a laptop. I found this website about how to exercise certain parts so I tried it out.”

Ian groaned and knew he was fast losing control of this situation, if he ever had it in the first place.  To distract his naughty man, he pulled back and surged in and out not giving Michael time to grip him again.  Soon they were both striving together and against each other, reaching their peaks within a few moments of each other.

They snuggled and spent a while catching their breath when Ian suddenly tweaked Michael’s nipple. 

“Hey!”

“That’s for the swapping thing. I thought you were serious for a minute there.”

Michael stretched languidly and wrapped his arms back around Ian. “No way. I’m way too greedy to share you with anyone.”

“So that whole thing about Shaun being hot was not true?” Ian asked suspiciously.

“Oh he’s hot but you’re the only one for me.”

While Ian turned that over in his head, Michael rolled away and strolled into the bathroom, stopping to peek in on the boys’ alcove on the way.  Ian joined him a minute later in the shower.

“So you do think he’s hot.”

“You are definitely hotter and even if I was single, he’d be eye candy not relationship material.  Get your hair wet and I’ll shampoo you.”

Ian did as he was told and sighed when Michael’s fingers massaged through his scalp. “Why is he just eye candy?”

“Well he’s nice and all but he’s not my type.  He’s kind of short really.”

“He’s not that short. He’s at least six foot.”

“Yeah but I like not having to lean down to kiss you.” Michael said, proving it.

“Ah. So it’s just his height?”

“Nah. He doesn’t have your nice shoulders and your wide chest and I’ll bet he doesn’t have this tight tummy not to mention your very sexy ass.” Michael replied, running his hands over each body part.  “Most of all his name isn’t Ian Thorpe therefore he’s merely eye candy to me.”

They finally got out of the shower ten minutes later after a nice snog and made their way back to the bedroom.  The sheets were changed and they were back in bed, both groaning a little when they realized they only had five hours before the alarm went off.

After a little maneuvering, they were in their favorite spooning position and Michael sighed happily as his nose found just the right spot on Ian’s neck.  “You smell so good.”

Ian snorted. “I think that’s where we started this evening’s events.”

“So it was and if we weren’t getting up so early I wouldn’t say no to a repeat. I love you Ian.”

“I love you too Michael.”

&&

Tuesday August 7, 2012

Ian yawned as the limo drove north and looked over at Chloe who was busy trying to get Harry’s cowlick to stay down.  He looked over at Michael and they shared a look filled with amusement.  Chloe had been fussing over her brothers all morning to the point where she’d vetoed Ian and Michael’s outfit choices for them.

“Michael love, we’ve got almost four weeks before school starts; where should we go on vacation?”

“Vacation? Um, I thought we were staying home?”

“You don’t want to go to the beach this year? I thought your parents were heading for Ocean City?”

“They are but I was sort of looking forward to staying home.” Michael said, emphasizing the last word a little.

“Ah.  Since you haven’t really been home.”

“No I haven’t.  But maybe we could take a couple of day trips as a compromise?” Michael asked with a hopeful tone.

Ian tapped a finger on his lips.  “Well that would work.  What did you have in mind?”

“We could take a drive around Dutch country, visit Longwood Gardens, Winterthur and Nemours, tour Chaddsford Winery, the potato chip factory and-.”

“I see you’ve put a lot of thought into this.”

“Not really.  Those were all places I’ve wanted to go to since we moved here but training and school got in the way.  We could do them now though.”

“We could indeed.”

&&

Michael pushed the stroller slowly, giving Jamey and Harry plenty of time to take in the riotous blooms in the garden space nearby.  Ian drew up next to him with the other stroller containing Robbie and Liam.  Chloe had run ahead with Grant and Pieter to the next playground and their parents were somewhere behind them walking leisurely to work off their picnic lunch.

“They really love flowers.” Michael commented.

“Yes they do. I think it’s all the colors.  How do you feel about putting in a veg patch out back for us and the kids?  I want to grow a few things and the boys will probably like having something to dig around in.”

“Sounds like a plan.  Um, you know it’s a little late in the year for growing anything.”

“Oh I know but I could probably get a couple of beds dressed in time for a few winter crops.”

“Okay, Mr. Gardener’s Son. I’m going to expose my total ignorance on this subject and ask what kind of crops grow in the winter.”

“Broccoli, cabbage, kale, radishes, asparagus, carrots and beets are a few.” Ian spouted off with a grin.

“Oh yum. Asparagus orzo with parmesan cheese!” Michael exclaimed as they both started pushing again.

Ian laughed, “Trust you to immediately think of food although I admit that does sound good.  Have you ever made that?”

“No but I saw a great recipe online that looked really easy.  I now have no objections to a veggie garden and I’ll even help if you tell me what to do.”

“Glad to hear it.  You know, I just thought of something.  We can go sledding or tubing this winter.”

Michael stopped and looked at Ian. “That would be totally awesome. Hee! I just had a great idea for Halloween costumes for the boys.”

“We’re taking them trick or treating?”

“Just on our block.  What do you think of Abominable Snow boys?  Wouldn’t that be a cool picture?”

“Let me get this straight. You want to dress our sons, our precious sons, in furry costumes?”

“Oh I guess that’s not a great idea?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You implied it.”

“Well let me think about it for a while.  You aren’t going to add gory teeth or anything scary, are you?”

“No way. I was thinking soft fake fur with these furry slippers I saw online.  They’d be warm at least.”

“You’re planning on sewing these yourself?”

“I think I could take a shot at it. Margaret would probably help and I want to learn to use the sewing machine your cousins gave me for more than hemming.”

“Michael, you know that sewing machine was meant to be an ironic gift.”

“Sure I do.  Traditional gift for Thorpe brides and all but I’m not going to just let it sit there. That would be a waste and it has all these cool functions like one step button holes and it hooks up to a computer to do embroidery.”

“Did you take the manual with you to training camp?” Ian asked suspiciously.

“Yeah, camp was really boring.  Besides, you’re always saying that it’s hard to find nice clothes for the boys that aren’t too cutesy or that don’t have cartoon character logos.”

“You’re seriously considering making clothing for the boys?”

“I don’t know if I can learn to sew that well but I can try.  Don’t worry; I was planning to ask you to design for me.”

“You were?”

“Sure.  You have a great eye and you have a mental list of what you hate in kids clothes.”

“I do?” Ian asked as they paused again so the boys could bird watch at the pond.

“Yep.  You hate advertising logos, rough seams, the fact that the standard kid seems to have legs two inches shorter than the boys do, shirts that have those weird necklines, strange materials that show every stain no matter how much you wash them.  Should I go on?”

“No. I think you’ve made your point.  I had no idea I was that picky.”

“You are but it’s one of the things I love about you.  You want the boys to be well dressed but you also want them to have practical clothing.   And fabric shopping could be fun.”

Ian gave Michael a look. “You think you’re tempting me with shopping, don’t you?”

“Yep and it’s so working too.”

&&

They joined Chloe, Grant and Pieter on the grass under some trees and let the boys out of their strollers, going into watch mode when they all immediately started crawling in different directions.

Once they were herded back into the same general area, Grant looked up from where he was helping Harry walk around in circles.  “You know, I think Harry’s going to walk first.”

“No way! It’ll definitely be Robbie.” Michael said quickly.

“You’re both wrong.  Jamey is the man.” Pieter proclaimed.  “He’s almost put it together.”

Ian looked at Liam who was standing all by himself rocking slightly and instantly proposed a small wager.   Chloe just rolled her eyes at them since she thought they were all silly and went to join her grandparents at the nearby benches.

&&

Wednesday August 8, 2012

“I still can’t believe I did that.”

“Michael stop beating yourself up over it.  We’ve all done it.” Ian said calmly as he sipped his iced tea and looked over the pictures that Chris had emailed.  “Can you believe this house?”

Michael leaned over and took a peek. “Wow. That’s some view.”

“And look at this kitchen.” Ian said as he scrolled down the page.  “God, I love those restaurant style refrigerators.”

“Speaking of kitchens, are we still planning to renovate ours?”

“Yes we are.  Would you mind that style of fridge?”

“It doesn’t have ice making and wouldn’t things get lost in the back?”

“Hm.  You’re right. I wonder if they make them less deep.”

“I like being able to see everything but that means we’d have to keep it neat and the doors clean.”

“So you’re basically saying you don’t like this style?”

“No, I’m saying it has drawbacks.  I think they make them with solid doors and we’d have to have a freezer unit too.  That might be a good idea since we’ll have four or more teenagers in a few years.”

“Four or more?  Chloe will be over twenty by the time – oh. You’re talking more babies.”

“Yeah.”

“You’d really be okay with having another?”

“Sure.  I was only worried about having the boys because of the timing and my training.”

“Oh.”

“What? You thought you’d have to talk me into it?”

“Well yes.”

“Now you know differently.”

“Oh. So if I said let’s start the process tomorrow, you’d be okay with that?” Ian asked.

“Yep.” Michael said serenely. “Although that means we’d have five or more bottoms to diaper.”

“Oh.” Ian said sounding less than happy about that.  “But you’d do it anyway?”

“Yep. Diapers don’t bother me.”

“They don’t bother me either.”

Michael merely snorted at that. “Oh yes they do. You change them anyway but you are always horrified.”

“Well those boys produce some really heinous stuff.” Ian said defensively.

“Tell me about it. I’m surprised the government doesn’t sneak in and steal their diapers for weapons but it doesn’t stop you from doing it.  I always wanted a lot of kids but I always worried about the person I would raise them with.  I never wanted to risk putting my kids through a divorce.   That’s not something I worry about with you.”

“Really?  Even when things weren’t going so well with us?”

“No because we worked through them together.  I think those episodes made our relationship stronger actually.”

Ian reached over and took Michael’s hand.  “Really?”

“Yes. We had some stumbling blocks but I know that I love you and that you love me.”

“I do love you, Michael. More every day.”

“Me too.”

Any romantic kiss that might have followed that was interrupted when a couple of the boys started crying.  Both men looked up to see a wet cat streaking for the stairs, a sippy cup without a lid and all four boys with wet heads and shoulders.

“Oh geeze!” Michael exclaimed as they got up to deal with the aftermath.  “What happened?”

“I’m not sure but I’m glad it’s a hot day.” Ian remarked as he grabbed a couple of napkins and tried to dry Liam.

&&

Ian jogged up the stairs and opened the door to the master bedroom floor quietly.  They’d put the boys down an hour ago and he’d been busy writing his log when it occurred to him that aside from Michael and the boys, there was no one else home.  Since he was not one to ever pass up an opportunity, he’d quickly emailed his short entry and shut down the computer.

He found Michael in the bathtub with some kind of green gook on his face, cotton pads over his eyes, some other kind of white stuff on his feet (which were out of the water), soft music playing on the stereo, a couple of lit candles and an ocean-like scent in the air.

Feeling a bit conflicted by the fact that Michael apparently had a skin care regime that he knew nothing about, Ian sat down on the edge of the tub and softly cleared his throat.

Michael started a little and fluttered a hand out. “Ian?”

“Yes it’s me.  What are you doing?”  Ian asked then watched in amusement the blush spread down from Michael’s forehead and down into the milky looking water.

“Um, my skin is a bit dry from all the swimming.”

“What’s the green stuff?”

“Avocado and yoghurt.”

“Is there something on the cotton pads?”

“Rose hip tea. It’s supposed to be good for under-eye bags.”

“And the feet?”

“Oatmeal, cornmeal, salt, lotion and aloe.  It’s supposed to exfoliate.”

“You raided the kitchen for this?”

“Well yeah. I found a bunch of recipes on the internet and decided to try them out.  The stuff on the counter is salt and buttermilk, for large pores.”

Despite his best intentions, Ian couldn’t help looking over at the bowl on counter. “Does it work? Wait, where do you have enlarged pores?”

“Right around my nose.  I already did that part and it seems to tighten things up a bit.  It’s supposed to be applied several times a week.  I made extra of everything and I was going to invite you up for a mini-spa thing when you were done.”

“Well that makes me feel better.  Can I go ahead and try it?”

“Of course but take a shower first. There’s a bowl of Oatmeal-Citrus Scrub in there and I’ll be done when you get out and we can do the full body masques.”

Shaking his head, Ian pulled his shirt over his head and took off his shorts. “Just how bored did you get at camp?”

“I asked Brenda to teach me how to knit.  I think Miles has firmly joined the ‘Michael is so weird’ group.”

“You learned how to knit?” Ian asked, turning away from his perusal of the items on the counter.

“I need more work on my purling technique.  I was going to try and knit you a scarf for your birthday but it’s really didn’t turn out well.”

“It’s the thought that counts, Michael.”

“Remember that when I show it to you.” Michael said as he damped his feet and started rubbing them.  “Oh, this feels neat.”

Ian slipped into the shower and turned on the water, poking the mixture in the bowl as he stood under the spray.  It looked weird but it smelled pleasantly of lemons and oranges so he picked some up and started scrubbing.  Oh.  Very nice and it didn’t seem as harsh as commercial preparations he’d used.

After trying out the buttermilk and the body masque, Michael helped Ian into a freshly drawn bath and slathered a fruity smelling stuff on his face.

“This doesn’t smell like avocados.”

“This is papaya, lime and honey.  Softens the skin and removes dead cells.”

“Oh.”

Michael moved on to Ian’s feet and applied the mixture then put the avocado and yoghurt on Ian’s hands which tended to get dry.   He set the timer and patted Ian’s shoulder.

“I’m going to check on the boys and I’ll be back with some drinks in a couple of minutes.”

“Okay.”

Ian heard Michael leave and relaxed back into the bath.  His husband was certainly a man of many talents although Ian was a bit worried at how miserable Michael had seemed to be at training camp.  He’d tried to visit several times a week and he’d expect Michael to be busy with well, training and all but obviously that wasn’t the case.

By eleven thirty they were snuggling in bed and Ian was feeling totally refreshed from the skin treatments when he broached the subject.

“Michael, should I have come down every day while you were at camp? It doesn’t sound like you were happy down there.”

“I wasn’t.  I really missed you and the kids and I kept thinking that you were only right up the road.  There were a couple of nights where I was tempted to chuck the whole thing and just come home to you.”

“I’m sorry love.” Ian said softly, stroking Michael’s back.

“Why are you sorry?  I thought it was great that I wouldn’t be so far away but it ended up being sort of torturous.  Bob said he felt bad about it but by the time I realized how bad it would be, it was too late.”

“When did you realize it?”

“At the end of the first week so it really was too late.  It’s okay baby. It’s all over now and hey, I learned some stuff so it wasn’t a total loss.  And no, you shouldn’t have come down everyday to answer your question.  It wasn’t fun but it had a nice side benefit.”

“Which was?”

“It really emphasized how important my family is to me.  Just don’t ask me about the sheep, okay?”

Ian opened his mouth and snapped it closed. “The sheep?”

“I told you not to ask but since I’m sure Miles is going to say something anyway, I’ll tell you all about my crazy idea to buy a farm in Australia far away from civilization and raise sheep.”

“Um. You don’t like sheep.”

“I know which is why it was a crazy idea. Hey, what are we doing tomorrow?”

“Modern Pentathlon but we’ve got to leave before the final event because you have an interview.”

“And what about Friday?”

“Volleyball in the morning and the Speedo party that night.”

“Why don’t we skip volleyball and go shopping? The boys are really busting out of their clothes and we could use some new stuff for winter.”

“We? You’re volunteering to go shopping with me?”

“Yeah. I might complain about how picky you are but I even missed that and it’ll be nice just spending some time on our own.”

“Well I’m not going to turn that down.”
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Friday August 10, 2012

Michael finished loading the dishwasher and turned to Ian who was busy with his lists at the kitchen table.  He checked the time and made sure he had his wallet before tapping Ian on the shoulder.

“Are you ready to go, baby?”

“Oh. Yes.  I think so.” Ian said, tucking his list in his pocket and standing up. “Should we say goodbye to the boys?”

“We already did when they went downstairs for playtime with Gail and Sheila.”

“Right. Okay, let’s go.”

Ian led the way out of the front door and turned left towards the subway when Michael caught his arm and led him to the right.

“Michael, the subway line we need is that way.”

“True but the limousine is over there.” Michael said, pointing down the street.

“You rented a limo?”

“Yep.  That way you can shop all you want and we won’t have to carry all around with us.” Michael answered, nodding at the driver who was holding the door for them.

Ian got in the car and waited for Michael to get settled before pouncing on him. “You (kiss) are (kiss) an (kiss) absolute (kiss) lunatic.”  

Michael kissed him back for a few minutes before drawing back with a smile. “You needed some spoiling.”

“I did?”

“Yep and I’m just the man to do it.”
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More money than either one of them wanted to think about later, Michael tipped the driver generously as the man had not only helped them unload the car but had also taken them to several great shops that Ian hadn’t been aware of. 

“Thanks again, Robert.”

“My pleasure, Michael.  I’ll be outside the hotel at eight thirty.”

Michael closed the front door after saying good bye and joined Ian in the kitchen as he was unpacking their booty.   They’d gotten quite a haul and he smiled at the happy sounds Ian was making as he stroked a hand over a long wool coat.

“Did you have a good time, Ian?”

“I had a wonderful time, thank you Michael.”

“You’re welcome.  You like that coat?”

“Oh yes.  I’ve always wanted an Escorial wool coat and this fits perfectly.  I almost bought one years ago in Australia but I really couldn’t justify the money when I’d have only worn it a couple of times a year.  I can’t believe that someone would put this in a consignment shop.  Wait, where did Robert go?”

“He went home and I gave him a big tip.”

“How big?”

“Two hundred.”

“Oh, thank you.  Just finding this coat was worth that.  Did you get his card?”

“Yep. I put it in your organizer.”

“Good. We’re definitely calling him the next time we’re here.  I did think you were crazy for getting that limo but it really was a good idea.”

“Thank you.  Do you want something to eat?”

Ian nodded in a distracted manner, already turning to the next bag. “I suppose I could eat.  Will there be food tonight?”

It was a good thing Ian was preoccupied or he would have seen Michael’s guilt pause. “Yes, there will definitely be food tonight.”

“Oh good.  We should get our suits out and make sure they’re okay.  It’s a pity it’s not cold enough for me to wear the coat but I really should get it cleaned first anyway.”

“I’ll go take our suits out.  Are you wearing your blue tie or the red?”

“The blue.”

“Okay.”

Michael slipped away and while he was upstairs, made a quick phone call to confirm their dinner reservations and then returned to the kitchen to put together a few skimpy sandwiches.  
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“Michael, go up there already.” Ian hissed out of the side of his mouth as Michael seemed to be suddenly cast in concrete.  He added a discreet jab to the ribs and that got Michael moving.   

Ian watched as Michael made his way across the room, stopping to shake people’s hands and hug a few of the people who’d spoke before he reached the president of Warnaco, SpeedoUSA’s parent company and the president of Speedo International.  He saw Michael’s eyes widen at the check in his hand before his husband turned to make a few remarks.

“Uh. I’m not really sure what to say.  You guys really surprised me.  I can’t really tell you how much my association with Speedo has meant to me both professionally and personally. It has been a great honor and a great pleasure to have worked with all of you. Thank you.”

Michael did another much slower round of hand shakes, with a few hugs and kisses thrown in for good measure before he returned to their table and quickly sat down.

“Are you okay?” Ian asked quietly.

“Yeah. I just wasn’t expecting them to all go on about me like that.”

“It was all true Michael.”

“They made me sound like some kind of perfect superhero.” Michael said uncomfortably.

Before Ian could say anything, Grant leaned over and gave Michael’s arm a pat.  “I would pay a thousand dollars to see you in tights.”

Michael’s mouth dropped open and he couldn’t help it.  He started laughing and kept laughing until he had to pick up a napkin and wipe his eyes.  Ian shot Grant a grateful look, glad that Michael no longer looked so uneasy.

A half hour later, the band started playing and Michael stood up.  “Ian, I think they’re playing our song.”

Ian stood and let Michael led him onto the floor, sliding his hands around Michael’s waist as they swayed to the music.  “Since when is this our song?”

“Any song’s our song when it comes to dancing.  By the way, we’re leaving in a half hour.”

“We are? I thought there was dinner?”

“There is dinner but we’re not eating here.”

“We’re not?”

“Nope. We have reservations somewhere else.”

“We’re just going to leave?  You’re the guest of honor.” Ian said, slightly scandalized at the thought.

“Well I’ve had these reservations for months and I told Bethany we’d have to leave early. She said that the bigwigs would cut out right after the presentation and look around.”

Ian took a quick gander and realized Michael was right.  “Where’d they go?”

“I have no idea and I don’t care. You know I missed Ian Day this year and I’m really feeling bad about that.”

“Oh we did miss that didn’t we?”

“Yep.”

“So we’re just going to leave all the parents and Chloe and Grant and Pieter here?”

“They know where the house is and your parents know we’re skipping out early.”

“You diabolical man.  Where are we going?”

“Do you really want me to tell you?”

“Yes.”

Michael leaned in and whispered two little words that made Ian’s heart skip a beat. Ian drew back and just stared.

“No way.”

“Oh yes. I called months ago and we have a table for two by the window at nine.”

Ian checked his watch and almost forcibly dragged Michael off the dance floor.  “Chloe, behave for the grandparents.  Grant and Pieter, make sure everyone gets home okay.  We’ll see you later.”

Ian hustled Michael out of the private room, out through the lobby and wasn’t surprised to see Robert waiting for them. He greeted the driver and almost shoved Michael inside.  The door was closed behind them and Michael found himself pinned to the seat with a horny Australian in his lap.

“Ian, you’re going to give me wrinkles.” Michael said with a grin not looking that worried at the prospect.

“I don’t care.  You’re the most wonderful man.”

“I only made reservations and took you shopping Ian. It’s not that big of a deal.”

“Yes it is.  You do those things not because you like them but because you know I do.  You are the most wonderful husband.” Ian said again, kissing him soundly.  “Have I mentioned lately how glad I am that I married you?”

“Nope.”

“Remind me later and I’ll show you.”
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Michael got the key out of his pocket and carefully opened the front door after he’d waved goodbye to Robert.  He and Ian had both had a little more to drink than they were used to and he felt a little woozy.  Ian wasn’t much better and he slipped an arm around Ian’s waist to pull him inside.

“Michael, have you ever noticed how big the stars look in New York?”

As Ian was currently looking up at the skyline, Michael didn’t answer.  He just got Ian in and closed the door, resetting the alarm and stopping in the kitchen to grab some bottled waters before getting Ian into the elevator.  

Thank goodness the boys were sleeping downstairs tonight, Michael thought as Ian’s tongue sneaked its way into his mouth.  Wow, Ian sure got frisky with a couple of glasses of wine.  They got off the elevator and Michael started helping Ian out of his clothes.  A task complicated by Ian’s trying to help but eventually, they were both naked and Ian was trying to burrow his way into Michael’s body using only his lips.

While Michael found that very enjoyable, he tried to reciprocate as best he could when Ian suddenly stopped moving.  Michael looked down and realized that Ian had fallen asleep, his lips still pursed in mid kiss.

Michael sighed and pulled Ian up onto the pillows then he got out of bed and downed an entire bottle of water before heading to the bathroom.  He rejoined Ian a few minutes later after taking care of business and brushing his teeth to find Ian had sprawled out over the entire bed.   He wedged his way in somehow and settled down, drawing the sheets and blanket over them.

It was disappointing to have their evening end like this but then, he was going to have Ian for the rest of his life so he could deal.  He pressed a kiss onto Ian’s shoulder and closed his eyes.  He could definitely deal if he got Ian in the bargain.
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Ian woke up at six am and waited to hear the boys in the next door.  It took him a couple of minutes to remember the previous evening and he almost fell about of bed looking for Michael who as it turned out was peacefully sleeping next to him.

Oh. He must have not been that horrible then although he could tell by the state of his mouth that he’d had a bit to drink last night.   He got up and hurried to the bathroom, not just for his toothbrush but he had other urgent business too.

A quick shower later, he felt much better and was surprised that he didn’t feel hung over at all.  Michael was still asleep so Ian started picking up their clothes that had been tossed all over the place.

He heard a strange sound when he handled Michael’s suit coat and realized that it must be the check from last night.  He pulled it out and went to set it on the nightstand when the numbers caught his eyes.  He sat down so heavily on the bed that Michael took a big bounce and woke up all at once.

“Wha? Wa?  Ian?  What’s wrong?”

“Michael, did you actually look at this check?” Ian asked, still a bit shocked.

“Um. Yeah.”

“Good lord.  Did you know-?”

“No and I’m trying not to think about it.” Michael said as his heart stopped pounding and he dropped back onto the bed.

“I can’t believe how much this is.  Do you know what you could do with this kind of money?”

“Well I hope we’re earmarking some of it to buy property in Sydney.”

Ian turned quickly.  “What?”

“I said I hope we would put some of it aside to buy property in Sydney.”

“I know what you said but you’d really do that that with your money?”

“My money? I thought it was our money and we are going to be in Australia at some point.  I figured now we’d have time to find something we both like or maybe even build a house.  You think we could get property on the water?”

“Michael, this is seven million dollars.  How expensive do you think water front property is in Sydney?”

“I have no idea.” Michael said, sitting up again and looping his arms around Ian’s waist. “What’s wrong?  We always planned on living in both places.”

“I just didn’t expect this.  I mean I thought we’d buy something there but building a house?”

“Sure.  You have all those sketches, I’d bet you could even design it.”

Ian thought that over for a minute. “I’d have to take some architecture classes.”

“Okay.”

“And do some research about where to build, maybe call some –.” Ian paused before his brain became occupied by the thought of building a house, no a home in Sydney.  He turned and caught the smile on Michael’s lips and the look in Michael’s eyes.  “God, you really do love me, don’t you?”

“Well duh you big lug.”

Ian pushed Michael back and swung a leg over so he was straddling Michael’s waist and looked down into Michael’s dear face.  “No, I mean you get me.  You understand me.”

“You understand me too.” Michael said.

“I do but I don’t do these kinds of -.” Ian stopped talking when Michael suddenly surged up and flipped them over.

“Baby, you are my life.  You have given me the family I always wanted. You gave me the courage to raise our daughter, to have our sons.  You gave me back my dad and you’ve brought Margaret and Ken into my life.  You even gave me a career.  These things I do for you aren’t anything compared to all the things you’ve given me.”

Ian huffed a little, touched but still wanting Michael to know how much the things Michael did meant to him.  “Michael, I love you.”

Michael’s smile widened and he leaned down to kiss Ian. “I love you more.”

“That’s just not possible.” Ian said as he ran a hand down Michael’s side.

Grinning now, Michael bent down to kiss Ian again when they both heard the elevator ding on their floor.   Michael put his head on Ian’s shoulder and pulled up the sheet.  “Damn. I don’t think I locked the door.”

They both looked over when the doors slid open and a herd of babies came crawling into the room.   At first, neither noticed that there was no adult with the boys and after they changed four diapers and Ian quickly showered and dressed, they took the boys down to the kitchen expecting to find Gail or Grant or Pieter or someone else awake.

Michael went down to the basement then ran upstairs to find that they really were the only adults awake and went back to share the news with Ian.  He sat down and picked up a jar of baby food.

“I think they figured out the elevator.  It was my fault because I didn’t lock it down last night.”

“Well, we’re leaving in two days so a fat lot of good it’s going to do them.  Although it is pretty amazing that they did it at all.”  Ian said as he spooned food into Jamey then Robbie.

“I think they took a little side trip before they made it up to our room.  There are toys all over the living room and the newspaper is suspiciously shredded.”

They both looked at Harry, their little paper shredder, who gave them a gap toothed grin of pure innocence and demanded more food.

“Michael, do you think the boys are going to need braces?” Ian asked as he obliged Harry.

“I don’t know but I think Chloe will.  Has she been to a dentist lately?”

Ian almost dropped his spoon.  “Oh hell.  That’s what I was meaning to do before we left, make dental appointments.”

“And we need to get Chloe’s uniforms.”

“I have the list in my laptop and on the home network.  Will you remind me about the dental thing? I don’t have a free hand at the moment.”

“I will.  Can you hand me some of those orange wedges?  I think Mr. Harry would like some fruit.”

“Here you go love.”

“Thanks baby.  Are we taking the boys to the soccer match later?”

“I don’t see why not. I think they’ll like it.”

“Me too.  Will you have time to get the lasagna made for tonight?”

“For Whitney?  Yes, I already did it the other night while you were out.  It’s been in the fridge since yesterday.”

“Awesome.  Maybe we should stop at the market on the way home and pick up some salad greens.  We’re almost out and I don’t think we should bother with another delivery since we’re going home in two days.”

“Good idea.  She needs all the veggies she can get at this stage.  Have you spoken to Whitney recently?”

“The other day.  She’s worried about how they’re going to deal with two boys.”

“And you said?”

“Well I didn’t say that we have four and she’s not going to get any sympathy from us.”

“Good thing you held your tongue love.  I look fantastic in black but getting killed by your seventh months pregnant sister would just be embarrassing.”

“Very true.  She and Trent want to baby sit for us tonight.”

Ian paused as he wiped up Jamey’s hands and face.  “Oh. Uh.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure I like it either.  Not that I don’t think they can’t handle it but Whitney’s not moving very fast these days.”

“Hm.  I suppose we have to let them though.  It’s important for her confidence that we trust them with our precious little angels.”

“God, I can’t believe you said that with a completely straight face.” Michael commented as he lifted Liam out of the high chair and set up on the floor.

“I’ve been practicing.  Oh god. Robbie, are you hiding an anvil on your person?” Ian asked rhetorically as he lifted Robbie out.

“Only a sledgehammer.” Michael answered as he put Harry down.  “Okay I have a plan.  We were skipping taekwondo anyway so why don’t you pick up Chloe while Hilary and I take a walk?  Or I’ll go while you and Hilary take a walk.  That way, one of us is near and we’ll both have our cell phones.”

“I like that plan.  Hey, where’d Liam go?”

They both heard the elevator ding and rushed into the foyer to see the doors closing on four ‘angelic’ little faces.

“We forgot to turn it off again.” Michael said as he dashed upstairs with Ian on his heels.
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“So Hil. How’s it going?”

“Good.  I like Denver.”

“And how’s Craig?”

“He’s good.”

They walked further down the block, letting the dogs set the pace and Michael looked down at his sister with a worried expression.

“So what’s wrong?”

“What makes you think anything is wrong?”

“Because you’ve been a little off for a while.”

Hilary’s mouth turned down. “Is it that obvious?”

“Maybe not to the rest of the world but you are my big sister.  You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to but I am here if you need an ear.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.  I just need to think it over for a while.”

“And it’s something you don’t want to talk about with Whitney.” Michael stated.

She sighed and tightened her hand that was resting on Michael’s arm. “No.  Okay, I’m going to tell you.  Craig and I are going to have a baby.”

“Hil!” Michael exclaimed reaching over to hug her gently.  “That’s terrific!  How far along are you?  Have you had your first ultrasound?”

“Whoa.  Wait.  I’m only three months pregnant.  I found out just before we came out here.”

“And it’s killing you not to tell people but you don’t want to steal Whitney’s thunder.”

“Right.”

“Okay. If you want my opinion, I think you should tell Whitney and Mom.  I mean you’re not going to get any less pregnant and then they’ll be hurt that you didn’t share it with them.”

“You really think so?”

“Well sure.  Whitney isn’t a total spazz and you guys are so close.  She’ll probably be so happy for you and Mom’s going to be ecstatic.  Wow. I’m so happy for you.” Michael said, hugging her again.

“Thanks.  Okay, I guess I was being silly.  That’s what Craig inferred anyway.”

“I don’t think you were being silly, you were just trying to be a good sister.  I’ll bet Whitney will actually be happy that now Mom won’t have just her to worry about.  How are you feeling?”

“I’m a little nauseous sometimes but I’ve been doing the ginger tea and saltine cracker thing and that really helps.”

“Good.  I’ll ask Ian to send you some of the hard ginger candies too.  Chris had to switch to those later in her pregnancy.”

“Thanks again.  So, now it’s your turn to spill.  What did you do to Ian to make him glow like that?”

“Glow?  Are you suggesting that I got him pregnant?”

“Ha ha.  No, I mean he just looked really happy.  You do too for that matter.”

“Um, it’s nice to be together again.  Training camp was rough and now we know we’ll finally have an almost normal life.”

“Uh huh.  So there’s been no sex?” Hilary asked slyly.

“Hilary! I’m not going to tell you about my sex life!”

Hilary chuckled and ruffled up his hair.  “Glad to see I can still get you, little bro.”
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Monday August 13, 2012

Michael finished squeezing that last bag under one of the seats in the back and checked the bungee cords on Flannel’s cage before walking forward and sitting in the driver’s seat.  Ian came out of the house a few minutes later.

“Well the cleaning crew is on the job and Gwen’s got the keys back.  I’ve checked every floor and I believe we have everything.  Are we ready to go?”

“We’re just waiting for Grant and Pieter to come back with the dogs.”

“Okay.” Ian twisted around and saw that the boys were already sleeping, his parents were settled in, Gail was reading and Chloe was leaning back in her seat with her headphones on.  “Staying here was a lot of fun but I’m glad we’re going before the boys figured out the front door and alarm.”

“I hear that.  How long do you think it’s going to be before Chloe’s asleep?”

“I say she’ll be out before we leave the city.  She really had a good time.”

“Yeah but I really could have lived without knowing about the fencing lessons.”

“Me too. Oh, there’s Grant and Pieter. Woo! We’re going home!”

Michael chuckled.  “I was just going to say that.”

“Well I beat you too it.”  Ian said as he stood up and took the dog’s leashes while Grant and Pieter got settled.   His friends were looking a little rough around the edges from their night out on Saturday and two weeks of constant running.

Once the doors were closed and the dogs sprawled out in the beds under the boys’ seats, Michael put the bus in gear and carefully pulled out onto the street.   The ride home was quiet as everyone but Michael and Ian took an opportunity to catch up on their sleep.

Ian started grinning when he realized that Michael had been repeating something under his breath for the last few miles.

“Are you that eager to get home?”

“Oh yeah.  Our bed, our bathroom, our nightstands.  I’d say our sheets but we took those with us.  Our hallway, our stairs, our closet, our kitchen, our-.”

“Okay. I get your point.  What’s the first thing you’re going to do when we get there?”

“You mean after we unload the bus, turn the water back on, change and feed the boys, feed the animals, walk the dogs, say ‘hi’ to all of Chloe’s friends, get dinner going and start the laundry?”

“Yes, after that.”

“I’m not sure. What did you have planned?”

“Lounging on the couch with you.”

“That’s good for me.”
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Grant and Pieter were nice enough to hand around and help unload the bus but vanished soon afterwards to their own house while Ian and Michael finished hauling everything inside.  Margaret got dinner started and then helped Chloe, Gail and Ken feed the boys while Ian and Michael got the various items put in the right areas and before long, Ian and Michael were on their comfy couch while the boys crawled and rolled around the gated family room.

The rest of the family had disappeared into their own spaces and Michael sighed happily.  “Do you hear that?”

Ian shook his head. “I don’t hear anything aside from Mum and Dad’s telly, Chloe on the phone, Gail in the kitchen and the boys babbling away.”

“I know.  That’s the sound of home.”
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Vicious Cycles

August 21, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael spotted Ian sitting out on the back deck with his laptop so he poured two large glasses of iced tea and went out to join him.

“Tea?”

Ian looked up over the rim of his glasses. “Why yes thank you. Are the boys asleep?”

“Out like lights so I think they’re finally back on their schedule. Margaret said she’d keep an ear on the monitor for us.  What are you doing?”

“Oh, making notes for Chloe’s uniform pieces and since the Springside calendar came in the mail today; I’m integrating it with the family calendar.  Good thing you have a few months off because we’re going to be busy.”

“We are?”

“The parents’ association meeting is the fourteenth, we’re hosting the new parents dinner on the eighteenth and then there’s visiting day on the twenty fifth.  And we’re both volunteering at the consignment shop the first two weeks of October not to mention taking Chloe to practice every other week.”

“When did we agree to host the dinner?”

“Last spring. You didn’t want to volunteer for the book fair again.”

“No I sure didn’t. Okay, so are we hosting it here or at a restaurant?”

“I would love to host it at a restaurant but we’d look like we were throwing money around, the other volunteers will have a fit and let’s not go there.  I think we’ll have to do it here and try to figure out how to seat forty or so people.”

“Since Margaret and Ken are moving to the basement we could put tables in the living room, study and out to that end of the sunroom.  That way everyone is sort of together but there’s room to circulate.  We put the buffet set up in the dining room which has two doors so people won’t get bunched up in there.”

“Hm.  I think that would work and if we have decent weather, people can spill out onto the deck.  I like it. You know what this means though, don’t you?  We’ll need to do something about the furniture in the family room.”

“But Ian! I love that couch.  That’s our couch.”

“I know love but let’s face it; there is no way the grape jelly stains are ever coming out.  It’s been a good couch but I think we need to find furniture with washable slipcovers until certain people learn to not eat on the furniture.” Ian said with a look since they both knew who was responsible for the stains.

Michael flushed a little. “Okay, you’re right. I guess it’s time but we are going to find something comfortable that we both fit on.”

“Good.  By the way, the boys have their check up next Tuesday and we all have dental appointments the following Thursday.  Are we planning anything for our anniversary? It’s on Wednesday.”

“Do you want to go out to dinner that night?”

“I suppose but nothing fancy.”

“Here’s an idea; why don’t we take Chloe and the boys out to lunch on Wednesday at McCormick and Schmick’s and we’ll go sofa shopping this weekend.”

“That’s an anniversary celebration I can get behind although I am surprised that you’re giving up on the couch so easily.”

“I’m tired of trying to get the grape jelly out.”

“Ah. We’re also taking Chloe shopping for her uniforms the day after tomorrow. Are you up for that?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Just checking. She was sort of half enthusiastic and half ‘but I don’t want to shop with my dads’ when I asked her about it.”

“We’re not going to give her a credit card and set her loose so she’ll just have to deal with us.”

“That’s what I told her.” Ian snapped the laptop closed and set it over on the table. “It’s a really great day out here, isn’t it?”

“Yep.  Where were you planning on putting in the garden?”

“It will have to be a spot with southern exposure for the best results. Want to see where I think it will work?”

“Sure.”
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Thursday, August 23, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael signed a credit card slip with his regular scrawl and took the bag the sales clerk handed him. Chloe and Ian had already moved on to the next store and he trudged over there, well aware of his role of pack mule and money provider.  Ian was perfectly capable of whipping out the credit cards but being the tote and carry member of the shopping expedition gave him all the fun of watching Chloe and Ian get into the shopping rhythm with none of the burden of making fashion decisions for his daughter.  A total win-win situation.

He was just about to turn into the shop Chloe said they’d be at when he spotted a crafty type store across the way.  Hm. He wasn’t sure if his whole sewing thing was just a sign of how bored and desperate he’d been away from his family or if he was really serious about it but it wouldn’t hurt to check out some fabrics, would it?

Ducking in the clothing store, he spotted Ian and Chloe back by wall of socks and went over.  “Hey guys, I’m going to take these bags out the car and then check out the store across the way.”

“What store?” Ian and Chloe asked simultaneously.

“A fabric store.”

Chloe gave him a look of puzzlement but Ian merely nodded. “Okay. We’ll meet you in a while near the escalator.”

Michael hurried out and returned from the car a few minutes later, loitering for a minute outside the store before going in.  It wasn’t a big store and seemed more angled for crafters and quilting types but there were lots of fabrics and he wandered up and down the aisles for a few minutes, just checking things out.  He stopped in front of the corduroy section and looked over the seventeen or so choices.

Cords would probably be a good choice for his first attempt at sewing something useful but he wasn’t sure – oh. Patterns. Duh, he needed patterns.  The books were just an aisle or two over and he quickly found a couple of different possibilities although the preponderance of patterns for girls was really disturbing. It was like people who had boys didn’t sew or something.  Ha! And there was a pattern that might work for the Halloween costumes.  Now to find some fabrics.

There was some fake fur but it felt kind of rough and itchy on the inside so he moved on to fleece. Ah, nice and soft on both sides and in a light gray. Okay then, now he needed Velcro and some thread if he remembered his reading correctly.   He’d been in the store for over a half hour and although there weren’t a lot of customers, the three sales clerks had spent the whole time huddled over near the cash register.

He picked up three bolts of fabric along with his patterns, thread and a few interesting looking notions and headed over there.  “Uh hi. I’d like to get some fabric and these things.”

The women exchanged looks and the youngest one finally broke the silence. “Hi. Aren’t you Michael Phelps?”

“Yes I am.”

“Oh. We were just trying to figure out if it really was you.”

“Yep. It’s me as far as I know.”

They all laughed and started asking him about the fabric and his plans, giving him some really great tips about working with the fleece and how to lay out the patterns.  They were soon having a nice conversation and Michael signed a couple of autographs before he left.

Ian was sitting across from the escalator and rose as Michael walked over. “So I see you survived.”

“Yep. I have stuff for the costumes and I’m also going to try making corduroy pants and maybe some overalls.”

“You want to know what Chloe said when I told her you were planning to take up sewing.” Ian asked with a grin.

“Sure, lay it on me.”

“She asked if you were going to be making her clothes too.”

Michael chortled. “Did she sound appropriately horrified?”

“Oh yeah.  She’s waiting for us at the restaurant.” Ian said sliding his arm through Michael’s as they started walking in that direction.

“What did you tell her?”

“Well I started out telling her that you were looking forward to sewing her prom dress but since she almost fainted, I didn’t follow up with the wedding dress idea.”

“You are so mean!”

“Hey, that’s another Thorpe family tradition – ritual embarrassment of one’s offspring. It’s really the only reason we ever spawn.”

“So what did Margaret and Ken do to you?”

“You mean aside from displaying my naked baby pictures to dates, telling me that money was tight so I’d have to wear my sister’s hand me down underwear to school and insisting on going with me to shop for condoms?”

“Ouch. And they were surprised that you ended up gay?”

“Huh. I never thought about it like that.  Wait until I use that one on Mum!”
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Saturday August 25, 2012

“Hey Ian?”

“Yes Michael?”

“I just remembered something.”

Ian paused before putting the toothbrush in his mouth. “What?”

“I’m supposed to go to Baltimore on Monday for an interview.”

“What time?”

“I need to be there by eleven. Hey, I could call Mom and ask her to baby sit for us then we could take the kids to the zoo. Gail’s not expected back until Wednesday, right?”

“Right. Well if Debs will go for it, I think it’s a good idea.  I like the Baltimore Zoo.”

It was Michael’s turn to stop pause as he reached for the soap. “When did we go to the zoo there?”

“We didn’t. I went with Fred one afternoon a couple of years ago.”

“You and my dad went to the zoo?”

“Yes. You were off with your mom somewhere and your dad stopped by. It must have been before Deb and Ryan’s wedding.  It was a nice day so we went to the zoo.”

“I had no idea you and Dad did that.”

Ian stepped into the shower. “Are you upset?”

“No! I think it’s cool that you guys get along.”

“But?”

“He’s never taken me to the zoo.”

“Yes he has. You were four and Fred said you got really upset because you weren’t allowed to take home one of the elephants.”  Ian said, taking the soap from Michael and lathering up his hands.

“Oh.”

“Are you still upset?”

“No and I wasn’t upset in the first place.  I guess I was just too young to remember that.”

“You were four so that’s not surprising.  Want me to do your back?”

“Okay.”
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Ian snuffled along Michael’s neck and breathed in the unique scent of Michael and soap. “I really like the stuff we picked out today.”

“I’m just glad we finally found a couch we both liked.  We really should paint the family room though before the new stuff gets here.  That’s the room we use the most and it shows.”

Levering himself up on his elbow, Ian looked down at Michael. “Michael, you know decorating is a vicious cycle.  With new paint and furniture, we’ll need new carpeting.”

“True although we did luck out because it’s only in that room.  What kind of flooring do you have planned for the kitchen?”

“I’ve got it narrowed down to either cork or commercial grade sheet linoleum. I want something that’s easy to clean, doesn’t show crumbs, and fairly hygienic.”

“Hm. We could use either one and run it in the kitchen, family and sun rooms. It’s got to be easier to clean than the ceramic tiles not to mention easier on the boys’ feet.”

“You don’t think it would look weird in a family room?”

“Not with an area rug.  Part of the problem with that wall to wall stuff is that the stains are down in the padding and they keep coming back. One good juice spill and we’re screwed.”

“Speaking of that . . .” Ian said with a wiggle of his brow before he leaned down and ran his lips up Michael’s neck, heading for his earlobe to whisper, “Will you make love to me tonight?”

“Oh. Um. Okay.  How do you-?”

“Surprise me.”

Michael grinned and suddenly rose up, flipping Ian over and taking a nip from Ian’s shoulder. “Put your hands under your head. You’re not allowed to touch me until I tell you that you can and I’m going to do things to you that you may not like but I’m going to do them anyway.”

“Do I get a safe word?”

“Pick one.”

“Sassafras.”

“Okay.”

First Michael draped him with the sheet and used mouth, hands and body to caress and stroke him.  When Ian was thoroughly a puddle of want and need, Michael slowly slid the sheet down, exploring each inch as it was exposed as if he’d never seen Ian’s body before.

Ian had a hard time not grabbing Michael between the licks, kisses and nibbles and finally ended up gripping the headboard and trying not to demand more. At one point, Michael threatened to gag him and although that idea was surprisingly intriguing, Ian would miss the occasional kiss Michael popped up to give him.

After the first orgasm, brought on by a long teasing session of Michael’s mouth and hands applied to his cock; Ian was feeling a little dreamy and didn’t immediately register that Michael had turned him over.  The long slick fingers certainly woke him up and he tried to move down to get more of them until Michael gave his ass a fast swat.

“Hey!”

“Hm. I’m not hearing your safe word.”

Michael’s swatted him a few more times, more like love taps than actual spankings but it was enough to keep him in line until Michael did a really interesting twisty finger thing that shot sparks all through his body. 

“Oh my god, Michael!  Stop fooling around!”

“Still not hearing your safe word.”

Ian wasn’t sure but he thought he might have broken the headboard when another orgasm ripped through him, his back arching and dipping to try and deal with the intense pleasure Michael’s fingers were giving him.  He flopped onto the mattress, his chest heaving and was faintly aware that Michael had gotten up and gone into the bathroom but really couldn’t make himself care.

The warm towel wiping him down a minute later was very welcome and Michael gently turned him over, somehow managing to change the sheets around Ian.

“Oh, that’s a handy skill.” Ian said languidly, his arm over his eyes.

“You are married to a doctor although I had to ask the nurses to show me how to do it.  I even know how to make hospital corners.”

“I’m impressed.”

Ian felt the mattress dip and then a crinkling sound. It took him a minute to realize that it was the distinctive sound of a condom packet.  In the meantime he was being turned onto his side and Michael was slowly sliding into him.

“Michael, oh. You. My.”

“Too much?”

“No.” Ian said with difficulty as Michael’s arms came around him. “You haven’t had-.”

 “Don’t worry about me.  Is it too much? Do you want to use your safe word?”

“God no but you really need to move or something.”

“Okey dokey.”

Ian’s third orgasm of the evening built up slowly as Michael gently but thoroughly fucked him within an inch of his life.  Ian wasn’t even sure he would come again and had settled in to enjoy the ride but then Michael slid a hand down to cup his balls and Michael’s mouth was tenderly biting his neck and Michael’s other hand curved around his penis and it was like fireworks off the Sydney Harbor Bridge, winning his first gold medal and first moment of his first kiss with Michael all rolled up into one cell burning package.

The next thing he knew there were birds chirping outside, sunlight was spilling through the gap in the curtains and he seemed to have a permanent smile on his lips.

“Good morning Baby.  Do you want some coffee?”

It took some effort but Ian managed to move his head to the left and saw Michael perched on the edge of the mattress with a steaming cup of nirvana in his hand.

“Is that Panama Esmeralda?”

“Uh huh.”  Michael put the cup on the nightstand and helped Ian sit up before handing it over.  “How are you this morning?”

“I feel really good.” Ian said after taking the first sip.  “That was some anniversary present, Michael.”

Michael stretched out over the foot of the bed and grinned up at him. “But that was only the decoy present.”

Ian aped dropping his cup. “You’re trying to kill me.”

“Nah, I’m just testing your reflexes and stamina. Your chart is looking really good Mr. Thorpe but that could change at any time.”

“And why is that?”

“We’re been drafted for the lawn bowling tournament down at the Cricket Club this afternoon.  Grant and Pieter want to enter the tournament Ken’s been talking about and they need four players.”

“You already agreed to it?”

“Yeah. Pieter caught me in a weak moment and they’ve already gotten Chloe, Karen and Jen to keep an eye on the boys.”

“We’re leaving the boys home with Chloe?”

“Of course not. The kids are coming with and the boys will be right within eyesight so the girls can handle that.”

“And what did our lovely neighbors offer our wonderful daughter and her friends for this?”

“I have no idea but it must have been pretty good because Grant was wincing and Chloe was cackling.”

“That’s my girl!”

&&

Team Aussie (so named because Grant and Ian outvoted Pieter and Michael) had made it into the semi-finals. That surprised all of them since Michael and Pieter had never tried the sport and it had been a couple of years for Ian and Grant. Margaret and Ken were teamed up with another couple from the club, Rosemary and George and were considered the favorites to win but Team Aussie was prepared to give them a run for their money.

Thirty minutes later Grant, as their skip and final player had just released his last bowl when a small red clad figure toddled out onto the green after it.  Robbie made it half way down the rink before Michael shook himself and ran after him.

Robbie was not happy that he was stopped before he could get one of those fun looking toys and let out loud shriek.  “Da! Mine!”

“No that is not yours.  Robbie, you could have been hurt.” Michael said as he carried him back.  It didn’t even dawn on him that Robbie had walked no run all by himself until he saw Ian’s face.  “Oh my god.”

“Michael, did you see that?”

“Yeah I did.  Boy he was really moving wasn’t he?”

“He sure was.”

Because Robbie hadn’t interfered with the bowl, Grant’s play was not disqualified although it wasn’t enough to get them into the quarterfinals.  That was just fine with Michael and Ian since they now had a little walker who really wanted a bowl of his own.

“Sorry Grant.” Ian said apologetically.

“Ah, it’s okay.” Grant replied easily as he lounged on the grass and munched on a cucumber sandwich. “I fluffed the last bowl on the release and we were too far back anyway.  It was fun though and Ken and Margaret still have a shot to defend Australia’s honor.”

“I can’t believe Robbie did it first.” Pieter said as he came back with their drinks and handed them around before sitting down.  “Does anyone else find it peculiar one must wear white for a sport played on grass?”

“All I know is it’s going to be really nice sitting in a warm cozy house while you guys are raking leaves.” Michael said smugly as he followed behind Robbie who totally in a walking groove and kept circling around their blanket with one of Grant’s bowls in his hands. His brothers seemed to be very interested in this latest development and followed behind, Liam holding onto Michael’s hand while Jamey and Harry held Ian’s.

“Are you aware that you look like some kind of weird circus parade?” Pieter asked, stealing a sandwich from Grant’s plate.

“I don’t care what we look like; I’m still shocked that he’s walking so well all on his own.”

&&

By Monday morning, the novelty of having one of their sons walking was slightly dimmed by the fact that the other three had picked up the trick and were displaying their skills by running around the second floor buck naked after staging a canny escape from their room.

“Maybe we need to rethink the zoo trip.” Michael said as he finally got a diaper on Liam.

“Or invest in leashes. Here’s a question: are we going to tell your mom they’re walking?”

Michael paused and dipped to avoid Harry’s flailing legs. “That is a good question. I know we should but after all that talking she did regarding payback, this small very evil part of me says let’s not.”

“Oh, I like that part of you.” Ian said then coughed when he got a face of talc courtesy of Jamey.
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In the end, Ken and Margaret made the trip down to Baltimore with them and Debbie was alerted to the fact that she was getting toddlers along with helpers before they left.  Michael’s mother didn’t sound too worried over that fact but once they arrived and the boys hit the ground running, she seemed to reconsider.

“My they’re fast little boogers aren’t they?”

“Yes they are.  Just try to keep them in one room or you might not be able to catch them.” Ian advised as he set down the diaper bag. 

Debbie watched as her grandsons went in four opposite directions and made a swift decision. “Okay, I can see that we’ll need to take them down the playroom.”

“Good move, Debs.” Michael said as he stopped Harry from trying to climb the bookcase.
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“Michael, do you think I should stay behind?” Ian asked as they both buckled up.

“You can if you want to.”

“I trust the parents but the boys are suddenly such a handful.”

“Suddenly?”

“Don’t be smart.”

“Ian, if you want to stay it’s fine with me. Yes, I’d like you to go with me but the kids come first.”

Ian looked back at the house then over at Michael and sat back. “The thing is I don’t want to stay.  Does that make me a bad person?”

“Of course not.” Michael said as he started Deb’s car. “Mom, Margaret and Ken will be fine with the boys and Chloe’s there to pick up the slack.  If it makes you feel any better, Dad and Jackie are going to be here shortly.”

“They are?”

“Yep. They’re also going to the zoo with us.”

“Oh that’ll be fun.  When did you do that?”

“Yesterday morning. He even offered to baby sit but Jackie has a doctor’s appointment. They’re coming over afterwards.”

“So you were a little upset about your dad and me going to the zoo.”

“Okay so I was.  Then it dawned on me that I don’t have to be a kid to enjoy going to the zoo with my dad.”

“Why Michael, that was surprisingly mature of you.”

“Now who’s being smart?”
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The boys started off walking but quickly tired and settled into their individual strollers much to everyone’s relief. The toddlers especially loved riding the train and the trams but weren’t too sure about the petting zoo so Michael and Ian didn’t push the issue.  Chloe got more out of seeing the animals then her brothers did and had a fine time reading off the informational panels and asking all sorts of questions, much to her grandmothers’ delight. There were a few looks from other people at the park who clearly recognized either Michael or Ian but no one really bothered them much to their relief. They capped off their day with a stop at Bill Bateman’s for an early dinner and finally pulled into their driveway at eight forty three.  Despite their tiredness, the boys eschewed being carried into the house and walked in all on their own although the stairs were an obstacle they could not surmount.

The next day, Dr. Callabresi watched as the boys ran and tumbled in the toy room and remarked on how well they were moving.

“Have they crawled at all since they started this?”

“Not really,” Ian admitted. “They did a bit of crawling this morning but they were playing with their blocks.”

“How about talking? Are they using sentences?”

“They string sounds together and we do know what they mean but I’m not sure if we’re teaching them our language or we’re learning theirs.”

“What do you mean, Michael?” 

“Well, at breakfast this morning Jamey said, ‘eah ur tats’ or something that sounded like that.  We know that means he wants eggs and potatoes.  Pezz means peas, rots are carrots, paca is pancakes and bens are green beans.”

“Do you use the correct words with them?”

“Always.” Ian said.

“They’re way ahead on verbal. Most kids their age only have a couple of words.  Keep an eye on how their skills develop and we’ll take another look at their eighteen month checkup.  I’m going to assume that because most of their words are food related, they aren’t having any eating problems?”

“Oh not in the least. If we put it in front of them, they’ll eat it but they really love food they can interact with.  They love chasing fresh peas around on their trays and if macaroni shows up, that’s like the best thing in the world.” Michael said.

“Macaroni with sauce?”

“Not after the first time.” Ian said with a rueful grin.  “Now they just get boiled pasta with a tiny bit of olive oil and maybe a sprinkle of parmesan. We tried a couple of different sizes but the small elbow macaroni seems to work best.  They alternate between playing with it and vacuuming it down depending on the boy and the day.”

“Are they still hungry at the end of a meal or are they refusing food?”

Ian shrugged. “Again, they vary. We’ve tried to make sure the amounts the boys eat equal out at the end of the day and they usually do.  We do weigh them every couple of weeks and there hasn’t been any enormous shifts.”

“Good.  Any other concerns?”

“The boys seemed to do really well with other kids earlier this month and we’re going to be starting them with a play group in October.  Is there anything we should be watching out for?” Michael asked.

“Just that they are interacting with other children and not always playing as a foursome.  You might also watch to see if it bothers them when one of their brothers goes outside the group.  That can be a problem with multiples especially identical ones.  They could see outside play as a threat and react accordingly by either bringing the errant member back into the fold or striking out towards the playmate.  Robbie, Harry, Jamey and Liam are a little young for that behavior but you need to be aware that it can happen.  If it does, I can give you some reading material on how to handle it but don’t worry about it until then.”

Michael and Ian said their goodbye and after setting up their next appointment, gathered up their sons.  Michael had already been warned that he’d better not step into the hospital without bringing the boys by the P/T floor so that was going to be their next stop.

The boys liked the mirrored elevator but got a little shy and hid behind their father’s legs for most of the short ride as the elevator got a little crowded.  Ian and Michael had never seen shy from their sons and were quite amused.  The doors opened and they led the boys out while people moved aside for them. 

“Michael, Ian! Hi guys.”  The nurse behind the desk said, coming around quickly.  “And look at these sweet little boys.”

“Hi Doreen. How’s it going?” Michael asked.

“It’s good. We really miss you on the floor.”

“That’s good to hear.  Is Dr. Tyree in?”

“She’s in her office. Why don’t you guys go down to the break room and I’ll tell her you’re here.”

“Thanks.  We need to stop in the men’s room first but we’ll be there in a sec.”

Ian waited until the door closed behind them to start checking bottoms. “Michael, they’re all good.”

“I figured but they aren’t the only ones with biological functions.” Michael said as he stepped up the urinal and unzipped.  The sound of liquid hitting water must have been fascinating because the boys all gathered around Michael. “Oh geeze. They’re going to give me a complex.”

Chuckling, Ian leaned against the sink. “I don’t think they’ve ever seen a urinal before.  Maybe it’s just that and you have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Says the man with a – oh hi Dr. Aswan.” Michael said nodding to the man who entered the bathroom and stopped.

“Hello Dr. Phelps.  Are those your famous boys?”

“I’m not sure about the fame part but they’re definitely ours.” Michael said, zipping up.  Ian moved aside so Michael could wash his hands.  “Have you met my husband, Ian?”

“No I haven’t.  A real pleasure Mr. Thorpe.” Dr. Aswan said as they shook hands.  The boys had retreated behind Ian, not sure about this stranger.

“The pleasure is mine, Dr. Aswan.  The ankle biters are Robbie, Harry, Liam and Jamey – Michael can you stop Jamey from exploring the urinal?”

“On it.” Michael said as he picked up Jamey. “So Dr. Aswan, what brings you over to Sports Medicine?”

“ACL injury in an eight year old soccer player. It took half an hour to convince the poor kid the x-ray wasn’t going to hurt her.”

“Aw. Is she going to be okay?”

“Dr. Allen said the prognosis was good.”  Dr. Aswan said before making a motion at the urinal.  

“Oh. Sorry I guess you don’t need the audience feature.  Have a good day.” Michael said as he ushered Ian and the kids out.

“You too.”

The door closed behind them and Michael led the way to the break room.

“There you are.” Dr. Tyree announced. “Oh, and they’re walking. How exciting!  Come on in, I brought in snacks and juice this morning.”

“How did you know- oh Lorna gave you a heads up.” Michael said with a grin as he and Ian sat down.

“It pays to have a friend in Dr. Callabresi’s office.  Besides, I haven’t seen you for months aside from catching you on the tube.  Congratulations by the way.”

“Oh. Uh. Thanks.” Michael said as he picked up Liam.

“Ian, I have to tell you how much I enjoyed your Olympic log; all of us here did.  It was very interesting to sort of ‘live the life’ for a couple of weeks.”

“Thank you Dr. Tyree, it was fun to write and I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

“So who won the bet?”

“The bet?” Michael asked confused.

“Yes, the bet about which boy would walk first?  We have our own pool here and I told everyone I’d get the inside scoop.”

“Oh. Robbie did it during a lawn bowling tournament two days ago.”

“Woo! Way to go Robbie!” Dr. Tyree said and uncharacteristically pumped her arm.  She then looked at the four boys who were sitting on their fathers’ laps. 

Michael couldn’t help laughing.  “Robbie’s the one on Ian’s lap in the blue shirt.  How much did you just win?”

“Five dollars. The bets were a quarter a piece and I had Robbie on a weekend.” She reached out and patted Robbie’s hand before getting out a Ziplock bag of carrots and another of orange wedge. “Do the boys like carrots or oranges?”  

Ian, who was trying to keep Jamey from lunging across the table, said wryly, “If it’s food, they’ll eat it.”

Dr. Tyree handed over the bags and smiled as the boys went to town, leaning back as Ian and Michael tried to distribute the pieces fairly.

“It may look like we never feed them but they had a big breakfast, really they did.” Ian said as his sons made little pigs of themselves.

“If you think they ate a lot before, you’re really going to be laying out the food now that they’re on their feet.  Did you have any problems bringing them into the building?”

“Not really. So far they’ve been sticking pretty close to us but we expect them to break out with the exploring soon.” Michael commented as he took one of Harry’s carrots from Robbie and put it back in Harry’s pile.

“Are you looking forward coming to work? I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you about the budget thing in person and I tried to squeeze you in but the idiots in HR just wouldn’t give an inch.”

“That’s okay. To be honest, I’m looking forward to being home for a nice long stretch although I might drive Ian crazy looking for a hobby.”

Ian leaned down and took a bit of the orange Harry wanted to share with him. “Oh thank you Harry.  And you’re not going to drive me crazy, Michael.  The whole retirement thing is mind warping; remember how crazy I went on eBay?”

“Uh no.  Is that where all the extra Duplo blocks in the playroom came from?”

“Um. I suppose.” Ian said sheepishly.

“You two are such a cute couple.” Dr. Tyree said with a laugh as she stood up.  “I’ve got to get back to work but don’t be strangers.” She patted Michael fondly on the shoulder, nodded at Ian and ruffled Liam’s hair and then strode from the room.

“Pa ga do we?”

“Yes Jamey, we’re going. Michael, can you hand me a baby wipe?”

“Yes dear.”
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“So do you want to stop at the Acme for our grocery shopping?” Michael asked as they strapped the boys in the back of the SUV.

“We could.  Wait, we’re going grocery shopping?”

“We sort of have to. There’s no milk, we’re low on formula and even worse, I don’t know what we’re going to make for dinner.”

“Are we really that low on things?”

“Yeah we are.  We haven’t been shopping since we got back.”

“All right but you get to push the boys and deflect any cutesy remarks from strangers.”

“Deal. I thank you for not letting me starve.” Michael said solemnly and then swiftly moved aside to avoid Ian’s swat.

Once they were belted in themselves and Michael had driven out of the parking garage, Ian leaned forward from the middle seat so Michael could hear him.

“Michael, what’s going on with Grant and Pieter? They’ve both been suspiciously absent since we got back.”  

“I’m not sure. Pieter’s probably trying to catch up down at the hospital but I think something’s going on with Grant at CHC.  He’d normally be getting ready for the new semester but I saw him leaving their house a couple of times last week in a suit.”

“Michael, have you been spying on our friends?”

“No, I was taking the trash out and he waved as he left.”

“Uh huh. I hope that if something’s wrong, they’d come to us for help.”

“Maybe it’s something we can’t help with.”

“What could that be?”

“I’m not sure but don’t think Grant is exactly happy at CHC. It’s a nice college but there are some folks who aren’t thrilled about an openly gay man on the faculty at a Catholic college.”

“Really. He never said anything about it to me and I’m his best friend!”

“Baby, it’s just a feeling I got.  He hasn’t been confiding in me either.”

“Then how did you know that people are less than thrilled about him teaching there?”

“One of the guys I went to Arcadia with was dating a girl at Chestnut Hill.  He knew I was friends with Grant so he mentioned that some of the parents were complaining.”

“Hm. And he only had a short term contract there.  I wonder if he’s been out interviewing at other schools.”

“It’s a little late for that. I think if it’s really bothering you, you should go talk to him.”

“But I don’t want to be pushy.”

“Ahem.  Pardon me while I swallow my words.”
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“Do you have a list?” Ian asked as they put the boys the four seat stroller.

“Actually I do.” Michael answered as he pulled a list out of his back pocket and handed it over.

Ian waited until he’d procured a cart to unfold the paper which turned out to be a list Michael obviously made off the store’s website. “This is awesome.  Michael, why didn’t you tell me their website had this function?”

“I didn’t know until I was checking it out last night.”

“Well I hope Whole Foods comes up with something like this.”

The boys found the store fascinating as they always did but more or less behaved and although they weren’t happy about being in the stroller, the other people milling about spooked them a little especially those who came up and exclaimed over them. Michael managed to be friendly but didn’t encourage the familiarity and kept them moving.

Ian made quick work of filling their cart to the brim and they were heading to the check out quicker than either one of them expected.  While Ian took care of getting their stuff on the belt, Michael headed out to the car to load the boys.   He had just gotten to the SUV when his cell phone rang and he tried to jungle it, the stroller and his keys before he finally answered it.  

“Hello?”

“Michael, its Mom.”

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?” Michael asked distractedly as he got the car door open.

“You’re an uncle!”

“Really?  Is Whitney okay?”

“She’s fine, wonderful in fact.  The boys are fine too.  Aidan and Heath, they weighed in about seven pounds each.”

“Wow. Those are great names.  How’s Trent doing?”

“He’s a bit overwhelmed but the nurses were really impressed at how well he changes diapers.”

“We’ll have to come down and visit in a couple of weeks.  How are you doing?”

“Oh. I’m okay. Relieved, feeling sort of misty and all that.  She had a quick labor but then she’d been having contractions most of the night and didn’t realize it wasn’t Braxton-Hicks again.”

“Da!” Robbie yelled impatiently and tugged on Michael’s shirt.

“Oops. Mom, I’m in the middle to trying to get the boys in the car.  Can I call you back when we get home?”

“Of course.  In fact, why don’t you call tonight? I think I’m going to go home and take a nap.”

“Okay.  Talk to you around eight.”

They rang off and Michael finally got the boys in the car, soothing their hurt feelings over being ignored and telling them all about their new cousins.

“Michael, who are Aidan and Heath?” Ian asked as he came up with the cart of bags.

“Our new nephews.  Whitney’s a mom!”

“That’s wonderful news!”

“Yep. Wow, my big sister is a mom.” Michael repeated as he got out of the car and closed the side door after engaging the lock before going around to the back to help Ian with the groceries. 

“I think she and Trent will be great parents.”

“Trent already has the diapering thing down.  Hey, what we should get them as a baby gift?”

“I think we should find out what they still need before we buy anything.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of arranging to have meals delivered.  I remember how hard it was to think about cooking when we first got home.”

“Michael, that’s a very sweet idea.”

“Good. I’ll make a couple of phone calls later.” Michael put the last bag into the back and stepped back. “I’ll take the cart back if you want to get the car started.”

“Okay.” Ian said as he reached up to grab the door.  He had just gotten into the car and turned to check on the boys when he heard the squealing of car tires, the horrible sound of metal hitting something and whipped around to see a shopping cart fly by the windshield. He was out of the car in a heartbeat and stopped when he spotted a familiar form sprawled across the macadam.
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Ian paced restlessly up and down the waiting room with Harry in one arm and Robbie in the other. He wasn’t sure if he was comforting them or they were comforting him but at this point, he didn’t care. He just wanted someone to come out and tell him Michael was going to be okay.

He looked over at the police officer and nurse who were trying to get Jamey and Liam to calm down without success. Regretting that he didn’t have two more arms, Ian sat down on a long bench and gathered his boys around him. Oh, please let Michael be okay.

A few minutes later, the door of the waiting room flew open and his parents appeared with Chloe following hesitantly behind. She sped up as soon as she saw Ian and somehow wedged herself in amongst her brothers.

“Papa, is Daddy going to be okay?”

“I hope so, Chloe.” Ian said as he ran his hand over her hair and kissed her forehead.

“Ian, what happened?” Ken asked gently as he pulled a chair over for Margaret then added other and sat down.

“I’m not sure. Michael went to return the cart and the police said that someone was speeding through the parking lot and-.” Ian stopped, unable to continue.

“Ian I tried to call Debbie and Fred but there was no answer.” Margaret said, looking at Ian with worry in her eyes.

Ian shook his head. “God, they’re probably still at the hospital with Whitney. She had the babies this morning; Michael had just gotten off the phone with Debs. I should-.”

“That’s okay son. Mum and I will take care of it once we get some news.” Ken said, giving Ian’s knee a pat. Harry looked at his grandfather and held out his arms so Ken pulled him over into his lap. “Oh, there’s a good boy.”

Soon, each boy had a lap to sit in and arms to hold them and Ian felt a little calmer although if someone didn’t come out here soon to tell him something, he was going to get up and start kicking some ass.

He looked up hopefully when the door opened and tried not to look disappointed when Grant and Pieter strode in.

“Ian, has there been any news?” Grant asked.

“No.”

“Ah, then I shall go find out what’s what.” Pieter announced after giving each child a peck on the cheek and patting Ian’s back. He swiftly disappeared back through the door and Ian gave a sigh of relief.

“I think I’m going to go crazy if I don’t find out something soon.”

Margaret stroked his arm. “I know son. Did you happen to bring the diaper bag in with you? I think Mr. Liam could use a change.”

“Yes. Um.” Ian looked around and spotted it under the table. “Robbie needs a change too and the poor things are probably starving.”

Grant leaned over and pulled it out. “Here you go. Do you want me to run home and bring back some food for them?”

“Yes – oh hell. We have groceries in the back of the car.”

“Okay, give me your keys and I’ll take care of it. Won’t take but a minute.”

“Grant you don’t have to do that. You’re always giving and-.”

“No worries, Ian. You’ve got enough of your mind and we’ll talk later.”

Ian relinquished the keys and occupied himself by changing diapers and trying to not think about anything but the task at hand. 

Grant had only been gone five minutes when Pieter breezed in the room and took a seat next to Chloe and putting his arm around her. “He’s going to be okay.”

Ian breathed for what felt like the first time in an hour. “Really?”

“Really. He’s got a broken fibula but it was a clean break so it should heal nicely now that the cast is on. He’s banged up, bruised and they’re going to have to stitch that cut on his forehead but there’s no concussion. He’s bit out of it from the pain meds they used so they could set his leg but he’s awake and he wants to see you. Do you want to go back?”

Ian was standing before he knew he’d moved and then looked down at Chloe. “Can we both come?”

Pieter nodded and stood up also. “I already asked and the staff said of course she could.”

Handing over Harry to his mother, Ian put his arm around his daughter and followed Pieter through the door, down a corridor and through two more sets of doors before they were finally at Michael’s side.

His husband was pale and there were more cuts and road burns than unmarred flesh on his bare chest but he smiled brightly as soon as he spotted them. Ian couldn’t help wincing at the large white cast on Michael’s lower right leg that was propped up on several pillows.

“Hey, there you are. Chloe, why don’t you come right up here and sit next to me.” Michael said, patting the bed on his left side.

“Won’t I hurt you?”

“Nah, not a lightweight like you. Besides, I could really use a hug right now.”

Chloe cautiously climbed on the bed and laid her head on Michael’s shoulder. “I was really scared, Daddy.”

“I know sweetie. I was too.” Michael said softly as he cuddled her, his eyes locking onto Ian’s.

“You were?”

“Yep.”

“Did it hurt a lot?”

“Oh yeah but it doesn’t hurt near as much now that you guys are here.”

Ian reached over and took Michael’s other hand, squeezing it tightly but not saying a word as Michael assured their daughter that she wasn’t going to lose another parent in a car accident. Pieter discreetly waited by the door but noticed that Michael was tiring a few minutes later and stepped forward.

“Ian, why don’t Grant and I take your parents and the kids home? Michael’s going to be here overnight and they’ll be in soon to move him to a room. You can drive our car home.”

“Michael, what do you think?” Ian asked solicitously.

“Yeah, okay but I don’t like this staying in the hospital stuff.”

“And now you’re just proving that doctors make bad patients.” Pieter said with a grin. 

Chloe said a slightly tearful goodbye to her father and Ian leaned down to give Michael a quick kiss.

“I’ll be back in just a minute, Love. Let me just go out and make sure the boys are okay.”

“Okay, give them a kiss for me?”

“Of course.”

Ian hurried out to the waiting room and wasn’t surprised to find Grant had returned and he’d brought Cheerios and fruit that the boys were quickly cutting a swath through. He did a quick round of kisses and hugged Grant and Pieter before turning to Chloe.

“I’m not going to ask you to behave because you’re always a great kid but can you do a favor for me when you get home?”

“Uh huh.”

“Will you talk to Granny Deb and Grandpa Fred and let them know that Daddy’s going to be okay? You know how worried Granny Deb gets and she’ll feel better if she hears it from you.”

“Okay Papa. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

He practically sprinted back down the hall to Michael’s bay in the ER and saw the look of pain on his husband’s face before Michael tried to mask it.

“So the pain meds aren’t working that well.”

“No they’re wearing off pretty quickly but it’s okay. It feels a lot better now than it did before it was set. Are you okay?”

Ian sat down on a nearby chair and took Michael’s hand. “I am now. I was very worried there.”

“Me too. What happened? I mean aside from the fact I was hit by a car.”

“I’m not sure. The police were still questioning the driver and the witnesses when the ambulance left and frankly, I was more concerned about you.”

Michael’s reply was forestalled by the arrival of a doctor and two nurses. 

“How are you doing, Michael?” The woman in the white coat asked.

“Stuff hurts. Ashley, this is my husband Ian. Ian this is Dr. Ashley Clementine and the two ladies are Felicia and Lee Ann.”

Ian couldn’t help a little chuckle that despite his injuries, Michael had taken time to learn people’s names. “Nice to meet you all. What’s the prognosis?”

Dr. Clementine handed over the chart she was holding to Michael and smiled. “Once Michael told us he was double jointed and x-raying all his joints would not be necessary, things started looking up. We are going to keep you overnight just as a precaution but you’ll be out in the morning and I think you’ll be able to come back in a couple of weeks and we’ll see about the air cast. Now we’re going to do something about that gash and get you moved.”

Ian was able to hold Michael’s left hand as the doctor cleaned the site and applied liquid stitches to the two inch cut above Michael’s right eyebrow. Despite Michael’s jokes and teasing about having a rakish scar and Ian’s blood phobia, he kept a firm grip on Ian’s hand and Ian could tell from the occasional tremble that Michael wasn’t taking this as casually as it appeared.

Walking next to Michael’s bed as it was moved from the ER to a room on the third floor; Ian felt his cell phone vibrate and pulled it out to see Fred’s phone number displayed on his missed call list.

“Love, your dad’s just called but I can’t use the phone in here. Mum and Dad were having a little trouble getting a hold of your folks so I’m going to dash outside and call him back. I won’t be long.”

Michael started to nod although he didn’t look happy about the prospect. “You’ll tell him I’m going to be okay, right?”

“Mr. Thorpe, we’ll be in Dr. Phelps’ room in three minutes and there’s a phone there. If your dad is anything like my dad, Dr. Phelps, he’s not going to be happy unless he talks to you.” Lee Ann said as she pressed the button on the elevator.

“Thank you. And it’s Michael and Ian. None of that doctor stuff please.”

The nurses quickly settled Michael in a bed and although they tried to be gentle, Ian saw Michael wincing and stepped forward to make Michael as comfortable as possible before he picked up the phone.

“Phelps.”

“Fred, its Ian. Sorry I couldn’t answer a few minutes ago but I have someone who wants to talk to you.”

Michael took the phone and took a deep breath before he started talking. “Hey Dad. Yeah, I know. No, just a broken leg and all kinds of bruises. They were in the car so they’re fine.”

Ian let Michael continue talking as he fussed around with the pillow and blankets. He also twitched at the blinds on the window to cut down on the sunny glare before ducking into the bathroom. He could hear Michael’s voice through the door and before he knew it, the tears and panic he’d been tamping down burst out. 

He quickly turned the water on in the sink and somehow got himself under control in a minute or two. He splashed his face and used the toilet and washed his hands before taking a deep breath and rejoining Michael.

Michael took one look at him and told his dad that he’d call him tomorrow once he was home. Ian took the handset and hung it up and found his free hand snagged by Michael.

“Baby, I could really use a hug. Why don’t you come right up here?”

“I don’t want to hurt you.” Ian said as he gingerly sat down on the edge of the bed.

“Okay, I’m about to get incredibly hokey here. It hurts more when you’re not right next to me.” Michael gave him an exaggerated puppy eyed look which made Ian snort as he stood up and then carefully laid down on Michael’s right side.

“Incredibly hokey is right.”

Michael made a happy noise as he wrapped his arm around Ian. “But it’s true.”

Ian levered his head up. “And I suppose you’re next going to ask for me to kiss it and make it better.”

“Hm. Well my lips really hurt the most.”

Ian leaned in and carefully kissed Michael before laying his head back down on the pillow next to Michael’s. “I’m so glad you’re going to be okay.”

“Me too. The whole time I was laying there I kept thinking that it wasn’t supposed to end like this. I mean I knew I wasn’t seriously hurt but geeze already. Does it make me a bad person that I was glad this didn’t happen last month?”

“No, it doesn’t. Do you remember anything about what happened?”

“I know I didn’t even get to the cart return and then I saw – huh. I think I saw something out of the corner of my eye and turned. . . . uh then boom. Hey, is that lady okay?”

“What lady? The driver?”

“No, the lady who was walking next to me. I think I pushed her or something.”

“You were the only one injured Michael and I wasn’t really paying attention to anyone else but you.”

“Oh. I guess I can ask the police when they show up.” Michael said, distractedly as Ian nuzzled into his neck.

They spent several minutes reconnecting with each other although Ian didn’t let it get out of hand. They were in a hospital and Michael was injured after all. He was glad he didn’t let Michael talk him into anything more when there was a knock on the door.

Ian moved slightly away but didn’t get off the bed before he gave permission to enter. The three people who walked in didn’t look exactly comfortable to see two men in bed together but Ian refused to be embarrassed or leave Michael’s side.

“Yes?”

“Uh, hello. You must be Mr. Thorpe and Dr. Phelps. I’m Bernard Dennis; I handle public relations for the hospital. These are Detective Aimes and Washington.”

“Nice to meet you.” Michael said.

Mr. Dennis managed to procure a few chairs and the three men sat down before the Detectives started questioning Michael. He didn’t have much to add to what he’d already told Ian and the detectives ended up giving them more information than they’d gotten.

“Apparently, Miss Fletcher was in a hurry to get back to work and she was also was trying to make a call on her cell phone. She whipped out of her parking spot without checking and that’s when she hit you. Mrs. Tompkins says that you did indeed push her out of the way and you probably saved her life. She’s eighty and much shorter and lighter than you.” Detective Aimes said then continued.

“Miss Fletcher admitted that she thought about not stopping but came to her senses quickly and called 911 as did several other people on the scene. We’re going to charge her with reckless driving and she’ll probably have her license suspended or revoked. Luckily her insurance was all in order and we dropped off her information at the desk.”

Mr. Dennis cleared his throat and twitched his tie. “And that brings us to the question of the press. Several local stations are already downstairs waiting for a statement. I know you’ve both had a bad experience and you probably don’t want to deal with this but I don’t want to do anything you won’t agree with.” 

Michael and Ian shared a look and Ian slid off the bed, straightening his shirt. “I’ll make a short statement for both of us and that should take some of the heat off of the hospital. Is Mrs. Tompkins okay?”

“Yes.” Detective Washington said. “She was a little shocky and worried about Dr. Phelps. One of the EMTs treated her at the scene and the store’s manager gave her a ride home. I promised to call her later about your condition. I’m glad you’re okay, Dr. Phelps.”

“Thank you Detectives. Can you give us a few minutes?”

Their visitors left the room and Ian looked down at Michael. “Are you going to be okay alone for a while?”

“Yeah but don’t be too long.”

“I won’t and I’ll see about getting you something to eat. You’ve got to be starving.”

Michael thought about it for a minute. “Nah, not really. In fact I’m a little queasy from the meds still.”

“Then I’ll bring you some soup or Jell-o.” Ian said, trying not to be alarmed by the fact that Michael wasn’t hungry. He fussed a bit with the blankets and got Michael a cup of water and fluffed his pillows before Michael finally shooed him out.

The detectives and Mr. Dennis were waiting in the hall and Ian asked, “How do you want to work this?”

“I’ve never really done a press conference before. Not for something like this.” Mr. Dennis said nervously as the elevator arrived at their floor.

“Okay then. First the police should make a statement regarding the accident. Then Dr. Clementine gives a report on Michael’s injury and prognosis. Then I’ll speak. Mr. Dennis, you’ll run the show and make the introductions. The goal is to give enough information to satisfy the press but not let them take over so only allow a few questions before moving on. Where are we doing this at?”

“In the main conference room. It’s down on the first floor and I hope there’s enough room.”

Ian was almost going to scoff at that thought but the elevator doors opened and the lobby was filled with reporters so he just kept his mouth shut. Somehow, they got everyone down to the conference room and gave them time to set up while a few of the other hospital staff got the podium in position and someone went off to find Dr. Clementine.

Twitching a little at all the delays, Ian ducked out and called the house to check on everyone. His dad answered the phone and assured him everything was fine and that Gail was back from her vacation and was lending a hand with the boys.

The press conference, such as it was, was short and sweet. No one involved got long-winded, the members of the press corps didn’t ask many questions and Ian himself kept his statement brief and to the point.

“Michael and I would like to thank all the people who helped at the scene. The Ambulance crews from Germantown and Roxborough who arrived quickly and gave Michael exceptional care, the manager of the Acme who saw to Mrs. Tompkins’ safe return home, the police who have swiftly resolved this matter and the excellent personnel here at Chestnut Hill Hospital especially Dr. Clementine and the nursing staff. We’re relieved that Miss Fletcher herself is not injured and that she has owned up to making a mistake. This has just been an unfortunate accident for everyone concerned.”

“Ian, some of the people that we spoke to said that your sons were there. Did they see their father’s accident?” One of the reporters asked, jumping up before Mr. Dennis could even open the floor for questions.

“No. Our sons were there but the accident happened out of sight of our vehicle.”

“What kind of punishment do you think the driver should face?” Another reporter asked.

“I can’t really answer that. The state will do what the state does in these situations.”

“What impact will Michael’s injury have on his future plans?”

“Well it’s sort of ruined plans for our anniversary tomorrow.” Ian quipped as the reporters laughed.

“Ian, how did your daughter react to Michael’s accident?”

“She was upset naturally. As many of you may know, Chloe’s mother died in a car accident so she was a little shaky until she got in to see him. Guys, that’s all I have for you right now because I want to get back upstairs. Thank you for your time and I’ll relay any updates to Michael’s agent, Tim Carlisle, in New York.”

Since the key to ending a press conference was a quick exit Ian went out the side door and kept walking until they were in an elevator that was thankfully empty. He made a stop at the nursing station and checked on the food situation before hurrying back to Michael’s side.

As he expected, Michael was sleeping deeply and Ian sat down in the visitor’s chair with a thump. They’d gone from a normal day to near tragedy and halfway back again and he was suddenly exhausted. 

He wanted nothing more than to go home and snuggle up in their bed with Michael and the kids but since that wasn’t going to happen, he started thinking about how Michael was going to negotiate through their house. The stairs to their room were going to be impossible for Michael to manage.

Reaching for the phone, he called the house again and this time Pieter answered.

“Thorpe-Phelps house, how can I help you?”

“Pieter you sound like a butler.”

“Well if my medical career doesn’t work out, it’s nice to know I have other alternatives. How’s our little patient?”

“Sleeping. How are the kids?”

“The boys are napping and Chloe’s been a bit weepy but Margaret is keeping her busy helping with the packing.”

“What packing?”

“Your parents are moving to the basement apartment and you’re moving into their room until Michael can do the stairs again.”

“Pieter, I was just going to call about that.”

“And as usual, I’m a step ahead of you. I’m such a perfect mixture of brains and beauty, I almost make myself sick.”

“Sick is one word for it. Pieter, thank you.” Ian said sincerely, wondering yet again what he’d done to deserve such great friends.

“Don’t worry; I plan on asking for a big payback later. And don’t worry about everyone here. Gail has the boys under control, Grant and I will handle moving the big stuff and your parents are all over Chloe. Your duty is to make sure Michael gets his rest. Are you staying there tonight? They’ll bring cot in for you and I could run a bag down.”

“That’s sweet of you Pieter but I think I’ll come home for a few minutes and get a shower before I come back. Michael wasn’t feeling hungry earlier so I’d like to bring him back something tempting.”

“One would think mere food would be enough but then what is served in hospitals might not qualify.”

“That is true. Pieter, do you know if anyone got a hold of Debbie?”

“She hadn’t gotten home yet but Ryan said he’d relay the news to her. Did Fred call you?”

“Yes and he spoke to Michael earlier. Pieter, I know you’re busy and I’ve got to give Tim a call to warn him about the media.”

“All right, my friend. We’ll see you in a bit.”

Ian hung up and immediately dialed New York only to be put on hold as soon as the line was picked up. He tapped his finger and stared at Michael until someone came on the line several minutes later.

“Carlisle Sports Management.”

“Hello Maureen.”

“Oh my god! Is Michael okay? Are you okay?”

Ian had never heard Maureen sound so rattled. “Maureen, he’s going to be okay and I’m fine.”

“You’re not just saying that?”

“No of course not. I would never lie to you.”

“Whew. The phones have been ringing off the hook with the press calling and they’re asking the craziest things.”

“It was a simple although regrettable car accident; a young woman in a hurry who wasn’t paying attention. Michael’s going to be in a cast for a while but no permanent harm done.”

“Oh thank goodness! All of us here were so worried.” 

“I’ll be sure to tell him that.”

“Thanks. Hang on a minute and I’ll get Tim for you.”

The wait wasn’t as long this time and he was soon talking to Tim, explaining the whole thing all over again and confessing that he’d already done a small press conference.

“Well if anyone knows how to handle the press, it’s you Ian. Do you guys need me to come down there?”

“I don’t think so. Michael’s getting out tomorrow and hopefully they’ll leave us alone but I’ll keep you posted on whatever news there is.”

“I appreciate that Ian. Take care of Michael and I’ll leave a message for Dave. He should be in the office in a couple of hours and he might get a few calls there.”

“Thanks Tim.”

Ian rang off and jumped when the phone immediately rang as soon as he put it down. “Uh, hello?”

“Ian! Oh thank goodness it’s you.”

“Debbie, hi.”

“Hi? That’s all you have to say to me? Is Michael okay?”

“Yes he’s fine aside from a broken leg. I’d put him on with you but he’s sleeping at the moment.”

“And you couldn’t call me?”

“Deb, I’m sorry. I did try to call you earlier but there was no answer. Mum tried too and they were finally able to get Ryan.”

Debbie took a deep breath. “Oh, Ian. I’m sorry I snapped at you. It’s just been a long day and then I got home and Ryan told me but -. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay Deb. You’re his mum and of course you were worried. This has been a very emotional day for you and I quite understand.”

“I still shouldn’t have been so bitchy. How are you doing honey?”

“Aside from intermittent moments of sheer panic? I’m doing okay.”

“Oh honey. You didn’t see it happen did you?”

“No but I might have felt better if I had. I just heard the brakes, the thump and I saw him on the pavement. I immediately thought the worst and that wasn’t helped by seeing some blood. He cut his head somehow and you know how head wounds bleed.”

“So how did it happen?”

“Someone was in a hurry and wasn’t paying attention. The police didn’t say it to us but from their remarks at the press conference, I think they think Michael wouldn’t have been hurt if he hadn’t pushed Mrs. Tompkins out of the way.”

“Who is Mrs. Tompkins?”

“She’s a very sweet little old lady who lives down the block from the supermarket and walks over there every day to get fresh liver for her dog, Twinkles.” Ian replied, recalling what one of the detectives said at the press conference.

“Oh. Do you guys know her?”

“I’ve seen her at the library I think.”

“Okay so I’m not happy that Michael was hurt but I guess it could have been much worse.”

“Yes it could have and I’m just going to keep reminding myself of that. How are your new grandbabies?”

“Oh they’re so cute. They don’t have a lick of hair and they have those funny heads from going through the birth canal. Fred said we should paint them green and get them jobs as aliens.”

“I hope he didn’t say that in front of the new parents.”

“Fred is many things but he’s not that stupid.”

Debbie continued, telling Ian all about the new babies and the moment Whitney finally realized she was actually in labor (in the middle of rush hour traffic no less) when Ian became aware that Michael was actually awake. He made a motion with his hand at the phone but Michael only blinked and rubbed his side.

“Deb, I’m sorry to interrupt but I’ve got a few things to take care of. I’ll make sure Michael calls you tomorrow.” He hung up quickly and stood, brushing his hand over Michael’s forehead and almost springing back at how hot Michael’s skin was.

“Love, are you okay?”

Michael shook his head and moaned. “No…hot…hurts.”

Ian snatched up the call button and pushed it, trying not to give in to the overwhelming sense of panic but was close to the edge when a nurse entered.

“There’s something wrong. He’s very warm to the touch and he keeps grabbing his side.”

The nurse went from looking pleasant to worried and hurried over, pulling out a device from the array above the bed and sticking it into Michael’s ear. She also took his pulse and checked his heart before the device beeped.

“He’s definitely got a fever.” She said as she reached for the phone and paged a Dr. Festus to room 514. “How long has he been like this?”

“I was on the phone with his mother but he said earlier that he wasn’t hungry which is unusual for him.”

“Okay. Dr. Phelps? Michael?” The nurse, whose nametag read ‘Holly Wood’, started to reach for the phone again when Michael suddenly twisted away from them and vomited all over the floor. She reacted quickly and grabbed an emesis basin as Michael choked then vomited again.

The doctor arrived in the middle of Michael’s third bout of vomiting and instantly came over, “Holly, what’s going on?”

“Temp is 102.3, localized pain on the right side and vomiting. He’s also not responsive.”

“He’s the pedestrian accident victim?” The doctor asked then reached for the chart when Holly answered affirmatively. “There was no sign of internal bleeding when he was admitted.”

The doctor put the chart back and then palpitated Michael’s abdomen causing Michael to whimper in pain when the doctor’s fingers hit a spot a few inches up from Michael’s tattoo. 

“Holly, please do a blood draw and get it down to the lab for a white blood cell count.” Dr. Festus reached for the phone. “Bill, can you come up to 513? I’ve got a ped accident vic with a high temp, localized ab pain and vomiting. Great.”

Dr. Festus put down the phone and turned to Ian. “Are you a relative?”

“His husband. I also have medical power of attorney.” Ian said as the nurse rushed out.

“Okay then. I’m sure you heard what I think is going on here but we’re going to do a blood test and ultrasound to hopefully confirm my diagnosis. There’s also a chance that uh-.” The doctor reached for the chart again.

“Michael Phelps. Michael.”

“Thank you. There’s also a chance that Michael has a complication from the accident earlier. How hard was he hit?”

“I’m not sure. The driver wasn’t going that fast, she’d just pulled out of a parking space.”

“But he broke his leg?”

“I think it was more the way he fell when he was hit but I don’t know for sure. In either case, you’re going to have to operate correct?”

“If it’s his appendix, we definitely will. Has he had any tenderness in his abdomen lately?”

“He hasn’t complained about anything but he wasn’t hungry earlier.”

“Sir that really isn’t a symptom of-.”

“You don’t understand. Up until a few weeks ago, Michael was eating seven to nine thousand calories a day. Aside from a few incidents brought on by unusually high levels of stress, Michael is an eating machine. It means something when he’s not hungry.” Ian said agitatedly. 

“Okay sir. I’ll keep that in mind.” The doctor said calmly as another man entered the room pushing a big square gray thing on a cart with Holly and a janitor following him. 

Ian studiously did not watch as blood was drawn from Michael’s already abused arm and if he hadn’t been so worried, the ultrasound would have been quite interesting but he was worried and he was also considering starting to chew the leg of the chair or shredding the curtains. He was also considering slapping himself when he realized he was mentally babbling.

The ultrasound was inconclusive but the tests showed an elevated white blood count and after two other physicians came in to examine Michael, who was definitely not getting any better, Ian had to make a decision. As the physicians waited, he picked up the phone and called home.

“Thorpe-Phelps residence.”

“Hello Dad.”

“Ian my boy. How’s Michael?”

“Uh, there’s a problem.” Ian said, not able to lie to his father. “Can I speak to Pieter for a minute?”

“I’ll get him for you.” Ken said without questioning him. Two seconds later, Pieter was on the line.

“Ian, what’s going on?”

“Michael’s got a fever, high white count, pain in his right side and vomiting. They want to do an-”

“Appendectomy. Put the doctor on the phone.”

Ian passed the phone over and waited while Pieter talked to all three doctors and the nurse before getting the phone back.

“Well?”

“Grant and I will be down in ten minutes; I’ll observe and he’ll hang out with you and let you solve all his problems. Tell them to prep him and hang up the phone, Ian.”

Ian looked at the phone and hung up on the silence. “Get the papers.”

The medical personnel went into a flurry of activity as they pulled some machines out of the room and brought other machines in. Ian sat down next to Michael and clasp Michael’s hot sweaty hand in his as he tried to stay out of the way. He walked down next to the bed as it was pushed through the hospital with an IV drip already started.

He quickly read the papers on the clipboard someone shoved at him and signed on the line as they got to the area outside the operating room and during a pause in the action, took a moment to kiss Michael who looked so fragile and alone on the bed. 

Leaning down, he caressed Michael’s cheek and whispered in his ear. “I love you so much. Please be okay, love because we’ll be so lonely without you.”

“I-ian?” Michael croaked out. Ian turned and saw Michael looking at him blearily.

“Michael, yes its Ian.” 

“W-what’s wrong – hurts?”

“Michael love, it’s your appendix. They’re getting ready to take you into the operating room in a minute. Michael do you understand?”

“Uh hell.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Ian said relieved that Michael appeared to be back with them. “Pieter’s going to be in there with you and you’re going to be just fine.”

“You?”

“Grant’s going to wait around with me so you’d better not take too long in there.”

“love you ba-.” 

Michael’s eyelids fluttered closed but before Ian could get alarmed, the nurse pointed to the IV bag and the anesthesiologist that was standing nearby talking to Pieter.

“Mr. Thorpe, I’m sorry but you’re going to have to leave now.”

Pieter peeled away from the other doctor and came over to give Ian a big hug. 

“That’s from Chloe and this kiss,” Pieter gave him a big smack on the cheek, “is from Margaret. I’ll take good care of him, Ian. I promise.”

“Thank you Pieter.”

“Grant is waiting right outside.” 

Pieter gave him a little push and Ian went semi-willingly, turning around to watch as Michael was wheeled through a set of doors. He wasn’t even aware he’d gone through to the more public area until he felt a familiar arm wrap around his shoulders.

“How are you doing, Ian?”

“I think I’m sort of numb at this point. He was fine, going to get better and then this! I mean, this is just ridiculous! Can’t we just be happy? Do we always have to have some kind of drama or trauma going on? We’re not bad people. We’re kind to animals, we’re raising our children the best way we know how, we respect and love our parents; we even pay our taxes. I know I haven’t been such a good friend lately but hey, I have an appendix and I was right here in too. Why is Michael the one who this is happening too? It’s not bad enough of that he’s got a broken leg but now he’s got to deal with an operation?”

As Ian ranted, Grant towed him into a small waiting room that was thankfully unoccupied at the moment and pulled a flask out of his pocket. He unscrewed the top and passed it over to Ian as Ian paused to take a breath. “Here, drink this.”

Without thinking about it, Ian took a healthy and nearly choked on the taste. “Fuck! Are you trying to kill me? What the hell is this?”

“Peppermint schnapps. That’s from your dad by the way.”

“I hate schnapps. You know that and Dad knows that. You are trying to kill me.”

“Oh stop being so paranoid. We all figured you could use a drink about now and it’s no good if we start you on a dirty habit. Michael would not thank us and we’re all scared of him.”

Ian felt the effects of even a moderate amount of alcohol on his empty stomach and quickly sat down. “Oh.”

“Good sitting job there, mate.” Grant remarked as he reached into a rather large cooler bag and pulled out a plastic container of pasta salad. He popped the lid and fished for a fork, handing both over to Ian. “Now eat this like a good boy.”

Ian poked at the food for a moment and then took a tentative bite. The taste reminded him again that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast and he started shoveling it in. Grant smiled widely and put several other containers on the table in front of Ian before getting up and getting two waters out of the machine. One bottle went on the table and he sat down with the other one, propping his feet up on a nearby chair and observing Ian for a few minutes.

“So, did I tell you that I’ve gotten a new job?”

Shaking his head, Ian tried to swallow and reply but Grant didn’t wait for him.

“It’s something I started investigating last spring. Not that I wasn’t happy at CHC, the students were fun to work with and I liked my coworkers but it was a bit uncomfortable being the token gay guy on staff. So I went on a few interviews, got a couple of second interviews and ended up with several offers. The one from Princeton was intriguing but I wasn’t thrilled about the commute. The offer from Columbia was very flattering but the same problem. So I went with the offer from Wharton.”

Ian actually stopped eating for a moment. “Wharton? Grant, that’s fantastic! I’m so impressed.”

“Thank you. I’ll be teaching International/Multinational Finance, Multinational Corporate Strategies and Multinational Management.”

“The Huntsman Program?”

“Yes. It’s not tenure track but it could turn into one if Pieter and I decide to stay here. That will depend on where Pieter ends up working once he graduates.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I could have spoken to Dr. Fitz; I know he had to be on your hiring committee.”

“That’s why I didn’t tell you. Dr. Fitz was well aware that we’re friends but I’ve never been your professor.”

“I beg to differ. How else would I have gotten an A in Global Analysis without your help?”

“Oh please. You’re such a bookworm that you would have gotten it even if you did have to get a waiver for half the course requirements.”

“Well it was just silly of them to require me to take a language course for an undergrad class I was only auditing.” Ian said defensively.

“Stop talking, Ian and eat.” Grant said and waited to continue until Ian had complied. “Anyway, so that’s what was going on with me professionally and I didn’t tell you partially because I didn’t want you to wield your considerable influence at Wharton on my behalf. The other reason I didn’t say anything is because I didn’t want Michael blaming himself for how things turned out at Chestnut Hill.”

“We both know how he gets and although the swimming privileges were a nice benefit for all of us, it was not the only reason I took the job there. But I’m sure Michael would have had a fit or two before he believed me and that’s the last thing he needed this summer.”

Ian put the last (empty) container down and burped discreetly before picking up his water bottle and mimicking Grant’s relaxed position. “So how are things between you and Pieter?”

“We’re okay but we’re going through a little conflict at the moment regarding the baby issue. We both want to have a child but neither one of us is thrilled with the idea of leaving most of the care for that child in the hands of a stranger. Now don’t get me wrong, Gail is a wonderful person but you’re the primary caregiver and you do such a great job with the boys.

“Truthfully, I’m a little worried that we’d come home from work one day and our little boy or girl would be calling the nanny, ‘mama’. I know I’m being silly but I want our baby to know we’re his or her parents. Pieter says he’s perfectly willing to take a year off once he graduates but then we’ll have to go through the surrogate selection again and there’s no telling what a sabbatical would do to his career at that point.

“I’d also be okay with being home with the baby but then Pieter’s worried that if I don’t get a serious position in the near future that could impact my teaching career down the road. Financially, we’d be okay if one or the other of us took the time off but I’m not sure how either one of us would do mentally over the long run. Tell me something, Ian. Are you happy at home with the boys?”

“You mean, how do I survive without some kind of outside stimuli?”

“Ian, that’s not what I meant.” Grant said quickly.

“But that’s what you inferred. Oh, stop denying it. Even Michael occasionally looks at me like I’m undergoing torture and you should hear what some of the parents of Chloe’s friends say. I’m not ashamed to be a house husband or a stay at home dad or whatever you want to call it. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to cope either but then I realized how incredibly lucky I was to have this opportunity.”

“I’m there every day to see the changes, big and small in our boys. I’m there when Chloe gets home from school and we have the greatest talks. I love feeling needed at the end of the day. I know Michael regrets that he’s had other obligations and it in no way means he doesn’t love the children just as much as I do but there’s a big difference between me and the three of you.”

“You all have this love and passion for your professions. You should hear the way Michael talks about his patients and the way he glows when they make the tiniest improvements. Pieter is the same way about his patients and Grant, you love teaching. You may bitch about the students who are there filling space but you get so excited when you’ve had a great class discussion or you get a paper from someone who shows they’ve learned something from you.”

“You know I think I’m a lot more like my mum than I ever realized. One of the things she always mentioned about teaching children was that for a small amount of effort, you could make a big difference in their lives. I think that if I hadn’t had a swimming career, I might have ended up teaching at a primary school.”

Grant stroked his chin reflectively. “Do you remember a conversation we had a few months after we met? We were all talking about what we wanted to do in our futures and from out of nowhere, you said you’d like to be a headmaster.”

It took Ian a moment to search his memory and laughed. “You said you wanted to be a racecar driver. Well I guess I am a headmaster albeit at the world’s most exclusive nursery school.”

“So you don’t look think I’m a big wimp for being scared at the thought of full-time parent?”

“Not at all. If I did, I’d have to think the same thing about Michael. He was so happy to be home but the way he’s been casting about for a hobby makes me wonder if maybe he’d have liked to start work a little sooner.”

“I thought that was a combination of Michael not wanting to step on your toes at home and feeling a bit one dimensional.”

Ian sat up. “What do you mean by that? Michael’s just as much their father as I am and he’s as faceted as a brilliant cut diamond.”

Grant laughed heartily. “Oh Ian, if there was ever any doubt that you are indeed gay, that whole diamond thing would have dispelled all doubt. I think he feels a little lost at the moment. We all had our adjustments to retirement but we all had outside interests to keep us occupied during the transition. I used cooking, Pieter got married and you’ve always so many things that caught your interest.”

“Hm. So this sewing thing is not only a way to fill some time but it’s something he can do for the family that I don’t do so he’s not venturing into my territory. Well, I’ve been such a fool. God, he even said that he wanted me to design some of the things he’d try to sew. I was just joking about having this exclusive thing and he’s been trying to tell me how excluded I’ve made him feel from our own children. I’m such an-.”

Grant leaned over and smacked Ian’s leg in a very ungentle manner. “Stop that.”

“Ow. Dammit that hurt!”

“It was supposed to. You and Michael have a wonderful relationship; don’t get yourself all filled up with doubts. You in no way exclude him from the children. It doesn’t all have to be about you, centrifuge boy.”

“So you’re saying this is all Michael’s thing?” Ian asked while he rubbed his leg.

“To a large degree, yes. Michael’s never really had a chance to be ‘just’ a husband and a father. I think he’s not sure how he’s supposed to go about it and he’s a little leery. Fred is a great guy and he tried his best but he wasn’t really there for Michael on a daily basis. You’re probably the only real example he’s ever seen of a hands on dad and he can’t be you now can he?”

Ian dropped his head back and stared at the ceiling for several long minutes. He ran his finger over his lips for a while and thought about how uneasy Michael had seemed the last few days and how hard Michael had been trying. Ian had really thought that maybe Michael was regretting his retirement and had half been expecting Michael to rescind his decision. 

But Michael truly been happy to be home and had spent most of his time as Ian’s ‘assistant’ in caring for the boys, deferring to Ian’s damned schedule at every turn. Ian had seen that a sign that Michael didn’t really want to be that involved in the day-to-day care but now Grant’s words had put those actions into a new light.

“Well fuck me stupid.”

“No thanks mate, that’s Michael’s job but you’re turning into quite a little potty mouth, aren’t you? You’d better watch it before the boys pick that nasty habit up.”

“Grant, has Michael said anything to you about this?”

“No and he hasn’t said anything to Pieter either. I’m just putting to together my observations and some of the things Michael has said over the years. He really does go on and on about you; it can get quite nauseating when he gets a good steam going.”

Ian rolled his eyes and stood up to start clearing the plastic containers off the table. He tidied up and put the containers back in the bag, stopping to swiftly plant a kiss on Grant’s cheek. “You really are a piece of work, Hackie.”

“Hey now, don’t go getting all sloppy on me.”

“Hush up. I’m trying to thank you for being a friend beyond measure.”

Grant grinned up at him. “Oh I don’t know about that. How much of a friend will you think I am when I remind you that you really should call Michael’s parents. Do you really want to explain this to them tomorrow?”

“Oh crap!”

“There’s that potty mouth again.”

Ian reached for his phone on his way out the door then came to a stop when Pieter and a woman entered the room.

“Well it was definitely his appendix.” Pieter announced. “Michael’s doing fine and he’ll be moved up to recovery in a short while. This is Dr. Holtz and she performed the operation. Bettina, this is Michael’s husband Ian and my fiancé Grant.”

“A pleasure to meet you both. The operation was a success and I’m expecting no complications. It was quite a lucky thing Dr. Phelps was already in the hospital because the organ was quite inflamed and close to bursting. Another day or two and he might not have been so lucky.”

“Dr. Holtz, thank you.” Ian said gratefully shaking her hand gently. “When can I see him?”

“You can go up in a half hour or so. I’ve got some paperwork waiting for me but I’ll be around to see Michael in the morning. Pieter, always good to see you and don’t be a stranger.

The doctor excused herself quickly and Ian pounced on Pieter, hugging him tightly.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

“Don’t go getting emotional all over me. I only observed.” Pieter said, his hands patting Ian’s back and belying his words.

“I would have been much more worried if you weren’t in there. It was really only appendicitis?”

“Yes. I’ll go out on a medical limb here and theorize that the stress of the accident, the way he was hit or the way he fell may have hastened the evitable. From the state of the organ, it must have been in distress for some time although it obviously wasn’t painful enough to cause him problems.”

“I’m just glad you were here. Both of you.” Ian said, giving Pieter one last squeeze before stepping away. Um, I’m going to go visit the loo and then make a few phone calls. Will you come get me when they let us up?”

“Of course we will.”

Ian walked swiftly out of the room, found the restroom and took a moment to gather himself. He clenched the edge of the sink and stared into the mirror. “He’s okay. This time he’s okay and he’ll be home in a few days and things will be fine.”

His image didn’t look quite so convinced of that fact so he told himself that they’d had a very bad day but tomorrow would be much better. He washed and dried his hands and walked out, found the stairs and headed for the exit. The late summer sun was low in the west and Ian checked his watch with surprise.

The boys’ appointment had been at nine am so it had been a very long, very bad day after all. He dialed his phone and wasn’t surprised when then line was picked up after a single ring.

“Ian?”

“Hi Mum. Michael’s fine, they just finished the surgery and they’re going to move him back to his room shortly.”

“Oh thank goodness! So it was his appendix?”

“Yes. How are the children?”

“The boys are already in bed but we had to play their lullaby tape several times before they settled down. Chloe’s right here so I’m going to pass the phone to her.”

“Papa?”

Ian’s heart broke a little at the tremor in his daughter’s voice. “Hi sweetling. Daddy’s going to be fine.”

“He is?”

“Yes Chloe. He’s not awake yet but pencil us in your schedule tomorrow and we’ll come down to visit him.”

“He’s not coming home tomorrow?”

“I don’t think so. They’ll probably keep him a couple of days but I’ll check with Uncle Pieter to make sure.”

“Okay. Papa, are you coming home tonight?”

Ian swiftly thought it over. “Yes but probably not for a couple of hours. I’ll come up and check on you when I get home but I’m not going to wake you up.”

“But how will I know you’re home?”

“I’ll flip over your comforter and you’ll also see me in the morning. Is that okay?”

“Okay. Will you kiss Daddy good night for me?”

“Of course I will. Is Nana still there?”

“No, she went up to tell Granda about Daddy.”

“All right then. I need to call Granny Deb and Grandpa Fred but don’t forget to look at your comforter before you go to sleep tonight. Daddy and I love you lots.”

“Love you too Papa.”

Ian hung up with a sigh and then made the tough call.

“Callahan residence.”

“Good evening Ryan.”

“Oh, hello Ian. I didn’t recognize you number on the caller ID. How are you doing and how’s Michael?”

“I’m doing fine and so is Michael now. Is Debbie around? I should tell her myself.”

“Uh oh. Hang on a minute and I’ll get her.”

Ian waited, listening to the TV program that Ryan must have been watching and then Debbie was there.

“Ian, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing now but I wanted to let you know that Michael underwent an emergency appendectomy a few minutes ago. Pieter was in observing and he said the surgery went well. I would have called you as soon as they started but it didn’t take long and I didn’t want to leave you hanging and waiting for news.”

“Surgery?”

“Yes but now he’s appendix free and on the mend for real.”

“Did you know about this when we spoke earlier?”

“No although I suspected something wasn’t quite right since Michael wasn’t hungry and he hadn’t eaten for hours.”

“Oh well that’s usually a bad sign.” Debbie said with a sigh. “I swear that son of mine is going to make me old before my time. When do they expect to release him?”

“I have no idea but I’ll find out tomorrow and let you know.”

“All right. Have you called Fred?”

“No he’s next on my list.”

“Then I’ll let you go but please keep me posted.”

Ian was glad that Debbie hadn’t been too upset with him and dialed the phone number for Michael’s other set of parents.

“Hello?”

“Hi Fred, its Ian.”

“Ian! How are you son?”

“I’m doing well. I was just calling to tell you that Michael had an emergency appendectomy a short while ago but he’s going to be fine.”

“Oh, well I’m glad to hear that. You guys have really had a rough day. How are you holding up?”

“I’m better now. Pieter was in watching the surgery and Grant was keeping me busy by pointing out my faults.”

“Trust those two!” Fred exclaimed with a delighted laugh. “Do you need me to come up and help out, take the kids for a couple of days or just stay out of your way?”

“I’m not sure at this point what’s going on but I appreciate the offer Fred.”

“No problem. You know, you might want to investigate renting one of those little electric chairs for that husband of yours. With a broken left leg and surgery on his right side, he’s going to have a hell of a time just getting around.”

“That’s a really good idea, Fred. Thanks for the suggestion and I’ll mention it to Michael.”

They spoke a few more minutes before bidding each other a good night. Ian stood for a moment and watched the sky start to change colors and wondered when it had become easier to talk to Fred than to Debbie.

As he’d originally gotten along famously with Debbie, he also wondered when this awkwardness between them had sprung up and where it came from. Ian shrugged and pushed the thought out of his mind. He had other things to worry about at the moment.

Just before he walked inside, he looked up at the sky again and thanked whatever it was that kept saving them from total disaster. Call it luck or serendipity, he didn’t care. He was just grateful.
$$
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Waking up from anesthesia wasn’t much like waking up; it was more like surfacing from strangely weighted water. At least that’s what Michael experienced as he finally opened his eyes at seven in the morning. 

Before that event, he’d been aware that his left leg felt heavy, his right side felt numb, there was a stinging sensation in his left hand and he really needed to pee. Also the beeping of the machines was getting on his nerves and the sheets were chaffing him in places he really didn’t want to be chaffed at this stage in his life.

Once he’d cataloged all the things that not so good in his life he took a moment to be glad that he was breathing on his own, he could move all his limbs and he didn’t seem to be permanently injured. A nurse (or maybe more than one, he was a little fuzzy over night) had come in and told him about the appendectomy and the cast while she checked him over and he knew what was wrong with him.

The odd whomp of the door opening alerted him to that someone had come in and he looked over to see yet another nurse walking towards him and he made a note of her nametag. 

“Good morning, Dr. Phelps. I’m glad to see that you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

“Hi, I’m okay and it’s Michael please. Um I really need to pee.”

She nodded and ducked down, pulling out a plastic urinal. “You’re not supposed to get out of bed yet so this is your only option. Do you need help or just some privacy?”

“A little privacy.” Michael said, as he took it from her.

“Okay, I’ll be right back.”

Michael got the device under the sheet and in position with a little difficulty and then had to pull it back up and take the cap off. He couldn’t believe how good it felt to finally be able to pee and just savored it for a minute.

If there was anything he’d learned from working with some of his patients, sometimes surviving a bad situation was all about learning to cherish the little things and Michael was determined not to let this get him down. Well he was down and currently lay out but he really believed that half the battle to recovery was all about attitude.

The nurse, Caron, returned to dispose of the urinal contents and checked his vitals while Michael gave himself a little pep talk. He was a little amused that his internal coaching voice sounded half like Bob and half like Ian but listened to it anyway.

“Michael, are you okay?” Caron asked, giving him a worried look since he hadn’t answered her the first time.

“Huh? Oh, I’m fine.”

“Okay.” Caron said slowly. “I was asking if you were hungry. Breakfast won’t be served for an hour or so but I could bring you a snack.”

Michael’s stomach growled loudly and Caron laughed at the look Michael gave his midsection.

“I’ll take that as a yes. I’ll be right back.”

He watched her leave and his eye was caught but the sight of the phone on nightstand so he reached out carefully and pulled it over. Yeah, he’d definitely gotten some kind of procedure on his right side if the tightness in that area was any indication.

“Hello?”

“Hi Chloe!”

“Daddy! Papa it’s Daddy! Are you okay?”

“I sure am. How are you?”

“I’m okay. We’re coming to visit you in a little while and Papa’s bringing a surprise.”

“He is? What is it?”

“I’m not going to tell you, Daddy. That would be cheating.”

“I guess you’re right. So what’s Papa doing?”

“He’s-. I can’t tell you.”

“Oh, so he’s working on my surprise?”

“Yes. Papa wants to talk to you.”

“Okay.” Michael said easily having already figured out from the background sounds that Ian and Chloe were in the kitchen so that must mean that Ian was cooking. Oh yippee!

“Good morning love.”

“Good morning baby. Happy anniversary.”

“And a happy anniversary to you too. How are you feeling this morning?”

“Pretty good all things considered.”

“You sound very cheerful.” Ian said, sounding better than he had yesterday.

“I’m feeling good. Did you get any sleep last night?”

“I grabbed a couple of hours on and off.” Ian said honestly after hesitating for a second.

“I think the only reason I slept at all was that I didn’t really have a choice.” Michael said equally honestly. “Did they say anything about when I could get out of here?”

“Not for a couple of days I think although no one was definitive. Pieter said that normally they’d get you on your feet today but the cast situation might complicate matters. Michael, I’d love to keep talking to you but we’re trying to get ourselves together to come down in an hour. Can I let you go?”

“Sure but I’ll be counting the minutes.”

“Fair enough, Love. See you in fifty nine minutes and ten seconds. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Michael tapped the release button and dialed his mom’s phone number. He got voice mail so he left a message including the hospital’s phone number and his room number then dialed his dad.

“Hello?”

“Hi Jackie.”

“Michael! How are you?”

“I’m fine. How are you?”

“I’m fine but you just missed Fred. He’s on his way to Franklin Square to visit Whitney and the babies. He’s going to be so disappointed he missed you.”

“Well I’m disappointed I missed him too but its okay, I’ll just catch up with him later. Why didn’t you go with him?”

“Actually I was just going to leave for Whitney and Trent’s house. Siobhan is meeting me there and we’re going to get things organized. Whitney and the twins are coming home tomorrow and they didn’t quite finish setting up the nursery. The hospital limits the number of visitors so I’ll be going this afternoon.”

“That’s awfully sweet of you and speaking of helping out, Ian and I were thinking about getting them meal delivery for three or four weeks. Whitney said they were pretty well set for baby stuff and we wanted to get them something to make life easier.”

“Michael, that’s a great idea. I was going to drop of a bunch of casseroles but that would work even better. They’re going to be so busy with the twins but I guess I don’t have to tell you that.”

“No you sure don’t. Okay, I’ll take care of it. Hey, do you have a pen? I can give you the phone number here.”

Jackie jotted down the info and rang off since she didn’t want to be late meeting Siobhan. By the time Caron came back he’d left a message at Trent and Whitney’s house and one at Bob’s office voice mail.

“It’s not much but hopefully it will hold you for a while.” Caron said as she set down two bananas and two juice bottles. “There are several flower arrangements for you out at the desk. Are you allergic to anything? 

“Nope.” Michael said more concerned with unpeeling a banana since his stomach was really starting to complain.

He looked up few minutes later as Caron and two other nurses pushed in several carts just loaded with all sorts of flowers. “Whoa!”

“Michael, this is just the tip of the iceberg I think.” Pieter said as he followed the last cart in.

“Pieter! What are you doing here?”

“I’m a doctor, we’re normally found in hospitals I believe. Actually I’m on my way to work and I thought I’d stop by and see how you’re doing.

“I’m fine. Um, Caron I don’t need all these flowers. Can you just give me the cards and distribute them?”

“Sure Michael.” Caron said with a grin. “Sorry but I just couldn’t resist bringing them all in to see your face. We’ve never had anyone get this many flowers. What do you want them to do with them?”

“Uh, how about starting with putting them at the nursing stations so everyone can enjoy them? If there’s any left over, you guys know who could use a little cheering up and I’ll trust your judgment.”

“Okay. I’ll put all the cards in an envelope for you.”

The carts were pushed back out after Pieter plucked one vase with beautiful blue and orange tulips out and set it on the tray in front Michael.

“Are those from you?”

Pieter shook his head and handed the card to Michael. “No, but it’s the right colors and the right flower don’t you think? I brought something even better.”

Michael took the Polaroid picture Pieter whipped out and chuckled. “You took a picture of my appendix?”

“Well of course. Really now, how are you feeling?”

“I feel pretty good. Things hurt and I’d rather not be here but all in all, I’m feeling pretty lucky.”

“You were lucky. Mind if I give you a look over?”

Michael fluttered his eyelashes. “Why Pieter, are you going to check me out?”

“Ha ha. I’m glad you’re in a good mood.” Pieter said as he checked Michael’s left foot for circulation. “Your foot is cold.”

“My feet are always cold and it’s cold in here.” Michael said and wiggled his toes. “But everything works okay. Oh, the flowers are from your parents. They didn’t have to do that.”

“I thought so. Mother always sends tulips.” Pieter said as he pulled Michael’s gown up and looked under the bandage. “Besides, you’re going to be my best man.”

“I am? I thought your brother-.”

“You mean I forgot to ask? Well, Michael would you do me the honor of being my best man?”

“Of course I will but the honor is mine. You know, this would have probably been a more touching moment if you weren’t examining me.”

“You can’t have everything,” Pieter said with a philosophical shrug. “It is my professional opinion that you seem to be on the mend and I commend you for your planning of two medical emergencies in one visit.”

“I’m all about saving time.”

Pieter pulled the blanket back up and made sure to cover Michael’s foot. “Unfortunately, I must get down to work but I’ll be back later. Grant is planning to come around lunch time and he wants to know what you feel like eating.”

“I’d take anything at this point but he doesn’t have to do that. They are going to bring me food.”

“But it’s hospital food. I’ll tell Grant to fix you a steak sandwich with that sauce you like.”

“Thanks Pieter.”

His friend left with a cheery wave and Michael reached for the second banana. He read the card again and smiled. He’d enjoyed spending time with Cees and had met Astrid briefly at Pieter’s first wedding but it was still very sweet of them.

He was trying to decide if it would be worth turning on the TV when the door opened again and Chloe appeared, holding it open for Ian who was carrying a box and had a small suitcase slung over his shoulder.

“Hi Daddy!”

“Hi sweetie. Hi Ian.”

Once Ian was in, Chloe let the door go and came over to give him a kiss while Ian put the box down on the foot of the bed and dropped the luggage. “Can I see your scar?”

“It’s not a scar yet Chloe but do you want to see a picture of my appendix?”

“Oh gross! Where is it?”

Michael handed her the picture and looked up at Ian. “You look tired.”

“I am tired but I plan on taking a nap this afternoon. Who are the flowers from?”

“The van den Hoogenbands – parent edition. Pieter asked me to be his best man.”

“Well it’s about time. Do you mind if I move them? I brought you breakfast so I hope you’re hungry.”

“Ha! I knew that’s what you were doing and I’m starving. Caron gave me two bananas but they only made a little dent.”

Michael was surprised at the wide relieved grin that spread over Ian’s face as the flowers were moved, the banana peels discarded and containers emerged from the box.

“Thank goodness! I was so worried yesterday when you said you weren’t hungry. So I have fresh fruit salad, fried potatoes, bacon, biscuits with gravy and your favorite: chocolate chip pancakes.”

The amount of food in front of him might have been daunting for someone else but Michael just took a fork and got to work, almost vibrating with happiness.

Chloe and Ian let him eat in peace as they unpacked a few comfort items – pajamas, a robe, slippers, a couple of the medical journals that Michael had been reading, his travel kit with his toothbrush, paste, comb and shower items, his Palm Pilot and a few items of clothing.

“These aren’t your favorite sleeping pants or jeans so Mum altered them.” Ian said, holding up a pair of jeans that had one leg cut off at mid thigh. “We also brought some socks. Do you want me to put them on you?”

“Yes please. My feet are freezing.”

“When aren’t they?” Ian said as pulled up the blanket and sheet.

Chloe asked several questions about the picture then pulled out a couple of Sharpie pens. “Can I sign your cast?”

“You certainly can. I guess my cell phone is toast?”

“Pretty much and so are your sun glasses. I have your wallet and the clothes you were wearing but the clothes are going to have to be trashed. Do you want me to leave you my cell?”

“Nah, there’s a phone right here and I’ll pick up a new one later. I already called my parents but they’re spending the morning with Whitney. Jackie said the catered meal idea was great though.”

“Good. Do you want me to take care of it?”

“If you have time. There’s a list next to my laptop and I think I starred the best prospect.”

“Then I’ll call them later although I’m not sure how I feel about you making lists.”

Michael grinned. “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me. How are the boys doing?”

“Running Gail’s legs off. I thought about bringing them down but they’d want to get up on the bed with you and I could just see a little foot connecting with your cast, your stitches or an even more important spot.”

“Good thinking and this might be a little scary for them. I’m sorry that we’re not going to have much of an anniversary celebration though.”

“Then we’ll just do it later.”

Ian and Chloe hung out through the visits by Doctors Clementine and Holtz. Michael was to spend the rest of the day in bed but they wanted him to try to get up tomorrow and if he was moving well, he’d get sprung on Friday.

They were all happy at that news but Ian and Chloe couldn’t stay all day so after they packed up the containers and Chloe’s cast masterpiece was duly admired they kissed him goodbye and departed, Ian promising to return around five with dinner.

Left on his own, Michael considered looking through his reading material or checking his email on his PDA but instead he pulled the sheet and blanket up and closed his eyes. Sleep was an important part of the recovery process and he intended to get back on his feet as quickly and safely as possible.
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Grant’s appearance around noon actually woke him up but Michael just brushed aside Grant’s apology.

“Really, it’s okay. I can nap later but Pieter said you were bringing food.”

Laughing, Grant put the foil wrapped sandwich down. “So you really only care about my cooking skills and I could just leave.”

“No I care about your cooking skills and you. So take a seat and tell me what’s been going on with you.” Michael said as he unwrapped the sandwich and breathed in the mixture of steak, onions and the cheesy sauce that Grant refused to disclose the recipe for.

Grant pulled the chair over. “I’m starting a new job next week. I’ll be teaching down at Wharton.”

“Ah ha! I knew something was up with all those mysterious meetings. So things didn’t work out at CHC?”

“Things were fine but I didn’t feel like I fit there. It was a step in the right direction since I enjoyed the teaching – I just didn’t like some of the other parts and I think I’ll like the teaching even more with students who are truly focused on business careers.”

“Wharton will definitely give you that and it’s a great campus. Did you take the job at CHC just for the pool privileges?”

“You’ve asked me that before and the answer is still no. The pool privileges were great but it was a good learning experience for me. I found out that I’d much rather teach than work at some corporation so my time at Chestnut Hill wasn’t a total waste. Dr. Fritz said my teaching experience gave me an edge over the other candidates.”

“Well I’m happy for you. Does this mean that you and Pieter will be sticking around Philadelphia for a while?”

“We expect to be here for several more years but we’re not sure about the long term. This whole two career thing is tricky.”

“Do you ever wish you were living in Australia?”

“I miss my folks but they’re coming to visit for Christmas along with Pieter’s parents for a little pre-wedding meeting on neutral territory.”

“That’s great that they’re coming here though and I’m looking forward to meeting your parents. Those flowers are from Pieter’s parents by the way.”

Grant got up and looked them over. “Very nice. So is the sandwich good?”

“Delicious, thank you. I think I’m eating better here than I am at home. Ian brought chocolate chip pancakes this morning.”

“I’m glad to see your appetite is back.”

“Yeah well now I need to go to the bathroom but I think I’m going to have to make due with a bedpan.” Michael said, his expression speaking for how he felt about that.

“Hang on a second and I’ll go check with the nurse.” Grant said as he headed for the door.

He came back three minutes later with Caron who gave him a look. “You really should go with the bed pan but Dr. Holtz said you could get up for a very short time if you wanted to try. Mr. Hackett said he’d give you a hand.”

“Well if Grant doesn’t mind, I’ll give it a shot. I’d also like to brush my teeth if I can manage it.”

“Then I’ll stay to supervise.”

It wasn’t easy but Michael did get upright and shuffled very carefully over the four feet into the bathroom with Grant’s help and Caron handing his IV stand. Once inside, he used the various hand holds to sit down while Grant and Caron waited nearby but with the door closed. He had just enough strength to brush and sit on the bed but Grant swung his legs up for him.

“Whew. Hey I made it. Thanks Grant.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Michael, do you want a sponge bath? I need to change your dressing and put ointment on the worst of your scrapes.”

“Yes please Caron. I feel all grungy.” Grant stood up as if to leave but Michael waved him back down. “Grant, you’ve seen it all anyway so you can stay if you want. I have a feeling I’m not going to be able to stand on decorum much over the next couple of months anyway.”

Caron went out to get the supplies and Grant slumped back down in his seat. “I have to say that you’ve got a pretty positive attitude going there.”

“I just keep reminding myself that it could have been a lot worse and so yeah, I’m hurt and I had an operation but neither was really that serious and I’ll get better soon. Some people don’t have that option.”

“That’s true.”

“And I intend to use this as a learning experience to help me understand what some of my patients have gone through. It’s one thing to tell a person to get off their ass and do their therapy but now I’m the one in that position so hopefully I’ll get some insight.”

“You’ve actually told a patient to get off their ass?”

“Not in exactly those words since I deal with kids but I don’t take excuses. The only way to get better is to do the work.”

“You are such a taskmaster! I’m shocked.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Caron’s return with her supplies and a big plastic pan filled with cards.

“Michael, I know you’re famous and all but we’ve gotten over two hundred arrangements for you. There were several with stuffed animals and balloons and those went down to the kids’ floor but I think there’s not a flower left in Chestnut Hill.”

“Ah gee. I really wish people wouldn’t do that.” Michael said. “There are better things they should spend their money on.”

“It’s one of those things people do Michael. They can’t visit so they send flowers. Can I look through your cards?”

“Go ahead. Man, I’m going to have to pay Chloe to catalog them so I can write thank you notes.” Michael said as Caron helped him sit up and take off the gown.

“So use your injury to get a discount from her.” Grant said. “Oh, you got flowers from the Blankenships.”

“Aw, that was nice of them.”

“And Dr. Tyree. Ha, she says that you’d better be all healed before January or she’s going to come over and take over your rehab.”

“That would be a kick in the pants. She’s the strictest PT on the floor and she gets all the trouble patients. Hey wait a minute is she suggesting that I’m going to be difficult?”

“She’s your boss, Michael and she probably knows you so yes, she probably is.” Grant replied making Caron snicker. “Ooh, Amanda and Brian sent flowers.”

“Did she mention anything about her trip back home?”

“No but since Brian’s name is on the card, either she didn’t kill him or she’s cleverly covering up her crime.”

“I’m sure she didn’t kill him although I sure wouldn’t want to take a woman who was eight months pregnant on a three thousand mile road trip.”

“Ouch.” Caron murmured as she applied ointment to Michael’s chest.

“Yeah that’s what we said but her doctor told her not to fly. Ow.”

“Sorry Michael. That one’s a little deeper than I thought it was.”

“Wow, Matt Lauer wants to interview you and Ian.”

“He does?”

“Yes. There’s a number in his card. You were all over the news last night by the way.”

“I was?”

“Yeah and so was Ian. They were playing the clips from the press conference this morning on all the channels, local and national.”

“You’re kidding. Wait, what press conference?”

“They had a little press conference here yesterday afternoon. The police, Dr. Clementine and Ian all said a few words. No one told you about it?”

“Nope.”

“There were reporters everywhere when I got off yesterday afternoon.” Caron said. “It was sort of exciting.”

“It’s more of a pain in the ass to be honest, Caron but I guess I know now why so many people sent stuff. I was wondering how the news got out so fast.”

“It’s definitely news and why are you surprised? You’ve got all those medals and your charming personality.”

Michael grabbed one of the sponges off of Caron’s tray and tossed it at Grant. “Don’t pick on me, I’m injured.”

“Ha, like that’s going to save you. Alex and Dasha sent flowers –aw, there’s a little note from Lana that if you’d brought Chloe to visit her after the Olympics, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“That’s funny. Chloe and Lana have been burning up their computers sending email back and forth so I guess we’re going to Russia eventually. I wish Alex was still living in Canberra though because I’m not too keen on going to Russia with the boys.”

“Then why don’t you invite the Popovs to visit here? They’ve only got two kids and they’re older and can travel more easily. Even better, Vladimir is getting to the age where they’re going to start looking for a college. You could invite them over next year and offer to have Lana stay while Alex, Dasha and Vlad go check out schools here.”

“That’s a great idea, Grant!”

“Okay Michael, you’re all done. Do you feel better?”

“I feel much better, thank you. Do you think I could change into the pajamas Ian brought me?”

“You sure can and now that your drip is done, I’ll even take your IV out. Mr. Hackett, would you mind giving us a hand again?”

Grant would and did, helping Michael stand up while Caron got the pants up and around his waist. Then he was back in bed, the IV was removed and gown removed, the shirt put on and he instantly felt more comfortable. Having the use of both of his hands again was nice too although now he felt pretty tired.

Caron gathered her supplies and left and that seemed to be a signal for Grant. “Well, you need your rest and Ian will be by in a couple of hours. Do you need anything from home?”

“Nah, I’m fine but would you do me a favor and take those cards with you? I’ll look at them over the weekend.”

“Will do. Now close your eyes and go to sleep.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.”
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Ian’s next visitors were quite a surprise. He woke up to see his mother and father sitting on the visitors’ chairs and chatting with each other in quiet tones.

“Mom? Dad? What are you guys doing here?”

“Fred and I got to talking at the hospital while we were visiting Whitney and the twins and we decided you needed a visit too. How are you doing? Are they taking good care of you?”

“I’m doing fine, Mom but you guys really didn’t have to come all this way.”

“Of course we did. We’re still your parents. I see that Chloe’s already been here.” Debbie said, nodding at his cast.

“Yeah, she and Ian came by with breakfast for me. Grant brought lunch and Ian will be back in a while with dinner. So how are Whitney and the new babies?”

“Oh they’re fine. Whitney’s exhausted of course but she’s thrilled. Aidan and Heath are just adorable. Do you want to see a picture?”

“Of course!”

Debbie pulled out a small stack of photos and got up to lean on the bed while Michael looked through them, oohing and aahing over his nephews (although he didn’t think they were as cute as Robbie, Liam, Jamey and Harry had been). He was also wondering if his dad was ever going to speak.

“Dad, how does it feel to have two more grandkids?” Michael asked when Debbie paused for a breath.

“It’s great and I already did a little Christmas shopping last night. I have to tell you that there’s a lot more stuff for twins than there is for quads.”

“That wasn’t news to me, Dad.”

Michael chatted with his parents for a half hour until his mom decided he looked tired and said they’d better leave him to rest but that they intended to drop in on Ian and the kids. They both kissed him goodbye and once again he was alone so he immediately called home.

“Hello?”

“Hi baby.”

“Michael my love. What’s wrong?”

“With me? Nothing but Mom and Dad just left and they’re on the way over.”

“Ah so you’re acting as an early warning system? I appreciate the heads up so I can hide all of our bondage gear.”

“You’re welcome. Did you manage to get a nap? You sound less tired.”

“I got three hours of sleep right after we came home this morning. So what do you feel like eating for dinner?”

“Whatever you feel like fixing; I’m not going to be fussy.”

“Then I suppose lasagna would work?”

“Your lasagna? Yes it definitely would!”

“So did you manage to sleep?”

“I took a nap this morning and another this afternoon. By the way, if you look in my nightstand I bought a little anniversary present for you.”

“You bastard! Why are you telling me this when – and there’s the doorbell. You are so evil!”

“But you love me anyway. Go get the door baby and I’ll see you later.”

Michael hung up the phone with a big grin on his face. It was always nice when his timing worked out like that but he expected to pay for it later. Then again, he was injured so he’d have to play the sympathy card.

Ian appeared an hour later and set a paper bag on the tray table before leaning in to give Michael a kiss.

“That was very cruel of you.”

“I’m sorry but I couldn’t resist. How long did Mom and Dad stay?”

“They’re still there but since I had to run out and get your dinner, Mum and Dad are entertaining them. I hope you’re in the mood for sushi.”

“Sushi? But you said you made lasagna.” Michael said plaintively, finally noticing the Osaka logo on the bag.

Ian grinned and pulled out a Tupperware container and opened it to reveal a big hunk of his absolutely scrumptious twelve layer lasagna. “Sorry but I couldn’t resist a little payback.”

“You rat! I’m laying here in the hospital all pitiful like and you tease me about food?”

“Is it any crueler of you to tease me with a gift right before your parents get there?”

“Fair enough. Now hand me a fork, I haven’t eaten in hours!”

Ian dug a fork, two plastic cups and one very small bottle out of the bag. “I checked with Dr. Clementine and she said you could have little champagne with your dinner since it is our anniversary.”

He popped the cork and poured a half inch into both cups. He recorked the bottle and handed one of the cups to Michael before picking up the other one. “To you, Michael. Thank you for giving me the best eight years of my life.”

They both took a sip and Michael raised his glass. “And to you, Ian. For all the happy years we have before us.”

Their toasting done, Michael picked up his fork again. “So did you like your present?”

“I showed considerable restraint and didn’t open it but I did bring it down along with my present to you.”

“I’m so proud of you. So go ahead and open yours and I’ll open mine once I’m finished.”

“Oh goodie, I was hoping you’d say that.” Ian said, digging into the bag again to pull out a long slender elegantly wrapped box. “I love this paper. Where did you get it from?”

“The gift shop down the street.”

After a proper time spent admiring the gift wrap, Ian started to carefully peel the paper off.

“Babe, I have the whole rest of the roll of that paper. Open it already.”

“Okay.” Rip went the paper and Ian opened the box to see a blank piece of cardstock. “Paper? You gave me paper?”

“There’s writing on the other side.”

Ian picked up the card and flipped it over. “Michael, this is a card for the surrogacy place Grant and Pieter are going to use.”

“I know. We could use one of Chris’ eggs and my sperm with a surrogate this time.”

“I thought you wanted to wait a while.”

“Well a baby isn’t going to appear overnight and don’t think I didn’t notice how hard it was for you to put the boys’ infant clothes away. You’re really ready for another baby, aren’t you?”

Ian sat down on the chair, his fingers working the card. “I know it’s crazy but I really am.”

“Why is it crazy? You want what you want.”

“But we already have five children and as you pointed out, we have a couple of years of diapering to go. Did you change your mind because of me?”

“I didn’t change my mind but I got to thinking about it. I’ll be home more so I won’t feel so guilty about you doing all the work. We already have a big gap between Chloe and the boys so do we really want another big gap between the boys and their sister or brother? Also, does either one of us want to get done with diapering the boys and then have to turn around and do it all over again?”

“Hm. Well I’m not going to argue with you over this but I do have a question. How many children are we going to have?”

“I have no idea but I suspect we’ll know when we get there.”

“I like that answer.” Ian said with a grin.

“I know this wasn’t much of a present but I didn’t have time for shopping this year and although I really did try to steal your key fob, you’re just too organized to believe you lost it.”

“I love my present so don’t you bad mouth it. Why do you want my key fob?”

“Well I always intended to add your medals from Beijing on there and now you need little gems for the kids.”

“I will happily hand it over once you’re on your feet. Speaking of that, we’re moving to the first floor until you can handle the stairs.”

“You’re kicking your own parents out onto the streets?”

“Ha ha funny boy. No, they’re moving down to the basement a little earlier than planned and they were already doing it before I could ask. I moved some of our things down there this afternoon so we’ll be already when you get home.”

“That’s nice but uh, did you move our bed down?”

“There’s already a perfectly serviceable bed in there.”

“Uh yeah. The bed your parents have been sleeping and doing other things on. I may be in a cast but do you want sex to be completely out of- Ian, where are you going?”

Ian had gotten up and was already opening the door. “I’m going to go ask for some rubbing alcohol so I can scrub my brain out then I’m going home and moving our mattresses downstairs. I’ll be back in a few.”

Michael laid there speechless for a couple of minutes, expecting that Ian would come right back in any second but as the minutes passed and there was no Ian, he sat back against the pillows. Hm, maybe he should have just kept his mouth shut about the bed.

Ian returned in exactly seven minutes, carrying a medium sized gift bag. “I’m back.”

“That was quick.”

“Well I realized I forgot your present down in the car. You didn’t really think I was going home, did you?”

“I wasn’t sure. Sorry about the parent thing.”

“You do have a point and I’ll take care of it. Here’s your gift. It’s nothing much but it might help keep you occupied while you’re off your feet.”

Michael took the bag with a wary look and reached in to discover several skeins of yarn and new knitting needles. “You got me knitting stuff?”

“Yes. You said you tried it and I’m quite disappointed that the scarf you made didn’t work out because I would love to wear something you made for me. There’s a DVD and a book in there too.”

“Well thank you Ian. This is a very nice present and I like the yarn colors, they’ll look great with your winter coat. Oh, maybe I could mittens too.”

“I’m not big on mittens, Michael.”

“I meant for the boys, with those long strings so they don’t lose them. Oh man, I just realized that I have no choice but to get better really fast. I was going to go sledding the first decent snowfall.”

“With the boys?”

“Not this year. Hey, did you know that Pieter and Grant’s parents are coming for the holidays?”

“No I did not. Oh, is this the meeting of the parents thing?”

“Yeah. Grant didn’t go into it in detail but I hope they’re around for our open house party; I think it would be nice for them to meet some of Grant and Pieter’s friends here.”

“That is a lovely thought. By the way, I called the Valley Green Inn and booked their private room for the parents’ dinner. Now that we’re on the first floor, we won’t have the room for the tables.”

“Ah so we bought a new couch for no reason?”

“We needed new furniture but now we can put off painting until the kitchen project.”

“All right I give. Now come down here and give me a kiss.”

It wasn’t a thoroughly satisfying kiss since Ian would not sit on the bed for fear of causing Michael discomfort but they enjoyed it nonetheless. Michael ran his hand down Ian’s cheek and snuffed the combined aroma of Ian, soap and baby powder. 

“I love you, Ian.”

“And I love you, Michael.”
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The second night in the hospital wasn’t much fun for Michael since he’d slept most of the day and they’d both agreed that Ian needed to be home with the children. At eight pm, Michael was considering getting up all by himself just to have something to do but his wiser side prevailed and he pushed the call button.

“Hi Michael, what’s up?” Michelle, the second shift nurse, asked.

“Sorry to bother you but would you mind putting this DVD in for me?” Michael asked, holding up the case.

“No problem.” She said as she took it. “Oh, you’re interested in knitting?”

“Yeah, a friend was showing me but then those pesky Olympics happened before I could get the hang of purling.”

“Well Janice over in maternity is an ace knitter. She can whip out a baby blanket in a couple of shifts. Let me know if the DVD doesn’t help and I’ll ask her to pop over on her break.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Are you kidding? She loves passing on the craft and it’ll stop her from trying to teach me.”

“Oh, so I’m a sacrifice?”

“You got it. Do you have the remote over there?”

“Yep. Thanks, Michelle.”

“My pleasure and don’t hesitate to buzz if you need anything.”

“I will.”

The video was pretty informative and he watched the first fifteen minutes, covering the basic steps, a couple of times while he wound the yarn into balls then picked up his needles to try it out. He thought he was doing pretty good but had to watch the purling part several times before he caught on. A few hours later he’d knitted through one ball of yarn but had to stop because he was tired and he also couldn’t figure out how to get the next ball knitted in.

Michelle stopped by at eleven to introduce him to Kate, the nurse on duty overnight and to replace his urinal. He’d been trying to keep up his hydration level and it was easier using the urinal but he was going to be so glad when he could stand up to pee again.

By eleven thirty, he set aside his knitting and turned off the light. Tomorrow he’d be allowed to walk around a little and maybe he could convince his doctors that a shower would be beneficial to everyone.
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“Well Michael, I think you’re coming along well.” Dr. Clementine said as she examined him. “Any strange pains or other problems?”

“Nope. Does this mean I get to walk around today?”

“Yes it does but take it easy. Only to the bathroom this morning and give the hall a try after lunch. Don’t overdo it though. If you get really antsy later, stick with the wheelchair.”

“Would it be possible to take a shower?”

“I don’t want you alone in there and you’ll have to be really careful but I don’t see why not. I’ll tell Caron to bring in some supplies to wrap up all the important bits but wait until your husband or one of your friends comes; I think you’d rather have them help than the nurses.”

“Thanks, I would and thanks also for stopping by so early.”

“Not a problem. Have good day and I’ll stop in to see you tonight.”

Michael looked at the clock as she left and realized it was only seven and too early for Ian and Chloe to visit so he turned on the TV to see what had been going on in the rest of the world.

Ten minutes later he was shaking his head. Eh. Same old same old. He picked up the remote to find some cartoons when the newscaster mentioned his name.

“And now an update on our local Olympic hero, Michael Phelps. After being struck by a car on Tuesday while saving elderly woman from injury, Phelps underwent an emergency appendectomy late Tuesday night. His agent, Tim Carlisle, released a statement last night that Phelps is likely to be released from Chestnut Hill Hospital on Friday. Channel Seven has obtained this exclusive interview with Mrs. Delaphine Tompkins.”

The scene switched to the living room and a gently aged face that was smiling brightly. The shot captured how tiny Mrs. Tompkins was and Michael was very glad she looked unhurt.

“That Michael Phelps is such a wonderful boy! I was so frightened when I saw the tail end of that car heading towards me and then there he came out of nowhere. He just shuffled me over so gently and then the car hit him. I can’t believe he did that. He doesn’t know me from Adam and he just rushed over from across the road. I’ve never seen anyone so brave. If I ever see him again, I’m going to have to make him one of my special apple pies because I’ve heard he’s a big eater.”

The newscaster appeared again and chuckled. “That was Mrs. Delaphine Tompkins of Germantown. Mayor Rachel Burrell released a statement late yesterday that commended Phelps’ quick action and said that plans are already in the works to honor the Olympian. Stay tuned to Channel 7 for more news on this story as it develops.”

Michael shook his head again and switched over to cartoons. Oh geeze he was never going to hear the end of it now but then he could put up with a lot for home made apple pie.

At eight twenty Chloe zipped through the door and was at Michael’s bedside in the next second. “Hi Daddy!”

“Hi Chloe!”

“Papa’s coming but he’s kind of upset about something.”

“What? Did something happen at home?”

“No. I don’t know what’s wrong but he’s got that little squiggly line between his eyebrows.”

“Ack. Okay thanks for the warning.”

Chloe dashed back to the door and opened it, sticking her head out and then opening the door wide so Ian can enter. Although the rest of the world probably wouldn’t be able to tell, Michael spotted the signs that all was not right in Ian’s world. From the squiggly line to set of his shoulders to tightened edge of his jaw, it was all there.

“Hi Baby. How are you today?”

“I’m fine.” Ian answered shortly. “How are you?”

“Um. Good. Dr. Clem said I could get a shower today and then do a little walking this afternoon. Are you up to helping me?”

“Of course I’ll help you. I hope you’re hungry; we brought you a ham and cheese omelet and some hash browns, applesauce and French toast.” Ian said as he put the containers down on the tray table with some force.

Michael reached out and took a hold of Ian’s wrist. “What’s wrong?”

Ian struggled for a second to not speak but he wasn’t one to hold himself back. “Michael how could you? You *ran* across the street? Didn’t you stop to think what could have happened to you? To me? To the children?” Ian asked half in anger half in bewilderment. 

“Whoa!”

“Don’t you know how much we need you? What were you thinking?”

“Ian. Wait. I really don’t remember running anywhere. All I saw was that someone who was going to get hurt and I couldn’t stop myself.”

“And the fact that you’re a father and a husband didn’t occur to you?”

“I didn’t think I’d get hurt. Ian, what kind of person would I be if I just stood there?”

Ian took a deep breath and put the fork he was holding down on the table. “I need to take a walk. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t forget to eat your breakfast, you need the calories.”

Michael and Chloe watched as Ian exited the room and then Chloe reached over and picked up the fork, handing it to Michael.

“Papa’s right. You need to eat.”

Taking the utensil, Michael poked at his food for a few minutes before looking at his daughter. “I’m sorry. You know Papa’s not really mad at me, right?”

“He sounded pretty mad.” Chloe remarked as she stole a bit of potato. “Daddy, why did you do that?”

“Well let’s say you were standing in the front yard and one of your brothers ran into the street and there was a car coming. Wouldn’t you run out to get him even if the car might hit you?”

Chloe thought about it for a few minutes while Michael took a couple of bites of food. “I guess I would but you and Papa wouldn’t let the boys play in the front yard.”

“No we wouldn’t but what if it was Amanda who ran out to get a ball or one of the kids at school who didn’t look before they crossed the street? It’s sort of like that.”

“But you didn’t know that lady.”

“I know but kiddo, she’s a very small old lady. When people get older, they get more delicate and if they fall or get hit by a car, they can be seriously injured. Since I always tell you the truth, no I didn’t stop to think about you or Papa or the boys. I figured I’d be okay and despite the leg and operation, I am going to be okay.”

“Would you do it again if you knew you’d be in the hospital and Papa would be so upset?”

“I don’t know. If I knew I’d be here instead Mrs. Tompkins then I’d have to say I would do it again.”

Chloe nodded slowly. “The man on TV last night said you were a hero.”

“I wouldn’t call it that, sweetie. To me, heroes are people who become police officers or fight fires or join the military; you know the dangerous stuff.”

“What you did was dangerous.”

“I guess I just didn’t see it as dangerous at the time.” Michael looked down and realized he’d finished his breakfast and started gathering up the containers. “I think I owe Papa an apology.”
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Ian went down the stairs to front entry of the hospital and started walking around, trying to calm himself. He really hadn’t meant to go off on Michael like that, especially in front of Chloe but the thought that Michael run over like that just really ticked him off. He walked faster and grumbled about how stupid that move had been. 

On his second lap, he slowed down as he remembered the brief glimpse he’d gotten of Mrs. Tompkins. She looked pretty spry for her age but probably wasn’t even five foot tall. Add in the stooped shoulders and the frailness and yes, she probably would have been seriously injured if the hit was hard enough to knock Michael down.

He considered the question Michael asked and under the circumstances he hoped he’d have made that split second decision and risked his own skin for a stranger but at this point it was hard to say. Michael couldn’t have predicted a broken leg and a wonky appendix either. Well damn. Ian sighed and started back towards Michael’s room, working on the wording of his apology.

When he got back, he was surprised to see Michael sitting all alone and looked at his watch. “I wasn’t gone that long was I? Where did Chloe go?”

“Caron took her on a tour. Ian, I’m so sorry.”

“For what love? For trying to help someone who couldn’t help herself?”

Michael blinked and looked at Ian. “I thought you were mad at me.”

“I rethought the situation and I realized I was focusing my anger on the wrong person. You didn’t cause the accident Michael. And if you’d just stood there, you wouldn’t be the person I fell in love with. I’m sorry I yelled at you. Was Chloe upset?”

“A little but we had a little talk. I’m sorry that I put you through all this.”

Ian dipped his head and kissed Michael on the forehead. “Since make up sex is out of the question at the moment, did you say something earlier about getting a shower?”

“Yeah. Caron put all the stuff next to the nightstand.”

Ian found the pan that contained a big plastic trash bag, a roll of duct tape and another roll of clear medical tape. “Okay, I get the bag and the duct tape; that’s for your cast. The other tape is for your operation site?”

“Yeah and my head. We’re supposed to ring Caron when we’re done and she’ll change the dressing.”

“All right. Let’s do this and see how it goes.”

Ian worked efficiently and quickly got the bag taped on and the various spots covered. He helped Michael up and gave him a steady hand to help on the hobble to the bathroom. Once inside, it took some doing to get the jammies off but soon Michael was sitting on the fold down seat and enjoying the spray of water. Ian gave him the shampoo, conditioner and soap at the proper intervals and then helped him dry off. 

Michael got a few minutes alone to take care of other business while Ian pulled out fresh jammies and then helped hold him up while he brushed his teeth. The trip back into bed left him a little shaky and Michael was glad to be lying down again.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it? You know your dad suggested renting one of those little motorized chair things for a couple of weeks. How do you feel about that?”

“I guess it would be okay but I’d feel like an invalid.”

“Well I wouldn’t let you use it all the time but you’re tired from just this little bit of activity and it’s going to take a while for you to regain your stamina. I think it would be helpful if you had it around, just so you aren’t stuck in bed or on the couch.”

“How much would the rental be?”

“A couple of hundred a week which seems pretty steep but the model I looked at was very slick and comfy. It will also fit on the minibus, has a place for your crutches and pretty zippy.”

“So it’s already waiting for me at home?” Michael asked with a grin.

“Well yes. You know how I am with these things. It seemed like the best solution.”

“Then I’m okay with it. Hey, why don’t you sit over here on my left side and kiss something other than my forehead?”

“Are you sure it won’t hurt you?” Ian asked as he gingerly perched on the edge of the mattress.

Michael’s response was to put his hand on Ian’s neck and draw him forward. “My sparkling cleanliness and minty freshness are going to waste here.”

They were halfway through their fifth or sixth kiss when Chloe came back in with Caron.

“Papa, should you really be doing that to Daddy when he’s sick?”

Ian quickly stood up and fussed with his shirt. “Your father made me do it.”

“Oh sure, blame the guy who can’t even get up by himself. I was just sitting here helpless when,” Michael stopped and looked at his daughter who was staring at them and decided to change the subject. “You know, you could be the first swimming nun.”

“Daddy! I’m not going to be a nun!”

Caron was trying not to laugh at them as she checked out Michael’s cast and abdomen. “How did the shower go?”

“It went great. I feel all squeaky clean.”

Ian snorted at that and busied himself putting away the containers and straightening Michael’s blanket.

“Okay.” Caron said slowly. “Looks like you made it through without permanent damage. They’re coming after lunch to fit you with crutches and we’ll take whirl around the floor this afternoon. Ian, nice job on the taping; there’s not a speck of wet.”

“Thank you Caron. Chloe, we’ve got to get back to the house. Michael, behave yourself and I’ll be back around two to help with your walk.” Ian said as he leaned down to give Michael a chaste peck on the lips.

“Thank you for the tour, Miss Caron.” Chloe said politely after she kissed Michael goodbye. 

Michael sighed when the door closed behind them. “Well darn.”

“Chloe is such a wonderful girl. You must be very proud of her.” Caron said as she 

“We are and thank you. For the compliment and showing her around.”

“My pleasure. Do you want water or juice to drink?”

“Water when you have time. I think I’m going take a nap.” Michael said, holding his hand over his mouth while he yawned.

“That shower took more out of you than you expected, didn’t it?”

“Uh huh.”
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August 31, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian puttered around Michael’s room as he waited for Michael to come back from X-ray. Not that Michael really needed another X-ray but the first set had vanished somewhere in the bowels of the hospital (or was pilfered to be stolen on eBay, Ian had few illusions on that point) and Dr. Clementine wanted to make sure Michael’s file was complete before he was released.

As he gathered up Michael’s belongings, he was amazed at the amount of stuff that had accumulated in just a few short days and thought he’d been pretty smart to bring down a larger suitcase along. He’d just finished checking under the bed and in the bathroom when Caron opened the door and an orderly pushed Michael’s wheelchair in.

“Thanks for the ride, Tony.”

“No problem Doc.”

Caron patted Michael’s shoulder and told them she’d be back in a couple of minutes leaving them alone for the first time since Ian had arrived at ten thirty.

“Hey Ian, thanks for packing up all my stuff. Did you get the disk out of the DVD player? I don’t want to leave that behind.”

“No I did not.” Ian said as he reached up. “Ah, the knitting lesson. Was the program helpful?”

“Yep. I’ve almost got a scarf finished and Janice from maternity stopped by last night to show me how to finish it off.” Michael said as he wheeled over to the nightstand and took out the yard and needles from the drawer. “See?”

“Oh yes. That’s very nice. Shall I put it in the suitcase?”

“Please.”

“And did Caron mention what else they were going to do to delay releasing you?”

“Nope. We’re waiting for Dr. Clementine and she said she’d be up in fifteen minutes which in doctor speak means, an hour or two.”

“Gasp, I can’t believe you’re selling out your medical brethren like that.”

“It’s not selling out if I’m disclosing super secret info to my spouse. It was in the handbook.”

“Either way, I hope it happens soon. You’ll miss the boys before they go down for their nap.”

Dr. Clementine strode in with Tony and a clerk type person a moment later and within ten minutes, Michael had his prescriptions in hand, had signed off on more papers than he wanted to think about and Tony was getting him ready to be rolled downstairs. Ian left as soon as he was sure Michael was actually being released to take the crutches and suitcase down and bring around the car. The transition from wheelchair to vehicle was a little tricky and Michael ended up sitting in the middle seat with his leg stretched off to the side.

“All right, do you mind if we drop off your prescriptions at the drug store?”

“Sure. I’m just glad to be outside again. Going around the hospital last night was fun but I was still in the hospital.”

“Yes, Mum and Dad told me about your walkabout or rather, wheel about. That was kind of you to go by and visit the children’s ward.”

“It was fun meeting them and I needed to get out of that room.”

Ian pulled in to the drop off window and took care of the errand before turning the car for home. “I hope you’re hungry; Mum put a brisket in at five this morning and we’re having it for lunch with roasted potatoes and glazed carrots. Mum’s worried that you’ve not been eating enough.”

“Ooh, what a great thing to go home to. I love Margaret’s brisket.”

“As much as you love me?”

“Of course not but you’d better stop there as the kids might not win this one.”

“Duly noted. Now Michael, when I stop the car I want you to promise me that you won’t go jumping out and running inside. We’re going to take this slowly and carefully.”

“I promise. My jumping and running activities are on hold until the cast is off.”

“Good boy.”

While Michael barked in response to Ian’s comment, Ian pulled into the garage, shut off the car and opened his door. He opened the back hatch and got out the crutches before opening the door for Michael.

“Do you want to sit in the kitchen, on the couch or go into our temporary bedroom?”

“Can I eat on the couch? Wait, has the new couch gotten here yet?”

“No it won’t come until next week so the couch it is.”

Getting from the garage entry through the kitchen and into the family room was easier said than done thanks to Michael not quite having the hang of using crutches around objects and the dogs’ ecstatic greetings. Ian finally took the dogs into the playroom so Michael could hobble along unimpeded and then helped him lever down onto the couch.

Ian got a pillow and propped Michael’s leg then went back over to the playroom gate where the sounds of boys and dogs were getting louder. “Are you ready?”

“Yeah, let ‘em loose.”

The next ten minutes was spent petting the dogs, kissing the boys and greeting Gail through the mayhem. Chloe, Margaret and Ken joined them a few minutes later. At some point, Michael just went quiet and leaned back against the cushions, truly happy to be home with his family again even as Gail stopped Liam from escaping into the kitchen, Chloe reached over and rescued Gizmo from Jamey’s attentions and Ian hauled Robbie down from his attempt to scale Mt Bookcase.

“Da!” Harry said in front of him, holding out a ball.

“Aw, is this for me? Do you want me to roll it for you?”

“No!”

Harry turned around and waddled back into the playroom and emerged with book which he handed to Michael. 

“Wow, the boys are really moving well aren’t they?” Michael asked as he took the block Harry brought out on his next trip.

“What was your first clue?” Ian asked dryly as he pulled Jamey out from under the ottoman he’d tried to crawl under.

“Michael dear, I hope you’re hungry.” Margaret announced as she walking in from the kitchen with a lap tray piled with food. She deftly wound her way around Chloe and Liam’s block building project and set the tray down on Michael’s lap. “What would you like to drink?”

“Milk if we have any or water.”

“I’m sure we have milk. Go ahead and start eating and I’ll be right back, you poor thing.”

Michael wiggled his toes and reached down to pick up the huge sandwich with all the fixings and was about to take a bite when he became aware that there were four little bodies lined up in front of him, staring at him with identical expressions, as if they couldn’t believe he was going to eat all that and not offer them some.

“Aw boys. Are you hungry? Do you want some carrots?”

“Rots!” Jamey yelled but Ian was ready for them. 

“Boys, let’s go into the kitchen and you can have some carrots in your chairs.”

You would have thought Ian had suggested he was going to take them outside and leave them tied to a tree from the reaction he got but Ian was resolute. There would be no eating of carrots or any other food by the boys in any room aside from the kitchen.

Ken and Gail gave him a hand rounding up the boys and Michael was sad until Ian came out of the kitchen with a plate of his own and two glasses of milk. He made a seat for himself at the end of the couch near Michael’s feet and passed over one of the glasses.

“So are you happy to be home?”

“Oh yeah. I missed all this.”

“I want you to know that the boys had lunch but you know how they are with the siren call of carrots.”

“And basically other type of food. Yeah, I figured you had but they are part Phelps after all.”

“So our grocery bills inform me. Actually, they’ve been a bit peckish while you were away. Jamey actually refused peaches and bananas last night.”

“Say it ain’t so.”

“It is. I think they missed you and they definitely missed their bedtime song. I just can’t sing it the way you do.”

“The tape didn’t help?”

“Only after the fifth playing.”

“Sorry Baby. How late were you up last night?”

“I went to bed around ten.” Ian said as he finished up his considerably smaller sandwich. “Now you’d better finish that or Mum’s going to feed you again.”
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In bed that night, Ian snuggled up to Michael’s back and kissed his neck. “Are you comfortable?”

“Yeah. I just hope I don’t roll over and bash you with the cast.”

“You won’t. Now close your eyes and go to sleep, you’ve had a busy day.”

“I’ll bet yours was busier.”

“Michael, go to sleep already.”

“All right.”

Five minutes later, Ian sat up and leaned over until his lips met Michael’s. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

“Me too baby, me too.”
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Recouperating

September 13, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Michael heard the garage door roll close and sighed again at the injustice of it all. The boys were going to their first dental appointment and he was stuck in the house. He’d forgotten (again) to charge his electric chair and going on his crutches was not an option because the boys hadn’t quite learned not to make sudden starts and stops in front of him.

There had been a couple of close calls so Michael tried to contain his time on crutches to when the boys were eating in their high chairs or napping. And since the boys were out of the house, there was no time like the present. He did a few rounds on the first floor and then stopped in the kitchen to load the dishwasher, wipe the counters and stove down and straighten up the kitchen table, all things that had been left on the rush out the door. It took him three times as long but he managed and felt pleased with the accomplishment when he was done.

Then he checked the daily menu - baked chicken salad for dinner. Knowing the way Margaret and Ian worked, he wasn’t surprised to find eight already cooked chicken breasts wrapped in plastic in the fridge and figured he might as well get dinner started. Standing wasn’t easy at the moment so he pulled out one of their canvas shopping bags, loaded it up and slung it over his shoulder for the trip to the table.

Even with the bag it took three trips – he forgot the cutting board and then realized he needed something to put the waste in but he was soon happily chopping his way through the ingredients. If a few pieces of chicken ended up on the floor, he wasn’t going to be bothered by it as the dogs appreciated the windfall.

He also prepped some green beans and carrots and after another trip to the pantry and fridge, decided to make squash and apple casserole for the grown up side dish. By eleven, he had everything ready to combine and took a rest before going to get the casserole dishes and mixing everything up. He also considered the fact that he had enough for two chicken casseroles or he could divide the ingredients, boil some eggs and make cold chicken salad for lunch tomorrow. While he was in the middle of making up his mind, the back door opened and Grant appeared.

“Michael, what are you doing home? I thought you were going to the dentist.”

“I didn’t charge the battery on my go-mobile and I can’t navigate on crutches with the boys walking around. What are you doing here?”

“I finished up my classes for the day and stopped in at the market. They had some fantastic corned beef so I picked you guys up some along with sauerkraut, cheese and rye bread; you know how Pieter and Ian love Reuben sandwiches. What are you doing?”

“Making baked chicken casserole for dinner. Or trying to. If you’re free for a bit, would you mind giving me a hand?”

Grant set down the shopping bags and rolled up his sleeves. “What do you need?”

“Can you bring the casserole dishes over here and then put some eggs on to boil?”

“Certainly, just let me put the perishables away.”

“Can you leave what you brought for us out? I’ve got a recipe for a Reuben casserole that only takes thirty minutes and I can put that on for lunch.”

“Hold that thought. Let me get the dishes out and the eggs on, and then I’ll run next door and get one of our casserole dishes if you’ll give me your recipe.”

“No problem. It’s a lot easier than making individual sandwiches and I think that red casserole dish on the drying rack is yours anyway from the stuffed green peppers you brought over last week.”

As they worked, Grant whistled tunelessly for a few minutes then turned to Michael. “You know, we make a hell of a lot of casseroles for being as cool and as hip as we are.”

Michael laughed. “Casseroles don’t really have a cutting edge reputation do they? How many casserole recipes do you think we have all together?”

“I have no idea but I think we’ve probably eaten hundreds over the last couple of years.”

“They are quick and easy. Are you going to bake up your Reuben now or wait until later?”

“I’ll wait for Pieter to come home. Why?”

“Then you’ll want to leave the bread off or it will get all soggy. How do you like Wharton?”

“I love it so far. There’s even been a couple of rowdy debates in class which is always fun. Not that I didn’t have smart students at CHC but for the most part, I felt like I was teaching to the sheep. I’d ask questions and they’d bleat back answers but it was so hard to get them engaged. Now I have students who not only want to learn but they challenge me to stay ahead of them. Just fantastic!”

“I’m glad that it’s working out for you. Hey, can you rise off the green beans and carrots?”

“Sure. May I ask why you prepared so many?”

“Ian likes to give them to the boys as snacks. You know what’s funny? The boys will eat them raw or cooked but if there’s anything added, we have irretrievably ruined their lives and will be paying for therapy over the trauma for years.”

“You’re kidding me? The boys usually aren’t such fussy eaters.”

“Gail says their taste buds are starting to develop. And please note that I didn’t say the boys won’t eat it if there’s sauce or other flavorings but the looks we get! Harry especially. The other night Margaret made garlic green beans and I swear that Harry looked like one of those slow motion action sequences. He stole them off Ken’s plate and crammed them in his mouth, then he got this look of surprise, recoiled, his eyes went wide and his little nose flared. Man, he really cracked me up but he just kept eating and even stole more and went through the whole thing again.”

“So you’re enjoying your time at home even with a bum leg?”

“Oh yeah. I feel like I’m really connecting to them now and it’s going to be so hard to go to work.”

“Was it easier before?”

“No but now that they’re walking and trying to make sense of the world, it’s worse. Now they really miss me too. You should have seen the mob scene on Tuesday when I got back from my check up. Of course, they do the same thing for Ian when he just goes to take a shower so it’s all relative.”

“Do you think the boys love Ian more than they love you?”

Michael stopped layering ingredients in his casserole dish and looked over at Grant. “Do you really want to know what I think?”

“Would I have asked if I didn’t?”

“At this point, I don’t think they really know what love is. All they have is preferences; they prefer this blanket over that blanket or they prefer carrots over Brussels sprouts and they definitely prefer Ian over anyone else although I think I qualify as a close second or tie with Gail most of the time. Ian’s the one they spend the most time with so of course they prefer him. They’ve bonded with him to a certain degree but they’re also bonding with me and it’ll all work out in the end.” Michael said, and then shot Grant a mischievous grin. ”And if it doesn’t, I’m going to buy them all zippy sports cars on their sixteenth birthdays so they’ll love me forever.”

“I’m glad you’re not all conflicted about this.”

“Well I was for a long time and I felt really guilty about not being here for Chloe every day and then the boys showed up so there was even more guilt. It took me a while but I finally realized that my kids have two parents who love them very much and that Ian and I have a partnership. Between the two of us, we parent the stuffing out of those kids. I wasted too much time worrying about what could happen in the future when I should be living in the now and doing the best I can do this very minute.”

“So this is your parental training philosophy?”

“Yep. Totally the opposite of swim training too. That’s all about the long term, pacing yourself, going the distance but it doesn’t work with that well with kids. By the time you get to the long term with them, they’re waving at you from the back of a motorcycle driven by an unwashed pot smoking elementary school dropout on their way to an S&M club.”

Grant laughed. “I’m glad to see your free floating anxiety is still intact but Chloe just doesn’t seem to be the type.”

“I was thinking Jamey for that one. Chloe’s going to be the one who travels all the time and never call her poor lonely parents but sends us lots of trinkets from far away places with cheery notes attached. ‘Sorry I didn’t call but Ralph was gored by a water buffalo. Sadly he didn’t make it but Daniel, your new son-in-law, was here to take away my pain. I’ll stop by with the grandkids someday.’”

“What about Robbie, Liam and Harry?” Grant asked around his continued laughter.

“Robbie’s going to be a scientist, he’ll discover some fantastic way of doing something and the government will sock him away in an obscure research facility and he’ll only be able to send us bland emails that talk about the weather. Harry will join the Peace Corps, meet some fascinating person, marry him or her, have twenty kids but they’ll be colonizing the moon and the trip home will be too expensive so we’ll treasure the 3-D holographs. I’m not so sure about Liam but he’ll probably be constantly touring with his books or his movies; he’ll stop by occasionally but he’ll always bring his laundry. I’m sure I’ll be pathetically grateful to do it too.”

Grant got up and staggered to the sink to splash some cold water on his face. He finally got himself under control by not looking at Michael for a while and sat back down a few minutes later.

“Seriously, that’s not how you really think the kids will end up.”

“No but I’m preparing myself for the possibilities. Hey, I think we’re done. Ian said they’d be back at noon so can you put the Reuben casserole in the oven at 350?”

“Not a problem. Do you want these other casseroles in the fridge?”

“Yes please. Are you heading home now or can you hang for a while.”

“I can hang. What were your plans until they get back?”

“How about firing up the Nintendo 4 and playing a round of Gotham City Racer?”

“Oh, are you that desperate for an ass-kicking?”
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Ian’s morning went much differently as he discovered that the boys weren’t that interested in sitting in a dental chair and having some strange man put his fingers in their mouths. Dr. Hardy took the biting thing well but it was embarrassing to have one’s child go screaming from the room in mid exam.

“Dr. Hardy, I’m very sorry about this. I brush their teeth twice a day and they normally don’t act like this.”

“This isn’t the first time it’s happened but let’s try this again. It might work better if he’s sitting on your lap.”

“Good idea.”

It took a little doing but Ian got Jamey to not struggle as they walked back into the exam room and he even sat relatively still for the doctor although he definitely didn’t like it.

“Well he looks good. You can get up now and I’ll see him in six months.”

Ian stood up, nodded and left only to return a few minutes later with Robbie.

“Oh hi. Did you have some questions about Jamey?”

“No but this is Robbie. Uh, you did know there were four of them right?”

“Now I do but I was wondering why you kept changing your son’s shirt. Go ahead and sit down and let’s see if this one goes any better. Was Robbie one of the ones in here earlier?”

“No that was Liam and Harry. I figured I’d give everyone a chance to recuperate from the trauma.”

An hour later and after many tears from the boys and Ian, the boys’ first dental exam was over. Ian had two exams himself because it was the only way Liam and Harry would open their mouths. Ian was glad to hear that the boys’ baby teeth were coming in nicely and that he remained cavity free.

As the boys were walked onto the minibus, Ian was glad he’d brought his parents and Gail along to assist since the boys had needed extra individualized attention. He was also glad to get them strapped in and get the bus started since he felt like his head – ah damn. He tried to focus on a street sign and saw the unwelcome aura of light around it.

He unbuckled his belt and stood up, feeling nauseous already.

“Gail, can you drive home?” He asked quietly.

“Sure Ian. Are you okay?”

“I’ve got a migraine coming on, I’m afraid.”

“Here, sit down and buckle up. I’ll get us home in a jiffy and you can lie down.”

“Thank you.” Ian closed his eyes after he sat down and fumbled for his belt. He didn’t open his eyes until he heard the motor turn off and then carefully stood up. He’d never thrown up from a headache before but that fact didn’t help the queasy feeling that jumped around in his stomach at every sound.

“Ian, why don’t you go in and we’ll bring the boys? We can handle getting their lunch.” Margaret said softly.

“Thanks Mum.”

Ian stumbled off the vehicle and through the back door, almost tripping as he came through the kitchen. He ignored Michael’s startled voice and made for the bed on the first floor, crashing down onto it without bothering to take off his shoes or clothes.

There was blessed silence for a while and then he felt something warm and moist being set against his upper shoulders and neck. The relief wasn’t immediate but the pain eased a tiny bit and Ian groaned a little. He heard a muffled thump and wondered how Michael was managing but he was gently turned over and moaned as the pain boomeranged through his head.

“Ssh. I know it hurts Baby. Just hold on for a minute and I’ll take care of you.” Michael whispered from somewhere nearby and then strong but tender hands were on his head and searching out the sore spots.

At some point, Ian drifted off to sleep as Michael’s fingers worked their magic and sleep was the best thing for him at this point. Several hours later, he opened his eyes and almost cried at the absence of pain. Once again, Michael had saved him from several days of agony and painkillers.

He gingerly rolled over and wasn’t surprised to see a sports drink sitting on the night stand along with a few pieces of dry toast. He gratefully opened the bottle and drank the whole thing down in measured swallows. The migraine had vanished for now thanks to Michael but he had to be careful or the whole thing could come crashing back on him.

The toast went down easily so he hauled himself out of bed and into the bathroom. Ah, there was his favorite robe and comfy sweats already set out for him. The shower eased the last vestiges of tension in his shoulders and once he was dried off and dressed, he felt like a new man. He noticed the house was strangely silent and hurried his step out to the family room to see what was going on.

“Michael, where is everyone?”

His spouse was looked up from the almost muted TV and smiled. “I thought I heard the shower. How are you?”

“I feel much better and I think you managed to nip this one in the bud. But where is everyone?”

“Relax. They’re over at Grant and Pieter’s. Grant knows what the smallest sound does to you when your head’s aching so he offered their house up. The boys were so wired when you guys got back so it’s a good thing they weren’t here.”

“Oh. God, Grant and Pieter certainly keep saving our asses don’t they?”

“Yes they do. Anyway, do you want to eat your dinner in peace or shall I call over and get them back?”

Ian wanted the children back but considered how the boys would react to him eating without any food being offered to them. “I’ll eat first. Is there anything made?”

“You have your choice of cold chicken salad, chicken salad casserole or Reuben casserole. The last two will need to be heated up.”

“A chicken salad sandwich would go just right. Want anything while I’m up?”

“Another water please. The salad’s in the bowl with the orange lid.”

When he found himself eating a third spoonful straight out of the bowl, Ian gave up on the pretense that he was going to make a sandwich and just took the bowl, the spoon and two waters back out to the family room.

“Are you going to eat the whole bowl?” Michael asked.

“Yes because I know you and you’ve already got the majority of the batch stowed away in another bowl for your own eating pleasure later tonight. Besides, I’ve missed two meals.”

“Oh, I’m busted.”

The bowl didn’t last long and Ian took a moment to stretch out and rest his head on a pillow near Michael’s left hip. “Did Chloe make it to swim practice?”

“Yep, Pieter took her. She did really well on her geography quiz too.”

“Good for her.” Ian sighed as Michael’s fingers started combing through his hair.

“Grant and Pieter were thinking about going to a couple of farmer’s markets on Saturday. Do you want to go along with them?”

“Just me or you and the kids too?”

“You can go alone but I think the kids would enjoy it.”

“If we can keep the boys from running off somewhere.”

“That’s why we should take our carriers with us. They aren’t nearly as restless when we’re carrying them.”

“True and I intend on billing them for our collective chiropractic bills later. You know, we should also see what the co-op place in Mt. Airy is like.”

“There’s a co-op in Mt. Airy?”

“Evidently.”

“I’ll bet you want me to call over and get the kids back now.”

“Yes please. The house is too quiet.”
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September 14, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

The annual parents’ meeting at Springside School had become something Ian looked forward to every year. He enjoyed talking to the other parents, discussing the latest trends their daughters were crazy for and hearing the latest news.

This year the talk was about the new restaurant on Germantown Avenue, the long term street repairs on Willow Grove and Michael’s accident. Most of the other parents came over to ask how Michael was doing, to talk about his injuries or (in the case of the lawyer parents) to offer him their services if he wanted to sue the driver.

Thankfully, the meeting was called to order before that got too out of hand and people were soon busy trying to avoid being drafted onto various committees. Well, Ian admitted to himself, that was unfair since the school had many very involved parents but there were many others who never volunteered, never contributed one penny more than the school fees but felt like their ideas were so much better than anyone else’s.

“Baby, you’re gritting your teeth.” Michael whispered as he rubbed his thumb over Ian’s wrist.”

“I know and you know why.” Ian replied just as quietly while he shot a death glare at Brenda Kreston who was sucking up valuable time with her plan to revamp the whole damn library.

“Easy there; you don’t want the poor woman keeling over.”

“No, you’re right. That would just waste more time. I wish they’d just get to the dinner announcement already.”

“Relax. No one’s going to complain about having the dinner in a restaurant. Hey, why is it that the dinners are here in the cafeteria anymore?”

“The crème Brule accident.”

“Oh right. Ah, Alex is reaching for her gavel.”

The chairperson did indeed close the open discussion portion of the meeting very quickly and moved on to the committees. Michael hid a grin as Ian shuffled his feet through the spring flower sale, art show, book fair (blech!), website and photography reports before Alex finally called for the new parents’ dinner.

Ian stood and cleared his throat a little nervously. “As most of you know, Michael’s had a bit of a fluff up. After discussing it with the other committee members, we’ve decided to move the dinner from our house to the Valley Green Inn starting at six thirty. Dinner will be served at seven fifteen and we should all be home by ten. I can provide directions for anyone who needs them and if you previously signed up to bring a dessert, you don’t have to worry about it now.”

“Thank you, Ian.” Alex said with a smile then continued, “Before anyone can ask, Ian and Michael are footing the bill and the budget thanks them for it. Moving on, we have the Spring Fling report from Amy Hannigan . . .”

Ian sat down quickly and let out his breath, glad that Alex had mentioned the money aspect and hadn’t called for questions. He felt Michael’s hand wrap around his and let himself relax. Now to get through the milling about after the meeting and they were almost home free. Well until the dinner. Damn he really hated discussing money with people. He knew people all knew that he and Michael were quite well off but he really didn’t think much they had or didn’t have was not an appropriate topic of conversation.

Michael started making little circles with his thumb along the back of Ian’s hand while he appeared interested in the proceedings but Ian knew otherwise. There was only one thing that could put that look on Michael’s face.

“Michael, stop worrying. The chocolate soufflé will still be there when we get home.”

“It better be. I saw the way Liam was looking at it, not to mention Ken.”

&&

September 28, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“All right Michael, we have serious business to discuss. The invitations have gone out, the acceptances have arrived and the plans are set. So do you have any ideas?”

“I was planning to go get a few big boxes, wrap them up and let the boys loose on them.”

Ian looked over his glasses at Michael. “Empty boxes? You’re giving our sons empty boxes for their first birthdays?”

Unbothered by Ian’s scathing tone, Michael propped up his leg and released the Velcro on his new aircast, scratching at just the right spot. “Man I love this thing. And yeah. The boys aren’t going to appreciate presents at this point. You know how much they love ripping paper up and crawling around in things.”

“True and dammit, you thought of it first.”

“So what did you think we should get them?”

“I was thinking Big Bobby ride on cars. There are racing cars, ambulances, fire trucks, dolphins, semi trucks and they all have trailers. They thought your go-mobile was the most fun ever and push cars are good ways of working off some of their energy.”

“Huh. Well I like that idea too. Where have you been hiding them?”

Ian had the grace to look a little embarrassed. “How did you know I already bought them?”

“Because I saw the charge on our credit card. What the heck is a Music in Motion Roller Coaster and why did we need four of them? Wait, okay I know why we needed four but what is it?”

“It’s awesome. There’s this toddler sized track and a car that goes round and round. I bought four because not only did we need the extra cars but a little round track is boring. I have it all set up in the pool garage; do you want to go see it?”

“Oh heck yeah.”

Ian used the intercom to tell Gail where they were going then handed Michael his crutch and gave him a hand up. The aircast was much easier for Michael to handle but he was still not supposed to put too much weight on his leg.

“So are we keeping the kiddie coaster in the garage?”

“It would probably be wise but not with winter coming. I was thinking we could put it up in the living room now that we’re moving back up to our room. We’ll just have to be sure and take the batteries out of the cars when no one can supervise.” Ian said as he helped Michael down the deck stairs.

“I am so glad I can do the stairs now. You’ve spent most of the last month running up and down them.”

“I don’t like being so far from the children that’s for sure but what I’m really going to be happy about is when you can take over the laundry again. You’ve definitely spoiled me on that regard. Hold on a minute and I’ll get the door for you.”

The roller coaster contraption couldn’t be missed and Ian had arranged the tracks in ‘S’ curves. The various ride on cars and the plethora of trailers were parked near by and to Michael, it looked like a train set blown up to a child sized scale.

“Baby, this is awesome! The boys are going to flip out.”

“You really think so?”

“Oh yeah. Hey you know, the other garage is heated and if we put down some of that cushion flooring, the boys could have good place to play. It’ll come in handy for the playgroup too.”

“You want to park our cars in this garage? What about when it snows?”

“So we have a few more feet to walk and use the snow blower on. I think it’s a good trade off. The sunroom is a good space for them for quiet stuff like blocks and story time but do you want to be stuck in there when they get into one of their rambunctious moods?”

“You have a good point. Add in the six other kids for playgroup and that room could become sheer madness.” Ian said thoughtfully then got a crafty look on his face. “Of course for a true playroom, there really should be more than a few ride-on toys.”

Michael resisted the urge to bring up the seven riding carts with trailers, the coaster thing and yes, even the little traffic signs he spotted in the corner. “You want to go hog wild don’t you?”

“You have no idea how much fun stuff there is for toddlers! There was this platform thing with a slide and some stairs, this place in Germany that has the coolest wooden puzzles-.”

Michael cut off Ian with a kiss and then pulled back to look at Ian. “You have carte blanche to do whatever you want to do but let’s wait until after the boys’ party.”

“Okay I can do that.” Ian held the door for Michael again, locked up the garage and they walked back up to the house. “Are you sure about the garage?”

“Yep. With me going to work and your parents traveling up to Canada every month, you and Gail are going to have your hands full and you won’t be able to take the boys outside. I just hope that the kitchen remodel will take care of our next problem: getting the groceries from the car.”

“I’ll make a note.” Ian said as he opened the back door and let Michael precede him in through the sun run and back to the family room. “Speaking of my parents, Dad was mentioning the other day that they’re considering selling their house and shipping the rest of their things here to the States.”

“Yeah, I heard him talking about it. How much stuff do they have in storage?”

“I don’t know. Mum said they did a through job of paring down prior to coming here. Now that they have more room in the basement, she’s feeling the need to have more of her things around her and she also wants to take some stuff up to Chris and David’s.”

“So they’ll need to go back to Sydney? When were they planning that?”

“In December. Chloe will still be in school so she’ll have to stay with Grant and Pieter, they’ve already said she could but we could go over with the boys for a few weeks.”

Michael eased down onto the couch and propped his foot up again. “It would give us a chance to look around for property or a house down there. I’ve been looking at real estate on the web but it’s hard to tell from pictures and I don’t really know the neighborhoods. On the bright side, I really like a couple of architects I’ve run across.”

Ian sat down next to Michael and put his feet up on the coffee table. “Do you think Chloe will be mad that she can’t come?”

“I don’t know. She might be but she’ll also like staying over with her uncles. Whoa. I really hope those guys don’t decide to hyphenate. Hackett-van den Hoogenband. Van den Hoogenband-Hackett.”

“They could always decide to mix their names. Van den Hackenband. Hoogenett. Bandhack. Well, maybe not. So we’re going to Sydney?”

“Yes we are.” Michael said. “Here’s a question for you – when are we going to get the new furniture in here?”

“As soon as you can help me move it in which will be once you’re out of the cast and cleared by a medical professional who is not named Phelps or van den Hoogenband.”

“Just checking. So are you ever going to show me the new kitchen plan?”

Ian sprang up without a word and dashed upstairs for his folder. He returned two minutes later and sat down with a big smile. “I was just waiting for you to ask. This is the drawing of our first floor as it exists and as you can see, we have a bit of a traffic problem in the kitchen in the fridge area especially. This is where we could go. See how the area is now oriented to the eating area?”

“Yep. What’s this here?” Michael asked pointing to a block with a big X through it.

“Ah, that’s the back staircase.”

“Are we keeping that?”

“I thought it would be convenient, what with the boys. It would save wear and tear on the main hall and it is historically relevant.”

“Okay but how useful is it really? They’re too twisty for the boys to use for a couple of years and the boys will be too big to use them a few years after that.”

“So you want to lose the stairwell?”

“Yeah. That spot would make a good dish pantry since its right near where the dishwashers and sink and we could use the space upstairs for a linen closet.”

“We do have a lot of dishes but we’ll have plenty of upper cabinets for those.”

“What about we lose most of the upper cabinets too?”

“What?”

“I can’t use any of the counter space under the cabinets right now because I bump my head when I lean over to see what I’m doing. That kitchen isn’t really scaled to us. So we use the island all the time for prep work. We could raise the cabinets but that makes them useless for anyone else in the house.”

“Hm. True.”

“If we have all that wall space, we could open up this wall to the family room and this one to the sun room which would be handy for keeping an eye on the kids. And if we really wanted upper cabinets, I really liked those ones that are built into the wall. Yes, we’ll lose a little floor space but they’re more convenient for all of us.”

Looking down at the plans he’d spent so many hours on, Ian realized he would almost have to start all over again. “You really want to open up the house like that?”

“Yeah. It’s not really in keeping with the style of the house I know but the kitchen is sort of isolated the way it is and we spend a lot of time in there.”

“If we do this, we could really be hurting the resale value of the house.” Ian said slowly as he started thinking about the possibilities.”

“Yes but if we live here for the next seven to ten years I think it’s worth it to have a kitchen we really love. We can’t be the only people in the world who hate closed off rooms.”

“Huh. So those built in cabinets. Are you talking about the ones that are recessed? Like the ones in Chris and David’s new house?”

“Yes. You really liked them and I did too.”

Ian checked his watch and started putting away the papers. “School’s almost out and the boys will be awake soon so let’s continue this in the kitchen.” He got up and put the folder out of the reach of little hands before helping Michael stand up. “Michael I have to admit I’m surprised here. I thought you hated the thought of remodeling the kitchen.”

“Oh I do but if we’re going to do it, let’s do it right. If we end up with something we love and that makes life easier, I can deal with the limited food options.”

“I should have known it was all about the food.”

“When isn’t it?” Michael asked as Ian took yet another casserole out of the fridge – this one was a chicken biscuit pie. “What temp for the oven?”

“400 thank you. Do you want cut tomatoes or cucumbers?”

“Cucumbers. They don’t roll so much. Hey, did you have a counter in front of the window there? How would that work with the sill being so low?”

“I planned for a short counter there for the kids. We could still use it for a grocery landing spot but mainly we’d store the kids’ snacks there, they’d have a small sink and a fridge drawer for their yoghurts, juices and the like.”

“Ian, that is brilliant!”

“Thank you love. I really do want them to learn to love cooking and this is just my sneaky way of getting them involved.”

“That is pretty sneaky. Do you think Chloe will ever learn to like cooking? She does okay but having to make her own meals when she was younger really seems to have ruined the whole thing for her.”

“That’s because she was stuck with boxed mac-and-cheese, ramen blocks and canned soups. She does okay when she’s with us in the kitchen, she enjoys baking but she’s just not interested in cooking. We really shouldn’t push her.”

“I know and I won’t.” Michael replied as he hopped over to their recipe box. “Can you get the onions and a can of those oranges out for me?”

“Sure. Oh, what are you going to make?”

“Sweet cucumbers and orange salad. I’ll put some cucumbers aside from the boys.”

“You know what’s amazing but really shouldn’t be? How you have almost total recall of any recipe you’ve ever read.”

“I forget the ones with stuff I don’t like in them.”

“So that’s what, three?”

“Ha ha.” Michael said as he took the onions from Ian. “Do we have carpool today?”

“No today it’s the Rogers turn. We have next Tuesday and Friday. What else goes in that?”

“Sugar, vinegar, salt, pepper and a fresh herb. What do we have?”

“Thyme, mint or coriander.”

“Let’s give mint a try.”

“What does the recipe say to use?”

“Tarragon or any other fresh herb.”

“Mint it is.”

They both paused as the first sounds of the boys waking up came over the intercom then smiled at each other when they recognized Jamey’s cooing and Robbie answering babble.

“They’re so amazing, aren’t they?”

“They really are. Guess that means I’d better hurry up on their dinner.”

“Yeah you really should. Can you put this in the fridge for me and I’ll go up?”

“Of course love.”

Michael grabbed his crutch and started for the stairs, knowing that by the time he got upstairs the boys would probably be ready for some attention. Sure enough, he met Gail coming out of her room just as the first ‘I’ve got a dirty diaper’ cry came.

“Hi Gail.”

“Hi Michael. Shall we?”

“After you.”

“Oh no after you. That’s Jamey and you know what that means.” Gail said with a mischievous grin.

“Yes I do.”
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Michael was so glad to finally hop up the stairs and be involved in the boys’ night time ritual again. Singing to them downstairs was just not the same. He sat in one of the rocking chairs with Robbie and Harry in his arms while Ian held Jamey and Liam. The boys’ little eyes were closing and they were so sweet looking as they yawned and tried to fight the inevitable. The scent of powder, freshly washed skin and their soft curly hair – it was all he could do not the hold on to them all night long.

He watched as Robbie’s eyes closed one last time and felt Harry snuggle up and knew it was time to put them in their cribs. There was only one problem. He wasn’t sure he could get up with both of them in his arms.

“Having a problem over there?” Ian asked quietly, a grin on his face indicating that he knew what Michael’s problem was.

“Yeah. Can I get a little help?”

“Certainly.” Ian got Jamey and Liam situated and then came over and relieved Michael of Robbie and held out his free hand so Michael could get up.

“Thanks baby.”

Harry was put into his crib, kisses were dispensed and blankets were tucked before they finally left the room. Michael made it down to the master bedroom and collapsed across their bed.

“Oh hello bed. How are you? I’ve really missed you. Yes I have.”

Ian chuckled and sat down on the mattress. “This was the mattress we were sleeping on downstairs.”

“I know but I like it better up here.”

“So you have a situational love for the mattress. How sad for the mattress that your love is so conditional.”

“I know but that’s the breaks. Hey. We’re in our room. Alone.”

“Michael if you wiggle your eyebrows any harder they’re going to fly off your face. Come on and I’ll help you with a shower and then we’ll talk about sex.”

“But I want to take a bath.” Michael said as he got up and hopped into the bathroom. “Hello bathtub. I love you bathtub. I love your smooth surfaces and your saucy jets.”

“Now you’re just going to make mattress jealous.”

“True.”

“Are you sure you want a bath?”

“Yes. I’ve been dreaming of taking a bath for a month.”

“All right then but I’m not getting in there with you. It’s just too risky with your leg.”

“Okay but I expect a double bath when the aircast comes off.”

“Done.” Ian reached down and got the water started in the tub. “Do you want suds?”

“Nope. Just water and the jets.”

“Okay. I’ll go get your other cast.”

“Thanks.”

Ian was highly amused when Michael started humming ‘The Rubber Ducky Song’ once he was in the tub but then, what else would a man sing while he was playing with a rubber ducky?

“Did you steal that from the boys?”

“Yep. They have six and they’ll never miss this one.”

“Well while you’re occupied, I’ll go down and let the dogs out and tell everyone we’re in for the night.”

“All right.”

Ian went down the stairs and into the family room where his parents, Gail and Chloe were playing Monopoly.

“Hey, why wasn’t I invited to play?”

“Papa, you know you’re not allowed to play Monopoly. Nana says it gets your financial cut throat instincts all riled up.”

“Gasp. Mum! That’s so not true.”

“Oh please. You used to hide the game after you lost.”

“I never lost a game of Mono-.” Chloe started giggling and Ian knew the gig was up. “You’re a cold hearted woman, Margaret Thorpe.”

“I call them like I see them. Are the boys’ down for the night?”

“Yes and so are Michael and I. He doesn’t want to hop down the stairs again. I’ll let the dogs out and we’ll see you in the morning.”

“I’ll get the dogs son.”

“Thanks Dad. Chloe, don’t stay up too late and if you do stay up late, don’t leave any evidence.”

“Okay Papa. Good night.”

“Good night.”

Ian grabbed two cider bottles out of the fridge and went back up, making sure to check on the boys, turn on the monitor, lock their door and then drag a chair into the bathroom. Michael was truly enjoying his bath and was all laid out with the jets going full blast.

“Now that you’re off your meds, would you like a cider?”

“Oh. Thanks Ian. What’s Chloe doing?”

“Gail and my miserly parents are playing Monopoly with her.”

“Are you still under a life time ban?”

“That would be a big fat yes.” Ian said as he stood up and started taking off his clothes.

“Oh, did you change your mind?”

“No the saucy jets are all yours. I just realized that I could go ahead and take my shower. I don’t know what it is about parenting but I end up so grungy at the end of the day.” Ian remarked as he turned on the shower.

“Well you do have powder all over your jeans.”

“I had macaroni in my hair earlier so no big surprise. Ah.”

A minute later Ian turned around and smirked. “Are you staring at me Mr. Phelps?”

“Why yes I am Mr. Thorpe. You are a beautiful sight too.”

“You keep up that kind of talk and you’re certainly going to get lucky tonight.”

“That’s what I was hoping for.”
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Just Desserts

September 28, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian slipped into bed and nuzzled up to Michael, laying a string of kisses along his shoulder and neck. “Hm. You smell so clean.”

“I would hope so, after taking a bath and all.” Michael said with a smile as he tilted his head back to give Ian better access. He ran a hand around Ian’s narrow waist and pulled him closer. “You smell good too. Is that a new soap?”

“New moisturizer. Now hush, I’m trying to love on you.”

Michael hushed and soon found himself being loved on in the most beguiling fashion. Ian spent several long minutes just nibbling and tasting his way down Michael’s chest and across his stomach then taking Michael’s cock in hand and licking the length of it before swallowing it down.

Michael clenched his hands into the sheets to avoid grabbing Ian by the hair and shoving his penis down Ian’s throat. God, it felt so good. Ian used just the barest hint of teeth and his tongue and oh yes, there was the hand stroking his balls and oh. 

“Ee-aan! Please please please.”

As Ian’s mouth was full his only response was to increase his suction and hum a little; it always drove Michael wild and that had the expected and almost immediate result. Ian licked him clean and turned him over to his right side, taking care to prop up Michael’s leg on a pillow before reaching for the lube.

“Michael love, can you take a little more tonight?”

“Hmph?” Michael mumbled, still a bit dazed. “Oh yeah. Just don’t expect – oh.”

“Is that okay?” Ian asked as he slipped in another slicked up finger.

“Uh huh. Oh yeah.” Michael said with a sigh, letting his right hand drift back to grip Ian’s thigh. Ian always knew exactly what he needed. “I love it when you do this to me.”

“Well I must not be doing it right tonight because you’re still able to form coherent sentences.”

“Hurry up a bit and you’ll – ooh yeah.”

Ian slid his cock in deep and melded his body onto Michael’s. “Do you like that love?”

“Uh ya.” Michael said, nodding urgently as he inched his hips back. The feeling Ian’s penis inside him was so delicious but he needed more.

“None of that Michael.” Ian purred as he casually slapped Michael’s flank. “What do you want me to do?’

“Move!”

Ian chuckled and shimmied his hips just enough to brush against Michael’s prostate. “Move how?”

Moaning, Michael tried to speak but could only blather, “Na! You!” His mental process was already deteriorating and Ian’s teeth gently nibbling his neck was not helping. Oh, he loved it when Ian teased him. The teasing lasted only a few minutes longer not because Ian took pity on him but because Ian was soon overcome by the sensations and they both quickly reached their release.

Ian roused himself at some point and got a washcloth to clean things up a bit before getting back into bed and cuddling up to Michael. He barely had time to pull the covers up before sleep overtook him. 

October 4, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian pulled the car into the garage, turned it off and got out, grabbing the plastic bag as he went. God, if there as anything he hated, it was going to the store for just one thing. It was so disorganized. But when one ran out of the important stuff like toilet paper, it was imperative to rectify the situation.

He walked into the kitchen with his bag and tried to figure out how such a travesty had happened. Yes they were due for a shopping trip but he could have sworn there were three extra rolls in the linen closet. He stopped when he saw Michael entering the kitchen with a bulging trash bag.

“Huh oh.”

Michael grimaced. “Yeah, the corn was not such a good idea for the boys.”

“Oh no.”

“Yep. They don’t have the runs but there is definite evidence of corn consumption.”

“Give me that bag.”

Michael handed it over and Ian immediately held the bag straight out and took off to the trash cans. 

“Ew. Ew. Ew. Ew. Ew. Ew.” 

He smashed the lid down tight after depositing the bag and took a deep breath only to notice Grant staring at him from over the fence. 

“Hello Ian.”

“Hello Grant. Lovely weather we’re having. Hope it holds through the weekend.”

“So do I. What was that all about?”

“The same thing it’s always about; I cannot wait for potty training. How have you been?”

“Pretty much the same as I was this morning. Are we still on for the big shopping trip tomorrow?”

“Yes. I still have a few things to get for the party. What are you doing out here?”

“Taking out the trash. Is there something on your mind, Ian?”

“No. Well uh yes. How would you feel about doing a group cooking thing?”

“What do you mean?”

“We get together every week and we make five meals for both households.”

“Ah. You’re thinking ahead to your remodel?”

“Yes. We’re moving the fridge downstairs and there’s an oven and microwave but a limited amount of counter space and I don’t want us in Mum and Dad’s space all the time.”

“I think it’s a good idea. Do you want me to talk to Pieter about it?”

“Yes or I can bring it up tomorrow. So what are you doing tonight?”

“Hm. Pieter has a meeting so I was just going to watch some TV and look over my notes. Why, did you guys need a babysitter?”

“No. I was thinking that we could go out to a movie or something.”

Grant quirked an eyebrow up. “All right. What did you want to see?”

“There’s a new Bollywood flick downtown.”

“It all becomes clear. Michael doesn’t like musicals.”

“No. It’s truly his only failing but I’d really like to see that movie.”

“Sure, I’m game. What time?”

“There’s an early show at five.”

“I’ll come over at four fifteen or do you want me to drive?”

“You can drive.”

“Thank you! Then come over at four thirty.”

“Hey! I am a fine driver.”

“Yes for a ninety year old woman.” Grant said over his shoulder as he sprinted for his back door.

Ian stood there for a moment then turned and went back to the house. Michael was standing at the sink washing something and looked up at him with a smile.

“How’s Grant?”

“Michael, do I drive like an old woman?”

“No.”

“Just ‘no’? That’s all you’re going to say?”

“Aw, did Grant start in on your driving again?”

“Yes and after I was nice enough to invite him to that movie. Are you sure you don’t want to go? I could ditch him in a heartbeat.”

“Ian, I love you but I can’t think of anything I’d want to see less than a remake of Gone with the Wind with singing and dancing.”

“It’s not a remake; it’s a reinterpretation using the rebellion against the British during roughly the same era.”

“Oh well that changes everything.”

Ian reached over and slapped Michael on the butt. “You’re such a smart ass. Are you sure you don’t mind me going?”

“No, I don’t mind. You guys haven’t had a chance to bond for a while. Chloe doesn’t have practice tonight so I’m hoping our daughter will see fit to socialize with me.”

“Ah. What do you have planned?”

“I don’t know yet. Whatever she feels like doing.”

“All right. Hey, do you want to get a start on dinner while the boys are napping?”

“That’s a good idea. What’s on the menu today?”

“It’s Thursday and that means chicken; I thought we’d make baked barbeque but we could do it differently if you want.”

“Baked barbeque sounds good. There are enough potatoes for everyone so I can put those in to bake while the chicken is in. What should we have for a veg?”

“Frozen peas, squash, and cucumbers. Good thing we’re going shopping tomorrow, the fridge is getting bare. How did that happen?”

“Chloe’s eating more because of swimming, I’m home all the time, the boys are eating more regular food and do I need to go on?”

“No. You know, I don’t think I took into account the fact that you were eating three or more meals here a day.”

“So you’re saying it’s all me?”

“That I am. How can you still eat so much? Are you secretly training behind my back?”

“Nope. So I guess we can make creamy cucumber salad. There’s no lettuce?”

“No. Huh. If you can handle the cucumber salad, I’m going to start on the grocery list and see where I’ve gone wrong. Oh, I spoke to Grant about the meal thing and he’ll talk to Pieter.”

“Good.”

Ian took down the menu list, the shopping list and grabbed a notepad, staying the kitchen area in case Michael needed a hand. Gail came in a few minutes later and took over peeling the potatoes.

“What are you doing, Ian?”

Ian explained the food situation, including the group cooking idea and Gail immediately volunteered to help with the cooking and take over the main prep for one night’s meal. 

“Are you sure you want to do that Gail?” Michael asked.

“Sure. I eat here too and I like to cook. Besides, I know why the food isn’t lasting.” Gail said with a grin.

“You do?” Ian and Michael asked.

“Yes. Chloe is eating more but you’re also feeding her friends. They don’t each much individually but there are seven to ten of them through here in a week. Since you guys don’t stock the typical snack foods, they’re eating the leftovers, the fruits and the vegetables.”

“Ah!” Ian said, remembering all the times he’d come in the kitchen to find Chloe and her posse having a quick bite before heading out to play or up to her room. “That does make sense. I wondered how the boys were eating all the veggies but Chloe and the girls eat them too. We’ll just have to make sure to buy extra from now on because I’m not buying junk food.”

“Except for microwave popcorn.” Michael pointed out with a smirk. 

“But I need my popcorn.” Ian said defensively. “I can’t watch a movie without popcorn.”

“And you shouldn’t have to but maybe we should look for an air popper. That’s healthier and we wouldn’t have to make four pouches at a time.”

“An air popper wouldn’t have the same buttery goodness.” Ian stated with a pout.

Gail stifled her laughter and turned back to sink.

“It’s not butter on that stuff Ian; it’s some kind of chemical. Wouldn’t real melted butter be better?”

Ian thought it over. “All right but I reserve the right to get one of those movie type poppers if the air popper doesn’t work out.”

“Good enough.”

October 5, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

Ian opened the back door and led the boys inside quickly. It might not have been the wisest move to take them on the shopping trip – especially one that lasted four hours but they’d done very well except for getting a bit cranky at the end.

Gail followed behind and they soon had the overtired toddlers down for their naps and joined the rest of the family in the kitchen were everyone else was busy unpacking, separating and getting the food prepped. Michael had already gotten the food sealer and bags out so Ian knew what his job was going to be.

While they worked, Margaret caught them up on the goings on at the library down the street. His mum had been volunteering there for the last couple of months and she had plenty of stories to tell. His father contributed with some tales from the Cricket Club and the trials and tribulations of being an organizer for the International Cricket Festival. Aside from those activities, his parents were also involved with the Chestnut Hill Historical Society, Springside School and Meals on Wheels. Ken was even spending a couple of hours a week at Chestnut Hill Academy, the brother school to Springfield, helping out with their nascent Cricket team.

All the activity meant that Ken and Margaret weren’t home much during the day but Ian was happy to see them so involved. His parents weren’t ones to sit around the house and he’d been worried about how well they’d do in a foreign country but now that his dad was healthy again, they had jumped in.

“Ian, are you ready for the green beans?” Pieter asked.

“Huh? Oh sure.” Ian replied taking the huge bowl and dumping them out onto the paper towels so he could dry them before handing the bowl back to Pieter. The kitchen was certainly a hive of activity and Ian took a moment to dream about how great it would be after the remodel. No more bumping around each other, another sink area and well. He almost couldn’t wait to get started.

October 6, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“Michael?”

“Yes Ian?

“Where did the icing on the ceiling come from?”

“I think Robbie tossed it up there.”

“Ah. I guess it’s a good thing we’re going to paint this room.”

“But not a good thing that we used red icing.”

“No that was a mistake. Good thing we’re replacing this carpet.”

“Ian?”

“Yes Michael?”

“Are we ever going to hold another birthday party for the boys?”

“Yes but never again in our own home. I think having fifteen children here was a bit much and I’m now over my objection to Charles Cheese.”

“Chuckie Cheese. They had a good time though and they seemed to get along well with the other kids.”

“I know but I just can’t believe how quickly it all got out of hand. One minute they were eating their cupcakes and the next minute, it was like they were all possessed by Attila the Hun. I hope people don’t think the boys act like that all the time.”

“I think it was all the excitement. They’re not used to having some many other kids around but they calmed down later.”

“Yes, right before I was tempted to slip some valium in their juice.”

“Ian!” Michael exclaimed as he tried to lift his head to look at his husband.

“I’m only joking. Are we planning to get up off the floor anytime soon?”

“I’m not. I’m hoping I can convince Mum to mash up some food, throw it in cup and hand me a straw.”

“Michael, since when do you call my mother ‘Mum’?”

“Oh. Does it bother you? She said I could.”

“No it doesn’t bother me. But when did you start?”

“I guess before the Games. I’m still trying it out but I was so honored that she said it would be okay.”

“I see. And have you called her that in front of your mother?”

Michael thought about it. “I guess I have. Why?”

“Well that could explain why your mum’s so ticked with me. Did you notice how she didn’t really talk to me?”

“Yeah but that’s not because of the ‘Mum’ thing.”

“Then what did I do?” Ian asked plaintively.

Michael rolled over onto his side with a little difficulty but managed it eventually so he could see Ian. “Babe, I think she’s worried that you’re going to whisk me away to Australia. I mentioned that we were going to start looking at property there.”

“She doesn’t realize that I have no intention of that? Living there full time is the last thing I want to do! We’d move to Canada before we went to Australia.”

“We would?” Michael asked with surprise. “Are you still pissed about that paper printing the kids’ pictures?”

“Hell yes I am. It’s such a breech of privacy; I don’t care what they write about me but bringing Chloe and the boys into it wasn’t cricket in my book.”

“How do you think it will go when we take the boys there?”

“I don’t know but the first person who tries to touch them is going to be sorry.” Ian said vehemently.

“Okay, calm down. Hey when do you think we should talk to Gail about having another baby?”

“I think you just did although I hope you aren’t expecting me to have it for you.” Gail said from above them as she walked into the room holding Jamey on her hip.

“No we don’t expect that but we did want to let you know since it will impact on you.” Ian said.

Gail sat down on the footstool and let Jamey down, watching as he toddled over to his fathers and sat down with a plop between them. 

“I hope you don’t have another set of quads but I’m game if you guys are.”

“We hope so too.” Michael said as he put his hand out and tickled Jamey causing an eruption of giggles. “Not that we don’t love the boys but going from one kid to five was an adjustment and five to nine wouldn’t be any easier.”

“Aw, don’t say that Michael. We could have four girls the next time.” Ian teased.

“Don’t even start with me.” Michael said as Jamey crawled onto him. “Hi Jamey.”

“Da da.”

“Yes that’s me. I thought you were taking a nap.”

Jamey vigorously shook his head. “No.”

“Okay then.”

“So guys, when are you planning to start on the new baby?”

“We’re going down to Annapolis next Friday to talk to the surrogacy agency.” Michael said as he tried to direct Jamey’s climbing activities away from his groin.

“Gail, are you up to a trip next week?”

“Sure.”

Michael sat up and cuddled Jamey, putting a kiss on his son’s nose. “Baby kiss!”

“Ba kiz!” Jamey exclaimed as he puckered up. He loved getting kisses.
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October 9, 2012 Philadelphia, PA

“So how does it feel, Michael?”

Michael wiggled his toes and looked down at his bare left leg. “It feels weird.”

“You haven’t lost much muscle mass. When did you stop using the crutch?”

“About a week ago but I’ve been swimming every day since I got the air cast and I also do aqua yoga.”

“How much swimming?” Dr. Havilland asked.

“Just an hour of strokes and thirty minutes of yoga.”

The orthopedist looked at him and laughed. “You know, if you were anyone else I’d say you were pushing it. You weren’t doing turns were you?”

“No, we have an endless pool so no laps. I focused mostly on upper body strength and keeping my thigh muscles limber.”

“Did that help with the thigh cramps you were having in that leg?”

“Yes it did although the yoga was better for that. I did some dry land work too but only stretches. My back was really getting messed up between the appendectomy and the leg.”

“Did you consult a physical therapist?”

“Yes, I called Fred Grady. He works for the swim team and I’ve been seeing him for years, he referred me to Carolyn Juarez and they came up with my therapy schedule.”

Steve Havilland made a note on the chart. “So you weren’t going to rely on your own expertise in the field?”

“Heck no. First off because I wouldn’t operate on myself if I was a surgeon unless I was on a desert island or something and also because I promised Ian.”

Grinning at that last part, Steve closed the chart and set it aside. “Ah, the spousal influence. Well I’m glad to tell you that you can lose the cast and the crutch. You’re cleared for everything but high impact activities and you can add those in slowly. Call me if you experience anything unusual. You’re not going back to work until January?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay. Come back and see me the week before your start date and I’ll sign the work release for the insurance company.”

Michael paused as he slid off the table. “Why not now?”

“Because I want to do a follow up in a couple of months to see how you’re doing. You won’t need the release until then and now I know you won’t skip out on it.” 

“Very clever.”

“I know. Go on and get dressed and see Charlotte on your way out. She’ll need plenty of warning for your next visit.” Steve said with a wink, patting Michael on the shoulder and slipping out the door.

Michael drove home and spent most of time marveling on how light his leg felt. Since it was almost lunch time, he stopped at Osaka and ordered some of Ian’s favorite sushi, a couple of quarts of soup and a couple of California rolls, making sure to get enough for Gail. Then he went next door to the bakery and picking up a half dozen berry rolls. His final stop was at the Wawa to buy three pints of ice cream.

Back at the house he found Gail and Ian sitting in the kitchen drinking tea and watching the boys eat their pasta and veggies.

“Michael, you got the cast off!” Ian announced with a smile.

“Yes I did and I’ve brought celebratory food products.” Michael said holding up the restaurant’s bag as he kissed each boy and Ian.

“Is that sushi?” Ian asked eagerly.

“It is indeed. I asked Ken to put your favorite types together and I also brought some soup and California rolls along with several of those tuna ones that you like Gail. Then we’re having berry rolls and ice cream for dessert.”

“Sounds a lot better than the sandwiches we were going to have.” Gail said while Ian jumped up and got the plates.

A few minutes later, Ian dipped some hamachi into the wasabi and closed his eyes with pleasure. “Oh that’s so good.”

Michael grinned as he poured out the soup and handed a bowl over to Gail. “You haven’t had sushi in a while.”

Ian blinked and then nodded. “You know, you’re right. So what did the doctor say?”

“I’m cleared for everything but high impact and I have a follow up in January. I’m looking forward to taking actual w-a-l-k-s again.”

“Michael, you don’t have to spell that in front of the boys.” Ian said.

“I was spelling for the dogs. It’s also going to be nice to go with the boys too. What were you guys talking about?” Michael asked noticing the brochures scattered over the tables.

“We were looking over our daycare options. There’s several places in the area that have openings but we’ll need to visit them. I don’t really like the idea of day care but after the party, I think it’s a good idea to give them time with other kids.”

“I can do a scouting mission if you like.” Gail offered. “I don’t like the idea either since I’m here to look after the boys but I know you’re not only worried about socializing them, you’re also thinking about the future baby.”

“That would be great Gail. Those are both good points but we also want you to stick around. If we have the boys in daycare for a couple of hours a day then you can take some of the college classes you’ve been looking at. We said at the beginning that we’d pay for your tuition and we still want to do that.” Michael said as he sat down with his soup.

“Thanks guys, I appreciate that. Can I ask a personal question?”

Michael and Ian looked at each and both shrugged. Then Ian answered for both of them. “Sure.”

“How many kids are you planning to have? Not that it’s really my business but I was curious.”

“You want to know what you’re in for.” Michael stated.

“Something like that.”

“We haven’t really decided.” Ian said while Michael said at the same time, “As many as we can get before we run out of money.”

The men looked at each other and Ian spoke first. “Michael, we have a lot of money.”

“I know but the one thing we both wanted growing up is a big family. Sure six or eight or even ten kids might not be everyone’s cup of tea but-.”

“Ten?” Ian exclaimed.

“But I think we can handle it. And I’m not expecting you to stay home the whole time either Ian. I like working at the hospital but I know you want to go back to school eventually. I can take a couple of years off.”

“Ten?” Ian said again. “Michael, we’d burst this house at the seams.”

“No we wouldn’t. We leave the den as a guest room that gives us three extra bedrooms upstairs. Five kids in three bedrooms aren’t that bad and by the time the boys will need more room, Chloe will be in college and we could switch her down to one of the other rooms.”

“But nine children in four bedrooms?”

“Okay we move downstairs to the den then there are five bedrooms.”

“The bathroom’s horrible downstairs and the closet is too small.”

“So you’re not objecting to the number of kids, just the house?”

Ian closed his mouth and thought about that. Gail was conspicuously keeping her mouth shut and staying out of it. Before Ian could delve deeper into the subject, Harry started complaining about being in the high chair and his brothers soon joined him and the grown ups sprang into action.

October 12, 2012 Annapolis, MD

Ian and Michael walked out of the Center for Surrogate Parenting with many brochures and a catalog. It was weird being out without the boys but as the following day was Ian’s birthday, they’d decided to spend some time alone instead of bringing the toddlers along.

“So what do you think?” Michael asked after they were both buckled in.

“I’d like to look over the surrogates some more but it looks promising. Where are we going for lunch?”

“Carrol’s Creek. They have a nice waterfront view.”

The restaurant did have excellent views and they ordered quickly, waiting until they were alone to talk.

“So.” Ian said.

Michael just smiled. “The ten kids thing really blew your mind, didn’t it?”

“Yes. Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious. Aside from the fact that we could end up with twins or better again so it only makes sense to prepare, we never really specified how many kids we wanted.”

“So you decided on ten?”

“It’s a nice even number isn’t it?” Michael said.

“And this has nothing to do with anything Mum might have told you?”

“Mum? What does your mom have to this?” Michael asked, leaning back so their server could put down their salads. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome Mr. Phelps.” 

Ian nodded his thanks also and waited for the woman to leave. “Mum told you.”

“About how you grew up envying your neighbors with all the kids? Sure she did but you weren’t the only one. The Brader family lived near us and they had eight kids. Mom used to accuse me of going over there and pretending I was one of them. I know having a lot of kids is no guarantee of having a happy family but I think we can make it work between us.” Michael shut up and took a bite of salad, letting Ian have some time.

After lunch, they spent an hour walking around the touristy downtown and wandering in and out of any interesting shops before the chilly weather got to them and they went back to the car for the drive home. They were heading into the tunnel on I-95 when Ian revisited their earlier conversation.

“Okay. What’s your plan? Or perhaps I should ask what your plans are?”

“How do you know I have plans?”

“Because you always have plans. Start with the house. There are only two bathrooms for those four rooms and nine projected children.”

“We could expand our remodeling plans.”

“Michael, it’s going to be hard enough living there with three rooms being remodeled.”

“I know. That’s why I think we should buy the Silverstone Inn, live there while we’re remodeling and then we can either sell the Inn or keep as an investment property and hire a manager.”

“All right,” Ian said slowly. “Is that the place on Stenton?”

“Yep. It’s been on and off the market for the last fifteen years. With some tweaks it could be a viable business again.”

“What kind of tweaks?”

“Some paint, better training for the staff and a competent manager. The couple that owns it right now isn’t doing such a hot job.”

“Where did you hear that at?”

“At the market. I overheard some people talking and that wasn’t the first time either.”

“And you think we’d do a better job?”

“We have stayed in some great hotels but really, it needs a qualified manager. Even if it didn’t make money, we could use the tax shelter.”

“True and stop talking like that. You know it gets me hot when you get all financial. How many rooms is it?”

“Fifteen including the staff quarters. Two kitchens, a large dining room, pool and a terrific garden. They also don’t allow weddings. That’s a real shame since the garden would make a nice setting. They have zoning approval for a bigger parking area but the owners never have coughed up the money for it.”

“Do we have time to stop there on the way home?”

“Sure.”

“And why wouldn’t we just move there, aside from the whole Pieter and Grant killing us for moving issue?”

“Because it’s on a main road. I like our street; it’s quiet.”

“Fair enough. You know if we do this, it’s going to take much longer and we might not get zoning approval.”

“I know and I’m really regretting that we didn’t buy a bigger house.”

“So you weren’t originally thinking about ten kids?”

“No way. I wanted kids but I was thinking two or three. Then Chloe came and I just love her so much and the boys – wow! I was a little worried when Chris told me about four babies but then they were here and it’s like the love keeps expanding. It’s kind of a weird feeling actually.”

“You changed your mind about staying home too.”

“Yeah. I still think you’re more patient than I am but I no longer doubt that I can be a full time parent.”

“You’ve been doing a lot of thinking. Now for the next question: where are these kids coming from?”

“I have three different propositions. One, we continue using agency surrogates and the eggs our sisters donated. Two, we adopt. Either here or overseas; that might actually be more expensive than surrogacy but it’s worth consideration. Three is one we’ve never talked about but I think you’ve been approached like I have so it is something we should discuss.”

“Sperm donation in exchange for surrogacy services.” Ian said. “How often have you been asked?”

“Three times since the boys were born. You?”

“Four. What do you think of it?”

“Hang on. I’m going to pull into our favorite travel stop.”

“You want cinnamon rolls after that lunch?”

“Yeah. I also have to pee and I don’t want to be behind the wheel for this talk.”

“That I can understand.”

Michael parked the car far enough away from the main building to ensure some privacy after they both used the facilities and purchased beverages and the pastries. He even showed some restraint and only bought two rolls and shared one with Ian.

“Here’s my thought on the matter. I can’t blame someone for wanting children, especially people who can’t have them by traditional means. We certainly wouldn’t have the boys without my sisters and Chris, especially Chris. Whitney and Hilary might have thought about being our surrogate but I think that was too much for them.”

“Having someone surrogate for us, no matter how much monetary compensation we give them, is a big thing. That’s not only nine or more months of their lives it’s something taking over their bodies that they don’t get to keep. A couple of spurts in a cup seems like such a small thing to ask for that.”

“Aren’t you bothered by the fact that one of your kids would be walking around without you knowing about it?” Ian asked.

“Yes it would bother me but no more than it would if I donated my sperm anonymously. At least this way, I’d know the other parents involved and the kid would know who his or her father is.”

“Would you want to spend time with the child?”

“I suppose it would depend on the other parent or parents.”

“So it wouldn’t bother you to see your kid being raised by someone else?”

Michael shook his head. “I don’t look at it that way. Sarah would probably have never contacted me if her life had gone differently. That’s a harder thing to deal with than having an idea of how one of my kids are doing, who was raising them and going into it with my eyes open.”

“What about the other parents? How would you choose them?”

“I have no idea. I think if someone was desperate enough to approach us about this, was willing to be a surrogate for us and then also wanting to have their own child later; well that kind of speaks for itself. I asked one of the couples that approached me, you know, why? They said it was because we were good dads. They knew if anything happened to them, we wouldn’t let their kid end up in foster care.”

“Huh. They actually said that?” 

“Yeah. Actually Angela said was they’d take either one of us as a donor.”

“Angela who?”

“Angela Drayer. She played field hockey for New Zealand. She’s been involved with Karen Smith on the basketball team for six years; they got married two years ago. They seem like a nice couple.”

“And they live in New Zealand.”

“No, Angela retired and Karen plays for the WNBA here in the States.”

“Oh.”

“You want to get back on the road?”

“I suppose we’d better.”

Ian and Michael talked about other things for the rest of the drive and Ian was pretty quiet during the tour of the Inn. Once they got home there was a bit of a rush to get dinner on the table, help Chloe with her homework, get some laundry done, work on the kids’ Halloween costumes, and take the dogs on a short walk and all the other tasks that made up their lives.

Once they collapsed in bed that night, Ian reached over to turn off the light but stopped in mid-gesture. “You really want more of that?”

“Babe, I’m not saying we really will have ten kids. We could have one more and decide that’s enough. We could have five more and think we aren’t done. Ten was just a number. The point here is that I don’t want you to think you have to talk me into having more kids.”

“I don’t do that.”

Michael propped his head up on his hand and stared at Ian without answering and Ian broke first.

“All right so maybe I do.”

“There, see that wasn’t so bad. You just seem to have this thing going on where you think I don’t want kids and since I was the one who first mentioned having kids together, I don’t know where it’s coming from.”

“You did not mention children first.”

“I so did. I brought it up on our road trip from Baltimore to Michigan. Remember? We stopped to use the bathroom and those kids were running around in the parking lot. You said that their parents needed to keep a better eye on them and I said that we definitely wouldn’t let our kids do anything like that.”

“So you did. Would it surprise you to hear that I don’t know why I do it?”

“Nope and I don’t mind reassuring you on the subject either. What did you think of the Inn?”

“If it wasn’t on that street, it would make a great house for our expanding family. As it is, it is a good investment property. I can’t believe they aren’t turning a profit with that nightly rate.”

“They don’t have a lot of return business from what I gather. The staff isn’t very friendly and the owner guy was not as funny as he thinks he is.”

“I’ll agree with that. I guess we’ll have a big list to talk to the architect about and we should call Tracy. How much do they want for the Inn?”

“Just under a million. Oh, there goes some of the Speedo money.”

“And we’re going to offer them less than that. George looked rather desperate and after that very rude joke of his, I don’t want to give him full price. How long has it been on the market?”

“Three months and he’s only had it two years.”

“You’ve really done some research on this, haven’t you?”

“Yep. So tell me something. If I start throwing around words like, high yield dividend and Roth IRA, can I have my wicked way with you?”

Ian smiled, turned off the light and slid over. “Say something else.”

“Cost of debt ratio. Liquidity. Return on investment.”

“God, that’s so hot.”
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Sweeter Than Ever

April 17, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Michael unpacked another box of toys onto the bookcase and reached for the next box only to realize that there were no more. Finally! Breaking down the boxes only took a few minutes and he wasn’t surprised to run into Ian in the ‘box room’ A.K.A. the foyer.

“How’s it going in the kitchen?”

“I’m all done, how about you?”

“The playroom is also done. What’s next?”

“I think we’re done with this load.”

Michael heaved a sigh of relief and leaned against the wall. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Now we just have to actually move in and just in time since the crew will start at our house shortly.”

Michael took Ian’s hand and pulled him into the living room and down onto the couch. “Let’s spend a couple of minutes enjoying the feeling here before we head back up the hill.”

“All right.”

Michael scooted over, put his head in Ian’s lap and stretched his legs out. “Will you play with my hair for a while?”

“Of course.” Ian said and proceeded to do so. “You look tired and you haven’t been sleeping well.”

“I know.”

“Is it the house?”

“No. It took longer than we expected but I’m happy with the plans and we really didn’t get too much trouble from the neighbors or the zoning people. It’s going to be really nice when it’s done.”

“That it will be. Is it work?”

“No, that’s actually been going well. Oh, I’m not going to make you go through the whole list. You know what’s bothering me. I want to know if we’re pregnant or not.”

Ian ran his hand soothingly over Michael’s furrowed brow. “It’s only been a couple of weeks. They won’t call until the pregnancy is confirmed by a doctor.”

“I know but the waiting is frustrating. I want to call them every day but I don’t want to be a pest.”

“I don’t think Kim and Paul would mind. Have you already called them this week?”

“I called on Monday so I’m trying to wait until tomorrow to space things out a bit. They may be having a baby for us but they have their own lives.”

“That’s true.”

Michael cracked an eye open and peered up at Ian. “Aren’t you anxious too?”

“Yes. I’ve been tempted to pick up the phone myself but I haven’t for the same reasons you haven’t. You know we’ll probably hear something next week.”

“I know but this is worse then waiting to hear about Chris. I felt more comfortable bugging her.”

Ian chuckled softly. “I’m going to tell her you said that.”

“She already knows since I still bug her all the time.” Michael said then yawned hugely. “I guess the lack of sleep is catching up to me.”

“Then why don’t you take a little nap? We’ve got an hour or so before we should head home.”

“Okay but wake me up in an hour.” Michael said as he grabbed a pillow and moved down a little. “There, now you’re not trapped.”

“Thank you. Close your eyes, love.”

Ian continued stroking Michael’s hair and was pleased when Michael drifted off into sleep a few minutes later. The past few months had been hectic but adding sleepless nights on top of them had really taken a toll on Michael.

They’d made the final decisions on the remodel with their architect, decided on a contractor, gone through the picky procedure of getting planning approval, purchased the Inn, taken a two week trip to Sydney, packed up their entire household and then there was the whole surrogacy adventure on top of the boys’ adjustment to twice-a-week daycare, Chloe’s schooling and swim meets and Michael starting his job.

Ian felt tired just thinking about it but now that they were on their way to having a new house and a new baby, he felt more relaxed. The same couldn’t be said about Michael, he was only getting more wound up as time went by. Ian could understand that since it was Michael’s sperm involved this time.

That added a whole new level of anxiety and although Ian knew that this wasn’t their only shot, so to speak, and that they could afford to try as many times as they needed, Michael really wanted it to work this time since their first attempt in December hadn’t been successful. 

In the end, they’d decided to go through the surrogacy agency for their next child. After a lot of thought, surrogacy for sperm was just not something Ian was comfortable with at this time and then there was all the legal and medical stuff to deal with all on their own since the reputable agencies wouldn’t touch the situation.

Kim, their contracted surrogate from the agency, was already a mother of two and the stepmother of two more. Michael and Ian liked her, her husband Paul and their children and Kim wasn’t even put off by the fact that Michael and Ian already had five children or that they were a gay couple.

The first implant, done right after Christmas, hadn’t been successful so they’d gone back in March. Now it was just a matter of time to see if Kim was pregnant and the suspense was nerve wracking.

Michael snoozed on so Ian carefully got up and went to get some water in the main kitchen. He returned to the living room to find that Michael had turned over and sprawled out; since the house was a bit chilly, Ian picked up the blanket they always kept on the couch and spread it over him. Now that Michael was resting, he had no intention of waking him up.

He left the room again and called the house with his cell phone.

“Hello?”

“Hi Dad. Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure son.”

“Michael’s sacked out on the couch and he needs his rest. Can you and Mum come on down and I’ll come up and get the kids and Gail?”

“Of course. We were just waiting for you to come back. Give us five minutes.”

“Thanks Dad.”

Forty minutes later, Ian helped Robbie and Jamey up the stairs and into the house, holding the door for Chloe, Harry, Liam and Gail. The boys were excited to see their play room and settled in happily while Chloe immediately disappeared into her new room with her lap top to continue working her French homework.

He returned to the minibus to get the final boxes and bags and left them in the foyer to be disbursed later. Michael slept on so Ian gave his mum a hand with dinner, looked over part of Chloe’s French translation and kicked around with the boys and his dad for a while.

At five, he went into the living room, sat back down next to Michael and ran a hand through Michael’s hair. Michael blinked up at him a few minutes later.

“Hey.”

“Hi. How are you feeling?”

“Better. How long did you let me sleep?”

“Four hours but you needed it. Everyone’s here and dinner will be ready in thirty minutes if you want to go freshen up.”

“Yeah that would be great.” Michael said, swinging his leg around and sitting up. He placed a quick kiss on Ian’s cheek as he stood up. “Thanks for letting me take a nap.”

“All part of the Ian Thorpe Signature Service.”
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April 20, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Michael pulled the SUV into Pieter and Grant’s driveway and was about to press the horn when the side door opened and their friends dashed out and got into the backseat.

“Hello Ian, hello Michael!” Pieter said cheerfully. “Isn’t it a wonderful day?”

Michael and Ian looked at the rain splattering the windshield and exchanged a look. 

“What have you been smoking?” Ian asked.

“Ian! I do not and have never done drugs! The very idea. Can’t I just be in a good mood?”

Michael caught Grant’s eye roll in the rear view mirror and grinned. “Does this mean someone got laid last night?”

“Laid, what is this laid you are talking about? I am not an egg. Grant and I make mad passionate love; we do not lay down on the job.” Pieter said in a mock huffy voice.

“Uh huh. Are we going grocery shopping or not?”

“We’re going, Michael.” Grant said.

Michael pulled out onto the road and down to the stop sign. “So why are you in such a good mood, Pieter?”

“I just am.” Pieter said after exchanging a look with Grant. The two men were practically buzzing and it didn’t take a genius to see something was up but Michael decided to let them have their privacy.

The same could not be said of Ian. He spent their entire shopping trip trying to tease the information out of them. He wasn’t being obnoxious about it but Ian was definitely on the hunt. Once they got back to the Inn (Michael could not bring himself to call it ‘home’), Grant and Pieter continued standing firm and divulged nothing but clearly, they thought Ian’s shenanigans were amusing.

The six cooks gathered in the Inn’s kitchen – which was definitely big enough for all of them and looked over their meal assignments for the week. It was Michael’s turn for fish, Gail and Grant got vegetarian, Pieter and Margaret’s assignments were chicken and Ian drew the meat dish.

They had previously turned in their projected recipes to Ian the week before so he could collate their ingredients for the grocery list and they had the collective preparation down pat. They sorted out the various duties and got down to work but that didn’t mean they did it silently. They caught up on each others’ weeks, discussed the current events or local gossip and generally picked on each other.

Ian discreetly kept up his campaign of nosiness until Margaret told him to mind his own business and stop being a pest. Grant’s smirk at Margaret’s slap down earned him a motherly reminder about manners and after that, they were all on their best behavior until Pieter ‘accidentally’ lobbed a slice of carrot at Michael and almost set off a food fight.

Margaret sighed in fond exasperation and shook her head. “You boys will never change.”

“You wouldn’t want us to, Mum.” Ian said, giving her his best ‘choirboy’ smile.

They all paused when one of the boys started crying down the hall so Michael put his knife down and wiped his hands off.

“I’ll go.” 

A minute later he reappeared with a teary Liam in his arms. 

“What’s wrong?” Ian asked with concern as he washed his hands.

“He bonked his head on the Lego table.”

Liam nodded and pointed to his head.

“Aw. Let me see the boo-boo.”

“Pa, me owie.” Liam said as Ian examined his noggin.

“I heard. Oh, that’s an owie all right. Do you want me to kiss it and make it better?”

Liam leaned forward so Ian could bestow a healing kiss and then had to get kisses from everyone else just to make sure he would heal properly.

“Da me go Har?” Liam asked, all better.

“You want to go finish drawing with Harry?”

“Yep.”

“Okay.”

Michael returned Liam to the playroom and came back to the kitchen. “That was a big injury, it took eleven kisses.”

“I didn’t feel a bump.”

“Ken said he didn’t hit it hard and the table only weighs a couple of pounds. I think having the Lego pieces fall on him was a bit scary.”

“That it explains it. What are he and Harry drawing?”

“It looks like a reinterpretation of ‘Venus Rising’.” Michael said and then grinned at the looks he got. “They’re eighteen months old and its lots of little scribbles on the chalkboard table. Chloe’s trying to teach them the alphabet in French and she may be having some success but it’s hard to tell since they don’t even know the English alphabet yet.”

“They are a rather hard sell in that department. Mum, your chicken stock is boiling.”

“Thanks dear. Grant, you needed parsley?”

“Yes, a fourth of a cup.”

Their traditional Saturday lunch was easy to make – sandwiches of different varieties. The older folk had deli meats and cheeses and the boys and Chloe had peanut butter and jelly. They ate in the dining room and the discussion turned to the upcoming wedding.

“I think we’re all set. The bus will pick everyone up at ten thirty, the civil service is at eleven fifteen and then we will return to the hotel for a small luncheon party at twelve thirty. In between the civil ceremony and luncheon, we will be stopping off at a special location for the wedding. Unless it is raining and then we’ll do the wedding part at the hotel.” Pieter said as he reached over and stroked Grant’s arm. “We aren’t having a religious blessing so we can be flexible.”

“The hotel is in Eindhoven?” Ian asked.

“Yes, the Mandarin Park. We reserved adjoining rooms for you and they will provide the cribs. Ken and Margaret will be across the hall and Chloe and Gail are on the other side of the boys.” 

“And where will you be, Grant?”

“Pieter and I are staying at the apartment in Geldrop. Robert and Sabine are clearing out while we’re there and staying at the hotel.”

“What, you’re not having the traditional night apart?”

Pieter snorted. “Hardly. First off, we don’t need to go out for one last hurrah and secondly, I wouldn’t put it past you to try something funny that night.”

“Pieter, I would never do anything to ruin your wedding!”

“My wedding, no. Grant’s wedding? In a heart beat.”

Ken started laughing. “I think he’s got your number, Ian.”

Ian tossed his napkin aside and put on a look of outrage. “Dad, you’re supposed to defend me.”

“It’s very hard to defend you when we all know you probably would have done something.”

“That’s true. Didn’t you once threaten to put itching powder in my Speedo on my wedding day?” Grant asked.

“I was much younger and very immature in those days and why would you be wearing your Speedo at your wedding? It was a hollow threat.”

“In those days?” Pieter questioned.

“Michael, are you just going to let them pick on me like this?” Ian asked.

The phone rang before Michael could answer and he quickly stood up. “I’ll get it!”

“And Michael is saved by the bell.” Grant quipped.

A moment later, Ian could hear Michael saying something with an excited note in his voice and Ian rose from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

He arrived in the kitchen just as Michael called for him. “I’m right here.”

“That was Kim on the phone.” Michael said with a big grin.

Ian noticing that Michael still had the phone in his hand, grinned back. “And?”

Michael bounced a couple of times and probably would have danced if Ian wasn’t standing right in front of him. “We’re having a baby.” 

“That’s fantastic!” Ian enveloped Michael in a big hug and they both bounced around for a minute. He only stopped when he heard something coming from the telephone receiver that was smushed up against his neck. “Michael, is Kim still on the phone?”

“Huh? Oh heck!” Michael moved his arm from around Ian’s shoulder and put the handset up to his ear. “Kim? I’m sorry! What? Yes, he’s very excited too. What did the doctor say? Okay. Sure. All right. Yes, we’ll talk to you on Tuesday. Bye.” Michael hung up the phone and turned to Ian. “She did the stick test on Tuesday and it was positive so she went in to the doctor yesterday. Dr. Phillips called her ten minutes ago. Definitely pregnant!”

Ian bounced around with Michael again before he brought them to a halt. “So she’s due in December?”

“Yep, December eighteenth. Allison and Kristen were both early though so Dr. Phillips said it might be the first or second week of December.”

Michael wrapped his arms around Ian again and leaned in for a kiss. The kiss turned a little steamy and the only thing that stopped Ian from dragging Michael to their bedroom was the thought that everyone else was still in the dining room. He pulled his lips away from Michael’s and buried his face in Michael’s tantalizing neck.

“Michael love. We can’t do this now.”

Michael sighed and ran his hands along Ian’s waist. “I know but I’m feeling bad that I haven’t been in the mood the last couple of weeks.”

“Because of the waiting?”

“That and the fact that it took two times. I thought there might be something wrong with me; we were so lucky with the boys and Chloe – well, that was one time too. Logically I know it could have been a lot of factors but emotionally, it was kind of rough.”

Ian took a deep breath and slid his hands up to cup Michael’s face. “I figured it was something like that.”

With a soft smile on his face, Michael stole a kiss and looked into Ian’s eyes. “Because you always understand me. I know we’re not out of the woods yet. Things could happen in the next eight months or after the baby is born. It’s a risky thing but I guess I’m being a typical guy here because I feel better knowing I can do my part.”

“I never had any doubt you could, love. So here’s the question: are we telling anyone yet?”

“I don’t know. We didn’t really have to tell anyone about the boys since everyone knew what we were doing. What do you think?”

“I say we wait until after the wedding but we should definitely tell Chloe and our parents first followed by Gail, Pieter and Grant then everyone else.”

“Okay.” Michael took them on a little bouncy dance around the room. “Now that I’ve got that out of my system, let’s go back and act normal.”

Ian followed Michael into the dining room and noticed how Michael’s whole body seemed to bubble along. Then he spotted his parents and Grant and Pieter sharing looks once they caught sight of Michael. Oh yes, it was going to be so easy for them to act normally. 

&&&

May 8, 2013 Philadelphia Airport

Ian ushered the herd of toddlers into the lounge and saw from the winces of the business people in the area that many of them were hoping that the Thorpe-Phelps children were not on their flight.

As the boys had flown very well to Sydney, Ian wasn’t worried, ignored the looks with aplomb and kept the boys following Ken, Margaret and Chloe and the hostess. One advantage to flying British Airways in business class was the pre-flight meal service and Ian fully intended to partake – feeding the boys now would be much easier than feeding them later.

While he and Gail took care of getting the boys situated in the high chairs the airline provided for them, the hostess took their drink orders and left. Just as their drinks arrived, Michael, Pieter and Grant showed up with their carryon luggage and took the extra seats.

“How was the baggage check in?” Ken asked.

“It was fast considering we aren’t dragging so much stuff along this time. I guess our trip to Sydney was a learning experience.”

“What? That you didn’t need to take the whole house with you? My back is still aching from taking you to the airport.” Pieter said.

“That’s odd as I don’t remember you even getting out of the bus.” Ian retorted.

“That’s because I spent an hour loading it.”

Michael rolled his eyes at their antics and turned to Chloe who was writing in a notebook. “What are you working on, sweetie?”

“Mr. Vance said I needed to turn in a report about our trip. I already looked up some information about Eindhoven on the internet so I’m taking notes on what to look for.”

“That’s enterprising of you.”

“Well it’s a silly report. Almost all the things he wanted were on the internet so it’s not like I really have to wait to do it.” She looked up at Michael’s frown and added, “But I won’t write it until we’re back. It’s not due until next Friday and I do need to verify things.”

“Okay.”

Their pre-ordered meal arrived and after the boys ate, their fathers took them into the bathroom to wash up and change into their pajamas. They still had over forty minutes before their flight started boarding and much to the distress of their fellow travelers, the boys ran a little wild.

However, once they were on board and put into their special toddler cots they settled right down and even had to be carried off the plane at Heathrow because they weren’t quite awake. Neither was Ian so they came by that naturally.

They had almost two hours before the connecting flight to Amsterdam in the British Airways Lounge. Ian felt much better after some coffee and then noticed that the boys were also waking up. He also noticed that Michael was standing up and gathering their carry on bags.

“Where are you going?”

“We are going to the spa. You and I are going for a therapy showers along with Gail and Chloe, uh all in separate stalls of course. Margaret, Ken, Grant and Pieter will go for their treatments when we get back but you guys will have to decide who gets what.”

“Michael, when you arrange this?” Margaret asked.

“I called once we had our reservations and made the appointments. Do you guys mind watching the boys for a half hour?”

“Of course not. Is that all it will take?” Pieter asked.

“So they said.”

Ian didn’t need to be invited twice and twenty minutes later, stepped out of a refreshing eucalyptus shower and after drying off on the lush towels, dressed in the fresh clothing that Michael had so thoughtfully packed. The man was still spoiling him and Ian had to admit that he loved the way it made him feel.

He walked out to the reception area to find Michael waiting for him. “Where are Gail and Chloe?” 

“They went back to the lounge. How did it feel?”

“Wonderful.” Ian said, giving Michael a little kiss. “You always have the greatest ideas.”

“Yeah well I’ve been a little short of surprises lately. Shall we get back?”

“Okay but for the record, I’m surprised every time I look over at you and realize how lucky I am that we’re together.”

“Aw Ian. I love you too.”
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Their second flight, from London to Amsterdam, was not as peaceful since the boys were wide awake and wanted a little more activity. Although Ian didn’t like it, he finally bowed to the inevitable and let the boys pile into two seats and turned on the video screen. There was a child appropriate cartoon playing and it instantly fascinated them.

“Ian, an hour of a cartoon isn’t going to ruin them forever.” Michael said as he sat down on the other side of the boys.

“Says the man who still watches cartoons every Saturday.”

“And I’m perfect so there you go. Oh, I haven’t seen this episode.”

Ian couldn’t help smiling ruefully as Michael happily squeezed in with the boys. He reached into his bag and pulled out the juice boxes, making sure Michael got one too. 
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May 9, 2013 Eindhoven, the Netherlands

Michael collapsed on their hotel room bed and then had to sit up to help the boys get on it. He was exhausted from traveling for the last day and a half and all he wanted was a nap.

“Da, where Pa?”

“Pa’s getting our luggage Harry. Are you guys ready for your naps?”

Robbie climbed over his legs. “No nap!”

His brothers agreed but Michael could tell they were running out of steam. Well he hoped so anyway.

“Da, play wif wes.” Liam said, tugging on his shirt.

“You want me to play with you?”

“Yep.”

“What do you want to play?”

Liam looked over at the TV sitting in the corner. “Toons?” 

“Oh no. Pa would have my bu- how about a story?”

When Ian and Grant entered the room twenty minutes later he found his husband and sons sprawled out across the bed, all lightly snoring in different keys.

Grant gave Ian a soft bop on arm and helped Ian unload the luggage cart as quietly as possible. “They’re all so cute like that, even the big one.”

“I believe you have your own big one in the lobby. Thanks for helping with the bags.”

“Well I couldn’t let you do it all alone. We’ll see you around five for dinner.”

Ian returned the arm bop and closed the door behind Grant, locking it carefully. He’d already made sure his parents, Chloe and Gail were settled in and the yawn that sprang from his lips gave him a reason to join his boys on the bed.

**
May 11, 2013 Eindhoven, the Netherlands

The weather on morning of the Hackett-van den Hoogenband nuptials was slightly overcast and a little humid. Rain was in the forecast for later that day but Pieter and Grant didn’t seem worried as they hung around Michael and Ian’s suite.

The grooms and their best men were wearing navy suit trousers and white shirts – their coats and various ties hanging in closet while they got the boys dressed in their little navy jackets, white button down shirts and khaki pants. Ian had given up on the idea of putting ties on them – Jamey had torn his off the second Ian turned his back – and he decided he’d be happy if they were all wearing shoes at this point.

Finally the boys were done and Ian took a moment to straighten his clothes up before catching Michael’s eye across the room. Michael nodded and went over to one of their bags and pulled out two long flat boxes.

“Grant, Pieter. I know you two said you didn’t want gifts but Michael and I wanted to get you something for the wedding.”

Michael handed each of them a box and brushed aside their protests. “You don’t have to wear these today but we thought they’d be a nice touch for your first day as a married couple.”

Grant opened his box and stared down at the tie that was revealed. It was a beautiful tie with a navy background with what looked like hand painted red and white scribbles. He looked over at Pieter who looked just as befuddled at his identical tie.

“Guys, follow the red squiggles and then follow the white ones.” Ian said with a laugh as he buttoned Harry’s shirt again.

Pieter was the first one to get it. “They’re lower case ‘g’s and ‘p’s. Ian, Michael these are wonderful and of course we’ll wear them.”

Pieter stood up and hugged Ian as Grant hugged Michael then they switched off before Grant went over to the mirror and tried his tie on. 

“Nice. Thank you guys.”

“Very nice.” Pieter said in appreciation as he tried to edge in around Grant to put his own tie on.

There was a knock on the door and Michael went over to open it, stopping to admire Chloe in her navy knee length dress with white trim. She was also wearing her first pair of real nylons and quarter inch heels. 

“You look great, Chloe.” Michael said as he kissed her cheek.

“Thanks Daddy. I have everyone’s flower and can Papa do my braid?” Chloe asked as she handed over the florist’s boxes.

“Come on in, we’re all decent.”

“Speak for yourself, Michael.” Grant said with a grin. “Chloe, that dress is perfect on you.”

“Thanks Uncle Grant.” Chloe sat down on the edge of the bed and held up the brush to Ian who was just staring at her. “Papa, are you okay?”

Ian shook his head as if to clear it and finally took the brush, “Chloe, you look so grown up. How shall we do your hair?”

“Pull back the top in a French braid?” Chloe replied, looking pleased at the compliments.

“That will look good.”

Ian quickly brushed out her hair and got to work as Grant pinned their boutonnières onto their coats and Michael and Pieter got the boys’ hair brushed.
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At the reception later that day, Ian watched as Grant and Pieter took their first dance as a married couple and couldn’t help reaching over and putting his hand in Michael’s. Michael responded with a smile and inched his chair over a little, careful not to wake up Harry.

“They look so happy.” Michael said.

“Because they are. And I’m happy for them.”

“So am I. I hope their marriage is just as wonderful as ours is although since neither one of them is married to you, I find it hard to believe it will be.”

“Ooh. You smooth talker. Want to push a couple of chairs together for the tots and hit the dance floor.”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

&&

June 20, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Michael pulled in front of Amanda’s house and got out of the car to knock on the door but stopped halfway up the driveway when Chloe, Patricia and Meghan seemed to erupt from the house with their bags in tow, giggling their butts off.

“Hey girls. What’s going on?”

The girls exchanged looks and said at the same time, “Nothing!”

Rolling his eyes, Michael reversed direction and got into the car as the girls clambered into the back. School had been out for a week and last night had been the first sleepover of the summer. Obviously, they’d been up to something and he made a mental note to call Amanda’s mom and make sure it wasn’t anything damaging. Once he’d dropped the other girls off, he asked Chloe if she wanted to go out for an early dinner. 

“Why?”

“Because we have some stuff to talk about but nothing bad. So, do you want to go?”

Chloe gave him an uneasy look but nodded her head. “Where are we going?”

“How about the new taco place in Manayunk?”

“Okay.”
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Michael waited until after they ordered before opening the conversation. His daughter had been very quiet over the last forty minutes and he didn’t want to make her wait any longer.

“Papa and I were down in Maryland today.”

“Are the grandfolks okay?”

“Yes. See here’s the thing. You know how much Papa and I love you and the boys and well, we’re going to have another baby. Uh, two actually.”

Chloe set her drink down and stared at him. “Did you get Aunt Hilary or Aunt Whitney pregnant?”

The people sitting behind Chloe jumped and the woman actually turned around to stare at them. Michael smiled politely and gave her a look that plainly told her to mind her own business; it must have been a hell of a look because she whipped right back around.

“No sweetie. We found a really nice lady who wanted to help us expand our family.”

“Oh. So why didn’t you ask the aunts like you asked Aunt Chris?”

“Because they’re having kids of their own right now and we didn’t ask Aunt Chris; she offered. Anyway, Papa and I are pretty excited about the twins. Do you want to see a picture?”

“Uh huh. Wait, twins? Two more babies? Dad, aren’t four babies enough? You can tell me, you and Papa are addicted to diapers aren’t you?” Chloe said with mock concern before breaking out in giggles.

“Ha ha, very funny. So do you want to see the picture or not?” Michael asked, holding out the copy.

“Okay.” Chloe took it and looked at it for a moment before screwing up her face and turning it around. “What am I supposed to see?”

Michael put the picture on the table and using his finger, pointed out the particulars. “See that’s Baby A’s head and that’s Baby B’s head. Those are their arms and their legs are down here.”

“I see. Are they boys or girls?”

“We don’t know yet. We think this one here is a boy but it’s hard to tell for sure at this point.”

“Can you tell if they’re identical like the boys?”

“Not yet.”

“Do you know the lady who is having them?”

“Her name’s Kim. She lives down near Washington.”

“Will I get to meet her?”

“Sure you can. She’s going to come to our cookout next month with her husband and kids.”

“She has kids?”

“Yep. Four of them. Two boys and two girls; her daughter Allison is about your age.”

“Where did you meet her?”

“Through the surrogacy agency.”

“When are the babies coming?”

“Between Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“Have you told Nana and Granda yet?”

“Nope, you’re the first person we’ve told. We’re going down to visit your grandparents in Maryland tomorrow and we’re going to tell everyone else then. So you’re okay about this?”

“Sure. You and Papa said you wanted more babies.” Chloe said with a shrug then grinned. “Now I know why you and Papa wanted to make the house bigger. Uncle Grant said you were just being crazy.”

“Uncle Grant might be right.”
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June 21, 2013 Cockeysville, MD

Ian reached for another crab and flipped it over on its back and dug his thumb into the key, expertly opening the crustacean. It had taken many years but he was finally comfortable eating the red creatures that resembled spiders. Grant and Pieter, who were opposite him weren’t going as fast as he was but they’d also gotten the hang of it. Good thing because in a crowd of Phelpses and Callahans, crabs could disappear in heartbeat.

The beer and conversation were also flowing fast as the various family members caught up with each other. His mum, who wouldn’t touch a crab if he paid her a million dollars, was sitting at the end of the table with Hilary’s son Christopher in her lap as she talked to Deb, Jackie and Siobhan. 

His dad was over at the grill with Fred, Ryan and a few of the other male relatives. Michael was busy with his own pile of crabs and laughing with Art and Colleen over something while Chloe and her cousins ran around the yard, dashing in and out of the sprinkler in their swim suits. The boys were in the play area with the younger cousins and the big Styrofoam blocks and the rest of the family was spread throughout the yard and patio. 

They’d told the parents about the babies earlier and it had gone well. Debbie was much calmer now that she knew Ian wasn’t going to whisk Michael and her grandbabies off to Sydney forever; she even joked that she once worried about never getting any grandchildren and now she was going to have number seventeen and eighteen! His mum had gotten a little teary eyed and hugged him hard before turning him loose for his dad’s hearty backslap and more hugs from the rest of the family. 

So far so good but from the looks and whispers Grant and Pieter were quietly exchanging over their beers and crabs, all was not as happy with his friends. He knew they were also considering surrogacy for their family and he hoped their quietness didn’t mean what he thought it meant.

Ian waited until the next day to track down Grant which was easy enough to do since his friend was not teaching that summer and Ian needed to check on the progress at the house anyway so he traipsed next door around two pm. Grant answered the door with a distracted look on his face and a sheaf of papers in his hand.

“Ian! Hi. Where we supposed to go do something?”

“No, I just thought I’d stop in and see how you were doing. What are you working on?”

“I’m reviewing a paper for publication. Come on in.”

Grant led the way to the dining room and the table covered in print outs, books, and other materials and after Ian turned down the offer of a beverage, settled into his chair while Ian sat down opposite. They chatted for a few minutes about the party, the remodel and miscellaneous things before Ian finally asked the question.

“Grant, is everything okay with you and Pieter?”

“Huh? Yes, of course it is.”

“Then what was all the whispering you were doing yesterday?”

Grant looked down for a minute and then reached under one of the books to pull out a piece of paper. He unfolded it and handed it over to Ian who instantly recognized what it was.

“This is an ultrasound.”

“Yes. Pieter and I are also expecting a baby; we were going to tell you guys next week.” Grant said with a smile.

“Grant, what wonderful news!” Ian said, getting up and hugging his slighter taller countryman. “I wish you would have said something earlier.”

“Well, we wanted to wait for the ultrasound on Friday and then you two were gone on Saturday.”

“When are you due?”

“In October. We’re having a little girl.” Grant said, a grin splitting his face. “Pieter’s over the moon.”

“Aw, a little girl. So, tell.” Ian sat down again and handed the picture back. 

“We called our parents yesterday. Astrid and Cees are ecstatic and Mum and Dad are also pleased. Mum said she couldn’t wait to start shopping for baby clothes.”

“What room are you going to use for a nursery?”

“The one next to ours but we’re going to try co-sleeping at first. I know it’s not for everyone but it’s going to be difficult enough leaving Lenora during the day and we want to be close to her.”

“Lenora? That’s a lovely name.”

“It was my great grandmother’s name. Pieter wants Margaret for a middle name but the poor tyke is going to have a long enough name as it is so I’m pushing for Lenora Ann.”

“Are you going to hyphenate?”

“We’re still talking about it but neither one of us is thrilled with idea of Hackett-van den Hoogenband or van den Hoogenband-Hackett. We’d probably be brought up on child abuse charges before we even left the hospital with her. Pieter’s cool with just using Hackett but that’s not very fair and Pieter did eventually learn to spell his last name; besides Lenora van den Hoogenband is a very classy name.”

“Did you have a boy’s name?” 

“Yes but I’m not going to tell you what it was; wouldn’t put it past you to steal it.”

“Grant! I’m shocked. You’re right but I’m shocked!”

Grant threw his head back and laughed.

&&

October 20, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Pieter finished changing Liam’s diaper and helped the toddler stand up. “There you go.”

“Thank you Oomie.” Liam said, turning around and plopping down in Pieter’s lap. “Tell me story?”

“You’re welcome and how about the red dog story?” Pieter asked, spotting the first book within reach.

“Okay.” 

Opening the book, Pieter started reading and was soon joined by his other nephews who couldn’t resist a story.

Michael came in five minutes later and sat down a couple of feet away with a very full laundry basket and listened in while he folded the boys’ shirts and pants. Two additional stories later, the laundry was done and the boys were ready for their nap.

Last month, they’d started the boys on the transition to big boy beds so nap time meant the full size futon mattress in the far corner. There had been a scene when Michael and Ian first attempted to change the cribs into toddler beds so for now, the boys slept in their cribs at night and on the futon during the day.

Pieter and Michael repaired to the kitchen twenty minutes later and Pieter made them a couple of sandwiches while Michael changed over laundry loads and brought a finished load of sheets to fold.

“Michael, do you want Swiss or American cheese on your sandwich?”

“Swiss please with that spicy mustard.”

“You got it. How are you and Ian doing on picking out the babies’ names?”

“Not well; we have a couple of ideas but I guess we’ll wait to settle on them until the twins are born. We were all ready with Marah Athena but I guess we’ll have to wait to use it the next time.”

“Is Ian serious about taking care of Lenora while I’m at work and Grant’s in class?”

“He wouldn’t have offered if he wasn’t. You know he’ll take good care-.”

Pieter waved his hand, “Oh, we’re not worried about that. We know Lenora couldn’t be safer here. Grant is just conflicted about not taking paternity leave to stay with her. His schedule next semester will be much better and Sheila will be joining us and then I’ll be out of my residency next May and down the hill.”

“So this happened sooner than you expected.”

“Yes. We really liked Brenda and she wanted to have the baby before Christmas so here we are. I had to pay Grant five euros because I thought it would take a third try and-.”

“It took two times for you guys too?” Michael asked.

“Yes. Oh. Too?”

“Yeah. Um. Did you feel kind of-?”

“Less than a man? Oh yes. Thankfully, Grant didn’t mind letting me have my manly way with him.” Pieter said with a wiggle of his eyebrows. “And it only took two months.”

Michael laughed as he placed the last of the folded sheets in the basket. “And I’m sure Grant enjoyed every moment of it.”

“Good, you’re done. Now sit and have your lunch. Grant and Ian should be back soon and then we’ll have to exclaim over their hunting prowess.”

“They’re shopping, not hunting.”

“It’s the same thing for them. I like to shop but I’m always amazed how those two can literally shop until we drop; I’m glad today is Gail’s day off or we’d be stuck out there with them. Where were they going again?”

“Some auction.” Michael said with a shudder. “Man, that’s even worse than hitting the mall.”

“Hm. Should we be worried that they’re going to come back with some weird stuff?” Pieter asked.

“I suppose so but not worried enough to go with them besides; Ian reminded me that I bought a house this year so he’s a little behind in the conspicuous consumption column.”

Michael finished his sandwich just in time to get the next loads of laundry switched around and brought back the basket of his and Ian’s jeans and t-shirts.

“I thought you usually did laundry during the week?” Pieter asked as he helped fold.

“I do but the washer broke on Tuesday and it took a couple of days to get it fixed. I really wish we’d brought ours here but I didn’t think it was necessary until the one in there bit it. I’ve been doing laundry all weekend to catch up.”

“How has it been down at the hospital?”

“Good. I’ve got a really challenging patient right now; a seven year old hit by a car and spent three weeks in a coma from head injuries along with a broken collarbone and two fractured ribs.”

“Is she resisting therapy?”

“No. She’s eager to go but her parents are a pain. Her mom’s okay but she’s hyper-protective now and freaks out every time Melissa gasps. The dad is weirded out by having the gay guy touch his daughter. I understand that but he’s right there on top of us at every session. I wouldn’t even mind if he there to learn how to help her do the exercises but he’s like Neanderthal man and only grunts at me.”

“It sounds like your time with her is loads of fun.”

“She’s a great kid and she works so hard so I can deal. How’s your current rotation going?”

“It’s interesting. We’re seeing so many stress injuries in young athletes that are really unnecessary. So many kids are only concentrating on one sport these days. I know I’m not the best example of sports diversity and I guess it’s a good thing to have active children but seeing a kid with the same type of injuries over and over again is not good.”

“Lots of soccer injuries?”

“That’s the worst one with all the year round playing the youth leagues do here but lacrosse and field hockey are right up there. I’m not sure if the injuries are from overplaying or poor habits but it can be frustrating when you see someone for the fourth time in two years with the same problems.”

“I hear that. Have you told anyone there about Lenora?”

“I told the head of the residency program last month so he’ll know when I go dashing out although I’m beginning to wonder if Brenda is ever going to have the baby. She was due this week you know but according to the exam on Thursday there’s no effacement or dilation and Brenda says there’s no sign of contractions.”

“And you’re freaking out.” Michael stated knowingly.

“No. Well yes. I’m so eager to see her but I’m trying to be patient; I have the feeling that this won’t be the last time I wait for our daughter to make an appearance.”

“Are your parents and Grant’s parents coming over once she’s born?”

“My parents are coming the third week of November and Mother says if Lenora isn’t here by then, they won’t be leaving until she is. Maggie and Nev are going to wait until Christmas. Our parents get on fairly well but Maggie said if they were all here at the same time, no one would get enough time with Lenora.”

“It’s nice to hear that my parents aren’t the only ones who make their children feel like second class citizens once the grandkids show up.”

“No Michael, I think that’s universal. How is Kim doing?”

“She said she was doing fine but she’s really big. Dr. Phillips said she might go into labor early because the twins are getting really big too. They’re both over five pounds already and that’s gotta hurt, carrying that around.”

“Are you going to be in the delivery room with her?”

“Of course but Ian’s already claimed holding her hand so he wouldn’t get the full on view.”

“Still with the blood thing?”

“Oh yeah. We watched the tape of the boys’ birth a month or so ago and he made me stand by the TV and put my hands over all the grody parts.”
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November 7, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

When the phone rang at three thirty in the morning, Ian and Michael woke with a speed they’d previously only shown in the pool. Kim had been having Braxton-Hicks contractions for the last six days and they were both on edge.

“Hello?” Ian said after finally finding the receiver.

“Ian? It’s Grant. Brenda just called and she’s gone into labor!”

“Oh. Are you heading down there?”

“Yes. Sorry to wake you up but we wanted to let you know.”

“Good luck and call us later.”

“We will!”

Ian hung up the phone and flopped back onto the mattress. “That was Grant. He and Pieter are leaving for Delaware.”

Michael flopped down next to him. “Oh. So Lenora finally decided to show up?”

“Yes and it’s a good thing because Grant might have torn his hair out if she took much longer and really, he can’t afford to lose anymore.”

Michael chuckled as he snuggled up to Ian. “It’s almost four, you just woke up and yet you can’t resist teasing the poor guy. They’re going to call us later?”

“Of course they are.” Ian said as he yawned. 

The next time the phone rang, at a more civilized eleven thirty three am, Michael was just getting ready to leave for work so he grabbed the phone as he slid into his shoes, making a note of the strange number on the caller ID display.

“Hello?”

“Michael, I’m a daddy! Grant’s a daddy! We’re daddies!” Pieter’s voice was filled with happiness tinged with exhaustion.

“Congratulations. What time did Lenora arrive?”

“At ten twenty two. She weighs seven pounds and ten ounces and she’s twenty one and a half inches long and she’s absolutely beautiful.”

“Aw, Pieter. I’m so happy for you. Can we come down and see her?”

“Only if you really want to. We should be able to bring her home on Saturday.”

“That’s great news. How’s Brenda?”

“That woman is amazing! She used the birthing stool and she was already up and walking around twenty minutes after the afterbirth was delivered. I’m not sure if she was joking or not but she said she barely broke a sweat. Once Lenora made up her mind that today was the day, she didn’t fool around. Brenda’s water broke and Lenora was born thirty minutes later. Oh, I’m so giddy I’m babbling.”

“I’ll be sure to tell everyone here. Have you called your parents? Pieter?”

“My mother is going to kill me! It all happened so fast that we didn’t even call from the car. Oh and Maggie’s going to beat me senseless.”

“Pieter! Stop worrying about it. You just went through a life changing event and its best that you didn’t call until it was over so they didn’t spend hours worrying about it.”

“I suppose you’re right but I’m going to have you talk to my mother if you’re not. Oh, it’s my turn to hold her!”

“Pieter, I’ve got to get to work but-.” Michael stopped talking when it became obvious that Pieter had hung up on him. Grinning he shook his head and went to find Ian.
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Ian looked out the front window for the sixth time in the last ten minutes and wondered when the hell Grant, Pieter and Lenora were going to get home. The Thorpe-Phelps had spent all morning doing the final preparations (although the boys’ assistance was mostly playing with the new baby’s toys) and now all they needed was for the actual baby to arrive.

“They’re here!” Chloe announced.

“Finally! Now we can’t all rush them.” Ian said as he moved to the door only to stop when Michael snagged his arm.

“No, we can’t and that includes you Ian. Let’s all sit down and wait for them so we don’t scare her.”

Sitting down with a pout, Ian folded his arms over his chest. “I wouldn’t have scared her; I was just going to help them bring the baby stuff in.”

Michael gave him a look that patently said he didn’t believe a word of that and Ian pouted even harder. The pouting finally ended when the door opened and the baby arrived. Only Michael’s hand on the back of Ian’s shirt kept him from jumping up and demanding to hold Lenora.

Twenty excruciating minutes later, he finally got his wish as the little darling was laying calmly his arms. Oh, he really missed holding the boys like this and although he knew he’d be holding their own babies in just a couple of weeks, in his heart of hearts he admitted that he wished they were having another little girl. Missing all those precious years with Chloe was painful for him to think about sometimes.

“Grant she’s so beautiful,” he said softly to his friend who was hovering near by. He didn’t blame Grant one bit for being so protective. He’d felt the same way with the boys.

“Thanks Ian.”

“Pa, can wes see?” Robbie asked with Jamey nodding beside him.

Ian tilted her up a little and leaned forward. “Boys, this is your cousin Lenora.”

“Enora.” Jamey repeated, reaching his hand out to stroke the baby’s arm. He and his brothers had been around plenty of babies, including their other cousins, so Ian wasn’t worried about them being careful.

“What name did you decide on?” Ian asked as Robbie made faces at her.

“Lenora Margaret van den Hoogenband. Mum cried when we told her.”

“I’ll bet.”
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November 12, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Ian heard the phone ring but since he was in the middle of chopping onions for dinner, he waited for someone else in the house to pick up.

“Ian?”

“I’m in the kitchen, Dad!” Man, the longer they lived at the Inn the more Ian didn’t like it. It was a perfectly lovely place but the rooms had horrible flow and you never knew where anyone was and there wasn’t even an intercom.

“Ian, pick up the phone! It’s Kim!”

“Damn!” Ian put the knife in the sink and quickly rinsed his hands. “Kim, are you okay?”

“Hi Ian. I’m fine but I’ve been having contractions for the last hour and my mom drove me over to the hospital just to be sure things were okay.”

“Are they admitting you?”

“Yes they are because I’m five centimeters dilated and I’ve passed the thing you don’t want to talk about.”

It took Ian a minute to put it all together. “You’re in labor?”

“Yes, things are just starting to happen so you and Michael have some time but Dr. Phillips said you should probably start down.”

“Are you sure you’re okay Kim?”

“Ian, I’m fine. Women have been having babies for – well ever. Are you okay? You sound flummoxed.”

“I am but I’ll get over it. Let me get Michael on the phone and we’ll see you soon.”

“Okay.”

Ian shook his head to clear it and quickly dialed down to the hospital.

“Physical Therapy, Nurse Edwards speaking.”

“Hi Betty, its Ian. Is Michael around?”

“He’s in with a patient, Ian but he’ll be done in twenty minutes.”

“Is Dr. Tyree available?”

“Sure, she’s in her office. Hang on a minute.”

“Ian? Is everything okay?”

“Hi Dr. Tyree. Yes everything’s fine but could you clear Michael’s schedule for the rest of the day and for the rest of the week? I’ll be down to pick him up but our surrogate was just admitted to the hospital and her doctor said that today’s the day.”

“Congratulations and yes, I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks!”

Ian hung up and cleaned up his mess before hurrying into the family room. 

“Dad? Mum? Kim’s gone into labor. I’m going to go pick up Michael.”

“Ah, that’s what I thought it sounded like.” Ken said. “Go on and we’ll bring the kids down once you’ve called. Good luck son!”

Ian exchanged hugs with his parents before running upstairs, changing his clothes and grabbed their ‘going to the hospital’ bags. He snuck in to the boys’ playroom and kissed them all while telling Gail the news before jumping into his car. He made a quick stop at Chloe’s school to let her know then headed for Children’s Hospital.

On the way he called Grant and Pieter, who had given in to their parental impulses and were taking the first weeks of their daughter’s life off from work and then he was at the hospital and in the elevator. He found Michael in the break room contemplating the contents of the snack machine.

“Michael!”

“Ian? What are you doing here, baby?”

“Kim called. Everything’s fine but she’s five centimeters dilated and having contractions.”

Michael jumped into Ian’s arms and they bounced around for a couple of minutes; something neither of them would admit to later.

“Oh. Okay! Um, let me just go tell Delores and-.”

“I already told her and you’re cleared to go.”

“All righty then. Let me throw my stuff in my locker and we’ll hit the road.”
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Michael fidgeted nervously as the car finally crossed into Maryland and tried to keep his anxiety under control. He’d already called his parents and sisters and now all he had was the rest of the journey and trying to keep from tearing apart the car seats.

“Love, have you thought anymore on names?” Ian asked at just the right moment.

“I don’t know. I’d like to use Ryan as a middle name for one of them but I’m no longer so fond of Philip. Philip Thorpe-Phelps is just too odd sounding with the double ‘p’.”

“So we’ll avoid all the ‘p’ names. What about Charles?”

“Charles is okay. Did we put the baby name book in the luggage?”

“Yes, it’s in the red diaper bag.”

Michael reached back and extracted the book. “Let’s look at the names starting with ‘c’ again. I like Charles but I don’t want to risk ‘Chuck’. Hm. Calvin?”

“No.”

“Caradoc? That’s a big no. Cassidy I like but that’s been co-opted as a girl’s name so no again. Chad?”

“I don’t like it. Chad Thorpe-Phelps.”

“You’re right. Chandler?”

“Oh don’t tease me like that.”

“Carl – nope. I think we need something with more than one syllable. Coleman, Clifton, Colton. No, no, no.”

“We don’t have to stick with a ‘c’ name.”

“True. Hey, how about Gareth? Gareth Ryan Thorpe-Phelps.”

“I like Garret better.”

“Garrett? G-A-R-R-E-T-T?” 

“One ‘t’. Garret Ryan Thorpe-Phelps.”

“I like it. All right, that’s a total contender.” Michael checked the glove box and found a pen and pad of paper just as he expected. He wrote out the name and stared at it for a while. “I like that a lot. You know, it’s hard to believe we only had eight months to work on this.”

“Well I was hoping we’d be able to use Marah Athene so we’d only have one name to choose.”

“Are you disappointed we’re not having a girl this time?”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, just a little. I’m sure I’ll get over it as soon as we meet Garret and Yet-to-be-named. I got over it when Robbie, Jamey, Harry and Liam were born. Wow, we really should have named them something that made a word. It’s going to get confusing to say ‘the boys’ now because are we talking about the older boys, the younger boys or the boys collectively?”

“Not to mention that Mum calls us ‘the boys’ too. Geeze, we’re going to have six sons.”

“What? You just realized that?”

“No but it’s beginning to hit me. A daughter and six sons. Grant’s right, we’ve absolutely positively lost our minds.”

“Oh please. You don’t think Lenora is going to be their only child, do you?”

“No but here’s a thought for you – what if one of our boys married her?”

Ian risked a look at Michael and spotted the sly smile on his love’s face. “You’re diabolical! You know I’m going to have to suggest that to Grant; I won’t be able to help myself. Lenora van den Hoogenband Thorpe-Phelps. Ha!”

“Why do you think I said it? Just make sure Pieter and I are there when you do it.”

“I will. You know, you’re much less tense when Grant and I start teasing each other.”

“I know. I used to worry at first that one of you would go too far one day but you never do. I just didn’t want either one of you to get hurt. How about Callum?”

“Callum? What’s it mean?”

“Dove. It’s Gaelic/Celtic. It’s a diminutive of Malcolm. I like Malcolm too but Callum has a nice ring to it.”

“I like it. Callum what?”

“Huh. We could totally buck the trend and not give him a middle name.”

“And how would we explain that when he gets old enough to notice his brothers and sister have one?”

“Good point. Well, do you have any ideas?”

“Jacob. Callum Jacob Thorpe-Phelps.”

Michael wrote that below the other name and looked at them for a while. “I like them. Of course we could get there, take one look and realize we have a Daniel and Elijah but we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”

&&

Kim was in transition and nine centimeters dilated by the time Michael and Ian got to the hospital, parked, checked in and found the right room. Paul was very happy to see them but Kim was too busy to really notice their arrival; Michael could certainly understand it since she was in mid-contraction. Once she caught her breath, she managed to smile at them and Ian took his place on her left side.

“I’m not going to ask how you’re doing but is there anything we can get you?”

“No, I’d just like this to be over now. Paul can tell you that I get a little out of control at this point so don’t take it personally.”

“We won’t.” Michael assured her.

Dr. Phillips joined them thirty minutes later and Michael got first hand proof at what ten centimeters dilation looked like as Kim moved into the second stage. The contractions spaced out and Ian and Paul helped her up onto her knees and supported her for a while as Michael gave her a light but soothing massage of her back and thighs.

When the doctor came back, Kim said she felt like pushing and after another check, he called in several nurses and told Kim to push when she wanted. Paul pulled out his video camera and operated it with his free hand as the first baby began to crown. Ian was doing a fantastic job focusing on coaching Kim and avoiding actually looking down.

The doctor was the first one to touch the boy but Kim had previously given Michael permission to be as involved as possible so he not only got to cut the umbilical cord but the nurse handed him a towel and Dr. Phillips laid the not so tiny boy right in his arms. It only made sense since Kim had another baby to deliver but Michael was beyond amazed that he was holding this creature.

Their son started crying as soon as he realized he wasn’t in a safe and comfortable place anymore but Michael quickly soothed him, rubbing his small hands and feet. He didn’t get to hold the baby long as the nurse needed to clean him up and check him over. Michael’s attention was caught by the second baby, now coming out of the birth canal. This time was just as exciting especially since he now expected what came next and he couldn’t resist bringing the baby around so Ian, Kim and Paul could see.

“Guys, he’s so beautiful.”

“He really is.” Paul said.

Ian put a tentative hand out and stroked Callum’s forehead. Michael didn’t know why he immediately thought this one was Callum but that was definitely this baby’s name.

“Michael, he’s got your ears.” Ian said softly.

“Hey, don’t pick on the ears. Kim, this is Callum Jacob.”

“Aw, that’s a great name. I thought you guys were still undecided.”

Michael paused when one of the nurses came and took Callum from him but immediately felt better when another nurse brought Garret over.

“Ian, do you want to hold Garret?”

“Yes please.” Ian took the baby like the expert he was and smiled. “This is Garret Ryan.”

“That’s another good name.” Paul said. “I’m glad you two aren’t into the trendy stuff.”

“Oh there will be none of that with us. Kim, Paul how can we ever thank you?” Michael asked.

“The looks on your faces are thanks enough. That and the fact that you two are such great dads. I’m almost tempted to ask you to adopt me.” Kim quipped.
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December 24, 2013 Philadelphia, PA

Ian finished wrapping the last present and handed it off to Michael. This year, they’d set up a small tree on a table because Robbie, Liam, Harry and Jamey were a little too interested in the ornaments and lights. As most of their regular ornaments were glass, Ian could only imagine the havoc eight hands.

The new ornaments, courtesy of a family craft night, were either felt or Styrofoam and after the third time the tree had been pulled over, they’d even hot glued the ornaments onto the branches. Voila, the perfect child friendly tree.

“Ian, is that it?”

“Yes it is and it’s only ten. We have at least a half hour before the twins want their bottles. Mr. Phelps, will you cuddle with me on the couch?”

“I’d be honored Mr. Thorpe.”

Once they were arranged comfortably, Michael in the corner with Ian sprawled out on him and across the couch; Ian couldn’t help a sigh of contentment.

“That was a big sigh.” Michael commented.

“But it was a happy one. It’s been a hectic but very satisfying year.”

“That’s for sure. Lots of changes.”

“Hm. The twins.”

“Yep. And Lenora.”

“Grant and Pieter got married.”

“Grant and Pieter *had* to get married.”

“Huh?” Ian said.

“They got married in May and had a baby six months later. Ergo, they had to get married.”

Ian laughed appreciatively. “You really need to stop saying those things. Grant and Pieter nearly had a heart attack over Liam marrying Lenora.”

“I’ll try to stop but it’s gotten to be a bad habit. Anyway, I started my first real job at the tender age of twenty seven.”

Ian snorted at that one. “We’re in the midst of the world’s biggest home remodeling project.”

“We bought a bed and breakfast that strangely didn’t have a working stove.”

“Which brought about the mystery of what did they serve for breakfast.”

“I don’t even want to know. Chloe graduated from fifth grade and has two more age group records.”

“My sister and I are living on the same continent again.”

“Is it weird to you that it’s the same continent but a different country? Ow!”

“You deserved that pinch.”

“Why?”

“Because you were making a jab at Australia. We still haven’t found a house or a property there.”

“But we will. Here, turn a little to the left.”

Ian flopped over a little and immediately groaned when Michael’s hand hit just the right spot on his neck. “That feels wonderful.”

“I’m glad. The boys – uh quads had a good year too. Their language skills have really expanded since they started daycare.”

“And we have potty training to look forward to.”

Michael and Ian shared a look at that prospect and Michael leaned down to steal a kiss. “Even that’s going to be good.”

“How do you figure?”

“Because we’ll be doing it together.”

“Aw. You are such a big softie.”

“Only for you. And Chloe. And Robbie. And Liam. And Jamey. And- aren’t you going to stop me?”

“No, I’m waiting to see if you’ll get the rest of the nippers.”

“Harry, Garret and Callum.” Michael said then blew a raspberry. “I know all their names, Ian.”

“I’m glad one of us does. I keep calling Callum Garret and Garret Callum. It’s disturbing because they look nothing alike and I never did that for the quads and they did look alike.”

“But you do know the difference.”

“Of course I do. Callum has lighter curler hair and the dimples; Garret has dark straight hair and the pointy chin.”

“Are you worried about that?”

“Not really. You know what I miss?”

“What?”

“Not being able to swim everyday. The pool here isn’t as usable as our pool at home.”

“Not right now it isn’t since its outside. Speaking of this place, what do you want to do with it once we move back home?”

“I’ve done a little market research and while a restaurant would probably do well here, the parking sucks even with the additional spaces. If we do keep it, I suppose a bed and breakfast is the way to go but we’d have to redecorate and update not mention finding a manager.”

“It would probably be wise to either enclose the pool or put in a hot tub or spa too. Having the pool here is nice but since it can only be used part of the year, the upkeep doesn’t really make sense.”

“So we’re talking about spending more money. We could just put it back on the market.”

Michael nodded. “That would probably be the best for us time wise. Do we really want to get into another remodeling project?”

“I haven’t really minded the remodeling at home. It’s a lot easier if we’re not actually living amongst it.”

“And you enjoy making all the choices.”

“That I do. It’s nice having an activity outside the house and it gets my creative juices flowing although I know you don’t feel the same way when it comes down to picking out sconces and faucets.”

“Are you getting antsy staying home with the kids all the time?” Michael asked, chewing his lip.

“No love. To be frank, I can’t imagine what kind of job I’d like to do and I don’t see the point working just to be working. Would it totally blow your mind to let me have free reign here once we’re back home? I have no idea what I’ll end up doing.”

“Nope. I trust your judgment. Hey, does this mean I don’t have to get you a Christmas present?” Ian poked him and Michael couldn’t help laughing. “I’m joking!”

“You’d better be. I’ve been very good this year and I haven’t even picked up that box on your side of the closet.”

“Gasp! You didn’t fall for the decoy present?”

“No. Like I said, I’ve been very good.”

Michael eyed him appreciatively. “I’ll say.”

“Now now. Don’t even think about it. You know the minute we start getting busy, the twins will start crying.”

“Yeah I know. Their timing is impeccable; frustrating but impeccable.” Michael looked up at the clock and cocked an ear to the ever present baby monitor. “In fact, we should probably go ahead and get their bottles ready. Garret’s making that grunting sound.”

Ian sat up and stood, pulling Michael up with him. “How did you hear that?”

“I’ve got bat ears as you’ve previously pointed out. Hey, wait a second.”

Ian turned and found himself engulfed in a hug. He snuggled in and sighed again. “I love you Michael.”

“I love you too Ian.”

&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&THE END&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&

46

