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Addison Albright
Ted sat cross-legged on the rough, sand-covered beach towel as he watched Madelyn and Harris run toward him, dripping wet, sand covering their little feet. The sun was still high and bright in the western sky, and he reached for a bottle of SPF 50 to reapply to their pale skin.
“Aw, Dad, again?” whined Madelyn.
Ted laughed at his daughter. “Again and again and again.” He ruffled her hair as she sat down beside him. He squeezed some of the sunblock onto her outstretched hand, and she rubbed it on her legs while Ted worked on her back and arms.
“Close your eyes, sweetie,” he told her. She did, turning her scrunched up face toward him. He carefully rubbed some of the lotion onto her face and neck, then gave her arm a light squeeze.
“All done, toots.” He smiled, and the six-year-old affected a dramatic ‘oh-I-am-so-put-upon’ sigh, then scooted off to shovel sand into one of the buckets.
“I can do my own, Dad,” claimed eight-year-old Harris. He was growing up fast and insisted on doing as much as he could on his own.
Ted winked at his son. “Except for your back, kiddo. I’ll do that for you.”
Harris turned around. Ted rubbed the sunblock onto the boy’s back, then handed Harris the bottle to finish the rest on his own.
“Daddy, will you help me build the castle? It keeps breaking.”
“Your sand is too dry, Maddie. Fill the buckets with water first, and dump them out in the sand you’ll be using.” She jumped up and ran back toward the water with a bucket in each hand. Ted smoothed out a base for their castle, and Harris joined him to dig the moat that would surround it.
Madelyn returned with the water buckets and began mixing the sloppy sand. Harris and Madelyn were happily forming sand bricks and building up their castle walls, so Ted lay back on the towel and closed his eyes as he listened to his children chatter.
A soft sigh escaped his lips as he thought about the fun he’d had with his children that Saturday. They all loved spending time at the beach. Maybe they’d go to the zoo tomorrow, or perhaps they’d go see that new Disney movie Madelyn had been hinting about.
He tried to make the most of his weekends with the kids. Keri was fair-minded, and the two of them were generally able to work out any modifications either wanted to make to the formal custody agreement to accommodate their schedules, but it still seemed there was never enough time with the children.
For this reason alone he sometimes second-guessed his decision to seek a divorce, but in the end he knew it had been the right decision. He’d never been able to work up the courage to confess the full truth to Keri, and they’d parted ways agreeing that, for whatever reason, there was simply no spark between them.
He’d tried so hard in the early years, pretending an interest where one didn’t actually exist. He’d wanted to feel attracted to Keri. She was a beautiful person, inside and out. Ted was glad she was the mother of his children, and he was truly glad she’d found happiness in a second marriage.
If only he could find the same, but a stable relationship seemed out of the question. How far would Keri’s reasonable nature stretch? If she knew the truth would it put the visitation time he had with Madelyn and Harris at risk? Perhaps he should seek legal advice. He’d met someone he would love to get to know better. He often dreamed of what his personal life would be like if he was in an actual relationship. But he couldn’t risk it if it would upset the status quo concerning his time with the kids, not to mention his job stability.
“Mr. Rhoads?” A young female voice brought him out of his reverie. Damn. Ted sat up to see which of his former students had discovered him. There were two of them. They had been in his third period history class the previous year.
“Rhonda, Megan, how are you girls? Are you looking forward to high school this fall?” He smiled at them. They’d been good students. They always got their work done, although they did like to prattle on in class when they were supposed to be working together on group projects—typical eighth-grade girls.
“Yeah,” replied Rhonda. “Sort of. It’s kinda scary, you know?”
“You girls don’t have anything to worry about. You’re both excellent students. Are you enjoying your summer break?”
“Oh, yeah, lots!” Rhonda spoke up again. “We love the beach. Megan’s dad brought us here today.” She glanced over at the man who was standing a little behind Ted, out of his range of vision.
Ted stood up and turned, putting out his hand to introduce himself. “Hello, I’m Ted Rhoads. Pleased to ….” He froze, his jaw dropping. There was a reason he drove an hour each way to a neighboring city when he felt like cutting loose for an occasional night of fun and debauchery, and it was standing right in front of him with a knowing, shit-eating grin spreading across his face. It wasn’t quite the same as the grin the man had been wearing just last night.

~ The Previous Night ~
Ted felt loose as he danced with the lanky redhead. The crowd was rowdy that night. The song was wild and his dancing untamed. His dark brown hair was gelled and spiked, and dark eyeliner edged his soft brown eyes. His low-riding jeans were worn and snug. A red tee shirt hugged his lean torso tightly. His underwear was nonexistent. He wasn’t Ted Rhoads here—he was simply Raven.
When the song ended, Ted wove his way through the thick crowd to the bar. He found an empty bar stool and sat down. “Another ginger ale, hun?” Wayne was huge, hairy, and called everyone “hun.”
“Thanks, Wayne.” Ted smiled at the bartender then turned and looked around the dance floor, still hoping to see Caesar. Caesar was his favorite hookup. The man was three inches taller than Ted at six feet, with short, light brown hair and deep blue eyes. But he didn’t seem to be there.
Ted sighed and turned back to cover his tab when Wayne returned with the drink. The ginger ale was cold, and Ted downed it quickly. He never drank alcohol when he came here. He had a long drive back home and it would be bad enough for him, as a teacher, to get pulled over for a DUI even without being dressed like this. He also preferred to keep his wits about him when he was making decisions regarding sex. It was too easy to get lax on safety when drinking. That was always a factor in his hookup decisions, too. He never left with a drunk, and if Caesar was there they inevitably left together.
Ted felt a hand at his shoulder. He turned, and Eddie was standing there with a smile. “Dance, Raven?”
“Sure.”
Eddie would be a good fall-back if Caesar didn’t show up. Ted smiled at the man, who was so much like himself except for his lighter coloring. Eddie took his hand and led him out onto the floor. The song had a solid beat and Ted once again lost himself in the dance. His movements were abandoned and free. He didn’t have a care in the world. He was Raven. No ex-wife to worry about. No rowdy school kids or their parents. There was just Raven and the music, which always ended too quickly. Eddie gave him a quick, hard kiss when the dance ended, then a wink before they separated to search out new partners.
Ted made his way to the edge of the dance floor and looked around. He saw a man staring at him from the other side—tall and muscular, just like Ted preferred. The man smiled at Ted. Ted grinned back and started to walk around the room to join the man when he heard a voice, low and sensual, right behind him.
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