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RAINBOW HILL

Alex Carreras


Dedication

It takes quite a few people to write a book, namely the wonderful and talented people at Wilde City Press. A special thanks to Val Hughes for remaining calm and kind when my neurosis started to escalate. She's a class act and a very lovely lady. Hope to give you a huge hug in person one day Val! Also to the people of Jefferson, Maryland, yes I took a few liberties with your lovely town but I hope I made it just that much lovelier.


Chapter One

Ethan Stokes dreaded going home, or better stated, where he had been raised. Since graduating from college, home was now Washington, DC with its sidewalk cafés, world-famous museums, historic universities, and vibrant gay life, not…this.

As he steered his Range Rover toward Jefferson, Maryland, the familiarity of the vast, green pastures most people found breathtakingly beautiful—that is, if you could breathe through the smell of freshly laid fertilizer—caused Ethan to remember, instead, endless months of back breaking work in extreme weather conditions, combined with stretches of seemingly endless mind-numbing boredom. But when he received the phone call from his father, the roughneck, straight shooting, Tucker Stokes, asking for his help, it was the call Ethan had waited for all his life. So saying no wasn’t an option. The one thing Ethan wished he had gotten around to asking was, what kind of help did his father need, exactly?

Over the hour drive north, heading toward Frederick, Ethan had played out every possible scenario he could imagine, coming to only one conclusion, that it was time to sell the family farm.

With the economic downturn, rising taxes, and the country's obsession against all things dairy, Ethan had no idea how his father had survived as long as he had in the farming industry. After his mother’s death three years earlier, selling Oak Hill Farm appeared to be the only logical conclusion. Ethan was positive his father would live comfortably for the rest of his life on the sale of the farm, which consisted of over two hundred acres of pristine countryside, numerous barns and outbuildings, and a five-bedroom Victorian farmhouse, chipped paint and porch swing included. Sure, he knew that after the sale, the buildings would be leveled and the land cleared for a single-family home community for DC commuters, but he didn’t care. The farm had been a place he had hated as long as he could remember.

Coming off the highway, Ethan signaled right, his anxiety ratcheting up a notch. With his mother gone, there would be no one to referee the arguments that would no doubt ensue. No matter how hard he tried to get along with his father, they generally found something to disagree on, usually the way Ethan lived his life.

Spotting the rusted out sign for Oak Hill Farm, the letter ‘O’ nothing but a hole, Ethan slowed to take the turn. Deep potholes bucked his Range Rover from side to side, causing his weekender bag, stuffed to capacity, to fall off the backseat onto the floor. He cringed as he heard the thud, worried that the fine Napa leather would suffer an unsightly scratch. But the bag wasn’t Ethan’s, it was his ex’s, who still cluttered up half the master walk-in closet.

Recently separated, the Dupont Circle townhouse was now listed, but as of yet there were plenty of lookers and no serious offers. Randall had suggested lowering the price, but that was easy for him to say, he had a trust fund left to him by a spinster aunt, and a successful interior design business that catered to the area gays with million dollar disposable incomes. The same interior design business Ethan had worked at for over five years until Randall announced that he no longer loved him and wanted to call it quits. Ethan suspected that Randall had had a better offer for role of partner from a younger, more muscular guy, who was willing and eager to do anything, especially between the sheets. His suspicions where confirmed when Randall showed up at the townhouse late one night with a young Latino ‘friend’ with overly pumped pecs and a bubble butt to match, helping Randall to ‘collect a few things’. Any hopes of a reconciliation were dashed, Ethan unable to compete with such a plentiful amount of young nubile flesh.

With no job and feeling a stranger in his own home, the offer of helping his father was the perfect excuse to leave the city and his worries behind if only for a short while.

Braking to a stop, Ethan closed the windows and shut down the engine. “I’m home,” he mumbled under his breath, feeling less than excited.

Getting out and retrieving his bag, Ethan walked toward his childhood home, noticing the flowerbeds his mother, Judith, once painstakingly tended were now overtaken with weeds. His throat tightened and a slow throb pulsed at his temples, remembering his mother’s shoulder-length, auburn hair sprinkled with silver strands glinting in the summer’s afternoon sun, her hands covered in green gardeners gloves, and a smudge of earth streaked across her forehead. The sporadic visits to Oak Hill dwindled even more after the funeral, the memories of his mother too painful to bear. Ethan leaned in and tugged a clump of crabgrass to uncover a resilient pansy.

“Ethan.”

He wasn’t sure if he heard the smack of the screen door against the wooden frame first, or his father’s fading baritone. He looked up to see Tucker wearing a short-sleeve plaid shirt and loose fitting khakis in need of an iron, standing on the porch.

Ethan straightened to his full height. “Hi, Dad.” He feigned excitement. “You’re looking good.”

Tucker rushed down the stairs. “How’s my fancy son doing? Hope you’re hungry. I made your mother’s stew. I don’t promise it’ll taste the same, but I know how much you love it.”

Instead of feeling delighted to hear that his father had cooked his favorite dish, Ethan was sad instead. Sometimes he forgot that Tucker, too, had suffered a tremendous loss.

Walking up to Tucker, he extended a hand. “I’m sure it’ll taste just like when she made it, especially now. I’m famished.”

“We say starved out here in the country.”

Ethan knew his father’s comment was intended as father-son good-natured chiding, but it slid under his skin just enough to make him bristle.

Tucker took Ethan’s hand, shook, and then reached for the bag. “Let me take this, son.”

“No worries.” Releasing Tucker’s grasp, Ethan yanked the bag out of reach. “It’s a little heavy, and I don’t want your back acting up.”

“Are you saying I’m too old to handle a little luggage?”

“I’m saying that you have a bad back, nothing more. I can hear mom’s voice reminding you to lift with your legs, not your back.”

Tucker chuckled, and his gaze searched the ground. “I forgot she used to say that. I guess I was so used to ignoring her when she’d pester me. I’d give anything for her pestering now.”

“Me too, Dad.” Ethan’s voice caught in his throat. “Me, too.”

“It’s good to see you haven’t forgotten how to come home, or did you use one of those GPS things?”

“You’re a funny man, you know that?” Ethan smiled at his father, noticing a few extra wrinkles around his eyes. “It hasn’t been that long since I was here last.”

“Maybe it doesn’t feel that long to you, but for me it’s been an eternity.”

“Sorry, but I’ve been busy. The summer months are when many people choose to renovate and redecorate. They leave the city for the beach or mountains, and their homes are empty.”

“I’m glad to hear that you’re busy, but it’s been busy around here too. Time to bale hay and straw, or has it been so long since you’ve done some real work that you’ve forgotten?”

“What I do is real work.” Ethan's jaw tensed.

“Farming is real work,” Tucker reminded, “not painting a few walls and throwing around a couple of funny-shaped pillows that cost more than a tractor. Those people you work for have more money than sense.”

“I’m glad that they do, or I wouldn’t be gainfully employed.”

Tucker took in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, looking in the direction of Ethan’s black Range Rover. “Is that what they’re calling a truck these days?”

Ethan prayed for patience and that he didn’t grind down his molars. “Pretty much,” he managed.

Tucker rocked back on his heels and blew out a whistle as Ethan waited for his father’s disparaging comment. “I have to admit, it’s quite a beauty.”

“What?” Ethan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You like my Rover?”

“Absolutely.” Tucker raised his chin, narrowed his eyes. “How much can that thing haul? The hitch on my truck’s a little loose, and I got a wagon full of hay abandoned in the far field that needs to be put away. You think you can take care of that for your dad?”

Bile choked back the words, and Ethan could’ve sworn he saw black spots overtaking his vision. Breathe, he told himself. Deeply.

“Jesus, son, I’m kidding,” Tucker said, chuckling. “Don’t land yourself in the emergency room.”

A sense of relief swept over Ethan. “Why do you do that to me?”

“’Cause it’s hard not to,” Tucker admitted. “I thought you were going to faint just then. You went as white as a ghost.”

“Although I’m pretty positive that my vehicle could tow your wagon, I’d hate to be proved wrong. I say leave the heavy jobs for the tractors.”

“I agree.” Tucker leveled his chin and nodded in the direction of the house. “How about that stew?”

“Miraculously, I still have an appetite.” His attempt at a joke fell flat. “Let’s head in.”

Tucker started to walk but stopped short and looked at his son. “There’ve been a few changes around here.”

“I expected as much.” Ethan shrugged. “But I still have my room, right? You haven’t converted it into a man cave? I can picture it now, fifty-inch flat screen TV with surround sound, country music CDs lining the walls on custom-made shelves. Dense pile carpet everywhere.”

“I do have to admit, that sounds mighty nice, but your room is still safe.” Tucker’s bushy, graying eyebrows hitched upward. “Just one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Someone else is sleeping in it.”

* * * *

After Tucker’s admission, Ethan didn’t hear another word. He didn’t even feel his feet make it along the sidewalk, up the stairs onto the porch, through the front door into the kitchen. Now seated at the kitchen table, he couldn’t even feel his butt. His brain could only manage one thing, figuring out who was living in his boyhood bedroom? He blinked against the glare of the freshly painted room, temples throbbing.

Dazed, he said, “Dad, who painted?” He sniffed the air. “It’s been recently done.”

“That’s what I needed to tell you before you went all glazed eyed on me.”

“Well, I’m not now,” Ethan grumbled. “You have my undivided attention.”

“You remember the Kincades?”

“Of course I do. I went to school with their son. Why?”

“Last year, Mister Kincade…Frank,” Tucker clarified, continuing, “his wife died.”

“I heard through the grapevine. Leukemia?”

Tucker grunted in acknowledgement, taking a seat at the table. “He had a bad time with it. Connie was sick for a while. Everything the doctors tried failed.” He shook his head. “Sad. She was a nice lady.”

Ethan had thought so too. He remembered Connie Kincade as a vivacious woman who, along with his mother, attended every PTA meeting and participated in every church bake sale that Saint Peter’s Episcopal had, which was many. He could still taste her prize-winning pineapple upside-down cake that she was famous for countywide, the cake always pulling in the biggest donation, much to his mother’s dismay, while Judith’s vanilla coconut cupcakes always came in several dollars short.

“I’m really sorry to hear that. I’m glad Mom didn’t have to suffer like Mrs. Kincade. I don’t think I could’ve handled it.”

“Me either,” Tucker admitted. “Being sick is not only a tremendous emotional strain on everyone, especially the one suffering from illness, but it’s a strain financially, too.”

“Are the Kincades not doing well….you know, financially?”

“They didn’t have sufficient coverage. Insurance the way it is today, it’s expensive.”

“Tell me about it,” Ethan agreed. “Where’s their son, Quinn? Isn’t he in the area?”

“You could say that. He moved back from out west when Connie got sick. Good son.”

Ethan couldn’t help but feel a tinge of jealousy. “It’s what you do for family, isn’t it?”

“I’m glad you see it that way.”

Jealousy was replaced with hurt. “Of course I do, Dad. I can’t believe you would think otherwise.”

“Nothing against you, Ethan, but you have your life, and it’s not all that close either.”

“I’m fifty miles away.”

“Fifty very long miles.”

Ethan shrugged, dismissing the comment. And from out of nowhere it hit him. “Did you ask me here to help you because you’re sick?” An escalating sense of panic started to fill his chest. “Is that why I’m here?”

Tucker tapped Ethan’s hand that was resting on the table. He sighed. “No, Ethan, I’m fitter than a forty-year-old. Had my yearly last week. The doc suggested I take a multivitamin. That’s it. Not many people my age can say that.”

“It’s funny that you think forty is considered young.”

“It is when you’re sixty.”

“Not when you’re twenty-nine.”

“When I was twenty-nine, I had just met your mother and you were a while off yet.” Tucker’s eyes glowed as if reliving a pleasant memory. “Your mother was the prettiest in the state. You look a lot like her, you know. Same nose, same chin.”

Ethan couldn’t help but smile. “Thanks, I think. It’s not every day I’m told I’m pretty.”

“You always have to find the sarcastic side of everything, don’t you?” Tucker returned the smile. “You’re like your mother in that respect too. She could turn my words around on me in seconds flat.” His smile faded around the corners. “I loved her.”

“Can I be frank?” He didn’t wait for Tucker to respond. “Why are you telling me about the Kincades’ problems? And why can’t I sleep in my old room?” Ethan gazed around the kitchen. “And who painted this room? I know you didn’t. You hate to paint.”

“Maybe I hired someone to do it. Did you ever think of that?”

“No, I didn’t because you’re too damn cheap. Let me jar your memory a little, but wasn’t I the one who painted both bathrooms and the living room senior year high school?”

“You were paying off the repair bill to the car.”

“A deer ran out in front of me.”

“And so did a few Bud Lights.”

After all these years, Ethan refused to admit that his father was right. He intended to stick to the deer story until his last breath. “Whatever you want to believe. Bottom line is, you didn’t paint the kitchen by yourself and you sure as hell didn’t hire somebody to do it, so who did?”

“I did.”

Ethan turned and gazed into the deepest chocolate-brown eyes he had ever seen. The same eyes he had stared into the night he received his first kiss, which made his head spin, stomach flip, and every remaining body part tingle. It was that kiss by which he had measured all others, none ever coming close.

“Quinn?” Ethan attempted to catch his breath. “Kincade?”

The attractive man wiped his hands over his denim-covered thighs before proffering a hand. “In the flesh.”

Shit.


Chapter Two

“What are you doing here?” Ethan asked, confused. He shot a questioning glance at Tucker, but his poker face gave away nothing. Redirecting his gaze back to Quinn, Ethan accepted the man’s warm, callused hand and shook.

“Painting.” Quinn flashed the smile that had stolen Ethan’s heart long ago.

Ethan released Quinn’s hold. “You always were a vague one. I mean—”

“I know what you meant.” Quinn straightened his spine and crossed his tanned arms over his muscular chest. “I’m staying here.”

“Where?”

Ethan was lost. Completely lost. It was probably due to the lack of blood in his brain. Apparently, another part of his anatomy decided it needed the blood more.

“Here.” Quinn raised a sun-bleached eyebrow. “We’re going to be roomies?”

Ethan knew he was blinking like a mental patient in need of some strong meds, but that was all his body could manage at the moment.

“Son, are you all right?” Tucker leaned in. “You’re looking a little…”

“Psycho?” Quinn finished, a sly smile sliding over his sexy lips.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

“Manners.” Tucker’s voice was stern.

“Manners my ass,” he shot at Tucker. “For the last time, would you please tell me what’s going on here?”

“What’s going on is the Kincades have lost their farm, and I thought that the neighborly thing to do was to invite them to live here.”

“W-w-what?” Ethan sputtered. “Have you finally gone soft in the head?” Ethan jerked out of the chair to pace across the linoleum floor. “You can’t just ask anyone to move into this house?”

“Why not?” Tucker inclined his chin, eyeing Ethan. “It’s my house, and I can do whatever the heck I want.”

“What would Mom say about this?”

“She would say I was doing the right thing. The Kincades needed my help so I offered.”

“But why? You don’t need theirs.”

“How would you know? You’re never around long enough to find out.”

“Well, do you?” Ethan stopped pacing and waited for an explanation.

“Ethan, it takes a lot to run a farm. There are crops to plant, animals to tend to, buildings to repair, and that’s just the first hour of every day.”

“I know all about it,” Ethan began. “I grew up here. And no matter how much I want to forget it, I can’t.” He started pacing again, clenching and unclenching his fists to his side. “I thought you wanted to sell this place?”

Tucker’s mouth fell open, and his eyes looked north. He took in an audible breath. “How did you come to that conclusion? I don’t remember telling you I wanted to sell the farm.”

“But I thought when you called it was because you needed my help listing it.”

“Any fool can make a phone call to a real estate agent, son. I can manage to open a phone book. I’m not that feeble.”

“Questionable,” Ethan mumbled under his breath.

“I heard that, and I forgive you.” The look in Tucker’s eyes told a different story.

Rocking in his boot-clad feet, Quinn tucked his hands into his back pockets. “Ethan, I know this comes as a bit of a surprise—”

“Bit? You and your father have taken over my room, my house, and you have the balls to say ‘bit’?”

“We have not overtaken anything.”

A chill raced along Ethan’s spine, Quinn’s resonating baritone voice unnerving him.

“Tucker invited us.”

“Tucker?” Ethan asked.

“Yes, Tucker,” Tucker seconded. “I figured that since we’re living together we could drop the formalities.”

Ethan made a derisive noise in the back of his throat. “God forbid if we should be formal.”

“Glad to see that you agree,” Tucker responded.

Exhaustion overcoming him, Ethan stopped pacing to lean against the closest kitchen cabinet that was available. He scrubbed at his face with his hands and blew out. “So let me get this straight. Dad, you’re not sick.”

Tucker nodded. “Correct.”

“The Kincades have lost their farm and now live here…with you.”

“Right again.”

“So what exactly do you need me here for? Quinn appears to have everything under control. And if Mister Kincade—”

“Frank,” Quinn said.

“F-F-Frank.” Ethan rolled his eyes. “Since he’s here too, he knows what to do, I mean, being a farmer an all.”

“I need your expertise,” Tucker said.

“In what? Scraping cow patties? I left that shit, quite literally, behind when I left this farm.”

Tucker patted the table and repositioned the neighboring chair with his foot. “Sit down, Ethan. We have to explain a few things.”

“We?” Ethan groaned.

Quinn claimed a seat, straddling it, his arms draped across the back. “Please sit down so we can talk this out.”

He didn’t know if it was that voice, those eyes, or those thighs, but Ethan did what was asked.

“When my father—”

“Frank.” Ethan smiled tightly.

“When my father, Frank, lost my mom, his world collapsed. The love of his life was gone, but the medical bills continued to pile up. He couldn’t cope.” Quinn’s eyes narrowed, and he lowered his head. “When Dad was young, he had a drinking problem, and with Mom’s help, he got sober. My entire life, I never saw him take one sip of alcohol. Since the funeral, he hasn’t stopped. I suspect he believes he doesn’t have anything left to live for.”

To say that Ethan felt like an asshole was the understatement of the century. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course not,” Quinn said. “Why would you?”

Tucker leaned back against his chair. “It’s my mission to give Frank something to look forward to. He needs my help, and I need his.”

“Are you in financial trouble?” Ethan asked Tucker.

Tucker began to explain. “There are very few working farms left in the area. Every day more are selling out. Did you see that eyesore of a development outside of town? Cookie-cutter houses with cookie-cutter cars where the Browns’ cornfields used to be. They got too old and tired to continue. One son’s in California being a lawyer, and the other is a big shot at the FBI. They have families of their own to take care of.”

“Where are the Browns now?”

“Don’t have a clue? It’s not like our set texts on our smart phones, Ethan. Wherever they are, I’m positive they’re missing here.”

“And how am I supposed to help, exactly?” Ethan couldn’t help but feel suspicious with Quinn staring a hole right through him.

“Since we last saw each other, I’ve been busy.” Quinn’s gaze intensified.

“And when was it we last saw each other?” Ethan knew the answer, but he wondered if Quinn did.

Quinn stroked his stubble-covered jaw with the backs of his fingers. “I vaguely remember the sounds of a marching band and people cheering. It was cool that night.” A knowing smile spread across his lips. “But it got warmer.”

Heart lurching, Ethan felt his pants tighten. “Um, yeah. That would be about right,” he said, his voice catching ever so slightly. “I believe we had a good time that night.”

“Quinn here has a degree in farming,” Tucker said.

“Agriculture,” Quinn corrected.

“That, too.”

Tucker continued. “And we thought we would put his fancy education, mine and Frank’s years of experience, and your,” Tucker paused, brows knitted together, “that thing you do, and turn this place around. Make Oak Hill a destination.”

“Destination,” Ethan choked out. “For what? To what?”

“For starters, people like you?” Tucker grinned, Ethan noticed his father’s gold crown usually hidden in the far reaches of his mouth. “And him.” He cocked his head toward Quinn.

“Gays,” Quinn explained.

“I know what he meant,” Ethan clarified, “but the last I heard, you were batting for the other team.”

The slightest hint of a blush colored Quinn’s cheeks. “Not anymore.”

God oh god oh god!

“You can turn it off and on that easily?” Ethan said.

“This little get-together isn’t about my homosexuality.”

“Shouldn’t that be bisexuality since you were married once?” Ethan asked. For some reason, he was taking intense pleasure in turning the proverbial knife in Quinn’s muscular back. He deserved it for marrying a woman when he was gay.

“May I continue?” Quinn said through gritted teeth.

“By all means, please do.”

“Our fathers, and myself, believe we should join together and get this farm to maximum working capacity. Maximize crop rotation, better housing for the herd, attempt more modern ways of farming.

“Okay,” Ethan said, his words measured, “but where does the destination plan for gays and urbanites out for a country weekend come into effect? These people don’t care about milking cows and crop rotation.”

“What do they care about when heading for the country?” Quinn challenged.

Ethan shrugged, thinking over the question. “Pretty scenery.”

Tucker threw up his hands. “We got views that’ll make you want to climb to the nearest hill and sing out like that women in that movie you always forced me to watch when you were a kid.”

Ignoring his father, Ethan pressed on. “Organic food. Jams and jellies in pretty packaging. Fresh baked goods that look like they were made in your grandmother’s kitchen, and not in some industrial lockup. Crafts by local artisans…Maybe even furniture or paintings.”

“Now you’re getting the idea, son.”

Ethan stood and walked the length of the floor. “But we can’t do that here.”

“Why not?” Tucker asked.

Ethan didn’t have an answer.

“Look,” Quinn said, standing so that Ethan noticed the snug fit of Quinn’s T-shirt. “Granted, my dad and your dad might not know much about those types of things, but we do, especially you. We plan on repairing some of the outbuildings so we can use them for retail space. With some whimsical paint choices and creative marketing, I think we can pull this together.” Quinn stopped directly in front of Ethan, the smell of freshly cut hay and Irish Spring soap attacking his senses. “Are you on board with this?”

“Please say you are,” Tucker said, his soulful gaze tearing away Ethan’s resistance. “We can’t do it without you. Your mother always said this was your special gift.”

“Arranging jars on a shelf is my special gift?”

“Making things beautiful,” Tucker clarified, smiling.

Ethan didn’t know if the tears that were threatening to spill were because his father needed him after all those years of believing that he didn’t, or if they were tears of sheer stupidity because he planned to say—

“Yes,” Ethan replied, looking at Tucker. “But it’s a joint effort.” He redirected his gaze to Quinn. “You have to help. No taking off planting and rotating things when I need you to erect a retail space or contract workers and artists. This is a job shared by everyone. Understood?” He stuck out his hand, waiting for a shake to seal the deal.

Swatting away Ethan’s hand, Quinn enveloped Ethan in a bear hug, hooting like it was ten seconds into the New Year. Ethan allowed his usually tense muscles to melt into Quinn’s mind-altering embrace. For only a moment, he half expected to relive the heat of that kiss he’d never forgotten, but with his father cheering by his side and slapping their backs in approval, he realized that it wouldn’t be.

Pulling back with a playful shake, Quinn said, “You won’t regret this. We’ll make it work.” Quinn pulled him in again, hugging tighter. “And thanks for giving my dad a fighting chance,” he whispered into Ethan’s ear.


Chapter Three

Filled with optimism, Quinn took the stairs two at a time. It was something he hadn’t felt in a long time. Taking the last step onto the threshold, he regained his composure as he prepared to break the good news to his dad. He breathed deeply, mustering the courage for what he would find behind the closed door. Purposely stomping across the hard wood floor, he loudly cleared his throat and knocked on his father’s bedroom door.

“You up yet?” he asked through the closed door. “It’s getting late. Come down and get something to eat.”

On hearing a few muffled, undecipherable words, Quinn opened the door, the brass knob cool in his hand. “You okay, Dad?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Frank Kincade’s voice sounded like he’d spent the better part of his life drinking whiskey late into the night, something Quinn suspected he had been doing a lot of lately. He inched in, the scent of stale sweat and beer floated in the gloom. Quinn saw his father sitting on the side of the bed, fully dressed except for his lace-up work boots that were on the floor on the other side of the room. Quinn walked to the window and jerked up the shade to allow light to spill into the room.

“Damn it’s stuffy in here,” he said, deciding to open the window. “It’s a beauty out. Let’s let some air in.” His gaze dropped to the bedside table, a silver picture frame covered in a fine layer of dust catching Quinn’s attention—a gift from his mother’s great aunt, he remembered. The young couple on their wedding day smiled back at Quinn, their glistening eyes full of anticipation.

Frank scrubbed his hand over his face, exhaling. “Those damn birds won’t let me sleep. How can creatures so small make all that racket?”

“They’re letting you know that you shouldn’t be sleeping.”

“I’ll be the judge of that, son,” Frank murmured under his breath, now steadying against the edge of mattress with both hands. He lifted his chin, his brown eyes verging on soullessness. “Why don’t you get me a drink?” His smile was thin.

“I think you’ve had enough.”

The smile dropped. “Of water.” He eyed a glass smudged with fingerprints sitting beside the framed wedding photo.

“Of course,” Quinn answered, feeling ashamed. He moved for the glass.

“You know I’m trying really hard.”

“I know you are.” Quinn took the glass and filled it from the bathroom sink, allowing the water from the tap to run cold first. He gazed around the small room. It was surprisingly orderly compared to the bedroom.

When handing the glass to Frank, Quinn noticed his father’s hand tremble. “Got it?” he asked, refusing to let go until he was sure Frank had a firm grasp.

Frank nodded, licking his lips. He drank like a man with a great thirst.

“Ethan’s downstairs. He only just arrived.” Quinn folded over his father’s shirt collar, pressing it flat with his fingertips while Frank drained the glass.

“Does he still have that funny hair color?”

“That was a long time ago. We were in high school.”

Frank’s chuckle turned into a phlegmy, rumbling cough. “No one should ever have that color of hair,” he managed. “It looked like dried out straw. Miracle the herd didn’t try to munch it off him.”

“I believe it was supposed to be platinum blond.”

“Whatever color you call it, it was pretty damn awful. Scared the living hell out of me when I saw him walking down Main Street that day. Almost caused me to run a red light, the glare off his head was that bad.”

Quinn laughed along with Frank. “It was pretty bad, but let’s not bring it up. He just got caught up with our plan.”

“Your plan. Tucker’s plan,” Frank clarified. “Not mine.” Taking the final sip, Frank replaced the glass on the table. “If you ask me, you two are dreaming. Who’s gonna drive all the way out here to buy some fancy jelly when they could go down the block to the grocery? Stupid people, that’s who. Do you want to be invaded by stupid people? I surely don’t.”

“They’re not stupid people, they are people enjoying themselves, enjoying life. And there’s no harm in us making some money off those people so we can enjoy life too.”

“Enjoy life,” Frank scoffed. “Life’s not about enjoying, it’s about working yourself to the point where your limbs can no longer move and then you die.”

“That’s a joyous perspective.” Quinn clapped his hands in the hopes of motivating his father to stand and snap out of his morose mood. “Now get up and get yourself downstairs. Tucker’s made stew, and if you don’t want that there’s always eggs but we have work to do. I need help cutting grass out at the backfield, and we’re falling behind. Sun’s shining, and it’s time to make hay. Literally.”

“I heard you, so stop talking so loudly,” Frank stood with some effort. “And if you ever clap again in my presence, I’m going to clap you upside the head.”

Although it sounded as if Frank was joking, Quinn didn’t want to find out if he was or wasn’t. He shoved his hands firmly into his back jeans pockets. “Trying to get you moving, that’s all.”

“I’m not a cow, son.”

“Won’t do it again.”

Frank ran his hand over his thinning hair, combing it into place. “Do you really believe that this cockamamie plan of yours is going to work? I’m not trying to rain on your parade, but I’m a farmer, always have been. I don’t know anything about city people in fancy cars who apparently have too much money. I was born in Frederick County, and unlike you and Ethan, I’ve lived here all my life.”

“We need your expertise to make this work. You know every facet of farming.”

“So do you, and so does, Tucker.”

“True but I’m going to be busy with Ethan, and Tucker needs your help. He’s not as young as he used to be and could use the help around here.”

“Watch it with that old stuff. I’m only a few months shy of Tucker’s birthday.”

“You know what I mean. Excuse me if I was disrespectful.”

Frank placed a hand on Quinn’s shoulder and squeezed. “You couldn’t be disrespectful if you tried, Quinn. You’re exactly like your mother. Loving…and hardheaded.”

Quinn smiled. “That’s perfect coming from you. But I suspect I get that trait from you, not from Mom.”

“Whoever said time heals all wounds is an asshole. The more that time passes, the sadder I become.” He dropped his hold on Quinn. “I keep praying for the pain to dull, praying that the drink will help it along, but it doesn’t”

“Then you should stop drinking.” Quinn tried not to beg. “No point if it doesn’t do what you want it to do.”

Frank’s gaze was fixed on the floorboards, and he remained silent.

“C’mon,” Quinn said, nudging Frank, “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Moving slowly, Frank walked toward his boots and bent to retrieve them. He groaned when he straightened. “Figure I’ll be needing these.”

“It’s a good bet.”

They walked down the stairs in silence, Quinn leading the way. He wanted to say so many things to Frank, but the words never seemed to leave the trappings of his mind, and the last thing he needed was to alienate his father, worried he might say the wrong thing. The reason for returning to Jefferson from out west was to help him, not hurt him. He had been hurt enough with the death of his wife, Connie, and the repossession of the farm he had loved. Honestly, Quinn couldn’t deal with any more loss either. He had suffered enough of that lately too.

Quinn followed the hushed conversation coming from the kitchen. He cleared his throat, announcing their arrival, and was met with forced smiles. “Are we interrupting?” he asked, knowing that they had.

“Not exactly,” Ethan returned. “It seems to me that any conversation that we do have about the future of this farm should be had with everyone present in this room.”

Quinn turned to Frank. “Dad, you remember Ethan.” He prayed silently that Frank would be on his best behavior.

It was Ethan who crossed the room first, proffering a hand. “Mister Kincade, I’m sorry for your loss.”

Frank shook Ethan’s hand, his face stoic. “I should say the same since I haven’t seen you since your mother’s passing.”

Ethan didn’t hide his emotions as well as Frank, Quinn understanding the pain his high school friend was feeling at this very moment. “Thanks, Mister Kincade, although I’ve been directed to call you Frank.”

“That would be a good starting point, don’t you think?”

They released hands, Ethan continuing to stand as Frank took a seat at the table to put on his shoes.

Quinn watched as his father went through the motions, Frank appearing considerably older than his age. He wanted to offer help as Frank fumbled with one of the shoelaces but decided against it, worried that his father would find it demeaning instead of helpful.

“How’d you sleep, Frank?” Tucker asked, his tone jovial. “Hope you liked dinner last night because it’s your turn at the stove tonight.”

“Hope you like a can of baked beans,” Frank responded through a grumble. “’Cause that’s all you’re getting.”

“I love baked beans.” Ethan feigned excitement. “When I was in England last year, I had them served over two pieces of toast. I was pleasantly surprised how appetizing it actually tasted.”

“Well, don’t expect anything that fancy out of me.” Frank raised his gaze at Ethan. “I’ll open the can, place it in a pot, and put it on the stove. The rest, you’re on your own.”

“Ethan,” Quinn smirked, crossing his arms over his chest, “you’ll have to excuse my dad. He’s usually not this unpleasant.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Yes, he is,” Tucker seconded. “Always was a nasty old pain in the ass.”

A low chuckle emanated from Frank. “You were too, but you just happened to hide it better. That’s how you hooked Judith. That woman was so pretty, I don’t know how she looked at your ugly mug every day of her life. She must’ve had poor vision. There’s no other excuse.”

Tucker relaxed against his chair. “And Connie? She wasn’t exactly what you’d call homely. That handsome man standing over there has to take after someone, and it certainly isn’t you.” Tucker let out a snort. “Where do you think he got those looks? From you?”

“If I wasn’t so damn hung over, I’d reach across this table and shake you until that ugly thing you call a face fell off.”

“Well, there’s always tomorrow.” Tucker’s smile slid slowly across his lips.

Ethan looked at Quinn. “Is this normal behavior, or should I be worried?”

“Normal,” Quinn assured. “If that’s what you can call it. I sometimes wonder where the hell we came from.”

“Your mothers,” Frank and Tucker answered in unison.

An unexpected bout of laughter escaped from Quinn, Ethan laughing along. Catching his breath, Quinn said, “On second thought, Ethan, if you intend on staying sane, you might want to take that fancy ride back to the city. There’s no telling what will happen to you if you don’t.”

“It’s obvious that I’m insane because I want to stay and make this plan work.” Ethan shrugged his shoulders. “My business can run itself, and I can do a lot from here if need be, assuming, that is, we have Wi-Fi?”

“First thing I did when I moved in,” Quinn said. “Can’t live without it.”

“Good. Neither can I,” Ethan said in a tone of growing confidence, his eyes firmly planted on Quinn. “And who knows, this might be the inspiration I need. My creative juices have dried up lately, and this could be the project that gets them flowing again.”

Quinn returned Ethan’s gaze, full of intent, his own juices beginning to flow. He shifted to a more favorable position, his growing erection snaking down the left leg of his jeans.

With a gust of breath, Frank stood, pushing the chair out from under him with the backs of his legs. “All this talk about juices flowing is making me uncomfortable. I say it’s time to wrangle that mess of a backfield. You coming, Tucker”

“You don’t want anything to eat?” Quinn asked.

“Suddenly, I’ve lost my appetite.”

Tucker stood and reached for his John Deere cap on the kitchen counter. Placing it on his head, he stopped in front of Ethan. “I’m glad you’re staying, son, but let’s keep that sort of language to ourselves, okay. I don’t like you getting excited. You’ll break out in hives.”

“I stopped getting those in elementary school,” Ethan said. “Plus I take a daily antihistamine.”

Tucker placed his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “That’s good to know, and let’s keep it that way. Don’t let your prescription run out.”

As the two elderly farmers walked away, chatting amicably, Quinn stared at their retreating figures. “Do you think that’ll be us in thirty years?” he asked Ethan.

Now, standing shoulder to shoulder by Quinn’s side, Ethan seemed to ponder the question. “You? Maybe. But me? Doubtful. I’d never be caught dead in faded denim and plaid. It makes you look ten pounds heavier.”

Quinn eyed Ethan. “For some reason, I don’t think that comes into consideration when they dress.”

“It should,” Ethan scoffed. He paused, twisting his mouth to the side. “You know what’s funny?”

“What?”

“They almost look like two aging queers. I know some guys downtown who dress like that.”

Quinn groaned. “I have enough to contend with, so please, keep any future thoughts about our fathers being gay to yourself.”

“They’re also living together.”

“Do we have a deal?”

Ethan’s mischievous smile caused Quinn’s pants to tighten even more. “Deal,” Ethan responded, his eyes glimmering.

Something told Quinn that he was in a whole hell of a lot of trouble and that Ethan was going to be the source.

Attempting to clear his mind from the gutter, Quinn said, “Speaking of living together, where are you sleeping? Dad’s in yours and I’m in the bedroom adjacent.”

“So I guess that leaves the library.”

“That sounds like an overblown description for the room upstairs next to where I’m sleeping, the one with the bookshelves crowded full of outdated Vogues and Architectural Digests.”

“This is my house so I’ll call it what I want.” Ethan arched his brow in a look of blatant defiance.

Quinn lifted his hands in surrender. “Let’s move one of the twin beds out of my room and into the…uh—” He paused, purposely mirroring Ethan’s expression. “—library.”

“And after that, maybe you can take me into town so I can get something to eat. I hate baked beans from a can, and I don’t do carbs so toast is out of the question. And although the stew was a nice thought, it looks questionable.”

“I thought you said—”

“I lied,” Ethan stated, matter-of-fact. “But only because I was being kind and accommodating to Frank.”

“If you keep that up, we’ll make millions.”

“Let’s hope so, and in record time too. I don’t intend on staying any longer than it takes to get this place up and running.”

“But I thought you were excited.”

“That was for my father’s benefit. It looked like that was what he wanted to hear.”

“So that was you being kind and accommodating again?”

Ethan nodded. “I’ll teach you how to do it after you move me in. It’s not as hard as it sounds.”

“I’m glad something isn’t too hard,” Quinn mumbled under his breath, slowly taking a careful step.

“What was that?” Ethan asked.

“I said I can’t wait.”


Chapter Four

After some skillful maneuvering, Ethan was now settled. When he was a kid, the room that he liked to call "the library" was his second favorite room in the house, his bedroom topping that list. On unpacking his bag, he realized he wasn’t prepared to stay more than the weekend, so a trip into town would have to come sooner rather than later if he intended to uphold his end of the bargain.

Anxiety pulled at his chest. What in the hell was he thinking exactly when he agreed to not only stay on at the farm but transforming it into a viable and successful retail business? What did he know about what people wanted to buy when spending the weekend in the country? He hated the country, always had. Even as a child, he hated the constant rotation of allergies he suffered: hay fever, animal hair, leaf mold, ragweed; the list had been endless. But once he moved into the city, the constant pollution and smog seemed to be the solution to ridding him of all his childhood ailments, allowing him to actually breathe. Life was full of little ironies, and Ethan figured that this was one of them.

Gazing around the room, memories flooded him. Several of his mother’s watercolor paintings hung from the walls, brightening the musty room that needed a good airing out. He remembered when she had signed up for the class. Her excitement seemed to fill the entire house for a while, but like any mother with an overabundant workload, she had left her brushes behind when other things took precedence over painting. Only now did Ethan realize how much she had sacrificed for him, when it was too late to say thank you.

He sat on the edge of the bed, the sound of the running shower coming from the bathroom on the landing. He thought of Quinn, wet and soapy under the steady stream of warm water sluicing down his muscular body. He had grown from a cute teenager into an attractive and strong man. Ethan touched his fingertips to his lips, remembering the kiss they'd shared so long ago. It was warm, moist, and tender. It had also been his first kiss.

He shook his head, hard, attempting to clear his mind of the memory of that kiss. He was with Randall…kind of. Ethan was sure that his partner was going through a phase, and he intended to be there for him when Randall recovered from it. They had too much invested, emotionally and monetarily, to throw it all away. Randall would soon figure that out for himself and come back with a big bouquet of flowers and an even bigger apology—that, Ethan was sure of. They belonged together. It made sense. But until then, he planned to keep busy, and this was the place to do it.

While standing to open the window, he heard the shower shut off. Maybe a long hot shower was exactly what he needed, anything to wash away the anxiety of the last few months. Bending to feel the summer breeze against his face, Ethan closed his eyes and inhaled the sweet smell of honeysuckle.

“Shower’s all yours.”

Quinn’s baritone voice caused Ethan to knock his head against the windowsill. He spun, rubbing at the sore spot.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Ethan blinked, focusing on Quinn’s tanned, sculpted chest with the perfect amount of chest hair, rivulets of water snaking down into his low slung, terry towel. He felt dizzy, either from the half-naked body standing at his door or from the bang on his head, Ethan wasn’t sure which.

Ethan licked at his parched lips. “You startled me. I was smelling the honeysuckle.”

Quinn smiled, causing Ethan’s pulse to pick up speed. “You won’t get that in the city,” Quinn said, wiping a hand slowly across his chest. “It’s not so bad to be back, is it?”

Ethan nodded before he knew what he was doing, mesmerized by each minute gesture on Quinn’s face and every subtle move of his body.

Swallowing as best as he could, with the sensation that his tongue was growing thicker by the second, he managed, “Not that bad at all.”

“Listen,” Quinn started. “I was thinking that maybe you and me could go into town, show you around. It’s changed a lot. After you freshen up from the trip out here, that is.”

Ethan nodded again. “And after you get dressed.”

Quinn laughed that low unnerving laugh. “I was intending to. Don’t feel like getting arrested and permanently placed on a list.”

Flushed with embarrassment, Ethan tore his gaze away from Quinn’s lean, sinewy abdomen. “Of course you were,” he replied, almost apologetically. “I need to go into town to get a few things. Nikki said there was a new men’s clothing store that sold more than what our fathers wear.”

“Nikki?”

“Carmichael. From school.”

“The chubby girl with the big boobs and red hair?”

“It’s blonde now, the hair not her boobs.”

“I figured that’s what you meant.”

If Ethan got any hotter, he would pass out. Where was that breeze now?

“So around ten minutes or so?” Quinn wiped a bead of water off his forehead. “Meet you in the kitchen.”

Before Ethan could protest the absurd time limit, Quinn stalked down the hall to his bedroom.

Kicking off his shoes, Ethan raced toward the bathroom. If he wanted to remain cool-headed, he knew he needed to take care of the heat in his underwear. It had been a while since any man had made him feel this horny, including Randall. For a passing second, he thought an ice cold shower might be the better alternative, but what harm was there in masturbating to thoughts of Quinn, wet and naked? There was nothing wrong with a sexy daydream starring a man he’d never recovered from. Or was there? Closing the bathroom door behind him and stripping off in seconds, Ethan then turned on the taps and waited for the water to warm as he stroked himself to a much needed release in record time, hoping that he wasn’t moaning too loudly.

* * * *

 “You all right?”

Quinn stood with his hip against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed comfortably over his chest. For a redneck, he didn’t look too much like one. He wore a snug fitting, forest green polo shirt and well-worn Levi’s, which were faded in all the right places.

“Why would you ask me that?” Ethan said, stepping into the kitchen.

“I heard a moan coming from the bathroom. Did you stub something?” Quinn’s unnerving gaze hovered around Ethan’s crotch for what felt like an eternity, then rose up again meeting Ethan’s eyes.

“Yeah,” Ethan took a few steps, feigning a limp this time. “Not used to that bathroom anymore. It’s been a while since I used it. It’s smaller than I remember.” He reached down and rubbed his knee and winced. “Normally when I visit, I use the one in my old room.”

Quinn cocked his head. “Sorry about that. Maybe when he’s feeling better, you can get your room back. You can bump into things in more roomier surroundings.”

“No worries.” Ethan fought back the urge to blush. “And I don’t plan on staying that long. I figure I can get this place up and running and turning a profit in a matter of a few weeks.”

“I like your optimism, but technically, we are up and running. Cows don’t milk themselves.”

“I’ll leave that up to you. I left that part of my life behind long ago.”

“And yet, here you are, discussing cows and trying to make this farm profitable. If you left it behind, you could’ve fooled me.” Quinn’s tone was bordering on sarcastic.

“I’m here for my dad.” Ethan met Quinn’s gaze. “No one else.”

Judging by the look in Quinn’s eyes, Ethan wasn’t so sure if Quinn believed him. And if Ethan was being honest with himself, Ethan did enjoy seeing Quinn again after all this time. There was no harm in admitting that to himself was there?

“You all right, buddy?” Quinn took a step forward.

“Yes,” Ethan returned, annoyed. “So stop asking me that.”

Quinn lifted his hands in surrender, arching a brow. “Your eyes glazed over for a second, and you’re… kinda… sweaty.”

“I’m sweating because it’s hot in here. No other reason.”

“What other reason would there be?”

Ethan swallowed hard, thinking for a viable excuse. “Low blood sugar.” He angled his chin and shot Quinn a look of defiance. “That would be a reason.”

“So you’re saying you’re hungry.”

Ethan nodded.

Fishing in his back pocket, Quinn produced a full key ring. “Let’s hit the diner. I think chili and cornbread’s on the menu today.”

Ethan wrinkled his nose. “That sounds about right for the diner. Isn’t there anywhere else that doesn’t sell dead animal on clumsy, chipped plates?”

Quinn rolled his eyes. “It’s hard to believe we grew up only a few miles from each other.”

This time Ethan rolled his eyes. “I’m sure there’s something on the menu I can bear to eat.”

“There’s a fast food joint out on the highway. I think they’re advertising veggie burgers for their more selective customers.”

Ethan couldn’t help but make a derisive noise. “The diner’s fine. So who’s driving?”

“Do you mind riding in a truck?” Quinn jangled his keys. “A real truck?”

“Mine is a real truck.” Ethan was beginning to lose his patience. “I want you to know that more than half of Britain drives that vehicle with no complaints from anyone.”

“Did I complain? This is not me complaining. I like your pretty, black truck. I see them lined up at the preschool each morning, shopping bags piled so high they can’t see through the rear windows.” Quinn shifted, resting his weight on one leg. “They’re very rugged. They’d have to be, carrying all those kids and bags and stuff.”

Forgetting about his limp, Ethan marched past Quinn toward the outside. “Do I need to bring a towel to wipe off your seat?” he threw over his shoulder. “These khakis are dry-clean only, and I don’t want to risk using any dry cleaners in Jefferson. They’d probably come back two sizes smaller and a totally different color.”

“Consider your pants safe.” Quinn’s long strides overtook Ethan’s. “And thankfully so is Mary Jane. She owns the one and only dry cleaner in town, and she’s a nice lady and not used to being mistreated by snobs like you, so by all means keep those pants spotless.”

Ethan refused to respond to Quinn’s barbed comment. He stopped at Quinn’s Ford truck and waited for Quinn to hit the key fob to unlock the door.

“I don’t lock so you can hop in.”

Ethan opened the door, impressed with every dirt-free surface. Admittedly, it had been a long time since he’d been in a real truck, but this certainly didn’t resemble a farm vehicle from his youth. Instead, the interior of a well-maintained and handsome cab resembled that of a Cadillac’s.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, Quinn turned over the engine. “Does it pass muster?”

“Just drive.”

Ethan saw the corners of Quinn’s full and sexy lips curve upward, the same lips he kept imagining kissing. “This thing has air conditioning, right?”

Quinn chuckled and turned the air to arctic. “Our old doctor is still in practice, would you like me to swing by so he can give you the once over? Probably be a good thing since we’re going to be too busy for anything else later.”

“I had a physical last month, and I’m fine.” Ethan readjusted the air vents. “Better than fine. Perfect, even.”

“I can see that.”

Ethan’s heart stopped. No doubt about it. He ran his hand over his chest just to make sure that he was still alive. “What did you say?”

“I can see that you take care of yourself. Maybe your internal thermostat runs on the hot side, but other than that, you look great.”

“Thanks.” He paused, struggling to find the words to return the compliment. All he could come up with was a very feeble “You do, too.”

“Do you mind if I ask a personal question?”

Ethan kept his eyes peeled on the road. He was vaguely aware of greenery rushing by. “Go ahead.”

“Won’t your boyfriend miss you? Or will you invite him to the farm on the weekends?” Quinn shot Ethan a sideways glance. “Maybe he could help?”

“I-I-I don’t think he… that Randall… would like it out here. At the farm.” Ethan clarified. “He’s a city boy through and through and hates anything remotely resembling countryside.”

“He sounds like one hell of a guy. Is that why you two are together, your extreme hatred of wide open spaces and fresh clean air?”

“I don’t hate fresh air and wide open spaces,” Ethan returned. “I just don’t happen to like the smell of cow poop on a hot summer’s day. And I’m sure I’m not the only one.”

“There’s a whole lot of questionable smells in the city too.”

Ethan couldn’t argue with that.

They drove over the curving country roads, listening to a country music station, Ethan’s thoughts swirling. He wanted to ask Quinn if he remembered that kiss they shared senior year during the homecoming football game. Normally Ethan didn’t attend sporting events, but Nikki had insisted due to her raging hormones for the quarterback, Noah Shelton. He couldn’t blame her; Noah had an amazing throw accompanied by an amazing backside. Unfortunately for Nikki, Noah had a girlfriend and was the president of the God Squad and didn’t believe in premarital anything, but Nikki was satisfied with the view. Ethan hadn’t judged her too harshly; he felt the same way about Quinn. He had grown into a man seemingly overnight, and Ethan had fallen head over heels in lust. He dreamed of running his hands over Quinn’s broad chest, kissing his lean abdomen, of cupping his hefty buttocks in his needful fingers. That year, night after night, Ethan jacked off until he’d rubbed his dick raw and his palms callused over. But he knew that his fantasies would never become a reality, Quinn being one hundred percent hetero. But would a straight guy kiss another guy like that? And the bulge in his jeans didn’t exactly say “I like girls”. Now that Ethan knew the truth, what was he prepared to do about it? That was the million-dollar question.

Ethan cleared his throat, hoping to attract Quinn’s attention. It worked. “Earlier when you brought up the thing about last seeing each other…”

Quinn answered, keeping his eyes firmly on the road. “Yes.”

“I just want to assure you that there will be none of that.”

Ethan thought he saw a small smile starting to form across Quinn’s lips. “And what is that, exactly?”

“I wasn’t the only one there and please don’t act like you don’t remember because I can tell you do. You’re not as sly as you like to think.”

The smile happened. “Oh I do think I’m sly,” he responded, shooting Ethan a casual glance. “And if memory serves me, that was one hell of a kiss.”

Heat flushed Ethan’s cheeks, and he went to open his mouth to agree, but Quinn beat him to it. “But you’re right. We shouldn’t play with fire. If we’re going to make this a viable business, we have to keep out relationship a platonic one. We don’t want to muddy the waters and lose focus, do we?”

Oh brother, did Ethan want to, but he shook his head no instead. “I totally agree,” he mumbled, disappointed.

“So glad you brought it up. Clear the air since we’re going to be living and working together. Being together twenty-four seven, a lot of emotions can happen to a couple….” Quinn allowed the word couple to linger in the space between them. “A couple of guys,” he finished.

“Plus I have a boyfriend.”

“So you’ve said.”

“Randall.”

“Randall.” Quinn repeated, slowing to take a turn. He chuckled.

“What’s so funny?”

“That your boyfriend goes by Randall. Randy sounds much sexier.”

“He has a very successful design business in the city, and a childish name like Randy might work out here in the sticks but not in the city. Randall says successful. It says he has arrived.”

“We have too.”

Taken off guard, Ethan looked around, surprised that they were already headed down Main Street. The town appeared more quaint and polished than he remembered. They passed a florist shop with an upmarket appeal, a modernist arrangement absent of baby’s breath taking center stage in the shop’s front window.

“Wasn’t that a tacky florist when we were kids that had more plastic flowers than real ones?”

“Time hasn’t stood still, Ethan. Two guys bought the place about a year ago, and they’ve grown quite a business.”

“Two men? Gay men? Here in Jefferson?”

“What, do you think gays aren’t allowed to leave the city? Not everyone wants to be crowded into a gay ghetto, you know.”

“I didn’t say that. I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“We also have a few lesbian couples too.”

Ethan made a derisive noise. “That’s not exactly surprising.” He indicated two Subaru wagons parked along the street. “And that’s them now.”

Quinn shook his head. “You’re an ass.”

Ethan shrugged. “Maybe a little.”

Finding an empty parking space along the street, Quinn maneuvered his truck into the tight space, Ethan impressed at his expert driving skills. After turning the key and shutting down the engine, Quinn began to point out the changes that had occurred in the town recently.

“On Gatlin Street, the Kane Mansion is now a B-and-B that gets a hefty nightly fee.”

“I thought that place was demolished years ago.”

“A retired couple from Boston refurbed the property,” Quinn shared, continuing, “and now they live in the spring house. They did a gorgeous job. I can drive by after we eat. Show it to you.”

“I’d love that.”

Quinn opened the door and stepped out onto the street, Ethan following.

He locked the vehicle remotely. “Hungry?” Quinn turned and headed toward the diner that still hadn’t changed one lick since Ethan’s childhood, smudged windows and all.

Memories flooded Ethan’s brain as the glass front door chimed their arrival. All heads turned to look, and some smiled a friendly welcome, Ethan recognizing a few faces.

He could only imagine the rumors that would no doubt start swirling the instant they slipped into the false security of the high-backed, forest green Naugahyde booth.

“Two?” the curvaceous waitress with yellow-blonde hair the color of straw asked, plastic-covered menus clutched to her ample breast.

“Yes. Booth,” Quinn requested.

She winked. “Whatever you want, handsome.” Her purr was palpable.

Quinn’s sophisticated but still rugged good looks had always attracted the attention of females, Ethan recalled, and a few males. It appeared that nothing had changed.

Slipping into the booth, the aroma of freshly scrambled eggs and buttered toast sent Ethan’s stomach rumbling. They leisurely perused the extensive and varied menu and ordered before getting down to business.

“I know you’ve been ambushed,” Quinn began, “but as I said before, this is a great idea. As you can see, this town is not the same town as when we were growing up.”

“Except for this place,” Ethan whispered, looking at two old ladies, with blue tinged, teased up hair, sipping iced teas through straws and eyeing neighboring tables. “I think those two gossips have never left that table. Their polyester-clad asses are hermitically sealed to the seat cushions.”

Quinn chuckled, looking in their direction. “They’re harmless. Plus, if we let them know what we plan to do with Oak Hill Farm, this entire town will know in less than five. Those two old tongue-wagging biddies are the best source for advertising.”

Ethan arched his brow, thinking. “I never thought of it that way. A very effective marketing strategy. I’m impressed.”

Quinn lifted his chin and returned the arched brow. “Glad you think so.”

If Quinn delivered that look one more time, Ethan would give the entire diner something to talk about. Quinn’s five o’clock shadow at noon and that sparkle in his chocolate eyes were driving Ethan past thinking inappropriate thoughts, straight to five-alarm fire in his y-fronts. He exhaled slowly, hoping to rid himself of some pent-up sexual frustration as he coached himself to get a grip.

“What needs to get accomplished first? Where do we start?”

Quinn leaned against the back of the booth, settling in. “I already started repairing the old calf house and the storage barn. Still needs a few coats of paint, but the structures are sturdy.”

“I can paint.”

“You bet your ass you can. We start tomorrow.”

Ethan pictured Quinn, shirtless and sweaty, stroking paint on a barn wall, with rivulets of perspiration racing down his strong, tanned back dampening the waist of his faded jeans. He feared he would pass out and slide under the table, but a massive glass of ice water was placed in front of him in the nick of time. He guzzled its contents as Quinn kept talking.

“Since the storage barn is a larger space, I was thinking that it would be the perfect place for a retail space. I’ve started drawing up some shelves I plan to build…that is if you agree. There are also two rooms in the back of the barn that could be turned into classrooms, or working studios for a couple of artists. We could lease out the space. It would be interesting.”

“You have put thought into this.”

“Of course. This could really be lucrative if we stay focused and explore every possibility. It would give our fathers something to live for, to get excited about again. They’ve lost their spark for living since their wives died, my dad more than yours.”

“I just think he hides it better. I see this sadness in his eyes, a distant look on his face I never recognized before.”

Quinn nodded slowly, dropping his gaze to the surface of the table. “I see that same look with Dad, but I’m convinced that we can snap him out of it if we keep him busy. Give him a future and a sense of purpose. Every man needs one.”

“How about you? Do you need a sense of purpose?”

“I’ve always had one.”

“But why did you leave your job, your life out west to come here and do this?”

“How could I not? If I didn’t, the end result would be knowing that my father was committing suicide, slowly. Painfully. I lost one parent, and I’m not ready to lose another.”

“I had no idea he was so bad off,” Ethan said. “He was always such a stable and strong man.”

“Mom kept him that way. She lifted him up and kept him going.” Quinn’s voice sounded strained with emotion. “I hate to see him this way.”

Ethan wanted to reach out and take Quinn’s hand, assure him that everything would be all right, but he wasn’t sure that it would be. “I’m sorry” was all he could muster.

“Not your fault. No reason to apologize.” Quinn shrugged. “But what we can control is the vision and renovation of Oak Hill.”

“This is still a little rough,” Ethan began, “because I haven’t had a lot of time to figure this out, but first thing Monday, I’ll hit some of the local shops to see what’s selling in the area. We shouldn’t offer things that all the others sell. Keep our products unique, if not entirely exclusive. I remember going to a craft fair when Mom was alive, and I was actually pretty surprised with some of the talent. There was this incredible potter, and I think I still have his card up in my room…uh, Frank’s room, that is.”

“I’m sure we can get your room back if you really miss it.”

“I’m fine,” Ethan assured. “I’m a grown man and don’t need it anymore.”

“I hit a craft fair last week also. Collected a few cards. Needlepoint, quilts, ceramics. Really cool stuff. Some of those quilts were selling well into the hundreds, and people were lined up. Those ladies are astute businesswomen.”

“Don’t let the coral lipstick and roller-set hair fool you. They like cold hard cash just like the rest of the world.” An idea hit Ethan when he spied an ornately carved decorative wooden spoon hanging on a wall. “I heard that Edward Cunningham became a furniture maker. He’s selling in Los Angeles and New York.”

Quinn crossed his arms over his chest and smiled, obviously reminiscing on a distant memory. “Damn, no shit.” He let out a small laugh. “He was always cutting class and getting stoned behind the dumpsters by the basketball courts.”

“I guess it worked for him because New York Magazine dubbed him the modern day Michelangelo of handcrafted furniture.”

“Go figure. Who knew that killing brain cells would get you ahead in life.”

“Don’t say that too loudly, or all the mothers in hearing distance will take you out back, hog-tie you, and chuck you into the Dumpster.”

“You’re probably right.”

Quinn nodded in the direction of the approaching waitress, two plates piled high with food clutched in her hands. Once plates were set on the table, she turned to Quinn and smiled. “Here you go, sweetheart.” Quinn winked, coaxing a giggle from the woman before she headed to take another order.

“Let me work on Cunningham,” Quinn said. “He owes me several favors.”

Ethan wondered if he wasn’t the only guy in high school that had shared a kiss with Quinn.

After picking up his fork and shoveling a generous portion of creamed chip beef into his mouth, Quinn still managed, “Keep it clean, Stokes. I see where your thoughts are headed.”

Ethan blushed, stabbing at his Mexican omelet.

“I covered for that stoner too many times,” Quinn clarified. “If it wasn’t for me, he would’ve never graduated high school and never got into art school.”

“Have at it. Edward Cunningham never said a word to me.” Ethan began to lightly butter a crusty piece of five-grain bread, the smell intoxicating. “I don’t think he liked me.”

“He was too baked to talk.”

Ethan chuckled and took a bite of bread. He chewed, getting lost in the dense texture and succulent taste. “Damn, this is the best bread I’ve ever tasted.” He took another bite, filling his mouth. “This is nothing like I remember. Didn’t they used to serve those mushy potato rolls that got stuck to the top of your mouth and the only way to dislodge it was to drink a glass of water to wash it down?”

“You’re right, they did. But that was before they hired Antonio. He’s from Rome."

“Italy?” Ethan asked in disbelief.

Quinn jerked his head toward the kitchen, and Ethan followed his lusty gaze. A surly, dark-haired man with a body that screamed better-naked-than-clothed was standing by an eight-person counter, wiping his hands on a dishcloth.

“Is that him?” Ethan asked, spying the Roman’s generous bulge hiding behind his baker’s apron.

“Oh, yeah.”

“He’s tastier than his bread.”

“Oh, yeah,” Quinn repeated, but this time with more of a throaty growl added in.

“Maybe we should ask him to sell his goods.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t be the first time.”

Realizing what he had said, Ethan half sputtered, half choked a response. “You know what I mean.”

“Amigo, do I ever.”

“Get you mind out of the gutter, Kincade. Keep it clean.”

“I’m trying, but it’s really hard while looking at that.”

“Hello, boys.”

Nikki Carmichael’s squeaky cadence cut through their slobbering silence. Ethan tore his gaze away from Antonio to see his local BFF, her curly blonde hair springing outward at every angle, a Cheshire cat-like grin painted across her freshly glossed lips.

“I knew I’d find you two here.” She looked at Antonio. “That boy is fine.” She sighed. “And that accent.”

“He has an accent,” Ethan cooed, scooting over to make room for Nikki.

“Of course he does.” She took the seat offered and plucked a french fry from Ethan’s plate. “But fellas, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that fine piece of Italian man-flesh is straight.”

“Nooooo,” Ethan and Quinn protested in unison, their eyes now firmly planted on Nikki’s knowing face.

She nodded, pursing her lips. “Fact.”

Ethan nudged her. “Spill, chickadee, or I’m going to tell everyone you dye that mop of yours.”

Her mouth fell open. “But I don’t,” Nikki lied.

Ethan shrugged his shoulders and pulled a coy look. “So.”

“You bitch,” she hissed under her breath. After a moment of contemplation, Nikki conceded. “Okay, you win. You remember Hannah Ulrich?”

“Who doesn’t,” Ethan responded.

“Wasn’t her nickname Hoover Upright because she got caught with a guy in a kitchen closet at some house party?”

“That would be the one,” Nikki answered. “And she earned that nickname. I was at that party.”

“Probably wedged in the same closet.”

Nikki slugged Ethan in his arm, hard. “Don’t be throwing stones, pretty boy, because if you want to start playing that game, I’ll win since I have an entire gravel pit in my armory.”

Ethan lifted both hands, palms out. “I surrender.”

Satisfied, Nikki continued with her story. “Anyway, Hoover—” She paused and brushed a curl out of her left eye. “—I mean, Hannah tapped that, the first hour that Adonis got into town.” She lowered her head and her voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “She said he was the biggest and the best she has ever had, and let’s face it, that slut has had loads. No pun intended.”

“Hey,” Ethan began, “maybe she can be the connection we need to get to Antonio.”

“What do you mean?” Nikki asked.

“Have you tasted his bread? And before you ask, that is not a euphemism.”

Ethan handed Nikki a piece of bread and waited as she placed it in her mouth and chewed. She moaned, catching the attention of a man seated nearby, his hair pressed into a perfect part.

“It’s an orgasm for the taste buds,” she said. “It’s also going to be responsible for my future weight gain.”

“I think we should sell it at the farm,” Ethan said. “I’ll explain later.”

Nikki swallowed the contents in her mouth. She wiped away crumbs that had fallen on her Moms Do It With Style T-shirt. “You don’t have to. I bumped into your dad yesterday, and he said you two are going to make that place into a yuppie-slash-gay boy destination paradise.”

“Was I the last person in town to find out?”

“Not the last,” Nikki returned. “I don’t think Antonio knows yet.”

Sliding out of the booth, Quinn said, “But that’s about to change. Be right back.”

Nikki and Ethan watched Quinn’s taut, retreating backside.

“You still carrying that torch for Quinn?” Nikki asked breathily.

“I wouldn’t call it a torch.”

“A book of matches, then?”

“Somewhere between that and the torch. Just look at him. Do you blame me?”

“No, honey, I don’t. He was always one good-looking teenager, but he’s filled out to be one helluva hunk.”

Turning his attention back to his food, Ethan offered half his omelet to Nikki, but she declined, more interested in his french fries. She popped one in her mouth. “So what’s it going to be like with you and him living under one roof?”

“Our relationship is and always will be strictly platonic. I don’t sleep with my business partners.”

“Well, that’s disappointing.” Nikki pouted between sloppy chewing. “And that doesn’t make good telephone conversation. What will we talk about while you’re here?” She paused, her eyes darting left and right. “How long are you here for? You usually flit into town and race away again before I even knew you’re here.”

“I don’t flit.”

Nikki grabbed another fry and pointed it at Ethan. “You flit. The word flit describes you to a T.”

Ethan sacrificed his one and only napkin. “Here,” he said, handing it to his best friend. “Sloppy describes you to a T.”

Nikki took the napkin, balled it up, and dropped it on the table. “Save it for later because I plan to get even sloppier. These fries are deep fried heaven.”

“I’ll take your word for it. I don’t do anything fried. Plus I saw Quinn shirtless today, and he doesn’t have one ounce of fat on that fit body of his so…”

Propping her elbow on to the table, Nikki leaned in and raised a questioning eyebrow. “Shirtless. I thought you said you were going to keep things platonic. Is there something you’re not telling me?” She pressed her face only inches from Ethan. “I have ways to make you talk.”

“You’ve been here less than five minutes and you’ve already threated me at least two times.”

“Well, I’m falling behind then,” Nikki teased. “It’s usually more than that.”

“He was getting out of the shower.”

“Alone?”

“Alone.”

Satisfied by Ethan’s answer, she relaxed into the booth. “Not to be negative, but do you think this is going to work?”

Ethan gave a noncommittal shrug of the shoulders. “I don’t know. Everyone seems to think so.”

“I’m asking you,” Nikki pressed, Ethan suddenly feeling sorry for Nikki’s, no doubt, whipped husband.

“I have my reservations, but my dad needs me. The Kincades need me.”

“It’s nice to be needed for a change.” Nikki didn’t make eye contact.

Ethan’s fork stopped midair, his mouth ajar. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I have no idea what you’re referring to.”

“Oh yes, you do, Nikki Carmichael. Don’t play innocent with me because I know that you’re anything but.”

“Okay.” She pushed a clump of unruly hair from of her face, the same piece that always seemed to be there, and exhaled a long gust of air. “I’m referring to Randall. You don’t talk about him anymore. It’s like he doesn’t… exist.”

“He’s fine,” he assured. “We’re fine.”

“What does that mean?”

“That we’re fine. How can that be confusing?”

“Fine.” Nikki smiled at a passing acquaintance that Ethan did not recognize. “But if you’re not, you know you can always confide in me. You know that, right?”

“Thanks but we really are. You know how relationships are. They settle out. The passion that burns in the beginning turns into mutual respect, and you get comfortable.”

“This shirt is comfortable, Ethan. Not a relationship.”

“Correction.” Ethan flared his nostril and eyed Nikki’s faded T-shirt. “That shirt is ugly.”

“My kids gave it to me, and I like it.”

“I can tell. You wore it the last time we got together. And very possibly the time before that.”

“You better be careful because I might encourage my children to pick out your next birthday present. Maybe a plaid flannel shirt with matching boxers? I saw a very nice boxed gift set over at Walmart on clearance just the other day. I’m sure they’re still sitting there.”

“No doubt,” Ethan said, running a hand over his tailored mercerized cotton, button-down.

In a gust of Irish Spring and man musk, Quinn reappeared, an exuberant smile stretched across his masculine face. “Antonio is very interested in our proposal.” He reclaimed his seat and dug into his food.

“We have a proposal?”

“We will. I’ll leave that part up to you.”

“How exciting,” Nikki chimed. “Your first day back and you have a proposal.”

“Don’t put the cart before the horse,” Ethan returned. “We don’t have a proposal yet.”

“But we will.” Quinn winked, Ethan’s heart skipping a few beats. “I have the utmost faith in you, Ethan. And in the future of Oak Hill Farm.”

Ethan wished he felt the same way.

* * * *

After leaving the diner, Ethan and Quinn strolled down Main Street, Nikki in tow until she received an emergency text from her husband stating their youngest boy, Cody, decided that a few crayons were the perfect snack to suppress his ever-present hunger. Less than frantic because this wasn’t the first time the toddler munched down on the waxy sticks, she kissed both men good-bye before racing back toward her minivan parked nearby. Nikki’s absence immediately changed the dynamic of the two men, the sexual energy between them tangible. Ethan tried his best to push it away and focus on Randall while picking out a few articles of clothing at a small men’s store, which didn’t prove to be half bad in their selection. But that only worsened his current state of affairs, because he doubted that Randall was thinking of him.

They chatted about plans for the future and possible marketing strategies they could implement after doing the basic groundwork that mostly included a bucket of paint, a hammer or two, and a height adjustable ladder. Heading back to the farm, they rode in companionable silence. Ethan hated to admit it, but his hometown was vastly different than he remembered. Or was it because he was experiencing it through Quinn’s eyes? Whatever the case, he found the changes charming, and the people much friendlier than the bigoted rednecks that once inhabited the town, replaced by young entrepreneurs and lifelong residents seeking to make a change. It was the first time in his life that he didn’t feel like a freak, an outcast—the only gay in a fifty-mile radius while walking the streets of Jefferson. The normally anxious feeling that churned in his gut was now replaced with a light and airy sensation swelling across his chest. He didn’t do light and airy. Never had. So what was different this time? Ethan wondered.

“Are you still with me?”

Ethan chuckled. “Yeah. Miles away but I’m back now.”

“Are you missing your boyfriend?”

“I just left him.”

“But you’ll be here for a while. It’s not like you can be running back and forth to the city every other day. I know this has been a surprise, but I hope it isn’t a disruption in your life.”

“I’ve suffered through a few disruptions lately, but this is not one of them. I have to admit, I’m excited about this. The possibilities are endless. Working with my dad. I’ve always wanted an opportunity like this to get to know him better.”

“That sounds funny since you are referring to your father.”

“What do you mean?” Quinn asked, mystified.

“To me, Tucker seems like a down-to-earth kind of man, straight shooting. He does what he says and says what he means.”

“With you,” Ethan clarified. “But I’m his gay son. His only son.”

“Are you saying that you’re a disappointment to him since you’re gay? Has he ever said that?”

“He didn’t have to. I could sense it.”

“Whatever you’re sensing, I think you are wrong. I know for a fact he’s proud of you. Very proud.”

Ethan cocked his head and looked at Quinn. “You’ve had a conversation about me with Dad?”

“Of course. You are an integral part of this project so we had to discuss you. How you’d react.”

It was a strange admission coming from the man’s lips he’d fantasized over for more than a decade. “Did I react the way you thought I would? Am I that predictable?”

Quinn made a noise deep in his throat. “Ethan Stokes, you are anything but predictable. I remember sophomore year when you showed up one morning with that crazy haircut and you colored your hair orange.”

“Blond,” Ethan corrected. “It was supposed to be Billy Idol blond.”

“Bill who?”

“He was an eighties punker with platinum spikes.”

“You had a mess on your head, like a chicken tried to roost in it but failed.” Quinn smiled with the memory. “And it was the color of an old penny.”

“That’s what happens when you find yourself at the supermarket with an itch for a change and five bucks burning a hole in your pocket.”

“That look was anything but predictable. You shocked the shit out of the entire school. Before that, you were such a goody two-shoes, pressed shirts and starched jeans.” Quinn swept his gaze over Ethan from head to toe. “Looks like you’ve returned to that look.”

“There is nothing wrong with looking like a classic.”

Quinn rolled eyes. “Here’s another we didn’t predict, the time you blew up your AP Biology classroom.” Quinn released a burst of laughter. “Kaboom!” His laugh grew stronger. “You left Mr. Jankowitz half bald and with no eyebrows.” He snorted, attempting to catch his breath. “I saw him the other day, and I swear he still didn’t have any eyebrows. Nothing but one, big forehead.”

Ethan sunk down against the seat, the walk down memory lane not as amusing to him as it was to Quinn. “I ended up acing that class,” Ethan quipped. “And you better pay attention to what you’re doing. You almost fell off the shoulder of the road back there, and I don’t feel like ending up in the hospital with a fractured skull.”

“If you can live through that hair color, you can survive anything.”

“I almost didn’t.” Ethan crossed his arms firmly over his chest, reliving the derogatory remarks and rude comments he suffered from his fellow classmates until his hair color grew out. “Did you know Nikki posted a picture of me during that humiliating period of my life on Facebook? You should’ve read all the comments. It was like reliving the horror all over again.” He readjusted his arms and gripped tighter. “I could’ve killed her.”

“C’mon, don’t take it so hard. People are just having a little fun.”

“Yeah, at my expense. I’m starting to get an aversion to social media thanks to her.”

Quinn indicated a turn and slowed, his light brown fur-covered forearms glistening in the sunshine. “You better not be. We need to set up a Facebook page for Oak Hill and maybe a Twitter account too.” He maneuvered onto the road and straightened. “I think you should be the one to handle that end of the business. It’s not really my thing. I’m more a getting-my-hands-dirty type of guy.”

“And I’m not?” Ethan questioned, feeling slightly emasculated. “I grew up on a farm too, you know. I got my hands dirty on more than a few occasions.”

“Great, so I can count you in tomorrow morning for milking? I’m down a worker and could use a fresh pair of hands.”

“Hell no,” Ethan scoffed.

“But I thought—“

“You thought wrong. That unfortunate part of my life is long over, and I never intend to return to it again.”

“And you’re not man enough to give it another shot? It could be quite the bonding experience between you and Tucker.” Quinn arched a brow as Ethan looked at his profile. “Are you willing to pass up on this potential life-altering opportunity? Or are you going to let a little thing like cow manure get in your way?”

Ethan clicked his fingers and pointed at Quinn. “I choose the latter. And don’t give me that man up bullshit because that only works on straight guys, not gay interior decorators. Scraping cow dung off my Italian leather loafers is not my idea of a bonding experience with my father, or you.” Plus Ethan could think of many other ways he would like to bond with Quinn, over—or under—that didn’t include shoes, or any clothing for that matter. He gazed down at Quinn’s size eleven substantial boots that screamed outdoor guide instead of city boy lunching at an outdoor café. “Those shoes look perfect for tomorrow morning’s milking. Very easy to hose off. You can handle it shorthanded.”

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll stick to the shitty work, and you can stick to the social media.”

“Deal,” Ethan agreed, only too happy to accept the informal but hygienic terms.

“We make a perfect team.” Quinn flashed that smile that made Ethan lose the ability to breathe. “Don’t you think?”

Ethan swallowed the lump of lust that had formed in his throat. “Yep,” he croaked. “I do think." And I think it could mean trouble.


Chapter Five

That night, Ethan sat on his bed, his knees curled up to his chest and his phone clutched in his hand. He stared at the picture of himself and Randall, hugging and smiling, saved as his phone’s home screen image. He remembered that day vividly. Randall had surprised him with a Valentine’s Day weekend getaway to a five-star resort in the heart of Boston. They were in love then, Ethan happily secure in their future together. He wasn’t sure exactly when his relationship started to wane, he had simply thought they had settled into a comfortable and content life together. Apparently, Randall hadn’t felt the same as he began to stay out later and later, and when he returned home, his breath reeked of alcohol, and his shirt was drenched with the smell of cheap cologne and perspiration. Another man’s perspiration.

Ethan’s finger hovered above the virtual call button, but he couldn’t compel himself to take it any further. He wanted to press call and see how Randall was doing. And if he was honest with himself, his morbid sense of curiosity also wanted to know whom he was doing it with.

“Fuck,” he whispered into the quiet of the room.

Spending time with Quinn that day had felt like the beginning flourishes of a relationship, a relationship he knew was headed to being a sexual one. But that was not going to happen. Or was it? What would happen if they did? What was the worst that could happen? Tapping the corner of his phone against his forehead, he released a groan, already knowing the answer. He knew that sometimes he saw the darker side of life a little too often, but being responsible for the ruin of what Ethan was now calling the Oak Hill project, the demise of Frank’s liver, and not to mention the very possible and highly probable financial ruin of his own father, a father who’d personally asked for his help, was something he didn’t want to regret while taking the last few remaining breaths on his death bed. And as for Quinn, Ethan didn’t see much of a downside for him, with the exception of watching Frank drink himself to death.

Ethan brought the phone to eye level and decided to text the one person he could speak frankly with and would never judge him…at least not too harshly.

Finding Nikki’s name, he tapped out the first thing that came to him.

Good seeing u 2day. Can’t wait 2 spend more time 2gether.

In less than a minute, Ethan’s phone chimed. He peered down and a smile came to his lips.

Ditto. And welcome home, accompanied with a smiley emoticon with the tongue sticking out.

Home, Ethan thought, looking around at the room that should have appeared familiar but felt oddly foreign instead. He considered the place he shared with Randall in the city home, but now, even there felt foreign too. But with his mom gone, and Randall doing whatever he was doing with the gay Latin community of the Greater Washington DC area, both places made him feel empty and sad, not exactly the feelings a home should evoke.

He brought the phone back to eye level and decided to call Nikki. Before he could press the call virtual button, Nikki’s face flashed across the screen. She was a welcomed distraction from his insecure thoughts.

“What’s up, girlfriend?” he said in a hushed tone, considering the other inhabitants of the house in case anyone was sleeping.

She spared the formalities, getting right down to business. “Have you had sex yet?”

“Many years ago.”

“You know what I mean, smart ass.”

He played dumb. “What are you referring to?”

“Don’t play coy,” Nikki spat back. “And don’t forget who you’re talking to. I held your hand after Ned Carson dumped you for Anthony Spagelli because he put out and you didn’t.”

“I broke up with him. Not the other way round. And Anthony Spagelli is a man-whore with no morals.” He made a derisive noise in the back of his throat. “Is he still hanging around these parts?”

“Nope. He’s down in Florida,” Nikki shared. “Heard he hooked up with a much older man, and he’s dripping in gold jewelry and designer duds.”

“That sounds about right. How about Ned?”

“Rumor has it that he’s landed in rehab for the fourth time. Or is it the fifth?”

“Who’s your source? Because when we were together, that guy never did anything stronger than Mountain Dew.”

“His sister, Priscilla.” Nikki’s tone was haughty. “She loves to gossip, and she doesn’t care who about.”

Ethan remembered her. She was always holier-than-thou and the first to offer a blowjob in the back of the school bus. Sanctimonious slut.

Thoughts of his past breakups and rehashing unpleasant memories began to make Ethan’s stomach ache.

“So?” Nikki said impatiently.

“Do you understand what platonic means?”

“Do you understand what fibber means?” Her tinkling laughter tickled Ethan’s senses, causing him to share in the laughter.

“Look,” he began, “I’m not going to say that it’ll be easy but I can’t have sex with Quinn. My life is complicated enough and doing that with him would definitely be a complication.”

“Listen, I don’t mean to pry—”

“You?” Ethan teased. “Of course you don’t.”

“I’ll ignore that last comment,” she returned, continuing. “And no matter how much you profess, I know something is not right with you. Normally by now, you would’ve mentioned Randall, good, bad, or otherwise, but you haven’t said boo.”

“I haven’t had the time, so don’t read too much into it. Plus we haven’t had any one-on-one time.”

“That sounds like an excuse to me, and a bad one at that.”

Ethan shifted, resting the phone between his shoulder and chin. He examined his cuticles, stalling. “Remember that I was only coming for a brief visit, and now I’m planning to stay for a yet undetermined amount of time. When I was ambushed with—” He waved his hands in frustration. “—this, Randall was not my primary concern.”

“Point made,” Nikki mumbled. “But all I have to say is, you certainly have more willpower than me because Quinn looks good. Real good.” She hummed her approval, the sound bordering indecent. “He was always a cutie, but he is one hunk of a man now. Did you check out those shoulders? And that chest! I could trace those pecs with my tongue.” Nikki made that noise again, which was beginning to annoy the crap out of Ethan.

“You have a husband,” Ethan reminded. “You can’t do that to him.”

“I love Ryan, but he has bigger boobs than I do. And for some reason, I don’t think doing that to my husband would have the same desired effect as doing it to Quinn.”

Ethan chuckled, forcing thoughts of Ryan’s moobs out of his head. “Let’s not discuss your husband’s or your chest size, okay? Or even Quinn’s, for that matter.”

“You’re the one who brought it up.” Nikki paused.

Ethan prepared for another round of questioning.

“Where is the man in question now? Sleeping in the buff a few doors down? Or is he showering, all those manly parts—soapy, slick, and wet?”

“You really haven’t matured much since high school, have you?”

“It’s better than being a dried up, old, humorless prude. Where’s that boy I love so much? Did you leave him in the city?”

“That boy grew up.”

“That boy is full of himself,” Nikki teased.

“So when are we getting together so you can do this friendly banter face to face?”

“I was hoping you’d ask that.”

Ethan was beginning to regret that he did.

“I thought I could wrangle up a few old classmates and we could do karaoke at Rascals.”

“That redneck truck stop place?” Ethan groaned. “Won’t I be lynched in a place like that?”

“Don’t judge a book by its cover, or a bar by its clientele. Rascals is loads of fun. And FYI, the owner’s daughter is a lesbian. She came out last Christmas, and the place has never been the same.”

“The more time I spend here, the more I’m surprised…and a little confused.”

“Ethan, you’re always judging people. Do you realize that? And ironically, you are always fearful that you’re the one being judged because you’re gay. Times have changed, even in Jefferson. Granted, we still have prejudiced pricks, but their hate is not exclusive to gays only. Those people hate everyone except whites. And sometimes they’re not even safe.”

Nikki was right. Ethan did judge people. But it was a protective mechanism, Ethan had been so used to doing it when growing up, and now he didn’t know how to stop doing it. “I’ll try my best to stop.”

“And I’ll keep bringing it to your attention if you don’t.”

“What are friends for?” Ethan responded under his breath.

“Can I count you and Quinn in for the reunion sing-along?”

“I can’t speak for him, but against my better judgment, I’ll start practicing my best rendition of ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’.” Ethan started to hum a few bars of the eighties hit.

“Haven’t you tortured me enough with that song?” Nikki spat. “It wasn’t even popular when we were growing up. Can’t you stick to songs people our age remember?”

“I love that song,” Ethan admitted, feeling a little offended. “It’s soulful.”

“It’s awful.”

“Coming from the girl who knows every word to every Britney Spears song penned.”

“Well, at least she’s not a sixty-year-old woman with a smoker’s voice and a bad frost job.”

Ethan couldn’t help but laugh at his friend’s description of the British songstress, Bonnie Tyler.

On hearing a gentle rap at his door, Ethan said his good-byes to Nikki. He tugged at his T-shirt to straighten it, and then smoothed his palms over his thighs to press out the wrinkles of his pajama bottoms.

“Come in,” he called out.

The door cracked, and Quinn appeared, his hair delightfully rumpled and his jaw covered in reddish-brown stubble. Ethan’s heart missed a few beats at his housemate’s rugged and sexy appearance. Ethan’s mind began to explore the possibilities of what his tongue could do to Quinn’s sculptured chest.

“Everything okay in here? I thought I heard you speaking to someone.”

Ethan lifted his phone and shook it. “Nikki saying goodnight.”

“She loves you, you know that?” A slight smile curved Quinn’s lips. “You’re lucky to have a friend like her.”

Ethan smiled too. “I am. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”

There was a moment Ethan thought that Quinn had wanted to say something, a look that had passed over his face. But it disappeared as quickly as it came. “I’ll let you get to sleep,” Quinn said, his voice low and gruff. “Good night.”

“Is there something you’d like to ask me?”

He shook his head. “Nah,” Quinn returned. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

“Night.”

The door closed, and Ethan could hear the soft padding of Quinn’s bare feet walking down the hall. Thoughts of Quinn lingered well into the night. And when he finally fell asleep, he dreamed of Quinn—his smiles, those eyes that appeared to hold many secrets, the body Ethan imagined caressing.

The next day, Ethan awoke more exhausted than when he'd gone to sleep.


Chapter Six

After helping Frank and Tucker with the morning milking, Quinn had spent the rest of the morning clearing a shed that had once been used to store farm vehicles that refused to die and rusted out equipment that found their way there instead to the local landfill.

After taking on the project over two weeks earlier, the last of the remaining odds and ends were now gone, and the pine wood floor was successfully repaired and polished to a brilliance, the years of hard use and neglect now virtually undetectable.

With hands on hips, Quinn surveyed his handiwork, a sense of accomplishment filling him. A low whistle sounded behind him, pulling him from his thoughts. He turned to find Ethan standing in the open doorway, holding an array of paintbrushes in one hand and two cans of paint in the other.

“This place is nothing the way I remember it.” Ethan chuckled. “Do you know I used to hide in here and smoke cigarettes? Smart, huh? It’s a miracle I didn’t burn it to the ground.”

Quinn noticed dark blond chest hair curling from the V-neck of Ethan’s fitted white T-shirt. “Where did you manage to find the cigarettes?”

“I stole them from the workers when they weren’t looking. One guy always left a pack on the shelf in the dairy. I could always depend on him to fuel my addiction.”

“Well please choose another place to fuel your addiction, because I’d hate to see all my hard work go up in flames.”

Ethan walked into the barn and placed the paint cans on the floor where they would be safely out of the way until cracked open. “I don’t do that nasty habit anymore?”

“Do you still steal?” Quinn asked, teasing. “If you do, I’ll be the one keeping track of the finances of Oak Hill.”

“That’s not even funny,” Ethan returned, a petulant look on his face. “And I’m very good with money.”

“You must be.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve never met anyone who wore such expensive shoes to paint in.” Quinn dropped his gaze to look at Ethan’s high-end running shoes, which never went on sale.

Ethan followed Quinn’s gaze. “The only other pair of shoes I have are Bruno Maglis, and I don’t intend on destroying those. If I knew that I was going to be ambushed and guilted into hard labor, I would’ve planned for a more appropriate choice of footwear.”

“I have a few old pairs of sneakers that don’t mind being covered in paint.” Quinn indicated with his chin toward the corner of the barn. “Size eleven. Over there.”

Ethan walked to a jumble of shoes strewn in the corner. “I’m a ten, but I can suffer through. I just bought these and would hate to ruin them so soon.”

Ethan tossed the paintbrushes to Quinn one at a time, Quinn catching them. He slipped off his shoes and selected a pair, then put them on. He managed a few careful steps without tripping. “Just as long as I don’t have to do too much walking, these shoes should work out okay.”

“Can you climb a ladder?”

“You’re not the only one who grew up on a farm.”

Fighting the urge to laugh, Quinn watched as Ethan located the foldable ladder propped against the wall, his uneasy gait something out of a comedy sketch. He struggled for a minute before stabilizing the ladder.

“Piece of cake,” Ethan said without making eye contact. “I do this stuff for a living, remember?”

“I thought you drew up the plans in the cool comfort of your home office and hired out the real work?”

Through narrowed eyes the color of a churning sea, Ethan finally met Quinn’s gaze. “Designing interiors for people with a sense of entitlement and overinflated egos is hard work.” He raised his chin. “And if you keep up with the barbed comments, I’ll leave you to do this by yourself.”

Quinn enjoyed teasing Ethan. He liked it when Ethan’s nostrils flared and his left brow rose to the middle of his forehead. For some reason, giving him a hard time was starting to rank high on Quinn’s new favorite pastime list. He winked, causing Ethan’s already pink cheeks to turn to a deep crimson.

“I need you, buddy,” Quinn admitted in his best seductive growl. “Plus you probably wouldn’t get too far wearing those shoes.”

Ethan whispered something under his breath before reaching out, his hand open. “Give me a paintbrush and open a can of paint. Do you think you can do that without talking?”

Quinn answered with a curt nod, doing what he was told.

Ethan squared his shoulders, scanning the barn. “I thought I would paint the interior a distressed white allowing some of the texture and color of the wood to come through. It gives it a more charming and authentic look while brightening this dark space. I placed an order for twenty gallons of weather-resistant Barn Red for the exteriors. And before you ask, that is the name of the color of the paint, and I intend to paint all the exteriors that color. Continuity in color will make a more pleasing landscape, making it less confusing for the clients too.”

“Am I allowed to talk now?”

Ethan answered with a twist of his lips and a raised brow, Quinn assuming that meant yes.

“That sounds great because I wanted to paint these walls a deep forest green.” Quinn shrugged, looking around.

“What?” Ethan spat. “Did you want this place to look like a black hole that swallows people, leaving them in redneck hell forever?” Quinn shook his head. “Leave the aesthetics to me and hand over that can of paint. I want to test this color out.”

“If I’m stepping into the role of assistant, you better learn how to use the word please.”

Ethan huffed, but acquiesced. “Please,” he returned, his tone bordering on sarcastic.

Quinn lifted the can of paint in front of him. “That’s better.”

Taking the supplies, Ethan set about his task, focused and efficient, as Quinn admired the view, truly impressed. After a brief period of time, Quinn asked, “What do you think? Does it meet your standards?”

“Since this was the best I could do with such a tight schedule, it will have to.”

“Great. Where do we go from here?”

Ethan pointed to a nearby space on the wall. “Over there would be a good place. When I work, I like to finish a wall before moving on. It’s not so overwhelming.”

“Are you overwhelmed?” Quinn genuinely wanted to know.

“I wouldn’t say that, exactly.”

“Then what would you say….exactly?”

“Maybe nervous?” Ethan continued to paint. “So much is riding on this venture.”

“You could say that about everything we do in life.”

“True, but when it comes to my dad, it’s different. I want to prove to him that I’m successful, that I’m…” Ethan’s words faded.

“Do you feel that you’re a disappointment to him because you’re gay?”

“Do you with Frank?”

“Sometimes,” Quinn honestly admitted. “Why else would I have gotten married?”

Ethan turned and looked at Quinn. “Is that why you did…get married?”

“My first sexual experience was from a man, my first kiss from a man. Does it make sense that I’d marry a woman?”

Ethan chuckled. “Is that a rhetorical question?”

Quinn picked a spot on the wall close to Ethan and began to paint. “Not really. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together so we might as well get to know each other.”

“What was she like…your wife?”

The thought of Pamela brought a smile to Quinn’s lips. “She’s a nice girl. Intelligent. Pretty. Educated. There was nothing wrong with her except she was female. We were compatible at every other level.”

“Are you friendly?”

“Not at first. I hurt her badly. But we’ve started to repair our relationship. She’s met someone else, and it’s getting serious. I’m happy for her. She’s a great person.”

“How did your parents take the divorce?”

“They don’t understand divorce. They stayed together through everything, so they felt that everyone should, including their son.”

“Tell me if I’m being too inquisitive, but what came first, telling them about the divorce or that you were gay?”

“I came out to them a year after the divorce. I just couldn’t demolish all they believed in with one blow. The divorce shook them up pretty hard. They really got attached to Pamela, quickly.”

“But what about your relationship with your mom before—”

“She died?” Quinn finished. “It was good. She said she loved me no matter what. Just wanted me to find love.” Quinn’s throat grew tight with emotion. He swallowed, attempting another brushstroke. “Dad doesn’t talk about it, but he never shares his emotions. He drinks them away, instead.”

They worked in silence, Quinn exhausted from disclosing a difficult and emotional period in his life to Ethan. He wasn’t sure why he had chosen to share exactly, but before he knew what was happening, the conversation was over and he was limp as a wet dishrag. Maybe it was the lack of oxygen mixed with paint fumes in the airless space that made him uncommonly chatty about painful memories. He wasn’t sure. Whatever the case, he intended to keep his lips sealed for the rest of the day and listen instead of talk. It had always got him through in the past so why shouldn’t it work now?

“How about you?” he asked Ethan, encouraging him to monopolize the conversation.

Ethan’s arm stalled in midair. “What about me? I’ve never been married and divorced.” He began to stroke once again. “To a male or female.”

“I’m asking about when you came out to your parents. Did they accept it? Or were there fireworks.”

“Not Roman candle kind of fireworks, but maybe sparklers.”

Quinn chuckled and wiped a bead of sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “I suspect that, much like sparklers, the hoopla fizzled out.”

“Pretty much.” Ethan took another step up the ladder, climbing higher. “My mother’s uncle was gay. It runs in the family.”

“Was?”

“He died when I was fifteen.”

“So that made it easier for you?”

“Kind of. He wasn’t out or anything, but he never married and always referred to the man he was living with as his roommate.” Ethan shrugged. “You didn’t have to be a detective to figure it out.”

“Did your parents discuss it?”

“Probably, but never in front of me. If it was ever an issue, they never said a word to me. Mom loved her brother, and when he died, she was devastated. It was terrible to see her so sad. And it was terrible to see Dad fret and hover over her.” He shook his head. “I never saw him like that before. He was always so strong.”

“Tucker really loved her. You can see it in his eyes when he speaks of her. He stands straighter. His face softens.” Quinn looked up just in time to see Ethan wipe his eyes with his free hand. “I’m sorry. I’m making you upset."

“It’s not that.” Ethan’s voice cracked. “It’s really getting warm in here. It’s been a long time since I’ve done this part of my career.”

“So I was right about the air-conditioned cushy home office,” Quinn joked, attempting to alleviate the mood.

Ethan made a derisive noise with the back of his throat. “You,” he pointed at Quinn, “less talk and more painting.”

“Slave driver.”

* * * *

Oh, why, why, WHY did he have to look like that? Ethan screamed inside his head. And now he’s starting to show his softer side. Ethan took a few steps back and pretended to survey the completion of the north and east wall of the barn instead of Quinn’s bubble butt wrapped in faded blue jeans. There was even a small hole under the left back pocket that exposed tight, white cotton underwear, a sight that made Ethan’s heart erratic and his cock hard as a metal rod. Damn.

“So how did we do, boss?” Quinn asked, beads of sweat dampening the collar of his shirt. Ethan wanted to walk up to him, rip the shirt off his toned torso, and take him right there on the hard wood floor. Swallowing, he forced the fantasy out of his head.

“Not bad,” he answered.

Quinn reached in his back pocket and pulled out his phone to check the time. “I’m going to walk up to the house and check on things.” Ethan read between the lines, realizing that meant seeing if Frank was sober enough to work that afternoon, Quinn having to step in if he wasn’t. “Want to come with me? We worked through lunch, and I’m starving. At least stop to get a drink.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Ethan agreed. He began the task of cleaning up, replacing the lids on the paint cans and gathering random cloths used while working. “You go ahead. I’ll be up soon.”

Quinn cocked his head as if he wanted to ask a question but nodded curtly. “See you soon,” he threw over his shoulder before disappearing out the open door.

Maybe it was the heat, but it was also Quinn that made Ethan become consumed with the need to jerk off…. Immediately. One thing he failed to mention to Quinn earlier was, he not only used to come to the shed to smoke, he came here to masturbate, too. Taking the risk, Ethan darted for the door and peered out to assess the situation.

The coast is clear.

Finding the darkest most secluded spot, Ethan ducked behind the last of the stuff that would no doubt be cleared tomorrow, finding shelter. Overcome by lust, he unzipped and reached in his underwear to free up his already hard cock. Just touching himself and the risk of getting caught made his heart smash against his rib cage and his thighs tremble with anticipation. Ethan hadn’t been this horny and excited in quite some time, or possibly ever. Stroking quickly, time being of the essence, he closed his eyes and rested his back against a wall that still remained unpainted. Thoughts of Quinn, past and present, flashed in his mind like an erotic slide show.

He had always wanted Quinn. Then and now. With the other hand, he cupped his balls and squeezed, imagining it was Quinn working him over. A moan escaped from his parted lips. Quickening his pace and applying more pressure, he felt his cock pulse. He opened his eyes for only an instant to make sure that he was still alone and squeezed them shut again.

What the fuck am I doing, he thought, masturbating in the middle of the day in a semi-public place? He never took these kinds of risks, other guys did. But as the rush of orgasm overtook his body and washed over his brain, Ethan came to the realization that apparently he was one of those guys after all. Fighting back the urge to cry out, he widened his stance as the stream of thick, pearly cum arched from his cock and shot into the still air of the shed. Over and over it came, landing on the floorboards with force. Unable to hold it in any longer, Ethan moaned as his body convulsed with ecstasy. He rode it to the end and waited until he caught his breath and his heart returned to a somewhat normal pace before opening his eyes again. Flicking his dick, the last remaining drops of cum rained down on to the floor. Folding himself away, Ethan zipped up and shifted so he could step out of his safe haven.

“Ethan?”

Ethan froze on hearing Quinn call his name.

“Yes,” Ethan croaked, the knot of passion still stuck in his throat. He took a step forward and stumbled, either due to the ill-fitting shoes or the fear that he had been discovered spanking the monkey. “What’s up?”

Quinn pointed, his movement awkward. “Forgot my wallet.” He walked over and picked up his wallet, sitting on a coil of dusty ropes on the floor. “If I didn’t get it now, I’d have forgotten where I left it.” He smiled. “Sign of getting old.”

“I guess.” Ethan tried to laugh lightheartedly, but it came out sounding fake and forced instead. “H-h-have you been standing there long?” he stammered. “I mean, looking for your wallet?”

Quinn shrugged his meaty shoulders. “Wasn’t counting the seconds, just looking.” He shoved the wallet in his back pocket. “Did I interrupt something?” His sun-bleached eyebrow hitched upward.

“I was wondering how much retail we can manage to get in this space without crowding the customer.” Ethan was proud that he had come up with such a credible sounding lie on the spot. And a little frightened that he could deliver it so easily.

“And what did you come up with?”

“That it’s possible.”

“Good.” Quinn smiled tightly. “Are you coming?”

“W-w-what?” Ethan stammered once again, his panic shooting through the roof.

“Are. You. Coming?” Quinn over-enunciated each word, speaking slowly.

Ethan cleared his throat. “Sorry,” he apologized. “I got a little light-headed for a second.”

“You probably need to eat something. You worked up quite a sweat—” He paused and ran his gaze up and down Ethan’s body, appearing slow and deliberate. “—doing what you were doing.”

If he could’ve melted into the floorboards, Ethan would have. “Yep,” he managed. “Let’s go eat.”

* * * *

After inhaling a turkey sandwich—or was it tuna?—Ethan raced to the upstairs bathroom to take a very cold shower. Even after jacking off in the shed, his loins were still simmering with lust. In the shower, he refused to gratify himself again. He needed to get it together and gain control over his raging hormones. If he didn’t, he’d have to rethink his decision to stay in Jefferson and hightail it back to DC where he was safe from Quinn’s masculine charms, no matter what the consequences to Oak Hill Farm, his father, Frank, or anyone else for that matter.

Ethan’s future was shaky enough, and the last thing he needed right then was more uncertainty. Ethan craved stability. He strived for it. So where was it? A part of him believed that deep down he was lying to himself, that he was in fact, a closet drama queen and that his subconscious mind was directing its own spectacular action-packed performance. Between the breakup he refused to acknowledge, the business that seemed to be losing money daily, and now living in the middle of nowhere—a place he never intended to live again, his life was anything but drama-less. Subconscious scores one. Conscious? A big fat zero.

He groaned outwardly, now safely locked away in his bedroom. One thing he did know, he needed to get drunk. And fast. And he knew exactly who to do it with.


Chapter Seven

“You did what?” Nikki shouted over the noise of Rascals, a woman wearing a short denim skirt, a pair of red cowboy boots, and a matching red, sparkly tube top belting away her best Patsy Cline at full volume. “Where?”

Honestly she wasn’t half bad, Ethan thought, humming along to Crazy. But he was on his third margarita, and they poured them strong there so he figured he was in a forgiving mood. He blinked against the darkness, trying to focus on Nikki’s face.

“The shed. I jacked off in the shed!”

Nikki’s eyes darted from left to right and then back again. “Shhh.” She flattened her index finger against her lips. “Everyone here doesn’t need to know that, just me.”

“I don’t care who knows it, because I am positive that Quinn saw me spanking my business, and now he thinks I’m a big ol’ pervert who can’t keep it in his pants.”

Nikki snorted into her rum and Diet Coke. “I doubt it,” she slurred, lowering her glass to the table with a thud. “And so what if he does? It just tells him you’re ripe and ready and his for the picking.”

“Gross. I’m not a fruit.”

This time Nikki laughed over the singer’s wail. “Some might disagree.”

“That’s right, go ahead and laugh over my misery and embarrassment. What are friends for?”

Nikki leaned forward, lowering her chin. “Are you sure you didn’t want to be discovered?” She waggled her eyebrows. “You took quite the risk, and I’m wondering if some teeny tiny, horny part of you wanted to get caught.”

He couldn’t be mad at his friend sitting across from him because Ethan had been wondering the same thing. “I don’t know anything anymore,” Ethan confessed. “And on top of everything else, I’ve now taken to masturbating in public.” He groaned. “Before all of this is over, I bet I end up with a record and placed on a permanent list.”

“Stop being such an old lady,” Nikki snorted. “Me and Ryan did it at Slater’s Lake last fall. Don’t know what overcame us. We started out with the intention of going for a hike, and we ended up scaring the wildlife away.” Her eyes became glassy, obvious to Ethan that Nikki was reliving that moment. “That man rocked my world right behind that dilapidated boathouse on the edge of the lake. Thank goodness no one was around.”

“But you’ve always walked on the wild side. But me?” Ethan’s voice hitched. “I’m as safe as they come, even in the gay world. Unlike most of my friends, I have never visited a bathhouse or picked up men in parks, or done any of that stuff. And one thing I’ve surely never done is cheat.” He lifted his Margarita and chugged it to the bottom, the burn of the alcohol against his throat oddly soothing. He swallowed and licked the tangy flavor from his lips. “But Randall has.” There it was. Ethan’s secret was out, never to be taken back again.

“I knew it,” Nikki hissed. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier? You used to tell me everything. No secrets between friends, remember?”

“I’m telling you now,” Ethan shot back. “And don’t make me regret it.”

“What do you mean?” A look of innocence swept over Nikki’s face. She batted doe-like eyes.

“I don’t want anyone to know. Dad. Quinn. The entire town.”

“Deal, but you better start talking before I reach across this table and strangle it out of you.”

Ethan wasn’t sure if Nikki was being serious or not so he decided to let it all go before he found out the hard way.

From the moment Ethan opened his mouth, the words fell from his lips like a waterfall. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but after it was all said and done, he felt like he had experienced a catharsis, a huge weight lifted from off his shoulders.

Now finished, he waited expectantly while gazing at Nikki, her mouth slightly ajar, a look of shock masking her features. “Fuck me” was all she said when she managed to speak.

Ethan lifted his hand into the air and whistled, calling over the waitress. Only after ordering two more drinks, one for each, Nikki began consoling. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she said. “So what are you going to do? Do you think it was only a fling, one of those itch things, or is this Splitsville?”

Before Ethan could answer, Nikki continued. “I really hate Randall right now. He was never good enough for you.” She narrowed her eyes. “Never. He always thought that since you came from a small town, he was better than you. What a fucking asshole. Do you want Ryan to go kick his ass? Because if I asked him to, he would.”

Ethan shook his head, falling in love a little more with his best friend. “That won’t be necessary. It’ll work out.”

“You mean you intend to forgive him?”

“I don’t know what I intend to do.”

“Has he asked you to?”

Ethan remained silent.

“He hasn’t, has he?”

He knew he was pathetic.

Nikki reached across the table and took Ethan’s hand. “Sweetie, forget about Randall. There are much better men out there.”

“But I love him.”

“Why?”

He wanted to get angry and protect Randall…but he couldn’t, Nikki’s question was a reasonable one. “I don’t know,” Ethan mumbled, wishing the waitress would arrive ASAP. “Maybe it’s because I know that he did—”

“He cheated,” Nikki interrupted.

“Once love me,” he finished. “Maybe we can get that back if I just hold on long enough until he returns to his senses. He can’t possibly stay with Juan or Emilio or Angel for too terribly long.”

“Why can’t he? That guy probably has buns of steel and pecs to match, not to mention a very big—”

“What’s your point?” Ethan was starting to lose his patience.

“My point is it’s over. O-V-E-R,” Nikki spelled.

“You don’t know that.” Ethan crossed him arms over his chest, an act of defiance. “And you don’t know him.”

“You’re right, I don’t.” Nikki returned. “And why is that? I’ll tell you why. It’s because he never comes here and does this.” Nikki waved her arms around. “Does anything with anyone. He just turns his nose up and makes irritating noises with his teeth. He’s an asshole, and I’m sorry you’re in pain, but the best thing for you to do is to forget about him. He doesn’t deserve you. He never did.”

Nikki was right, this Ethan knew. But it still hurt hearing it, especially from his closest friend.

From out of the crowd, the waitress appeared and left the drinks on the table without a word, which Ethan was thankful for. He didn’t have the energy for small talk. The two friends sat in silence and sipped their drinks, waiting for the air to clear a bit before resuming their talk.

Ethan decided to make the first move. “Thanks for defending me. Although it hurts to hear it, I know Randall isn’t going to come back. And you’re right when you call him an asshole.” Ethan chuckled when he said the derogatory remark. It was fun to say it about the man who had made him feel like shit for the last four weeks. He repeated it again, but this time louder and with more force. “Asshole!”

Nikki chuckled too. “Asshole!”

“God that sounds good to say,” Ethan admitted. “My poor mother’s probably turning over in her grave right now. She hated profanity. Said it was for people with low intellect.”

“Pshaw,” Nikki slurred. “I knew your mother, and she would’ve agreed with us. She might not have called Randall an asshole, but she certainly would have called him a jerk.”

Ethan nodded. “Yep. She was fond of that word. Even when she was angry, she was kind.” Sadness washed over Ethan, the alcohol buzzing in his brain. “I miss her so much. More than ever now that I’m home. I see her everywhere.” His throat tightened, and the muscles behind his eyes began to ache. “I’m sure Dad does too.”

Nikki’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Please don’t make me cry. You know that when I get started, I can’t stop. Plus, it’s embarrassing to do it in a redneck country bar drunk off my ass. It’s a cliché.”

Laughter bubbled from deep within Ethan’s gut and erupted into the cacophony of the bar, blending in. Nikki wiped away a tear that had managed to fall, sharing in the laughter. “You really are special,” Ethan said.

“Special as in the short-bus kind of special, or as in the cotton candy and yummy chocolate bar kind of special?

“Sometimes it’s hard to differentiate, but this time, it’s the latter.”

“I’m so glad you asked me if you could braid my hair during third grade recess. If you hadn’t, I might not be sitting here now killing brain cells with you.” Nikki sighed and smiled drunkenly. “I love you.” The smile grew larger and more lopsided. “And Randall is a fool if he doesn’t. Go after Quinn. He’s lovely. Tall, tanned, muscular, sweet, and lovely.”

“He doesn’t want me,” Ethan scoffed. "And I’m not so sure that I want him.”

“Then you’re the one on the short bus, buddy, not me.” She stabbed a finger at Ethan. “He’s a catch,” Nikki said, except it came out more like cassshhhhhh.

“You’re drunk.”

“So what if I am.” She stuck out her tongue. “You’re horny. Remember that incident in the shed this afternoon? What do you think would’ve happened if Quinn walked in and caught you spanking the monkey? Do you think he would’ve walked away, or joined in?”

“He walked away.”

“You don’t know that for sure. You are only guessing he saw you, but I have my doubts.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think he has a thing for you.” Nikki arched her brow. “I saw some sexy twinkling in those gorgeous eyes of his, and it was aimed at you.”

“Stop it. Don’t fuck with me because my ego can’t take it.”

“Well, tell your ego to buck up because I’m telling you that I think Quinn’s interested.”

“It’s the alcohol talking.”

“Yeah, but when I’m sober tomorrow, I will say the same exact thing.”

A nervous flurry of excitement mixed with anticipation fluttered in Ethan’s chest, building. Could Nikki be right? She had always been spot on about most things except when she convinced him into getting blond highlights that turned out more copper than blond. He cringed with the memory.

“Are you sure, because I don’t see it?”

“You never see it. You're—” Nikki shifted against her seat, a look of concentration on her face. “—you!”

“Thanks,” Ethan mumbled, taking a sloshy sip from his cocktail. “I notice things.”

“But you never notice when the good guys look your way, only the ones who want to steal your soul and leave you feeling like roadkill.”

Ethan accepted her observation. Nikki was right. It had been his experience that Mister Right always turned out to be Mister Wrong. Always. “Okay, let’s just say that you’re right about this. I don’t want to move to some state where there is tons of fresh air and hiking. Fresh air doesn’t agree with me, and it makes me… wheeze.”

“If that happens, you fool, allow Quinn to supply your oxygen.” She puckered her lips and made kissing noises. “Those lips can breathe life into me any day, that is if I was a gay man and he was into me.”

Ethan rolled his eyes and took another drink. “It would never work. We’re too different. We don’t want the same things out of life.”

“And what would that be? A Range Rover? A fancy wardrobe? The must-have limited-edition cologne of the moment? You already have those things and look at you, drunk off your butt in a shithole bar crying in your cocktail. You don’t look ecstatic to me. Actually you look kinda pitiful.” She smiled tightly. “Just sayin’.”

“This night out was supposed to make me feel better about myself.”

“Isn’t it?”

Ethan shrugged. “I don’t feel any worse.”

“That’s something.”

He shrugged again. “But I am not pursuing Quinn Kincade. Definitely not.” Ethan shook his head drunkenly. “No way.”

“Then let him pursue you,” Nikki advised. “Allow things to happen organically.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then you’ve lost nothing.”

“But I just wished that I really knew if things were over with Randall. It would be so much easier if I did.”

“Has he called to check on you? See if you arrived in one piece and you’re not dead along the highway somewhere feeding vultures.”

“He hasn’t.” Ethan’s voice was weak with shame.

“A text?”

“No.”

“Huh,” Nikki delivered. “I’d say it’s over.”

Ethan knew that too, but he hated loose ends. He just needed to hear it from Randall’s lips and then he could move on. He searched the room looking at no one in particular, lost in his thoughts.

Quinn.


Chapter Eight

“What was that?” Nikki asked, sitting up and jerking her head around. “Did you just say that Quinn’s here?”

“Did I say that out loud?”

“Yes, and he’s coming over right now.” Nikki reached across the table and finger-combed Ethan’s hair.

“What are you doing?” Ethan hissed, pulling away from her styling efforts.

“Trying to make you look sexy.”

Quinn appeared by the table, his unsettling chocolate-brown eyes looking down at them. “This looks like trouble.” His lips curled up at the corners, and his gaze rested on Ethan. “Mind if I join you?”

Nikki answered first. “Scoot your butt over,” she directed to Ethan, “and let the man sit down.”

Anxiety ripped away at Ethan, and the heat level in the crowded bar notched up a few degrees. Beads of sweat formed on Ethan’s forehead as he slid over to make room for Quinn.

“What ya drinking?” Quinn asked. “And how much have you been drinking?”

“We just got here,” Nikki lied. She hiccupped. “What would you like? I’m buying this round.”

“Soda’s fine.”

“Oh c’mon, party pooper,” Nikki said. “Get something harder.”

“Tomorrow comes very early,” Quinn returned. “And having a hangover makes them that much earlier.”

Nikki nodded, eyeing her drink. “I’m positive I’ll regret doing what I’m doing when the alarm goes off at six a.m. Trying to coax two preteens out of bed and onto a school bus is hard work with or without a hangover.”

Ethan chuckled. “Better you than me.”

Quinn turned and looked at Ethan, that sly smile still in place, the same smile that made Ethan grow hard in a second flat. “You game for helping out in the morning, give Tucker a break?” Quinn asked.

Helping Quinn and his father was something he was genuinely interested in doing, but rolling out of bed before the crack of dawn to wrangle cows, to clean udders, scrape cow dung, not only once but twice in a row, the herd too big for only one milking, was the last thing he wanted to do when he agreed to stay on to help at the farm.

He groaned. “What kind of son would I be if I said no?”

Quinn’s smile grew as he considered. “A truthful one?” he answered.

Nikki snorted and polished off her drink, apparently amused.

Ethan’s plan of distancing himself from Quinn seemed to end before it began. “Okay,” he agreed. “But only this once, and you have to clean the center aisle by yourself. I refuse to hose poop out of the barn.” He stuck out his tongue, reliving the boyhood memory. “Disgusting.”

“May I make a suggestion?” Quinn asked.

Nikki rested her elbows on the table, angling for a better vantage point. “You certainly can,” she said, answering for Ethan.

Ethan shot Nikki a dirty look and stepped on her foot under the table. “What she said,” he returned.

“Finish up that last drink and call it a night.” He turned to Nikki. “I insist on driving you home.”

“Thanks,” she said. “But I didn’t drive, he did.”

“I’ll be driving you both home.”

“But you just got here,” Nikki said.

“I only stopped by because I haven’t been able to sleep. Thought I might burn off some steam and catch up with some old classmates. Haven’t had much time to do that since I’ve been back.”

Nikki looked around, showing more interest. “A few of our alma mater have been tripping around tonight.” She jutted her chin toward a man and woman sealed at the lips in a neighboring booth. “Remember Jeremy Fartham and Jenny Prince?”

Quinn nodded, and Ethan asked, “Is that them?”

“Not exactly,” she whispered as low as she could in the noisy space. “That’s Jeremy, but that is not his wife, Jenny, who he married the summer after graduation. The woman who he’s attached to at the moment is Shelly Sanderson.”

“Nooo,” Ethan said on a long exhale. “That’s Shelly “The Slut” Sanderson? She hasn’t changed a bit, except maybe for a few extra pounds and an even trashier wardrobe. Just look at that top. It leaves nothing to the imagination.”

“It’s not exactly imagination she’s after.”

“Oh you never know,” Quinn shared, getting into the spirit of gossiping. “I hear she’s very imaginative in the bedroom.”

“From who?” Nikki almost choked on her tongue.

“I probably shouldn’t say anything but,” Quinn continued, “Allison Harmon admitted to having a threesome with Shelley and her ex-husband when she was still married. Apparently Shelly is not exclusively hetero.” He waggled his brows, the playful action making Ethan even hornier.

Nikki’s mouth hung open. “Are you suggesting that Shelly is the reason Allison got a divorce?” She looked at the couple still going at it hot and heavy. “What a slut.”

“Well…” Quinn began, his lips curving to a devilish smile. “She didn’t exactly break up the marriage, but she didn’t help save it either. She and Allison had a six-month fling until Allison caught Shelly with another couple at the Sleepy Time Inn out on route three-forty.”

Ethan gasped. “Oh. My. GOD!” he said. “How does she have the time?”

“How does she have the energy?” Nikki added. “I must speak with her before we leave, see what vitamins she’s taking.”

“I’m sure it’s all the protein she’s ingesting,” Ethan said, forcing back a chuckle.

“Gross!” Nikki swatted at Ethan, missing him by only an inch. “Only you would have to go there.”

“In Ethan’s defense,” Quinn began, “I was thinking it.”

Nikki took another swat but at Quinn this time, making contact with his forearm. Quinn and Ethan laughed, Quinn’s muscular shoulder brushing Ethan’s.

Lust formed in Ethan’s throat as he leaned in closer in the hopes of another chance brush from the handsome man. It was a bit desperate, but Ethan didn’t care.

He was desperate.

Plus he was drunk.

They sat in silence, lost in the action of Rascals until Quinn said, “Ready, lady and gent?” He fished into his front jeans pocket and took out his truck keys, jangling them in the air. “Jefferson might be progressing, but we still only have one taxi driver and he’s standing at the bar double fisting at the moment so…”

“Okay, funny guy,” Nikki said, sliding and standing by the booth. “This princess is turning into a pumpkin anyway, but I was serious when I wanted to talk to Shelly. Be back in a sec.” She ran off before Ethan could protest.

Quinn turned to Ethan, brushing against him again. “Sorry to have to get you out of bed so early, but Tucker’s been burning the candle, picking up the slack for Dad. I keep telling Tucker to call him out and ride him a bit, but your father is a softy.”

“D-d-dad?” Ethan scoffed. “A softy?”

“His crusty exterior is only for show. Deep down he’s like a little girl who found a lost kitten. All heart.”

Quinn’s observation of his father’s personality was shocking to say the least. Tucker Stokes was many things, but “a softy” was never one of them. It was eye opening to see his father through Quinn’s eyes.

“I know I tease and scoff about handling the chores on the farm, but I really don’t mind.” Ethan shrugged. “I’ve done them many times before, and it appears that I’ll be doing them many times again.”

“Good,” Quinn lowered his chin and gazed from under thick brows. “I have to admit, I was pretty skeptical about us working together, but we’re making a pretty good team so far.” His eyes glimmered in the dim lighting, Ethan’s pulse ratcheting up. He wanted to kiss him right then and there, but he had to coerce his drunk brain into choosing a better time and location if there ever was going to be a time. “Are you feeling the same?”

I’m feeling something all right.

Ethan swallowed, which was not an easy feat. “Absolutely,” he said. “But you might change that opinion after tomorrow morning’s milking.” He smiled like a helpless imp at a comedy club who had been hypnotized by a magician for the sheer pleasure of entertaining a crowd. “I’ve been surrounded by the finer things in life lately and might’ve gotten spoiled.”

“Once a farm boy, always a farm boy.” Quinn winked.

Unable to withstand it any longer, and abandoning all rational thought, Ethan leaned in and kissed the man he’d been wanting to kiss ever since landing eyes on him standing in his parents’ kitchen less than forty-eight hours ago. His brain soared, and his lips burned. The sounds around them faded, and all Ethan could hear was the beating of his own heart, strong and quick, pulsing in his ears. The kiss felt better than Ethan had remembered, Quinn’s rough, chapped lips searing into his. Ethan didn’t care about the consequences, not anymore. This is what he wanted, what he deserved after enduring Randall’s infidelity and public embarrassment. Ethan kissed harder, pushing his tongue between Quinn’s parting lips, the warm wetness igniting every cell in his aching body.

Breaking though the thrumming sounds echoing in his ears, Nikki’s voice squelched Ethan’s passion as effectively as an ice-cold bucket of water being tossed over him, dousing him entirely.

“I can see that Shelly’s not the only slut here tonight.”

* * * *

After dropping Nikki off safely at home, Quinn and Ethan sat in silence as Fleetwood Mac played quietly on the radio. Quinn hummed along, staring straight at the road, refusing to address what had just happened back at Rascals. Did he necessarily mind that he could still taste Ethan on his lips? He ran his tongue over his bottom lip, reliving the moment.

“Quinn?”

“Yep,” Quinn answered.

“Are we going to talk about what happened?”

“Do we have to?”

“I guess not,” Ethan answered.

They drove a few more miles, and then Ethan reached and turned off the radio. “I really think we should, uh…talk about it.”

Quinn groaned, accelerating, doing anything in his power short of saying no, to cut their discussion short. He never liked to talk about his emotions. He always ended up saying things he didn’t mean or want to say in the first place.

Quinn cleared his throat. “You were drunk. I was there. Not much to talk about.”

“That’s not the way it was.”

Crap. Quinn had hoped that Ethan wouldn’t take it much farther. Apparently, he didn’t mind discussing his feelings.

“Okay,” Quinn acquiesced. “How was it then?”

“I wanted to kiss you, back in high school and tonight. Seeing you has taken me by surprise, and the last thing I expected when I came for a visit was to see you.” Ethan scrubbed his hands over his face and exhaled hard. “Or having you as my new roommate.”

“Let’s pretend it didn’t happen. You’ve had a lot thrown at you over a short period of time, and it’s apparent that you have a lot on your plate with your business in the city and your boyfriend.”

“W-w-what?” Ethan scoffed. “Why are you bringing that up? Nothing is wrong with that part of my life.”

“I’m not implying there is.”

“It certainly sounds like it to me.”

“You’re drunk and emotional.”

“For the last time, I’m not drunk anymore.” Ethan paused and licked his lips. “I’m sorry, I was out of line. Back at the bar, I got swept up by the moment and by our past. It won’t happen again.”

“No worries. It was only a kiss, although, I’m sure that by tomorrow we’ll be the talk of the town.”

“Great,” Ethan sighed. “I’m sure our fathers will appreciate that.”

“They’ll survive, and so will we.”

Quinn slowed the truck and indicated left to head for home. Deep down he hated to call attention to himself, especially when it came to his sexuality. Quinn wasn’t ashamed of being gay, but he wasn’t exactly the type of guy who would be waving the rainbow flag above his head at Washington’s annual gay pride parade either. Also, with starting a local business, any negative chatter could create obstacles that might hurt a business before it even began. Tomorrow all of this will be in the past, he thought, and Rascals wasn’t exactly the clientele that would frequent country bazaars and buy artisan pottery and organic scented candles while sipping locally grown berry antioxidant smoothies.

Now home and pulling into the drive, Quinn noticed a possum scurry across the lawn before coming to a stop, its eyes reflecting against the headlights. “We’re here,” he said, half expecting Ethan to be passed out cold and slobbering on his shirt. Quinn shut down the engine and reached for the door handle, but Ethan’s voice caused him to freeze.

“Wait,” he said, his voice nothing but a whisper.

Quinn relaxed against his seat. “Yeah?”

“Did you feel anything…when we—”

"Kissed?” Quinn was hoping that Ethan wouldn’t ask that question. If he answered yes, things might and more than likely would escalate, and if he said no, he could offend Ethan possibly to the point of making him so angry or embarrassed that he might return to the city, abandoning their plans. Bottom line, Quinn needed him. Here. This was where that little inner voice implored him to tell the truth. “I want to lie and say no,” Quinn began, cautious at first, “but we have to remember why we’re here, what our goals are. Also I was under the impression you’re not single.”

“It’s difficult to explain.”

“Really, because it seems easy to me? Either you are committed to someone or you’re not. Pretty damn simple from where I’m sitting.”

Ethan made a choking sound. “Not from where I’m sitting.”

Quinn turned and looked at Ethan’s face illuminated by the soft glow of the nearly full moon. He wanted to see Ethan’s reaction to the question he had wanted to ask but never felt that the time was an appropriate one. The time had now arrived.

“I thought you and Randy were happy?”

“Randall,” Ethan corrected, his voice weak.

“Right.” Quinn paused to give ample time for Ethan to explain. He didn’t. Quinn probed further. “So what’s going on?”

“A whole crap storm of crap.” The words tumbled from his lips. “I can’t even pretend to dress it up. It’s just…shitty.”

“That sounds pretty darn smelly. Do you want to talk about it?”

Quinn realized he was the one asking, but if he was being honest with himself, he wasn’t so sure if he wanted to talk about it, at least not when Ethan was under the influence and all Quinn wanted was to see the back of his eyelids.

“No. Not really.”

“Whenever you’re ready.” Quinn opened the door to the truck. “Let’s get some rest. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

Ethan groaned. “Damn I hate cows.”

“They’re not so bad,” Quinn said, stepping out of the truck and into the cool night. “You have to know how to handle them, make them your friends. Coexist.”

“I don’t want to make friends with anything that does their business right where they stand. Disgusting creatures.” Ethan’s upper lip curled into an obvious snarl.

“Are you positive you grew up on this farm, because it doesn’t sound like it to me?”

“I’ll prove it tomorrow.” Ethan opened the door and stumbled out of the cab of the truck, cursing under his breath. Quinn’s first reaction was to run to his side and lend him support if he needed it, stabilizing him, but that was his heart talking. His brain told him to keep walking.

They walked across the yard and entered the house quietly. Distant sounds of snoring came from the darkened upstairs, Frank and Tucker fast asleep.

For an instant, Quinn imagined taking Ethan into his arms and pressing the handsome man against his chest to steal another kiss, a kiss too memorable and too sweet not to want more of.

Ethan was vulnerable, and Quinn was horny.

Instead, Quinn removed his boots and walked toward his room by memory, navigating the darkness. “Night,” Quinn mumbled over his shoulder, moving as quickly as he could before he changed his mind.


Chapter Nine

Ethan stood in the center of the fifty-stall barn, each one filled with a tail-swaying cow, wondering why in the hell he had agreed to this. He peered at Quinn dressed in a tight navy blue T-shirt, faded denims that hugged his well-developed thighs, his thick, dark hair raked away from his broad forehead, and the answer came to him.

He wanted Quinn.

Then last night, what he could remember of it, turned over in Ethan’s head. Certain events might still be foggy, but he remembered the touch of Quinn’s weathered lips against his own, the warmth of his breath racing across his cheeks when Quinn pulled away, moist and smelling of peppermint gum. Ethan exhaled, watching Quinn out of the corner of his eye, squatting to adhere the milking machine to a cow’s teats, his pants waistband riding down low and exposing his tan line. Feeling light-headed, Ethan was unsure if it was due to lack of sleep, being hung over, or getting an eyeful of milky skin heaven. He gripped a nearby metal divider so he wouldn’t fall facedown into a cow patty.

Get a fucking grip.

“Feeling rough this morning, buddy?”

Ethan opened his eyes, not realizing that he had closed them. He breathed through his nose, hoping that oxygen would rouse him, but the fresh scent of manure made his stomach do flips instead. He attempted to speak, to say anything, but the words got stuck in his throat.

“You’re looking a little green,” Quinn said. “Guess you had more than you could handle, huh?”

Ethan nodded as Quinn laid his hand on his shoulder. “You need to sit.” He cocked his head in the direction of the barn’s open sliding door. “Flip over that bucket so you can use it as a seat. I can handle this by myself for a few minutes.”

“No, no,” Ethan protested, refusing to appear to be a lightweight and layabout. Ethan needed to prove to Quinn that he could not only select the perfect shade of interior paint for the outbuildings that would eventually become retail space, but could also help with the more physical work of managing a farm. “It’s just been a while since I’ve done this.”

“Don’t be a hero on my account. I don’t feel like dragging you out of this place. I might look strong, but dead weight can be hard to shift.”

Ethan straightened to his full height, breathing through his mouth this time. “Like I said, it’s been a while.” He smiled tightly. “What’s next, boss?”

A glimmer sparked in Quinn’s eyes, and his left brow twitched seductively. “I love it when an attractive man says that to me. Makes me warm inside.”

Good God almighty. Ethan was toast.

“I mean,” he began fighting back a stutter, “what do you want me to do next… in here…. with the cows?”

Quinn winked. “I was teasing.” He squeezed Ethan’s shoulder before dropping his arm to his side. “Feel like wiping down a few udders? The ones at the end of that aisle are next up. After that we’re pretty much done. I’ll flush out the lines and check the dairy. You can run these ladies down the lane to the field. Not much to it. Want me to call Scout to help you?”

Quinn started to whistle, but Ethan lifted his hands in protest. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“My dog, Scout. Don’t you remember him?"

Ethan remembered him all right. He also remembered the bite the mongrel made on his ankle. The scar had only just faded enough to where he didn’t have to relive the mauling every time he showered.

“How is he still alive?” He looked around, panicked “Where is he?”

“Scout likes to stay in the shade between the silos,” Quinn said. “Keeps him cool. Likes the pigeons, too.”

“As in he eats the pigeons?”

Quinn laughed. “The old boy hardly has any teeth left. I have to give him soft food now. He’s not what he used to be.”

Ethan relaxed, picturing a toothless dog slumbering on the grass, too feeble to stand and too frail to even attempt to take a bite out of any of his body parts.

“Leave him be,” Ethan suggested. “I’m sure I can handle it myself.”

“You never liked that dog, did you?”

“I make it a rule not to like anything that bites me.”

“Really?” Quinn’s right brow twitched this time. “I need to remember that.”

Breathe, Ethan. Breathe.

He did.

Through his mouth.

Deep ones.

A wall of nausea rolled over Ethan, and he stumbled forward. Quinn reached out and caught him before he face-planted on the concrete floor covered in crap.

Quinn’s muscular arms wrapped around Ethan, scooping him up to support him. “Let’s step outside, get some fresh air.”

Before Ethan knew what was happening, they were standing outside between the barn and dairy, a cool breeze licking Ethan’s skin against Quinn’s heated touch. He sucked in much need oxygen, embarrassment setting in.

“I’m pitiful,” he said, steadying himself. “I am no help at all. I knew I should’ve passed on that last drink of the night.”

“Just the one?” Quinn’s tone was teasing. “I should’ve asked Nikki to share your chores today. I feel that she’s partly responsible for your current state.”

The idea of his best friend chasing cows, her hair in pigtails, made Ethan laugh. “That would be hilarious. But you’d be the one to suffer the most, I’m afraid.” Sliding from the protective cradle of Quinn’s arms, he stood on his own. Ethan looked into his face, Quinn’s dark scruff covered his square jaw, making Ethan’s stomach turn, but in a good way this time.

Straightening his T-shirt that had rode up on his abdomen, Quinn said, “I can take it from here if you feel like heading home. Scout can steer the cows out of the barn into the closest of the fields. We can move them later. No harm done.”

“Absolutely not.” Ethan ran his fingers through his hair, refusing to steal a look at Quinn’s still exposed hard-as-a-brick lower abdomen. Who cares if he has a sexy as hell trail of dark hair disappearing into his jeans waistband? “But whatever you do, please keep Lucifer’s dog far away from me. I can handle the herd by myself.”

Quinn indicated the barn with his chin. “Take a few cleansing deep breaths, and I will see you inside.”

Ethan felt like a total idiot. Making a fool of himself last night was bad enough, but now there was no way Quinn was ever going to like him. He didn’t go for guys who swooned at the aroma of a little poop. Quinn liked manly men, not girly boys….Or did he? Shaking his head to clear his runaway thoughts, Ethan reminded himself that he still loved Randall. Or was it their lifestyle he loved more? How would he feel if he had to give up the Range Rover and shop at Sears instead of Saks? He knew how he’d feel. Poor.

His temples throbbed, and it felt like a sharp instrument was slowly penetrating his left eyeball, stress and overconsumption of alcohol taking its toll. Why couldn’t life be normal? But what was normal? For starters, not lusting after a man he had fantasized over for around a decade, while your soon to be ex-boyfriend was painting the town with a much younger and much fitter Latin stud who, Ethan hated to admit, had quite the notable bulge in his too tight G-Star jeans. These things might be considered normal for some, but not for him. A sense of security was normal, a livelihood that covered the bills. Was that too much to ask? He had to remain positive, Ethan reminded himself. If he believed things would work out, they would. It was really that simple, at least that’s what many self-help books, CDs, DVDs, and Gurus on visualization and the power of positive thinking assured, right?

Taking his last lung-busting breath, Ethan dragged himself back into the barn, trying his best to be thankful for what opportunities he had now and in the future, namely the success of Oak Hill Farm, which had great potential in giving him the financial security he craved and the relationship he had always dreamed of having with Tucker.

Fighting exhaustion but still forcing a smile, Ethan announced, “Let’s pump these bitches dry.”

* * * *

There was that smile again, Quinn thought as he watched Ethan step into the shaded barn. It had hardly changed since high school. Ethan still had the boy next-door charm and good looks, but now he was polished and more sophisticated even while trying desperately not to vomit on his shoes. He gave Ethan credit for getting this far. But Quinn had always remembered him to be a spirited kid, fighting back when he had been bullied for being queer.

In a small town like Jefferson, it was hard to be gay, but Ethan still endured while Quinn had played it safe and pretended to be straight. He'd envied Ethan then, and he still did. No matter what the outcome of his failing relationship, Quinn was positive that Ethan would come out okay and that the man accountable for putting the poor guy through hell was a complete idiot. Anyone would be lucky to have Ethan as a partner. He was talented, intelligent, could share a laugh, all assets in Quinn’s book. He was also devastatingly attractive. But what made him even more so, was Ethan didn’t realize that he was attractive. If he was aloof, it was because he was insecure, not conceited. And if he was impatient, it was because he was a perfectionist. Randy must be a fool. But so am I if I don’t go after him, Quinn supposed.

Quinn had never had a successful relationship with a man. He didn’t know how. It was really that simple. When a man attempted to get close, Quinn self-sabotaged by creating any obstacle he could throw at the besotted man, so that eventually he would get tired and give up. Quinn realized what he did, but he didn’t want what the other men wanted: a white picket fence, matching dishware, dinner parties with friends. One man he dated for five months even went so far as to suggest a trip to the pound to adopt a dog. If Quinn couldn’t share the few hours it took to throw a dinner party, how could he think Quinn could commit to co-parenting a dog? Sure, he felt guilty for cutting the men who wanted more from him loose, but it was better than getting fat and growing old together. Quinn had never cheated while in a relationship, something he suspected Randall had done to Ethan, but he wasn’t above it if it had come to that. Luckily, he never had to put that theory to the test.

But why? That was the million-dollar question that Quinn had asked himself many times over with no answer, or at least one he didn’t want to face.

Playing cat and mouse and leading Ethan on wasn’t what he intended to do, but he couldn’t help it. Every time Ethan was around, Quinn’s body reacted with sweaty palms, a raging hard-on, and an erratic heartbeat that made him consider a trip to the local ER. He tried his best to have thoughts that would suppress his arousal: algebraic equations, practice his limited Spanish, mentally go over the contents of his medicine chest, anything to take his mind off Ethan’s deep blue eyes, his slim but still sinewy body, that plump-lipped pout he made when he had to do things he didn’t necessarily want to do…but they never worked. He wanted Ethan physically, needed to experience every delectable inch of him, starting with those lips that delivered the most mind-shattering, life-altering kiss he had ever experienced. At the time, to say that Quinn was taken by surprise was an understatement. Rascals was an unlikely place for two men to lock lips. After his momentary panic, the rush of excitement had him kissing Ethan back, pushing past the man’s firm soft lips, the tang of tequila, and essence of man driving Quinn mad with desire. Since then, it was all he could think about. Thoughts of having Ethan for his own kept niggling away at him, Quinn wondered if Ethan was the man that would change everything. His head screamed don’t even try it, as his heart sang an entirely different tune. He was never one to follow his heart, but now, looking at Ethan, maybe it was time to listen to his heart instead. How could you not be attracted to a man who wore that shade of puce so perfectly? And it wasn’t as if Ethan wouldn’t return to his normal, healthy pink-cheeked color sometime soon.

Patting a cow on her rump to alert the animal that it was time for the milking machine to be attached to her full udders, Quinn watched Ethan out of the corner of his eye, appreciating every step the man took in his manure-covered shoes that should have never seen the interior of a dairy barn. That flutter in Quinn’s gut started up again, accompanied with a quickening pulse. Yep, he’s mine, if he likes it or not.


Chapter Ten

That afternoon, Quinn and Ethan worked on the storage shed, fast on its way to being a retail space, which would hopefully be crowded with happy and generous shoppers someday in the near future. The forecast was calling for rain, and they needed to finish painting, the humid weather making it difficult for the glossy interior paint to dry, not that they didn’t have other work to get around to, but Ethan liked to finish one project before starting another. Ethan’s stomach returned to normal, but his thigh muscles still pulsed from all the squatting it took to clean udders. He made a mental note to find a gym when he returned to the city; he wouldn’t need one in Jefferson, his work there more physical than he was used to.

He wished that his ego could recover as quickly as his stomach. Ethan really wanted to show Quinn what he was made of, that he could do the farm work just as well as Quinn, but in Ethan’s eyes, it was an epic fail. He was still that little boy who preferred reading fashion magazines in the security of his bedroom than the tough kid who palled around with his father, enjoying the more stereotypically masculine things in life. Why did he think that it would be any different now?

Stroking a coat of paint onto the frame of the door, Ethan wished life was as easy as applying a coat of paint.

“That looks great, son.”

Tucker’s deep baritone surprised Ethan, causing him to drip paint onto the floor. He turned to see his father’s well-rested smiling face at the entrance of the shed. “Thanks, Dad,” he returned. “You’re looking good.”

“Thanks to you and that young man over there.” Tucker nodded in Quinn’s direction, who was busy taking measurements for shelving. “It was nice to sleep past seven thirty and sip my coffee for a change, instead of sucking it down in a rush.”

“Anytime,” Quinn said. “And I couldn’t have done it without Ethan.”

Ethan gave a derisive chuckle. “Yeah, I was very helpful in between bouts of dry heaving.”

“I heard you painted the town last night with Nikki.”

Panic exploded in Ethan chest, thoughts of last night’s public kiss hitting him like a tsunami. “What have you heard?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm and masking his escalating anxiety.

“I just told you, that you went out with Nikki. That girl always gets you in trouble.” He smiled. “I always liked her, that little devil with the angel shell.”

Relaxing a bit. Ethan breathed through his nose and exhaled from his mouth. Jefferson’s rumor mill was slower than he remembered. Or was it that the kiss wasn’t as shocking to others as it was to him? The town had changed so maybe the idea of two men kissing wasn’t as taboo as it once was, after all.

“I wish I could blame her for my headache, but that’s my own stupidity. She had nothing to do with it.”

“Well, I hope you didn’t drive home.”

“Quinn saved us from enduring a ride in that jalopy of a taxi,” Ethan said, referring to the one and only taxi service in Jefferson. “Some things have changed, but that rust bucket of a car hasn’t. I saw Mister Alders racing down Main Street the other day. When is he going to replace that car?”

Tucker chuckled. “He has only two clients. Mrs. Williams from the Sunrise Retirement Center and Winnie Martin who lost her license due to driving under the influence once again. They don’t seem to be complaining about the bumpy ride.”

“Winnie’s probably too drunk to notice,” Quinn said, adding his two cents.

“How’d you handle the chores this morning?” Tucker asked. “Did you get a little green around the gills? You always used do.”

Ethan nodded, embarrassed.

“But in your defense, I get nauseous breathing in those city fumes you handle on a daily basis.” Tucker inhaled deeply, his ample nostrils flared. “Don’t know why anybody would give up this sweet smelling stuff for that foul smelling city air passing as oxygen. It’ll make you sick.”

“The smell of diesel I can handle,” Ethan began. “But cow poop?” He stuck out his tongue. “I’ll take diesel any day.”

“I can’t agree with you, Ethan,” Quinn shared, continuing. “I’m with Tucker on this one. I once spent a month working in Los Angeles as a consultant for the city’s Division of Parks and Recreation, and after a month, I was glad to get home. I hadn’t realized how congested I really was until I left.” He shook his head. “Coughed for days. Tucker’s right, it will make you sick.”

On hearing the men, especially his father, admit that Ethan was better at something—or at least more adaptable than Tucker and Quinn, it made him feel better. A little childish maybe. But Ethan would take any accomplishment no matter how small.

“The secret is in taking shallow breaths,” Ethan teased. “Every city dweller knows that.”

“Funny,” Tucker began, “same goes in the cow barn. Think you would’ve figured that one out by now.” Tucker reached and tousled Ethan’s hair, the impulsive and intimate gesture making him feel like a boy again, catching him off guard.

Tucker stepped into the shed and began to survey the guys’ handiwork. “Who knew this junky old place could ever look this good? It really is pretty amazing when you think what it looked like a week or two ago.”

“I knew,” Ethan stated. He followed Tucker’s gaze. “The bones are solid, the roof miraculously still in good condition after withstanding many winters. It’ll shape up in no time at all.”

Tucker rubbed his chin, eyes narrowed. “What’s next after this?”

Quinn answered. “I thought we could clear out the spring house. I did a quick run-through the other day. Some floorboards need to be replaced, a few stones reset.”

“That would make an intimate gallery space,” Ethan shared.

“I was thinking the exact same thing,” Quinn answered excitedly.

“Of course we would have to run the electric down there, design some suitable lighting. I can do that if we can get a recommendation for a talented electrician.”

"That’s easy,” Tucker piped up. “Frank is an incredible electrician. He helped his father who was an electrician when he was young. Isn’t that right, Quinn?”

“Yes,” Quinn answered. “But that was a long time ago.”

“He helped me out of a few jams over the years, and it wasn’t that long ago.”

“I don’t know, Tucker,” Quinn responded, his voice sounding worried. “He’s not himself, not what he once was.”

“Nonsense,” Tucker returned. “I have the utmost faith that he can do it. And it’ll give him something to focus on, a sense of purpose.”

“Okay,” Quinn said. “I’ll have a word with him later.”

“No, let me,” Tucker said. “I insist. Might come better from a friend than a son who worries too much.”

“I can’t help it. He’s all I got.”

Tucker lifted his hand, palms out. “I’m not passing judgment, just an observation.”

“I’ll take that into consideration,” Quinn said. “And maybe you’re right, so ask and then let us know what he says.”

Tucker placed his hands firmly on his waist, feet grounded to the floor. “What part can I play in all of this?” His eyes narrowed, lines forming around his crystal blue eyes. “I must be able to do something.”

Here it comes, Ethan thought. Any second now, Tucker would have what he was searching for, and his idea would be set in stone. When he got his mind set on doing something, he was like a dog with a bone, saying that the man was persistent was an understatement.

“I got it.” He clapped his hands, a gleeful smile stretched across his lips. “I can sell my world famous chili. When the word gets out, we’ll have people lined up for miles.” Tucker took a step farther into the barn, then another.” Maybe I can get a show on that cable food channel. That’ll get people’s attention.”

“World famous chili?” Ethan eyed his father. “Don’t you mean locally famous? And when I say local, I really mean the neighboring farms and no farther.”

“Don’t be a pessimist, son. You have to think big, have your own little Donald Trump in here.” He stabbed at his chest. “To believe in yourself.”

“Oh I believe,” Ethan assured. “I also believe that your world famous chili recipe was in fact Mom’s recipe. I also remember that the last time you attempted to make it, you almost burned the house down.”

“Now hold on, that was not my fault,” Tucker defended. “I got a phone call and had to step away for a minute or two.”

Ethan scoffed. “Try thirty minutes.” He looked at Quinn. “Do you realize how much smoke damage can be done in a half an hour?”

“Don’t listen to him, Quinn,” Tucker interrupted. “After we wiped down the walls, it was hardly noticeable.”

“The part of the story he’s leaving out is we had to replace the stove and Mom’s favorite pot. She banned him from the kitchen for months after that.”

“I learned a very valuable lesson that evening,” Tucker mused.

“What’s that?” Quinn asked, obviously amused judging by the crooked smile on his mouth.

“Ignore all phone calls until you’re finished cooking.”

Ethan and Quinn laughed. “Words to live by,” Quinn said.

“I’ve got a great idea.”

“Not another,” Ethan groaned teasingly.

“Tonight I’ll make chili for dinner. Show you how good I’ve gotten at making it.”

“Sounds like a great idea,” Quinn voiced his approval. “And I’ll make the cornbread and maybe some green beans to go along with it.”

Tucker’s eyes widened. “We can sell cornbread, too. What’s chili without homemade cornbread? People will eat it up.”

“Quite literally,” Ethan said.

“Sounds like a great idea.” Tucker looked at both men, his gaze coming to rest on his son waiting to hear his approval.

Ethan shrugged his shoulders. “Who knew my dad was the next Paula Deen?”

“I’m prettier than she is.”

Ethan smiled. “I’m looking forward to dinner tonight, but if you don’t mind, I have to finish painting this wall because there are quite a few more to get around to.” He turned and started to paint again. “By the way, Dad,” Ethan said over his shoulder, “how’s your painting?”

“I’ll stick to cooking and chasing cows, that’s enough for a man my age.”

“How come I knew you’d say that,” Ethan said under his breath.

Quinn cleared his throat, calling Ethan and Tucker’s attention. “Have you seen my father? He doesn’t mind grunt work.”

“Yep,” Tucker said. “He rode into town. Said he had a few errands to take care of.”

“Good, good,” Quinn said twice. He grabbed a handkerchief draped on the rung of a nearby ladder propped against the barn’s wall.

“Not that it’s any of business,” Tucker began, “but do you know what those errands are? Is it something I can help him with?”

Ethan knew what his father was referring to.

Ever since Frank had moved in, a steady stream of mail stuffed Tucker’s post office box daily, envelopes with little windows from law firms from all over the country. Some Frank opened, but there were days he grabbed a random stack and pitched them in the trash while mumbling a few choice words under his breath. The foreclosure of his farm had been swift, but the personal bankruptcy dragged on, creditors wanting what was due. No wonder the man drinks, Ethan figured. He lost his wife, his home, sold his worldly possessions to pay off debts, and whatever self-respect he still had dangled precariously over a whiskey bottle. Ethan wondered what he would do if he found himself in Frank’s situation, but it was always easy to contemplate these types of situations when it wasn’t actually happening to you. He couldn’t fault Frank for drowning his troubles with drink. Didn’t Ethan do just that last night?

“When Judith died, I had to make revisions to my will,” Tucker stated, continuing. “I never thought she would go first. Curtis Foster’s my lawyer and he’s a good guy, one of us. A townie. He cares what happens to us folks. If you think I wouldn’t be overstepping my boundaries, I could make a suggestion to Frank, gently of course.”

Quinn wadded up the handkerchief and shoved it in his back pocket. He nodded. “He might fight you for a while, saying he’s dealing with too many lawyers as it is, but since Mister Foster is from Jefferson and you recommend him, he might give him a try. It’s certainly worth a shot.”

Tucker returned the nod, and Quinn said something that Ethan wasn’t expecting. “Next Wednesday is the anniversary of Mom’s death. I suspect he visits her grave when he goes on his errands.”

Ethan and Tucker remained silent, Ethan unsure how or if to respond. He wanted to say so many things, to comfort Quinn, but he remained paralyzed, unable to muster the courage it took to do what he wanted to do.

Thankfully, Quinn broke the uncomfortable silence. “I really should ride out to the cemetery with him.” It sounded as if Quinn was trying to convince himself.

“That’s a great idea,” Tucker said almost too enthusiastically. “He’d probably enjoy it.”

“He doesn’t enjoy much these days,” Quinn returned.

“That’ll change,” Tucker assured. “We’ll get him working on the springhouse, and things will get better, you’ll see. Keeping busy is the only thing that keeps me…” Tucker’s words trailed off, his voice strained with emotion. He swallowed, dropping his gaze to the floor. “It’ll get better.”

“He’s right,” Ethan agreed. “Just wait.”

Quinn scuffed the heels of his boots against the wood floor covered in a thin layer of dust. “I wish I shared in your optimism.”

Changing the subject, Quinn squared his shoulders and surveyed the room. “You know, this looks pretty damn good. You almost ready to move on, Mister Perfectionist?” He winked at Tucker, and Tucker smirked.

“Almost,” Ethan said, refusing to turn around. “Few more strokes and I’ll be finished.”

“Good,” Quinn said. “Because I’m going to need your help over here. How are you with a saw?”

“I still have all of my fingers,” Ethan joked. “But I wouldn’t stand too closely. I’d hate to make a fatal slip and chop something of yours off you might need for later.”

“I think I will be doing the sawing.”

Chuckling, Ethan turned to his father to ask him something, but when he saw the expression on Tucker’s face, the question was fleeting. Instead, in Tucker’s expression, he recognized a look of bewilderment, mild amusement, and most of all, confusion. Ethan opened his mouth to speak but that’s as far as he managed, unable to form a legible sentence.

The sound of tires against gravel came from outside, followed by the changing of gears. “That must be Dad,” Quinn said, walking toward the floor-to-ceiling sliding doors. “I’ll be right back.”

The smell of pine scented soap and sweat played across Ethan’s nose. Shivers raced down his spine as Ethan risked a look at Quinn’s retreating backside, thoughts of last night’s kiss spinning over in his mind.

“You like him.” Tucker’s words hung in the air between them.

“Quinn?”

That look passed over Tucker’s face once again. “Yes, Quinn,” he scoffed. “Who else? He’s a good boy.”

“He’s hardly a boy.”

“You’re right, but I can’t help but see you two as boys. I remember when you played in the backyard together.” He smiled with the memory.

“We did?” Ethan couldn’t believe what he was hearing; he had no recollection of ever playing with Quinn, teenage kissing aside.

“Maybe you were too young to remember?” Tucker mused. “Anyway, we bought you a swing set for your sixth birthday. You got tired of swinging by yourself so we invited Quinn over. At first, you two got along like oil and water.” Tucker inclined his chin. “You were quite the bossy kid.”

“Now that you’ve brought it up, I do remember that day but vaguely. I have a sense that it was a nice day, that I had fun.”

“Are you having fun now?”

“Yes,” Ethan answered, but not immediately. He had to stop and think about it, but the conclusion was that he was, in fact, having fun, even this morning’s activities, although smelly, weren’t as bad as many other things he had done in his life. And an hour of fragrant smelling cows was better than dealing with a rich bitch client who got her kicks by bossing him around because she had nothing else better to do, her nose in the air and her checkbook gripped firmly in her hand. He shuddered at the memory of his last complicated client who treated Ethan like her own personal plaything just because she could.

“Good,” Tucker responded. “I want you to have fun. Life can be serious so it’s good to remember to have fun along the way.”

“I do.”

“I had fun with your mother. Now I’m not saying it was always easy, but nothing is.” Tucker paused, wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “Is your guy coming to visit?”

It was strange to hear Tucker mention Randall. They never discussed his personal life, and Ethan was fine with that, the intimate details of his life better left unsaid. Don’t ask. Don’t tell.

Ethan cleared his throat. “Maybe, but Randall’s very busy this time of year so don’t prepare the guest bedroom any time soon.”

Ethan realized that lying about his failing relationship was becoming too easy.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Not that you need my permission for a weekend pass but if you want to return to the city, please feel free to do so.”

“I know that, Dad. Thanks.”

Tucker turned to leave but stopped short. He turned back and angled his chin at Ethan. “I wouldn’t think any less of you if you said that things hadn’t worked out between you and Randall. Sometimes relationships don’t. I was lucky, but it doesn’t mean you’re a failure by any means.”

Heat flushed Ethan’s cheeks.

In a perfect world, he always dreamed of having conversations like this with his father, but on the rare occasion that it actually did occur, Ethan became incredibly uncomfortable to the point that he could feel every hair on his body bristle, his palms turn into two steady streams of sweat, and his temples begin to throb as his vision grew blurrier by the second. In Ethan’s imagination, a soul-baring conversation shared with Tucker resembled a scene from a Hallmark Channel movie where a happily ever after was guaranteed. But those movies were about straight people, and if his life ever made it to cable, it would undoubtedly be on Showtime.

“My relationship is solid so please don’t worry about me, plus we have bigger things to worry about—for example, getting this place off the ground. It’s going to take a lot of time, effort, and energy on everyone’s part.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but don’t hide behind your work, it’s no replacement for the real thing.”

“The real thing?”

“Life.” Tucker winked at Ethan. “Take my ponderings with a grain of salt if you wish, but it’s a father’s prerogative to offer advice where he feels the need.”

“I’m glad you do.” This was an honest statement.

Tucker took a few steps backward and said, “I better start pulling together the ingredients for dinner. Get ready to eat the best damn chili in the state of Maryland.”

Ethan chuckled and rolled his eyes. “See ya,” he said and waved as Tucker turned and left.

He knew his father was right—that before Ethan knew what was happening, his life would be almost over. He didn’t want to be a bystander in his own life. He wanted to be the pilot. Ethan also had to accept that his relationship with Randall was finished. They had not worked together on any projects for months, hadn’t spoken in person or on the phone since Randall stopped in to collect his clothes with Ethan’s replacement smirking by his side. Randall didn’t even feel the need to send a simple text, but what did Ethan want him to say, that Randall wanted him back? That it was time to put his infidelities in the past and move on? Did Ethan want to do that?

“Fuck no,” Ethan said aloud, his jaw tightening. And fuck him.

* * * *

After working together the entire afternoon and into the evening, Quinn and Ethan had managed to finish painting the interior of the shed and cut a dozen pieces of wood that would be used for shelving in the future. Brackets had been leveled and hung, the rest of the assembling for the shelving left for tomorrow morning.

Ethan watched Quinn work, watched the neck of his T-shirt dampen with sweat and the underarms darken to a deeper shade as the perspiration saturated the thin cotton. Every time Quinn leaned over or squatted, the back of his pants would ride down to expose a contrasting tan line. It was the single most erotic vision Ethan had ever witnessed. The creamy white skin of his lower back that, in only a few inches, would become his muscular buttocks, had a definitive line, a sharp contrast to the golden glow of Quinn’s lower back that glistening with golden wetness.

Ethan had to fight the urge to walk right up to the man, rip the shirt off his sculpted torso, free him of his jeans to expose that cock Ethan had only imagined, and fill his mouth with that substantial dick, judging by the hefty bulge in Quinn’s pants. Ethan needed to feel like a man again, a desirable one who had urges, a man who acted on his sexual impulses. Being reserved and upright had its good points, but not when it came to sex. He wanted Quinn bad. But Ethan also didn’t want to feel Quinn’s large fist coming in contact with his nose if he refused Ethan’s advances. Ethan liked the way his nose looked and didn’t want to have it rearranged due to raging hormones after a long period of unintentional abstinence. And when Quinn used the hem of his T-shirt to wipe his face, exposing a set of washboard abs blanketed with the perfect amount of hair, Ethan almost risked his current nose for a new one. Ethan even went as far as taking two short, stumbling steps toward Quinn before the logical part of his brain begged him to stop causing Ethan to stand there, instead, like a dummy breathing through his mouth, eyes transfixed on that snaking trail of fur that fueled Ethan’s most intense fantasies. Even at dinner, steaming chili on the table, his hunger for Quinn outweighed any other hunger Ethan might have had, Tucker’s chili tasteless when the other diners moaned their approval through hardy mouthfuls.

Excusing himself from the dinner table, Ethan raced to his bedroom to jack off unable to withstand Quinn’s magnetic pull any longer. He couldn’t take Quinn’s hairy, tanned forearms, his creased brow that suggested so many things, those warm eyes that changed depending on what color shirt Quinn wore, the full lips that were shaped into a perpetual sexy smirk. Everything about the man was complete torture. Pure, sweet, exhaustive torture. And when Ethan released himself with only a few deft strokes, he immediately fell into a peaceful slumber, dreaming of the man who was only a few doors down the hall but yet, still so far away.


Chapter Eleven

“Son?” Quinn heard Frank’s knuckles wrapping on his bedroom door. He blinked against the darkness, forcing the sleep from his eyes.

“You okay,” he asked, sitting up in bed.

A crack from the now open door threw an orange line across the floor. Quinn recognized his father’s shape although he couldn’t see his face, the hall light behind him. “We got a call,” Frank said. “The cows are out. The buggers are about a mile down the road. Can you get Ethan and drive them back.”

“Sure,” he said. “But I didn’t hear the phone.”

“I was up. Only rang twice before I picked it up.”

“Tucker awake?”

“Yep, but I told him you would handle it. You don’t mind, do you?”

Quinn shook his head. “Part of farm life.”

“What’s going on?”

Ethan appeared by Frank’s side, wearing a pair of rumpled boxers, his sandy blond hair sticking out in every direction. Was he sporting wood? Quinn thought. Or was it just wishful thinking on his part?

“Cows are out.”

Ethan groaned and returned to his bedroom. In the time it took Ethan to reappear dressed in jeans, a half buttoned short-sleeve shirt, and sneakers, Quinn dressed in yesterday’s clothes he had discarded on the floor by the bed with the intention of laundering them in the morning. There was no sense in dirtying anything else; chasing escaped cows at two in the morning could be a dirty job if memory served him correctly. They stalked down the stairs and out the side porch door toward Quinn’s truck, the night’s mist cool against Quinn’s skin.

As they climbed into the vehicle, Quinn said, “In the glove compartment you’ll find a flashlight,” Quinn directed. “We might not use it, but it’s better to be prepared.”

Ethan retrieved the flashlight before closing the door and buckling up. “Why do these damn creatures always choose to break out in the middle of the night?” he asked through a yawn.

“I’ve often wondered the same thing as I’d help Dad do just what we’re doing when I was a kid. I strongly believe that I would’ve done better in school if our farm had better fencing.”

“You couldn’t have done too poorly. You graduated at the top of the class and got into college.”

“It’s ’cause I had a mother who cared and stressed the importance of an education. She never had the opportunity to go to college and always regretted it. She said it was her life’s dream to be able to send me.”

“My parents didn’t go to college either, but they said it was important that I did. I often wonder why they felt that way. Do you think it was because they were unhappy with their position in life? They didn’t appear to be unhappy.”

Quinn fired up the powerful engine. “I’ve wondered the same thing, but I never asked. Figured they’d tell me if they felt like it.” He slowly backed out of the gravel drive using his mirrors to guide him onto the road. “I’m glad they did, though.”

“Me too. Just imagine if we hadn’t.” Ethan chuckled. “We would still be living in Podunk Jefferson, stuck on the farm trying to find lost cows in the middle of the night. God forbid. That would be awful.”

Quinn laughed along. “Point made,” he said. “But at least we did get away, for a while at least.” He placed the car in drive and headed east. There was a weak spot in the fencing that he had meant to repair but never got around to, and gut instinct told him that’s where the lost herd would be.

“It’s not so bad.”

Quinn slowly accelerated. “Did I just hear you right? Did Ethan Stokes admit that Jefferson, Maryland isn’t ‘so bad’?” Quinn used Ethan’s words against him. “I never thought I’d hear those words come out of you.”

“Okay, I admit it.” Ethan leaned back against the seat, a slow smile across his lips. “It’s not as bad as I remember. It’s changed a lot, more places and different people. Not the same old faces and wagging tongues.”

“Hold up. It still has that, but every town does. Have you ever thought that maybe it’s you who has changed?”

“Maybe,” Ethan replied, the tone of his voice a noncommittal one. “But that I would never admit to.”

“Why’s that?” Quinn asked, rolling down his window.

“I’m fine the way I am. Don’t want to change.”

“I hate to break it to you, but in the short time you’ve been here, you have changed. You’ve got your hands dirty and let your guard down. That chip on your shoulder is a much smaller one tonight.”

“I don’t have a chip on my shoulder. You do.”

“Yep, much smaller but still there.”

“Do you know where you’re going,” Ethan asked, “or are we riding around aimlessly while I’m subjected to your abuse?”

“I’d never abuse you unless you wanted me to.” Quinn couldn’t help it. He had to say it. It was too damn easy. And he meant it.

“And what if I said I wanted you to?”

Quinn’s foot slid off the accelerator, genuinely surprised by Ethan’s candor. “I’d say it was you who was teasing me now.”

“It’s over.”

“The teasing?”

“Between me and Randall,” Ethan clarified. “It has been for a while, but I haven’t wanted to admit it. I hate failure on any level.”

“When a relationship doesn’t work anymore, I’d hardly consider that a failure.”

“I do.”

“So you’d rather stay in a bad one for the fear of failing? That doesn’t make any sense. I’d consider that a failure.” Quinn looked at Ethan, his strong profile visible in the bright moonlight. “What’s changed?”

“In the relationship?”

“No, for you to admit it…right now.”

Quinn watched as Ethan ran his tongue over his bottom lip. “I-I-I’m not sure exactly.”

“Does it have something to do with me?” Quinn was nervous to hear Ethan’s response. If Ethan admitted to liking Quinn, how far would their relationship go? Would it be just sex? Not that Quinn was against that, but he couldn’t promise more. After Oak Hill was up and running, and when his father appeared to be handling life better, Quinn wanted to find a job in his field again, possibly out west where he had grown accustomed to the dryer climate and sunny days, a vast difference to the humidity and cloudy skies the Mid-Atlantic states offered. He waited to hear what Ethan had to say while driving slowly, searching the immediate area for the wayward cows.

“I don’t want to place that kind of pressure on you, Quinn. It would be unfair,” Ethan said. “I admit, I’ve always been attracted to you, but I suspect that you realize that. We’ve kind of been thrown here together, and we’re trying to make the best of it for whatever reason. I have so many emotions coursing through me at this moment, but one thing is very clear, and that is, I no longer love Randall, and he no longer loves me. I haven’t been able to admit that to anyone, to even say it.” Ethan paused and rubbed his hands over his face. “If nothing else comes out of this entire experience, at least I faced this realization and can now move on.”

“It’s a hard thing to come to grips with. And for whatever it’s worth, Randall is a fool.”

“So I’ve been told before,” Ethan half mumbled.

Spotting the cows on the side of the road, Quinn pulled over. He looked in his rearview mirror before coming to a full stop. Not a soul around. Drops of rain hit the windshield, clouding Quinn’s vision. This was it, the perfect time to take what he wanted. With what Ethan had just admitted, a fast fuck in the middle of nowhere protected by the shroud of darkness was almost guaranteed. All he had to do was reach across the short distance between them and take Ethan, claim him. Experience every wonderful gift that Ethan had to offer, but he sat there immobilized instead.

Just staring.

At cows.

And thinking.

But, before he knew what the hell was happening, Quinn felt Ethan’s hand racing up the inside of his thigh, heading straight for his painful hard-on with Ethan’s name on it.

* * * *

What the fuck am I doing?

Hopefully in the matter of minutes it’d be Quinn he’d be doing. Even if it was Quinn doing the doing, Ethan didn’t care, all he knew was, he had to have Quinn. When Quinn moved for the truck’s door handle, Ethan reached for Quinn’s muscular thigh instead. Ethan didn’t know how it had happened, but now, his hand traveling up the man’s leg, Ethan didn’t care. All he knew was, it was time to live out the fantasy and time to say good-bye to Randall for good.

Ethan climbed over the center console, angling for a better position. Forcing Quinn’s thighs apart, he massaged the massive bulge in Quinn’s jeans with both hands. “I need to taste your cock.” Ethan verged on begging. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about since I arrived.” He tore at the jeans waistband and lowered the zipper without hesitation. Even in the darkness, Ethan could see the creamy skin of Quinn’s cockhead. Quinn wasn’t wearing any underwear, probably due to the speed in which he had dressed, choosing to go commando to save a precious minute or two. Ethan ran his fingertips over the sensitive skin, prompting a gasp from Quinn. It was warm and firm, and the skin soft under his touch.

“Damn that feels so good.”

Quinn’s words echoed in Ethan’s ears. He looked into Quinn’s piercing eyes. “Before I take it any further, we won’t be strange after this, right?”

“No.” Quinn’s grunted response reverberated in Ethan’s chest.

Satisfied, Ethan yanked Quinn’s pants as low as he could manage, Quinn’s hard, arching cock bouncing from the restraint of the material. Positioning over it, Ethan wasted no time taking Quinn’s cock into his mouth, the meaty head forcing Ethan to open his mouth wider than he first anticipated. Ethan could tell that Quinn was a big boy by the snug fit of his pants, but Ethan was pleasantly surprised now that he had Quinn’s dick buried deep in his throat.

Ethan loved sucking cock. He was told that he was good at it. For Ethan, it was a sense of pride that he could satisfy his lovers…but Quinn was different. He didn’t want to just satisfy the man, he wanted Quinn to scream at the top of his lungs when he shot his hot, full load down Ethan’s throat. Through his greedy slurps, Ethan could hear Quinn moan softly from above, feel him gyrate his hips, fucking Ethan’s face. The salty, sweet tang of precum hit the back of Ethan’s tongue, fueling him on. He moaned too as he continued sliding up and down Quinn’s hard shaft, pulsing veins against needful lips. Ethan’s head spun, and his heart thudded quick and steady with each pass he took over Quinn’s delicious dick. Ethan couldn’t believe that finally he was fulfilling this fantasy. He didn’t have to dream anymore, he was living the dream. Cupping Quinn’s balls, Ethan squeezed, forcing the juices to flow from Quinn’s slit. His precum was a steady stream now, mixing with Ethan’s spit to make the perfect lubricant. Ethan moved his grasp higher while still maintaining pressure.

Writhing, Quinn’s said, “If you keep that up, baby, I’m going to blow my load right now.”

Ethan stopped and rose to Quinn’s eye level. “I want you to,” he growled. “But you better be ready to follow it up with another.”

Ethan leaned in and kissed Quinn, hot and heavy. He pushed his tongue into Quinn’s mouth, allowing their tongues to tangle. Quinn’s warm, moist breath raced across Ethan’s face as the rain came down harder outside. They kissed with a sense of urgency, the energy surrounding them palpable. Ethan continued to stroke Quinn’s shaft, up and down, relishing every pulse-pounding second. Tearing himself away from his lover’s lips, Ethan returned to sucking Quinn’s cock with a renewed vigor, two goals in mind, make him scream and make him remember.

Fist-fucking and sucking hard, Ethan massaged Quinn’s dick with his hands and lips, driving him toward ecstasy.

“Ethan.” Quinn’s moan sounded more like a plea. “I-I-I’m com—”

Quinn didn’t finish what he was attempting to say. Pungent juices flooded Ethan’s mouth. Ethan drank, refusing to surrender his harried pace. A deep guttural sound ripped from Quinn, the animalistic noise slicing through the sounds of the night. Convulsions overtook Quinn as Ethan stole every last drop of cum.

Oh he’ll remember this all right.

* * * *

Quinn couldn’t catch his breath. And if he didn’t know any better, he'd swear he was having a heart attack.

Are you supposed to feel your heartbeat in your throat?

Taking a few deep breaths, he forced himself to relax. He ran his tongue over his parched lips. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Where did you learn to do that? What was that anyway?”

Licking away the last drops of cum off Quinn’s dick, Ethan’s gazed up at Quinn. “I can tell you I didn’t learn that in high school.” He lapped one last time before tucking Quinn away and zipping him up. “Am I safe to assume you enjoyed it?”

“Safe and want to do it again soon.” Quinn waggled his eyebrows. “After we corral these creatures and drive them home, do you mind slipping into my room—”

“You mean my room. It says so in my dad’s will,” Ethan joked.

“Do you want to?”

“I’d love to.”

Quinn pulled Ethan in, feeling his hard muscles under his touch. Quinn wanted Ethan, right here right now, but was worried their fathers might become alarmed if they took too long to recover the cows. Quinn leaned in for a kiss, and then another. It was hard to tear himself away from Ethan’s soft, pillowy mouth.

“I should get out,” he mumbled through a kiss.

“Probably a good idea and before Frank and Tucker send out a search party. Can you imagine the rumor mill if we got caught in the middle of doing this?” Ethan arched an eyebrow, cocked his head. “Although the thought of getting busted while we bust a nut is oddly exciting.”

“We can save that appealing little fantasy for when we decide to role-play.” Quinn admitted to himself that he would like to act out a few of his own personal favorite fantasies with Ethan. Reaching down, he maneuvered his still hard cock into a more favorable position. “You coming?” he asked before opening the truck door and stepping out.

“Not yet, but hopefully soon.” Ethan winked.

Lightning flashed as the five rogue cows stood motionless, apart from their munching mouths full of grass. Ethan now by his side, Quinn assessed the situation. “You drive the truck, and I’ll push them home. They seem to be a docile bunch.”

Ethan ran his hand over his dampening hair. “I left the flashlight on the seat.” Before he could dart off, Quinn stopped him. “Don’t bother. I’ll drive them past, and you follow, then I can use the headlights to see where I’m going.”

“And I can see your hot ass twitching back and forth for two miles. Sounds like the perfect plan.”

“I hope the view makes you horny, because after we lock up these renegades, I want you to eat out this ass.”

A funny sound fell from Ethan’s lips, and his eyes appeared glazed. Damn he loved teasing the guy… although he was not teasing him now. He did want Ethan to part his cheeks and rim him until his eyes rolled back in his head and his nuts ached. After that, Quinn intended to fuck Ethan until they fell onto the mattress, becoming one sweating heap of flesh. Just thinking about it made Quinn’s dick jump in his pants.

Ethan half walked, half stumbled, to the driver’s side of the truck, zombie-like, with an obvious tent in his pants. He waited as Quinn herded the cows in the direction of the farm, then he fell into formation, following slowly.

The unexpected chore went by quickly, the cows safely locked away in a holding pen by the main barn. Ethan parked the vehicle, got out, and locked it. He appeared nervous, his movements jerky as he handed the keys back to Quinn.

“You regretting something?” Quinn asked. He sincerely hoped Ethan wasn’t.

“Back there." He hooked a thumb over his shoulder into the darkness. “I’m normally not that aggressive. I went a little crazy.”

“If that’s you going crazy, I’ll take it.” Quinn placed his hand on Ethan’s shoulder. “Don’t read too much into it. We’re two consenting adults who needed some comforting. There is nothing wrong with that.”

“I haven’t slept with anyone but Randall for years,” Ethan admitted. “Even though he cheated, I didn’t. I…couldn’t.” Ethan’s voice cracked. “Believe me, there were times that I thought about it, but in the end, I’m not that kind of man.”

“You don’t owe me an explanation,” Quinn said. “Anyway, you said it was over between you two. Don’t feel guilty. Guilt is a worthless emotion.”

“I’m not feeling guilty.” He paused, shuffled his feet. “I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

Quinn squeezed Ethan’s shoulder. “Hopefully horny.” He couldn’t help but smile.

Ethan smiled too. “Let’s go.”

Walking across the lawn, wordlessly, so as not to wake Tucker and Frank, Quinn opened the screen porch door carefully, allowing Ethan to pass first before closing it behind him. Quinn’s goal was to get upstairs and get down to business without any interruptions from curious family members. The goal was thwarted when the kitchen light came on before the two men even made it over the threshold.

“Damn,” Quinn whispered under his breath.

Ethan walked into the kitchen, and Quinn followed.

Tucker stood dressed in a robe, a glass of water in one hand. “Everything go off without a hitch?”

“Piece of cake, Dad.”

“Is it hot out there?” Tucker asked.

“Not particularly,” Quinn responded first. “Why?”

“You’re flushed.” He lifted the glass and sipped.

“It must’ve been the walk home,” Quinn replied.

“Is it windy?” Tucker leveled his gaze at Ethan’s tousled hair that was even messier than before. “It must be,” he said before the guys could answer him. “Your hair is all over the place.”

“Rough sleeper,” Ethan said, touching his hand to his head. “I didn’t comb it before I went out.”

“Huh,” is all Tucker said.

“Are you finished with the questions?” Ethan asked.

“I guess you’re grumpy ’cause your sleep got interrupted.” Tucker took another sip, peering at Ethan from over the edge of the glass, then to Quinn.

“I’m not grumpy.” Ethan walked past Tucker and headed upstairs.

“Night,” Quinn and Ethan chimed simultaneously, Quinn stifling back laughter.

“Night, boys,” Tucker returned.

* * * *

 “Good God, my father knows,” Ethan said, taking the stairs two by two.

Quinn chuckled, and Ethan shushed him.

“This is not funny,” Ethan said. “It’s embarrassing.”

“You’re a grown man.”

“Not in this house, I’m not.”

Ethan felt Quinn grab his ass. He darted around, stumbling. “Stop that.”

“Now you’re a prude?” Quinn joked. “The guy in my truck surely wasn’t a prude. He was hot.”

Quinn’s admission made Ethan’s nipples perk and his cock throb for Quinn’s attention. Instead of stopping in his room, he headed straight for Quinn’s. Slipping into the room, Quinn closed the door behind them. Ethan wasted no time stripping Quinn of his T-shirt. A small table lamp was still illuminated, and the amber glow fell across Quinn’s flawless skin. He was such a perfect man physically, Ethan thought. His shoulders were wide and chest defined. Placing his arms around Quinn, Ethan explored his strong back, racing over the firm muscles. Passion burned inside him as his hands continued down past Quinn’s jeans waistband. He kneaded Quinn’s hefty ass as Quinn licked and chewed a path along Ethan’s neck straight to his earlobe.

“You’re driving me mad,” Quinn said. “You make me so wet. So hot.”

Ethan was wet also. He felt the ooze from his hard cock dampening his underwear. Unlike Quinn, he was too proper to go without any, no matter what the emergency.

Holding each other in a tight embrace and walking as best as they could to the bed, Quinn had Ethan take a seat on the edge. “My turn to see what you’ve been hiding,” he said, his hands groping at Ethan’s zipper as he knelt before him.

On finding his cock, Quinn took hold of Ethan’s hard-on with both fists and began to pump the engorged shaft. Ethan reached and slid his pants and underwear down to pool around his ankles. The vision of Quinn stroking his cock, semen dripping from his slit, drove Ethan into a state of frenzy.

“That feels incredible.” Ethan gyrated his hips pumping into the fleshy, slick tunnel of Quinn’s hands. “I’ve wanted you to do this for so long. I used to masturbate late into the night imagining this.”

“I used to jack off thinking about you too.”

Ethan felt light-headed, and it wasn’t solely from Quinn’s skillful manipulations. “Are you just saying that?” He heard the blood rushing in his ears.

Quinn shook his head and went in for a quick lick of precum. “I wouldn’t joke about that. You were so intriguing. Different.”

“Funny, that’s what I thought about you.”

Angling forward, Quinn took Ethan’s cock entirely, slamming down to the base. He paused and kneaded the root with his lips. Ethan’s thighs quaked from the incredible sexual act that took talent.

The man must not have a gag reflex.

Pulling back, Quinn slid up the shaft, long and slow, and encircled the cockhead with his tongue before slamming down again.

“I can’t help but take the lord’s name in vain but,” Ethan began, “Jesus Christ… you… are… incredible.”

Quinn’s shoulders began to shake as a low vibration radiated throughout Ethan’s cock and balls. He must have found that humorous, Ethan thought. And if so, Ethan was prepared to tell every joke he’d ever heard, anything to keep the man laughing, the sensation a new and welcomed one.

Ethan arched his back and inhaled a deep, relaxing breath. Having his cock well serviced was his favorite sexual act, next to getting his ass well and truly fucked. And with a cock the size of a baseball bat, Ethan was certain Quinn would fulfill that requirement. Ethan rocked back and forth relishing in the warmth of Quinn’s mouth. Thoughts of his life in DC dissolved with every suck and lick. Here, right now, Ethan had no financial issues, no housing issues, and above all, no boyfriend issues. All he had to focus on was what was going on between his legs this very instant.

Continuing to pump languorously, Ethan allowed himself to float in the delightful sensations as all of life’s stresses fell away. “You are amazing,” he whispered, spreading his thighs wider to allow Quinn deeper access to his throbbing cock. Sounds of slick flesh filled Ethan’s ears. He gazed down just in time to see Quinn take him fully. Ethan bucked against Quinn’s lips, fighting back the urge to groan. He needed to be silent so as not to call attention to their lovemaking. It was embarrassing enough that Tucker suspected that something happened between them already.

Angling back onto the bed, Ethan pleaded, “Please fuck me. I need you.” He wanted to admit that it had been too long since another man had entered him, but decided that it was too much to divulge that Randall had passed him up for other men, leaving Ethan feeling hollow and unattractive.

Quinn crawled from the floor and half stood before positioning himself over Ethan on the bed. “I want you to be sure. What I said earlier, don’t let me pressure you into something you don’t want to do.”

“I want you,” Ethan assured. “Do you have—?”

“I do,” Quinn finished, referring to a condom. “But I have to admit, when I returned to Jefferson, I didn’t think I would have the opportunity to use one.”

“You only have just one?” Ethan’s slow smile said he was joking.

Kind of.

Rolling onto his shoulder blades, Ethan grabbed behind his knees, his legs splayed.

Quinn gazed at Ethan’s offering. “Even this part of you is perfect.” He leaned in and kissed Ethan’s bud.

Ethan gasped for air; overwhelmed by the most intimate touch a man could give another man. “What do you mean?” He had to ask what Quinn meant.

“That you’re perfect.” Quinn’s lips touched him again. “Every square inch of you.”

Ethan closed his eyes, relishing in the tongue bath. His abdomen buzzed with excitement for what was to come. Darting in and out and each thrust deeper than before, warm tears pricked the backs of Ethan’s eyes as Quinn’s hands massaged his buttocks and thighs.

“Take me.” Ethan’s voice sounded desperate and full of need. “Now.”

Reaching for the bedside table, Quinn removed a condom and a bottle of lube and handed it to Ethan. “I want you to do this.” His gaze burned into Ethan. “Can you do this for me?”

Taking the condom and lube, Ethan set the clear plastic bottle onto the mattress and tore the foil packet. Removing it, he slid the latex sleeve over Quinn’s cock, dripping with precum. Quinn pulsed under Ethan’s touch, and his breath was ragged.

“I’m so sensitive.” His voice became rough, sexy. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted any other man.”

Ethan felt the same way as he drizzled the lubricant over Quinn’s engorged cock.

Smoothing the liquid over his dick and hurrying the process, Quinn growled, “Turn over. I want to take you on your knees.”

Ethan flipped into place, arched his back, and waited. Quinn’s lubed finger traveled over his aching bud. “You want my cock?” Quinn teased, forcing in a finger. “You sure you can take it?”

“Do you want me to beg?” Ethan looked over his shoulder, Quinn’s broad chest igniting his sexual desire even more. “Yes, I’m begging. Fuck me.”

Quinn pressed the head of his cock against Ethan’s hole and waited for the muscle to accommodate his girth.

“More,” Ethan said.

Gently, at first, Quinn took Ethan inch by inch. Pain flashed to intense pleasure, and the slow, sweet ride escalated into a sweat-filled fucking. Stifling grunts and groans as best they could, the men made love until Ethan’s hole burned with lust and his nuts jumped and tightened. Reaching down and savoring the prostate massage, Ethan jacked his cock, hard.

He wanted to shoot.

Needed to shoot.

Faster, Ethan fucked his hand as Quinn fucked him from behind. Heart hammering against his ribs, Ethan’s vision exploded with a bright light. “I-I-I’m going to shoot,” he warned.

Quinn hammered hard as ropes of cum saturated the sheets below Ethan. Convulsion arrested Ethan’s muscles, and he bucked against the rhythmic movement of Quinn.

“I…am…there.” A guttural groan ripped from Quinn as the man unloaded his juice deep within Ethan. Milking Quinn with his internal muscles, Ethan delighted in the whimpers and cries falling from his lover’s lips. Ethan knew Quinn was spent when he felt the full weight of the man fall onto his back, sweating and heaving.

They lay side by side, their limbs tangled tightly together, as sleep overtook them.



* * * *

Ethan opened his eyes but refrained from stretching. He wanted to stay wrapped in the warm comfort of Quinn’s muscular arms forever and was afraid if he even blinked too hard, he’d wake Quinn and that would be the end of that. Ethan risked raising his head ever so slightly to peer at Quinn’s slumbering face, he couldn’t resist. Dark stubble with a touch of auburn defined his square jaw, and a loose eyelash rested precariously on his cheek. Should I blow and make a wish? he mused. But he already had what he wanted, Quinn’s body flush against his. Ethan even chose to ignore the sound of an engine coming up the drive, the crunch of gravel against tires just outside the open window. He didn’t care. He was positive it had nothing to do with him, probably a seasonal farmhand looking for summer work or a friend of Tucker’s or Frank’s stopping by to check on things. It was their business, not Ethan’s. He intended to stay like this for as long as humanly possible. Even if the person outside was for him, which the odds were slim, Frank or Tucker would fetch him.

Shit!

He wasn’t in his room. He strained to listen for baritone voices in conversation, but all he heard was the sound of Quinn’s rhythmic breathing mixed with morning birdsong. Ethan knew he only had a few more minutes before he had to make the journey down the hall to get ready for the day. Between the painters that were coming to work on the exterior of three outbuildings, which were now an interesting shade of green, soon to be a brilliant eye-catching red, and Nikki dropping off samples of candles and rag dolls she insisted were “sweet” by local craft makers, Ethan didn’t know where he was going to fit in a trip to town for more appropriate work shoes, along with a stopover at the bakery to inquire if they were interested in selling their goods at Oak Hill. Truthfully, all Ethan wanted to do was stay in bed the entire day, wrapped in Quinn’s comfort.

Feeling his cock grow erect, Ethan flexed his sore buttock muscles, brushing the underside of his dick against Quinn’s hip. Ethan inhaled Quinn’s unique scent as thoughts of Quinn making love to him overtook Ethan, erasing any thoughts of work. Ethan wanted Quinn to fuck him again, urgently. Desperately.

Running his hand over Quinn’s sinewy chest, his soft chest hairs tickling Ethan’s fingers, Quinn began to stir.

“Hey, baby,” Quinn said, his voice thick with sleep. “You ready for some more?”

“How can you tell?”

“You’re oozing on my hip.”

“I won’t apologize because it’s your fault,” Ethan returned, snuggling closer.

“What did I do? I was sleeping.”

“You’re very attractive when you’re asleep.”

Quinn smiled that smile that made Ethan dizzy, and painfully hard. Thankfully, Ethan wasn’t standing, but he still felt the need to grab on to something. “I thought I was ridiculously hard?” he said.

In an instant, Quinn had Ethan pinned to the bed, his strong thighs straddling him to the mattress, his erection pushing against Ethan’s. He leaned in close. “Last night was insane,” he whispered in Ethan’s ear through a ragged breath. “Fucking epic.”

Ethan struggled ever so slightly against Quinn’s grasp. It was exciting to imagine Quinn tying him up and taking advantage of him in every imaginable way. “You need to do it again before all hell breaks loose.” Ethan arched his neck and lapped at Quinn’s succulent lips. “I’d ask if you’re up for it, but I can feel you already are.”

Quinn kissed back, sliding his tongue into Ethan’s mouth.

He tasted of sleep and sex.

Ethan slid his hands down Quinn’s rigid back to his swelling mounds, squeezed. He needed this man inside him, filling him completely, to fuck him good.

“I’m always ready to take that sweet ass, babe.”

“Quinn?” Tucker’s voice came from the other side of the door. “Are you awake?”

Quinn froze.

“Shit.” Ethan pressed his index finger against his lips. “I’m not here.”

“Then where are you?”

“Certainly not under you.”

Quinn cleared his throat. “Yep.”

“Is Ethan in there with you? I knocked on his door, but he didn’t answer.”

“Uhh…Nope. Maybe he went for a run.”

Ethan gave Quinn a thumbs-up. Good one, he mouthed.

“Well, if you see him, would you let him know that Randall’s here and waiting in the kitchen?”

Ethan scrambled from under Quinn, almost pushing him off the bed and crashing to the floor. Ethan didn’t know what to do. Should I give myself up and tell Tucker to make up some story to send Randall back to Washington, or should I actually go for that run and never come back? On the brink of hyperventilating, Ethan took a few deep breaths and began to pray.

Quinn pointed to the door. “Go tell him you’re in here,” he whispered. “I’m sure he’s figured it out.”

Cringing, Ethan wrapped a towel, which was hanging on a hook on the back of the bedroom door, around his waist.

He cracked the door and smiled. “Good morning, Dad.”

“For some maybe,” Tucker said, his brows stitched together, “but not for you. And probably not for that guy downstairs either.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes. Can you please stall him?”

“That’s your boyfriend?”

“Yes.” Ethan deflated. “Why? What did he say?”

“It’s not what he said but how he said it.”

“He can be—” Ethan paused and searched for a word. “Misunderstood sometimes.”

Tucker made a derisive noise that Ethan recognized from his youth. It was normally reserved for those uncommon occasions when Tucker didn’t care for a person, which were few and far between. Tucker Stokes liked everyone with the exception of—

“He said my house was rustic and charming.” Tucker’s face looked pinched as if his underwear were too tight.

“That’s nice.” Ethan forced a tight-lipped smile and held his breath.

“I recognize fancy city talk, Ethan. Let me translate. He called my home, your home, old and repugnant.”

Ethan made a dismissive movement with his hand. “You’re being too sensitive. He’s a high-end interior designer, remember? They think everything should look like the first-class lounge at JFK Airport.”

“I wouldn’t know what that looks like.”

“Me either,” Quinn added from behind and Ethan felt a bead of sweat running down his spine.

“I don’t like inhospitable guests in my home.”

“He’s not a guest because he’s not staying.” The words came out like machine gun fire.

“That packed bag sitting in the hallway says something else.” That bead of sweat turned into a river.

Ethan shifted his towel. “Please go downstairs and keep him company while I get dressed.”

“He’s not sitting down there alone. He’s having a drink with Frank.”

Quinn moaned as Ethan gripped the doorframe. “Of what?”

“Whiskey.” Tucker shrugged. “Maybe gin?”

“It’s not even nine o’clock in the morning.”

“Randall didn’t seem to care,” Tucker returned. “He poured three fingers himself. No one twisted his arm.”

“Can’t you offer him coffee like normal people?”

“Firstly, I did but he turned it down. Second, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there is hardly anything normal around here these days.”

Tucker leaned in and whispered, “So you two boys have finally got together.”

Ethan wanted to disappear into the floorboards. “Yes, we are,” he paused, completely uncomfortable with where the direction of the conversation was headed, “hanging out.” Ethan knew his description was lame, but what exactly was he going to tell his father? That they had each other every way imaginable and Ethan couldn’t wait to do it again? Feeling a little lame was fine for now. “Please go take that drink away from Randall or at the very least don’t let him have another. He gets haughty when he drinks.”

“Is that a nice word for asshole?”

“Pretty much,” Ethan admitted.

Tucker grumbled something that Ethan couldn’t understand, but whatever it was, he didn’t care because Tucker turned and headed for the kitchen.

Ethan closed the door, his heart wedged in his throat. “R-R-Randall’s never visited before. Why in the holy hell is he here?”

Quinn stretched and rested his hands behind his head. “Can’t be good. Ulterior motive perhaps?”

“Why would you say that?” Ethan felt anger bubbling just below the surface, but didn’t understand why. He promised himself that he wouldn’t defend Randall’s actions anymore, that he wasn’t responsible for him. Ethan made a move for his clothes. He didn’t care if they were still damp from last night’s rain, the sooner he got dressed and downstairs, the sooner he could send Randall back to DC. Ethan wasn’t ready for whatever motivated Randall to make the hour journey to Jefferson, and he didn’t have the patience for any more excuses and lies.

“I don’t know the guy, I’ve only formed an opinion of him with what you’ve shared. My opinion of him is: he stinks.”

Ethan dressed quickly, almost slipping on a condom that was thrown to the floor in a fit of passion. He retrieved the prophylactic and tossed it in a small wastebasket beside the bedside table.

“Get rid of any of the evidence.”

“Evidence?" Quinn scoffed. “We made love, not committed a crime.”

On hearing the words ‘made love’ come out of Quinn’s lips, Ethan paused before coaching himself to regroup. Taking a deep breath, he prepared to explain. “You’re right, wrong choice of words.” He walked toward the bed, feeling a swelling warmth inside his chest, Quinn’s naked body covered only by a sheet, a breathtaking vision. “I need to wrap my head around what happened between us last night, and having Randall here—downstairs, with our dads, drinking—isn’t helping me grasp the situation.”

“I can understand that.”

If he could, all Ethan wanted to do was slide between the sheets and into Quinn’s arms to hide from the world, postponing the inevitable. He couldn’t.

Checking his zipper and hiking his pants higher on his hips, Ethan turned to head downstairs.

“Ethan.”

Ethan paused but did not turn around. He waited to hear what Quinn had to say.

“Good luck.”

“Thanks,” Ethan returned.

“And don’t feel you shouldn’t have a drink yourself, some Dutch courage might make whatever you need to say a little easier.”


Chapter Twelve

“Baby!”

Ethan hated when Randall called him anything but his name. He didn’t know why exactly, he just did. Ethan walked into the kitchen but refrained from giving Randall a friendly welcome.

“What are you doing here?” He could hear the impatience in his voice.

“Why wouldn’t I be here?” Randall’s slurred words betrayed his drunkenness. “It’s where you are, and I wanted to be with you.”

Ethan forced a smile, more for his father’s benefit than for anyone else’s. “How nice.” He eyed the glass of liquor clenched in Randall’s hand. “Isn’t it too early for a drink? Why don’t I pour you some coffee instead?”

Lifting a tumbler of what looked like bourbon to his lips, Randall sipped before answering. “I had coffee at home. This seems to be hitting the spot just fine.”

“Did you add bourbon instead of cream to that coffee? You appear to be…foggy.”

“Baby, I’m fine, I’m fine,” he returned almost too quickly. “When did you turn into a teetotaler anyway?”

In one swift movement, Ethan stalked up to Randall and took the drink out of his hand, discarding it into the stainless steel sink behind him. “I see that you’ve met my father, Tucker, and his friend, Frank.”

Randall looked at Tucker, then to Frank, and back to Tucker. “Ethan, did you forget to tell me something about your family? The proverbial fruit not falling far from the tree.”

“Frank’s a neighbor, but he lives here now” is all Ethan felt like explaining at the moment.

“Neighbor?” Randall said. “Where? I don’t see another house for miles. How have you survived being out here as long as you have? The word remote comes to mind.”

“We like it that way.” Frank might as well have said fuck off, his tone bordering on surly. Tucker followed up with a derisive sound that sounded like an audible exclamation mark.

Randall lifted both hands in a gesture of peace. “Oh don’t get me wrong, this place is charming.”

“You already said that.” Tucker crossed his arms over his chest, opting to stand rather than sit at the table with Randall and Frank.

Randall shot a look of disdain toward Tucker but refrained from commenting. Instead, he gave Tucker a close-lipped smile. “Ethan, can you help with the bags outside in the car?”

“Bags?” He looked at the Vuitton duffel on the floor by the door. “How many do you have? How long do you intend on staying?”

“Are you not happy to see me, baby? I thought you would be after our last chat.”

You mean the time you told me that we were over and you had moved on, so I might as well accept it? “I’m always glad to see you,” Ethan responded through a clenched jaw. “We just didn’t expect you, that’s all.”

“This house looks pretty big, certainly enough for another guest.”

Frank fiddled with his bourbon, ice cubes clinking against the glass. “All the rooms are full. Quinn’s here too.”

“Quinn?” The mention of a male name made Randall’s voice pique with interest. He sat up straighter in the chair. “And who is that? Let me guess, another neighbor.”

“My son,” Frank said, his breath smelling of liquor. “He’s staying in one of the guest bedrooms, and I’m staying in Ethan’s old room, so we’re full.”

“And where is Ethan staying?”

“There was some talk about some bags,” Ethan said, already moving toward the door to the outside. The sooner he got out of this room and away from Tucker and Frank, and the conversation, the better. He couldn’t take one more second explaining himself in front of them. He realized how fucked up everything sounded, and watching Tucker’s eyes ping-ponging between him and Randall was unnerving to say the very least.

The scraping of the chair’s legs against linoleum told Ethan that Randall was following behind him.

After walking through the screen porch and then jogging down the short flight of stairs to the lawn, Ethan stopped dead in his tracks. Parked by his Range Rover was a slate gray Mercedes E-class Sedan that still had that new car smell even from fifteen feet away.

“Whose car is that?” He already knew the answer but hoped he was wrong.

“Mine.” Randall slid up beside Ethan, placing a proprietary hand on the small of his back. “You like it?”

“Why didn’t you call, telling me that you were coming? I know that car has blue tooth. You were never one to buy a stripped down version of anything.”

“Why should I get a lesser model? I deserve only the best.”

Randall’s hand slid lower, coming to rest on Ethan’s buttocks.

“So you decided to take a spin all the way out here, drunk as a skunk?”

“I’m not drunk.”

“Maryland State Police are known to be ballbusters so if you’re planning to drive anytime soon, you had better sober up first.”

“I’m not afraid of a couple of country bumpkin cops.” Ethan stepped away from Randall, disgusted. The last thing he wanted was to get fondled in his own yard while his father peered through the kitchen window. Ethan swore he could hear Tucker cursing under his breath now.

“You have to take risks,” Randall continued. “That was always one of your problems.”

“What are some of the others?” Ethan narrowed his gaze and crossed his arms over his chest, mainly to keep himself from wiping that self-righteous smirk off Randall’s face. “Being gullible, or trusting, or foolish enough to believe that we had a committed partnership?”

“Look—” Randall took a tentative step forward.

Ethan stood his ground, balling his fists against his body, his nails cutting into the palms of his hands.

“Ethan, I’m here to make up, not fight,” Randall began to explain. “What happened with that guy is over. He wasn’t for me. Never was. You’re the only man for me. We have too much to lose if we break up. The house, the business, our fabulous lifestyle.”

“Our lifestyle might be fabulous,” Ethan spat out, vitriol in his voice, “but our life together is not.”

“It was once.” Randall risked placing his hand on Ethan’s forearm. He began to stroke. “Remember how much fun we had in the beginning? How we loved each other?”

Ethan could feel his steely resolve lessening. “That was a long time ago. I’m tired of your affairs.”

“Affairs?” Randall scoffed. “I would hardly call them that.”

“Then what would you call them?”

“Mistakes.” Both of Randall’s hands moved to cup Ethan’s face. “I love you and want you to come home so we can be together. So we can get past this.”

“Yeah, until the next time.”

“There will be no next time.” Randall came a little closer and dropped his chin to look into Ethan’s eyes. “I promise.”

“And why should I believe you?” Ethan jerked his head to free himself of Randall’s unwelcomed grasp.

“Because we belong together. Our life can be perfect again.”

Randall was right. In the beginning, they were perfect.

The excitement of a new relationship mixed with a new business was intoxicating. They traveled to all the gay meccas—Key West, Provincetown, Miami, Palm Springs—as the business grew profitable. They bought original art for their townhouse in the toniest part of town, and shopped at Neiman’s and Saks, places Ethan had only dreamed about when he was a young boy, mucking stalls and bailing hay.

Ethan turned his attention to his Range Rover and Randall’s Mercedes parked side-by-side, gleaming in the morning sun, the two vehicles complementing each other. They spelled success, accomplishment, and triumph to anyone who saw them. He was now like the people in the magazines he had once combed over, and he intended to stay that way.

Sadness tugged at Ethan’s heart as he swept his gaze from the vehicles to Randall’s hazel eyes, tears brimming soulfully in the corners. He took Randall’s hands in his. “If I agree to this, agree to take you back, will you promise me that you’ll never cheat again?”

“I can’t believe that you’re asking me this.”

“Believe it.”

“Never.” Randall touched his lips to Ethan’s, soft and gentle. “Ever.”

Ethan kissed back, believing Randall’s whispered promise. They wrapped each other in a loving embrace, but for Ethan it lacked the passion he had experienced just a few hours earlier with Quinn. He squeezed his eyes shut, forcing Quinn out of his thoughts, and focused on the man in his arms. Ethan tightened his embrace as if to convince himself that he was doing the right thing.

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m having difficulty breathing.”

Ethan loosened his grip. “Sorry.”

Randall smiled, the scent of bourbon lingering between them. “Would you like to take a look in the car?” He waggled his eyebrows. “The leather seats smell divine.”

“What did you do with the other Mercedes?”

“Traded it for this one?”

“Why? The other car was only a year old.”

“I was depressed and needed something to help cheer me up.”

“Did it work?”

“It did,” Randall admitted. “But having you standing here in front of me beats the initial high of buying a new luxury car.”

“You do say the sweetest things.”

* * * *

 “Where have you been?” Frank asked Quinn, Frank still seated at the kitchen table.

“Showering,” Quinn answered nonchalantly.

Quinn walked to the refrigerator and took out a carton of orange juice, then hunted for a glass. Tucker beat him to it, reaching into a cabinet and handing Quinn a glass.

Quinn shot a quick glance at Tucker, looking for any sign of disapproval in the man’s face when he accepted the glass. What he saw was indifference.

“You missed the pleasure of meeting Ethan’s young man,” Tucker said as Quinn poured the orange juice.

“I have a feeling that opportunity will arise once again.” Unfortunately. He sipped the sweet juice, hoping it would remove the bad taste of Randall.

Frank patted the tabletop with his hand and kicked out a seat beside him. “Why don’t you sit and tell us how your night went,” he suggested.

“Not much to tell,” Quinn said and shrugged his shoulders, taking a seat. “We recovered the cows without much effort. Think they just wanted to go for a midnight stroll.”

“They weren’t the only ones busy last night,” Frank said.

Quinn coughed, the acid of the orange juice bubbled into his throat. “What are you referring to?”

Tucker lifted both of his hands, palms out. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t mutter a word.”

“He didn’t have to,” Frank interrupted. “These walls aren’t as thick as you think.”

Quinn wanted to slide under the table and never come out. Heat crawled into his cheeks, and he was quite literally hot under the collar. He tugged at it, hoping to cool off.

“Don’t be embarrassed, son. It’s only natural to want to get your rocks off when you’re a young man.”

“How much have you had to drink this morning?” Quinn asked, his temper starting to get the best of him.

“Enough to have this discussion, I reckon.”

“Well, I haven’t so let’s not have… it.”

“But he’s with that guy out there.” Frank indicated to the front of the house with his chin. “He has a boyfriend.”

“No, he doesn’t.”

“That fellow who drove all the way out here seems to think so,” Frank returned.

“That fellow,” Quinn spat,” broke it off weeks ago.”

It was Tucker’s turn to speak. “I knew it,” he said. “I sensed that something was wrong with Ethan in the romance department.”

“Randall’s been cheating on him.”

Tucker mumbled something under his breath, and he gripped the kitchen counter.

“Tucker, don’t worry,” Quinn said. “Ethan won’t fall for any of his BS. He’s too smart for that.”

“You think so?” Frank angled in his chair, looking out the door into the yard. “From where I’m sitting, I can see the two now. Randall has is arm locked around Ethan….and wait, here is where it gets even better, they are now kissing.”

Quinn stood, practically knocking the chair over with the backs of his legs. He stalked toward the door and looked out.

His father wasn’t making it up.

Ethan was kissing Randall.

He was even hugging Randall.

And it looked like he was enjoying it.

Quinn felt Tucker’s hot breath on his neck. “What is he thinking?” Tucker said. “I thought I taught him better than that.”

“Apparently, you didn’t.” Quinn’s jaw ached from clenching. A tremor of hate and anger raced over his body. “I should go out there and break that fancy ass’s nose.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” Frank suggested. “He’d just sue you for a new and improved nose, and you would come out looking bad, and he would come out looking better than ever.”

“Plus,” Tucker added, “I don’t believe that would win any points with Ethan.”

“Who said I wanted to win any points?” Quinn protested. “Ethan can have him. Besides we’re not serious. We were having some fun, that’s all.”

“If that’s the case,” Frank said, “why do you look like you got a porcupine shoved up your butt?”

Quinn relaxed his fists to his side and took a deep breath. “I’m fine. Ethan’s a big boy and obviously knows what he wants.”

“He has never known what he wanted,” Tucker clarified. “Always looking for bigger and better and fancier. I have no idea where that comes from. His mother and I were never those people. We were always happy with what we had. We never chased rainbows.”

“There’s nothing wrong with chasing rainbows,” Frank said, “but that guy out there is not the pot of gold at the end of one.”

Quinn turned and looked at Frank, shocked at his father’s insightful comment.

“What’s the matter?” Frank asked. “I might like to bury my feelings in the bottom of a bottle, but I can still see what’s happening around me no matter how hard I try not to. For whatever reason, Randall is taking advantage of Ethan. He’s always been a good kid, too good, and people like Randall can see that. If you ask me, that fellow kissing Ethan out there has a heart of stone.”

Now Tucker’s jaw began to pulse. “Frank, I know you're right, so what do we do?”

“Wait a minute,” Quinn said. “I’m not doing a damn thing, and I suggest you two do the same. Let Ethan make his own choices. It’s his life, and we’re not interfering.”

“Son, one can surely tell that you’ve never been a parent.” Frank chuckled softly, shaking his head. “That’s what we do. We interfere. Right, Tucker?”

Tucker looked at Quinn. “Interfering is a parent’s job, and no matter how old or stupid that kid will be, I’ll always be his father, so I intend to let him know I do not approve in his choice in partners.”

“You do that, and you’ll lose him forever,” Quinn warned.

“So I should stand by and let him keep messing up? If Randall is fooling around on Ethan, he could place Ethan’s health at risk, and I won’t idly stand by and allow that to happen. It’s a father’s duty to protect his son.”

Quinn ran his fingers through his hair and shifted his weight from foot to foot, frustrated. “Just don’t go charging in because you’ll lose him. Let Ethan figure it out. Please. These last few days, he’s been having a good time. He’d probably never admit it to you, but he did to me. Randall showing up is only a minor setback. He wants Oak Hill Farm to succeed, for us to be a success. I like Ethan, a lot, but I don’t want to manipulate him because if we do, that would make us no better than Randall.”

Frank grunted, and Tucker inhaled slowly through his nose, his broad chest swelling under his plaid shirt. He gazed outside at Randall and Ethan now talking amicably by Randall’s car.

“I guess you’re right,” he said on an exhale. “I don’t like it, but you’re right.”

Quinn followed Tucker’s gaze. He recognized something in Ethan’s face, a forced smile, a tense brow, an overall expression that didn’t exactly translate to I love you. If Ethan was truly pleased to see Randall, why did his body language say something else entirely? Or was it that Quinn wanted to see signs of unhappiness between them and was reading too much into nothing, his imagination getting the most of him? Dismissing the thought, Quinn excused himself, choosing to skip breakfast. He slipped out the screen door noiselessly and headed to the springhouse to bury himself in work.


Chapter Thirteen

“Ethan said you’d be in here.”

Frank’s voice resonated off the stone walls of the springhouse.

Quinn placed his hands in his back pocket and looked around. “You come to lend a helping hand?”

“You could say that.”

“Did Tucker ask you about getting the electricity up and running?”

Frank pulled a generic looking light bulb out of the front pocket of his loose fitting shirt. “I believe it’s not as hard as all that.”

“You think it’s only a dead bulb?”

Frank inserted the light bulb in an empty socket above the one and only door, a tattered, dingy string hanging from it. “It usually is. Most people tend to create problems where there are none.” Frank pulled the string, bathing the dark musty space in golden light.

Quinn rocked on his heels and laughed. “Are you going to tell Tucker that a seventy-five watt bulb solved his decade-long electrical problem?”

Frank shook his head. “Nah, I wouldn’t want to offend his intelligence. I’ll just say it took a little tinkering, that special touch.”

“I think he’ll believe that.”

“Usually does. He has a heart of gold but doesn’t know his way around an electrical box to save his soul.”

“He is a good man,” Quinn said. “Much like his son.”

“Ethan will come into his own one day. He still has some growing to do, starting with Randall. Won’t be easy.”

“What do you mean?”

“I see something in his eyes that says he’s still hooked on that asshole.”

“I see it too.”

“Hard not to.”

Quinn grew silent, the sound of trickling water reminding him of last night’s rain, thoughts of Ethan’s hungry lips sliding up and down along his hard shaft. Even if Ethan chose to stay with Randall, Quinn did not regret making love to Ethan. It would be one of those memories that would keep him feeling young when he was an old man and all he had left were memories.

“This place has loads of potential,” Quinn said, taking a small step toward the pool of spring water that was in dire need of some TLC, his reflection rippling in the murkiness.

“So does Ethan.”

“I’m not getting involved.”

“Too late for that, wouldn’t you say?”

Quinn lifted his chin, eyed Frank. “Just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. I’m not in the mood to decipher your hidden meanings.”

“You give me too much credit.” Frank met Quinn’s gaze. “What I’m saying is, if you like Ethan, then tell him. It might give him the courage it takes to leave Randall. It’s a wonderful thing to have someone on your side, pulling for you. Believing in you.”

“Like Mom.”

Frank’s head hung. “Like Connie.” He said her name in a rush of exhaustive breath.

“Dad,” Quinn began, choosing his words carefully, “just because Mom is gone, it doesn’t mean your life is over. You have so much to offer to those around you. You have plenty of life to live.”

“I don’t feel like I do.”

Quinn cocked his head. “Or is it that you don’t want to? That you’ve decided life is no longer worth living and you want to kill yourself slowly with that shit you keep poisoning your mind and body with? You kicked it once, and you can do it again.”

“I had your mom then. She gave me the strength to face my demons and get sober. She kept me sober too.”

“I’m sure you believe that, Dad, but ultimately, getting and staying sober was and still is up to you. She might’ve believed in you, but it was you who stayed clean for all those years. I’m not saying that Mom didn’t help, but it wasn’t she who kept you sober, it was you.”

“I don’t think I have it in me,” Frank admitted.

“Then do it for me because I don’t want to lose another parent. Losing Mom knocked me down, turned my world on its axis, but I’m recovering because I know that she would want me to. Mom wouldn’t want you to drink yourself to death. She loved you. Cared for you.” Although he didn’t remember moving, Quinn found himself standing in front of Frank. He placed his hands on his father’s arms. “I love you… and I need you.” Quinn felt the burn of his tears. “Please.”

“Son.” Frank’s voice choked, so he tried again. “I’m really trying. It might not look like it from where you’re standing, but I am. Some days it takes all my strength to place one foot in front of the other, but I don’t always have the strength.”

“Then you sit down and regroup until you do.”

“It that what you do?"

Quinn fought back threatening sobs, his throat tight and straining. “I do,” he managed to say.

“I’m sorry I’m putting you through this. You changed your entire life for me, moving back and starting this wacky-ass idea. Who will ever come here and drop all their hard-earned cash? People don’t spend good money on candles and cutesy pillows and such.”

“Maybe you don’t, but loads of people do.”

“Your mother didn’t.”

“She wasn’t frivolous.”

“I wonder if she wished that she could have been.” Frank’s voice was wistful.

“She wasn’t frivolous by nature. She enjoyed saving money, watching it grow. That was one of her favorite pastimes.”

Frank chuckled with some distant memory. “She was good at it. When you wanted a bike, she saved every penny she got her hands on.”

“I remember working my butt off to raise money so I could buy that bike. Paper route, collecting cans so I could get recycling money. I did everything I could think of that year.”

"What we never told you was that we matched your money. The bike you wanted was much more than what you raised.”

“I was never good at math,” Quinn joked. "How come you never mentioned this before?”

“You were so proud of your accomplishment. Why would we take it away from you? We were so proud. Your mother was so proud.”

“I miss her so much.”

“I know you do.” Frank hugged his son and then looked him in the face. “I do too.”

Quinn hugged harder before letting go. He took a few steps around the springhouse, the sound of his heels against the moist, hard floor covered in a thin layer of soil oddly comforting.

“Have you been going out to the cemetery?”

“I have. Take her some flowers from time to time. Clean up the land a little. You know how she hated crabgrass.”

“I’d like to go with you, if that would be okay?” Quinn suggested.

“Of course it would. I’d like that very much.”

“You know, we don’t have to mourn alone.”

“Hard for a man like me not to.”

“I think it would help us both if we could try.”

Frank nodded, scrubbed his face with his weathered hands. “Damn, grief is tiring. Infects the brain and grips it tight. Hard to let it go, to shake it away.”

This time, Quinn nodded. “But you have to, or it’ll eat you alive.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“What won’t?”

“Quitting.”

“Do you really mean it?” Quinn asked, referring to Frank’s drinking. “Because I don’t want you to make any promises you can’t keep. It won’t do either of us any good.”

“I understand that, but I don’t want to harm you anymore. You’ve been through enough, and I want you to know that I appreciate everything you’ve done.”

“I love being here, with you. Jefferson is my home, and there is no other place I’d rather be right now, and I want you to believe that.”

“I do.”

“Good.”

Frank took in a deep breath, blew out. He surveyed the immediate area. “So what’s the plan for this place? You don’t want little kiddies and clumsy folk falling in the spring.”

“If they do, we’ll be heavily insured.” Quinn took a few steps, following Frank’s gaze. “I’m thinking that maybe we should keep this space for contemplation and meditation. It feels almost like a sacred place. Must be the sound of the water.”

“Maybe do a garden just outside.” Frank went to the only window in the small structure and looked out, his caramel eyes narrowing against the sunlight. “Place a few benches so people can sit. Plant some flowered trees. Who doesn’t like those?”

“That is a great idea.”

“I know a guy who makes these beautiful benches out of pieces of abandoned trees he comes across in the woods. Most magical things you ever did see. Fairytale kind of stuff. A real talent.”

“I wonder if he’d be interested in selling them?” Quinn wondered aloud. “It would fit in great with everything else we’ve been tossing about.”

“You and Ethan?” Frank asked. “I hope he doesn’t run off. He’s good for you. Your eyes light up when you start discussing future plans.”

“I can’t sway him either way. Not my place to.”

“It isn’t?” Frank questioned.

“What do you mean? What can I do?”

Frank turned back to Quinn, shrugged his shoulders. “You can tell him how you feel.” He tapped at his chest over his heart. “Here. Ethan is from a good family, and he has a good soul. That makes a good start, or least it used to when I was young. I don’t know much about what attracts a man to another man, but Ethan’s not a bad looking fella.”

“I don’t think it’s really that simple.”

“I think it is.”

“It’ll sort itself out. Things always do,” Quinn said. “Can we change the subject? Because I have lots of work to do, for starters, mucking out this puddle that smells like the Everglades.”

“Need some help?” Frank asked. “And I promise not to harp on about your love life. It’s none of my business, just want to see you happy. Can’t fault a father for wanting his son to be happy.”

“No, I can’t.” He smiled at Frank, recognizing some of the spark in his father’s eyes that Quinn was afraid Frank had lost.

With his chin, Quinn indicated the corner of the room where two metal hoes and a pitchfork he’d brought from the tool shed were propped neatly against the wall. “Choose your weapon, and give me one for that matter. It’s time to get busy.”


Chapter Fourteen

“Quinn,” Ethan called out, walking down the sloping hill toward the springhouse, Randall a few steps behind.

Quinn barely lifted his head in acknowledgment and continued to work.

“I feel like I’ve stuck you with all the work today.”

“I had some help from Dad,” Quinn said. “He just left.”

“I saw him before coming down. Is everything okay?”

“Better than ever, but I’ll fill you in later.”

Randall cleared his throat and stepped toward Quinn, proffering a hand. “If you haven’t already figured it out, I’m Ethan’s boyfriend, Randall.”

Quinn shook Randall’s hand, a swift and strong movement. “You were mentioned once or twice, but as you can see, we’ve been busy here so other topics took precedence over Ethan’s love life.” Quinn tilted his head down and concentrated on clearing the weeds and debris from around the foundation of the springhouse.

“Yes,” Ethan began, feeling more uncomfortable over the two men meeting than he first anticipated. “I was telling Randall about our plans. He has some great ideas.”

“That is, if you’d like to hear them,” Randall added.

“I can’t say I do. The saying too many cooks comes to mind but in this case, queers.”

“I was going to make a few mild suggestions. This is very similar to my business after all, and I’ve been very successful at it.”

“I’m happy for you, Randy.”

“Randall,” he corrected, his nostrils flared. “Not even my mother called me Randy. She said it was too déclassé.”

“Your mother was a princess or a baron’s daughter or something like that?”

“No, but she knew who the—” Randall ran his gaze over Quinn. “—riffraff were.”

“And where are you from?” Quinn asked, digging the hoe deeper in the ground, his shadowed jaw pulsing with each thrust.

“Erie, Pennsylvania.”

“Is there a lot of riffraff in Erie?”

“I don’t know,” Randall chuckled. “I was never allowed to associate with any.”

Quinn mumbled something under his breath, but Ethan couldn’t make it out. Ethan didn’t ask him to repeat it. He could figure out the gist of it, judging by the look in Quinn’s piercing eyes and the set of his mouth.

“Quinn,” Ethan began, choosing his words carefully. “Randall is very experienced in overseeing major renovations, so a barn or two and a few outbuildings should prove to be a snap.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?” Quinn questioned.

“I thought it would be a good way for Randall to be included.”

Quinn froze. “Included?” He turned and looked at Ethan, but his tense body still remained in position, ready to resume digging at any time. “When is he going home?”

Randall answered Quinn’s question. “I thought I would stick around for a while, see what country life is all about.”

“I’ve been to Erie, it’s not all that cosmopolitan.”

“I’ve lived in New York, Boston, and Washington since leaving Erie.”

“Too bad you didn’t learn manners in any of those cities.”

“Do you have a problem with me staying?” Randall stood his ground. “Maybe you had designs on Ethan and I’ve thwarted your plans?”

Feeling faint, Ethan fought the urge to reach out and grab hold of anything, or in this case, anyone, to steady himself. The pissing contest unfolding in front of him was proving to be exhausting and the last thing he expected from either man.

Willing the ground to stop shaking under his feet, Ethan tried to placate the two men. “Randall’s staying on for a few days. I asked Dad, and he said it would be okay. We have some things to work out.”

Quinn perched his elbow on the handle of the hoe to rest his weight.

Ethan noticed a few silky strands of hair around Quinn’s face were damp with perspiration and the bridge of his nose glistened. It was sexy and manly. Randall never perspired. He paid others to.

“I thought you’d be going back,” Quinn said, looking anything but rested.

“Why would I?” Randall returned. “I said I’d stay and get this place off the ground. Looks like you could use the help.”

“Good,” Quinn said. "It’s settled then. There are some tools in the springhouse. Why don’t you start by helping me weed this place? It’s been neglected for years.”

Randall made a derisive noise with his throat. “Don’t you have people to do that?”

“Yeah,” Quinn spat out. “You.”

“You are sadly mistaken.” Randall raised his chin and looked down his nose at Quinn. “I only sweat when a personal trainer who I’m paying a hundred dollars a session is involved.”

“If you did more digging and less paying your trainer, you wouldn’t need one,” Quinn retorted. “Plus you would have more money in the bank.”

“I have plenty of money, thank you very much.”

“Yeah, I saw it sitting in the driveway.”

“Quinn’s right, Randall. If you truly plan on helping, you have to learn to get your hands dirty.”

“But babe,” Randall whined, “you know how my palms chafe.” He scrunched up his face in a practiced pout. “And I am sure there are no decent manicurists in this hillbilly place.”

“Stop it with the bellyaching,” Ethan said, “and don’t say anything derogatory around our fathers about Jefferson. If you do, they are liable to rearrange your teeth. Consider yourself warned.”

With his tail tucked between his legs, Randall left to retrieve the tools, allowing Ethan the opportunity to explain to Quinn. He took a step toward Quinn, the smell of his overheated muscles intoxicating.

Focus!

Ethan went to open his mouth in an attempt to explain, but Quinn beat him to it.

“What about last night?”

“Shh,” Ethan said. “Please keep your voice down. I don’t want Randall to hear.”

“We wouldn’t want that, would we?”

Damn, the man was hot when anger was simmering just below that golden skin, Ethan thought.

“How was I supposed to know Randall was going to show up today? I thought it was over between us. I haven’t heard from him for over a week and then boom, here he is.”

“And why do you think that is?”

“Because he wants to start over.”

“Until the next one comes along.”

Ethan couldn’t argue that point. He was still grappling with that thought himself.

“So,” Quinn began, his words measured, “are you going to take him back?”

Ethan fluttered his hands, a nervous gesture he adopted in grade school and never seemed to have left behind. “I don’t know, I don’t know,” he rushed out. “Everything is so messed up, and I’m confused.” He blew out a breath. “Sleeping with you has made it even more confusing. I knew I should’ve followed my head and not my dick. Now I’m being punished.”

“Who’s punishing you except yourself and that jerk who is taking a damn long time to find some pretty basic gardening tools?” Quinn flicked his forehead with his fingers and stuck out his tongue. “Is he special?”

“Aren’t you funny?” Ethan hissed. “Actually, Randall is very intelligent.”

“Then you must be the simple one in the relationship. Why would you go back to him? He doesn’t deserve you.”

“Then who does? You?”

“Uhh,” Quinn stuttered, obviously taken off guard by Ethan’s question.

“Exactly what I thought. Guys like you are always the same.”

“Wait a freaking minute.”

“No,” Ethan stabbed his index finger at Quinn’s face, continuing, “you wait a minute. If you’re not promising anything, what’s the problem if I do go back to my boyfriend… although I’m still undecided about that. I have a lot to lose—a house, a life. I’ve worked very hard, and I want to keep those things.”

“But at what price, Ethan?”

“I…I don’t know.” Ethan was completely spent, and it wasn’t even noon yet.

“Look, Ethan.” Quinn’s features softened along with his voice. “I’m not going to make promises I can’t keep, unlike Randall, but I want you to know that you have options. You’re attractive, intelligent, have a great work ethic, and any man would be glad to have you. Don’t settle for not even second best. My mother always said it was better to be alone than in poor company.”

“Settling. Is that what I’m doing?”

“Looks like it to me. What we did last night was great, it was beautiful, but I can’t promise you a life together. After Oak Hill, I don’t know where I’ll be going or what I’ll be doing. I returned to Jefferson to save my father. After deciding to do that, things just snowballed and here I am.”

“Here we are,” Ethan corrected.

“Yeah” is all Quinn said.

Ethan wanted to reach out and touch him, wipe the sadness from his cheeks, assure Quinn that everything would be okay, but he wasn’t sure that it would be.

“Randall,” Ethan paused, licked his bottom lip. “He’s here for now. I don’t exactly know what that means, but I’ve decided to go with it and see where it takes us.”

“Okay,” Quinn nodded. “I’ve said what I needed to say.” He gripped the hoe and poked at the ground. “I hope you don’t hold what I said against me, but I needed to get it off my chest, get things out in the open so we know where we stand.”

With a faint chuckle, Ethan asked, “Do we know where that is?”

“Let’s pretend we do.” Quinn’s smile told Ethan that for now they were okay.

“Did you miss me?” Randall walked up, holding a pitchfork in one hand and a hoe in another.

Quinn grunted, and Ethan reached for a hoe, Randall handing it over. “You up for this,” Ethan said to Randall.

“Anything for you, baby.” He leaned in and laid a quick peck on Ethan’s lips. “Anything for you.”

* * * *

Yuck.

Double Yuck.

Quinn wanted to take his hoe and bash Randall upside the head, but jail time was not a high priority on his things-to-do list this year. And why did he have to keep giving those noisy fake kisses to Ethan every few minutes?

Biting the inside of his mouth to keep from screaming, Quinn started to strategize on ways to send Randall packing. If he gave him the tedious chores to do around the farm, Randall would only ask Ethan to do them as he examined his cuticles from a cozy, shaded spot under a tree, so that plan was out of the question.

He concentrated harder.

But if he got Randall to climb a ladder, then when no one was looking, Quinn could rattle it, sending Randall tumbling to the ground.

Splat.

Quinn chuckled with the sadistic vision floating around in his head.

Standing too close for comfort, Randall’s hollow, fake laughter pulled Quinn out of his happy heartwarming vision.

“Babe, your ass looks so good,” Randall lisped. “Bend over some more so I can get a better look. I think I see some crab grass over there.” He wagged his finger at a clump of weeds he could’ve easily taken care of himself.

“Why don’t you do it?” Quinn suggested. “You’re closer.”

“Why? Do you want to see what I have to offer?”

And there was more of that molar grinding laughter that caused Quinn to see red.

“Stop teasing, Randall,” Ethan suggested. “And he’s right. You get it.”

Randall did, making a show of it by sticking out his ass, which needed the attention of a Stairmaster.

Quinn groaned while Ethan laughed uncomfortably. “Well, at least he’s pitching in,” Ethan explained to Quinn through a shrug.

Quinn snorted. “Is that what you call it?”

He couldn’t help being an asshole. He hated Randall. It was really that simple. The man was unlikable, and to Quinn, downright unattractive. Yes, he knew that attraction was subjective, but Quinn couldn’t find one handsome feature. His nose was permanently turned upward, as if he was always smelling something foul, unlike Ethan’s nose that turned ever so slightly to the left, which made him just that much more handsome in a boy-next-door kind of way. Randall’s dull eyes, which weren’t gray or blue or green and were as beady as a rat’s searching for a late night meal, couldn’t compare to the crystal clear color of Ethan’s, which made Quinn’s heart swell with pleasure when he peered into them for too long. And where Randall was soft, Ethan was hard, where he was menacing, Ethan was understanding.

But what could Quinn do about it?

He’d just finished telling Ethan that he couldn’t promise him a life together. And if he did, what kind of life would it be? Ethan craved the finer things, worked hard to obtain them, whereas Quinn couldn’t care less if he slept on polyester blend sheets that would no doubt give Ethan’s smooth, soft skin a case of hives Benadryl couldn’t remedy.

It was settled, Quinn had to sit back and shut up. Do the work he originally set out to do, skedaddle back to wherever he planned on going next, and forget about Ethan and Randall and hand-stitched quilts, locally baked artisan bread, and pottery that helped pay for children to attend school in Africa. These things were not his concern, but Frank was, and his promise to his mother to care for him when she no longer could. Ethan was a big boy who could take care of himself, and he had his own set of promises to fulfill, none that included Quinn.

So why did his newfound, hard-ass attitude fill Quinn with an overwhelming sense of sadness instead of joyous liberation?

Quinn knew the answer.

Somewhere between last night’s lovemaking and waking up nuzzled into Ethan’s arms, the warmth of his breath racing across Quinn’s neck, he'd fallen in love. Madly, deeply, and hopelessly in love.

Fuck.

Double Fuck.


Chapter Fifteen

“I can’t believe we’re here again,” Ethan said, taking in the local flavor of Rascals. “What is it about you and this place?”

Nikki peered over the edge of her Margarita glass. “Where do you expect to go?” She took a long sip and swallowed slowly, enjoying the strong concoction. “Look,” she began, placing her drink onto the table. “It’s not like we have a local gay bar around here, so this is as good as it gets…plus our money goes far here. One more of these and I’ll be curled up under this booth, snoring.”

“Or swinging from the rafters in your bra.”

She shrugged. “Could go either way.” Nikki brought the glass to her lips and sipped. She licked salt from her upper lip. “So let’s talk dick.” Nikki was never one to beat around the bush.

“It’s dick that got me in this trouble. Let’s talk about something else.”

“You don’t know how to talk about anything else.”

“That’s why you love me.” Ethan smiled.

“Yep,” Nikki admitted. “I also love that I know what your next move is before you do.”

“What do you mean?”

Nikki rolled her eyes. “Please, bitch, don’t play dumb. I knew you’d hook up with Quinn. And may I add it’s about freakin’ time. You’ve been after that boy since high school and finally, finally you’ve got him.”

“I do?”

She arched her left brow. “But you know what the funny thing is?”

Ethan grew worried. “What?” He chastised himself for asking.

“You’re willing to throw all of it away for a cheat.”

“That cheat happens to be my boyfriend.”

“Where was your boyfriend a week ago?”

“He apologized.”

Nikki made a snorting noise that Ethan still managed to hear over muffled conversation and the clinking of glass.

“If you have something to say, Nikki, spit it out. Don’t just sit there and stare at me with that pissy face.”

Her pissy face got pissier. Nikki leaned in close, her laser-like eyes cutting into Ethan. “You are a fool.”

“You just don’t understand him.”

“I understand you’re a fool.”

“I love Randall.”

“Where is Mister Wonderful now? Searching Craigslist for a new piece of Latin nubile flesh?”

“He’s home resting.”

“Oh, nursing a blister, the big baby.”

“He was a huge help today,” Ethan defended. “I’ve never seen him so excited about work.”

“I wonder how long that will last.” Nikki relaxed against the back of the booth. “Does he plan to stay the entire time you’re here? Wait, you are planning to stay, right?”

Ethan nodded. “I have a job to do and intend on completing it.”

“Is Quinn staying around after you two…” A smile curved Nikki’s lips.

“Yes, but we won’t be doing none of that for the rest of the time I’m here.”

“Why? Was it that forgettable?”

Ethan took a long, slow pull from his bottled beer, hoping to quench the rising heat in his loins. “It was…miraculous.”

“I knew it,” Nikki returned, her smile growing bigger. “The bulge in that man’s pants assures miraculous.”

“I have to admit it, I’ve never been well and truly worked over like that before. The man does something with his tongue that I’ve never experienced before. Can you have a double jointed tongue?”

Nikki giggled, mulling it over. “What else is double jointed?”

Ethan sighed. “You should see his body. Every inch of him is sheer perfection, those abs, that back—”

“That butt,” Nikki finished. “He’s like a sculpture by Michelangelo.”

“Better,” Ethan admitted. “But that butt is off limits.”

“Sure,” Nikki said, nodding. “You’re many things, Ethan Stokes, but a man with the will of steel you are not. You can’t even pass up peanut M&M’s when you’re on a diet.”

“How can you compare the two things?”

“Sweet and delectable,” Nikki cooed. “Damn good nuts.”

“Only you can make porn out of candy-coated goodness.”

“You’re the one who started it by sleeping with him.”

They sat in silence, drinking and looking around the bar, taking it in, or, in Ethan’s case, tuning it out.

He couldn’t get Quinn out of his head, no matter what he did. It was like the man had infiltrated every cell of his brain and body, taking up permanent residence and gripping Ethan’s brain tightly. Physically, Randall couldn’t compare to Quinn, but that wasn’t all that important to Ethan, it was a person’s heart and soul that ultimately attracted him.

Heart and soul.

On thinking back, Ethan couldn’t remember one truly unselfish act Randall had ever done in Ethan’s presence or admitted to doing, and giving a discount to a few select members of the Greater Washington Junior Women’s League didn’t count. He didn’t even give the neighborhood homeless guy, who sat outside the local 7-Eleven day in and day out, a single dime. “He can work just like the rest of us,” he’d say when Ethan would pitch a few coins in the man’s cap on the sidewalk. Ethan sincerely doubted it since the poor guy rambled incessantly to no one in particular and was missing a leg, no prosthesis in sight. “Probably sold it for drug money,” Randall would say.

“Hellooooo,” Nikki singsonged. “Earth to Ethan. Where did you go just then?”

He tried to laugh it off, keeping his thoughts to himself. “We need to get going. I don’t want to leave Randall on his own for too long.”

“For God’s sake, he’s a grown man, not a toddler. He can change himself.”

“I’m worried more for the others than for him.”

Nikki smiled. “Oh,” she said, her cheeks coloring.

After guzzling the remaining contents of her generously-sized glass, they cut through the getting-drunker-by-the-minute crowd and exited to the parking lot.

If he was being honest with himself, Rascals bar was starting to grow on him… unlike Randall’s return.

Finding his Range Rover in the sea of Fords and Chevys, Ethan knew he had to search within himself and figure out what was important in life. Was it Randall he wanted, a potential life with Quinn, or choosing to be single for as long as it took for him to figure it all out? He’d enjoyed being single once, maybe he should try it again? He never minded going to the movies alone, or eating dinner at a restaurant by himself. Any of those things single people did because they had no choice if they didn’t want to turn into a hermit.

But sharing a tub of popcorn in the cool comfort of a darkened theater was much more fun with someone special by your side rather than eating the entire thing by yourself, feeling bloated, and most importantly, feeling alone.

* * * *

Fresh out of the shower, Quinn tightened the towel around his waist as he shut the bedroom door behind him. Earlier he'd seen Ethan drive away. Alone. So that meant that Randall was lurking around, no doubt inspecting the antiques in the dining room, seeing dollar signs in his beady, black, marble-like eyes. Hopefully Randall didn’t have enough talent to recognize the Henredon sideboard, because if he did, Quinn figured there would be a moving truck idling in the driveway at the crack of dawn tomorrow. Rat.

Opening the bedroom window to catch a breeze that had finally started to kick up after such a long hot day, the fragrant night air cooling his still damp skin, Quinn inhaled the scent of a Magnolia tree growing only yards from the window. It was an intoxicating smell. Delicate. Gentle.

Something worth cherishing.

Funny, he thought, smiling to himself. Those same words described Ethan completely. Quinn looked at his still unmade bed from that morning, missing the man he had held in his arms less than twelve hours earlier. He could’ve kicked himself for refusing to commit to Ethan. What the fuck was he so afraid of anyway? Having a happy life with an attractive and kind man who was obviously more than interested in him too?

Throwing himself onto the bed in an exhaustive huff, Quinn scrubbed his hands over his face, wishing that things had played out differently, starting with facing his fear when he should have. But I was only a kid.

Ever since he'd laid eyes on Ethan, Quinn knew that deep down he regretted not coming out when he was sixteen. If he had, his life would’ve been very different. Not that he and Ethan would have had their happily-ever-after after sharing the kiss, but it was fun to speculate and self-torture was what Quinn did best.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Unfortunately that vulgar word had become his own personal mantra since Randall and his spit-polished Mercedes pulled into the drive. He kept coming back to that word each and every time he intended to admit to Ethan that he loved him before reality set in—the differences between them—and the word would slide off his tongue, ending any plausible solution that would secure his happiness with Ethan.

“Fuck,” Quinn said one last time before promising himself to retire it forever.

“Is that an invitation?”

Quinn went from fully reclined to ramrod straight in under a second. He jumped off the bed. “I-I-I didn’t hear you knock,” he stuttered, readjusting his towel.

Randall’s smarmy smile evoked feelings of disgust.

“That’s because I didn’t.” He stepped into the room, his bare feet padding softly on the wood floor. “I didn’t think I needed to. We’re roomies and partners in business now. I don’t know about you, but I like to be familiar with my business associates. Makes the time spent together more enjoyable.”

The way Randall said familiar made Quinn’s skin crawl.

“I don’t share that same philosophy,” Quinn returned, eyeing the growing bulge in Randall’s khaki-colored shorts.

“Are you positive?” Randall ran his tongue across his bottom lip, reminding Quinn of a mythological dragon that wanted to eat him.

Squaring his shoulders and staking his ground, Quinn asked, “What do you mean?”

“Ethan is an attractive man with needs. I find it hard to believe that you two haven’t screwed in every room in this house.” He took a tentative step forward, cautious as an unsure cat.

“This is a conversation you should be having with Ethan, not me.”

“So you aren’t denying it?” He laughed a sardonic laugh, exposing yellowing canine teeth.

Quinn’s stomach roiled. “Get the fuck out of here. It’s been a long day, and no doubt tomorrow will be too. I need to get some sleep.”

“You don’t look sleepy to me. You look horny.” Randall ran his gaze up and down Quinn. “You are one sexy man.”

“I’m not going to tell you again. Get out.”

Randall stripped off his T-shirt and dropped it to the floor. His skin was a blotchy pink and his body soft in the midsection. Sparse reddish-colored hair surrounded large, purple nipples.

Bile bubbled to the back of Quinn’s throat. “What are you doing?”

“I want a piece of what Ethan got. I think it’s only fair since he’s my boyfriend, so don’t play hard to get. It’s not becoming, and we’re running out of time.” The words came out in a rush.

“You don’t deserve Ethan. He’s a better man than you could ever be, and quite frankly, I don’t know what the fuck he sees in someone like you.”

“He knows a catch when he sees one.”

“And you know how to use up every ounce of him. Don’t you have a conscience?”

Randall flicked his hair off his forehead and huffed. “You know, for a pretty boy, you’re becoming a bore.” He ran his hand over his crotch and squeezed. “I’ll show you why Ethan puts up with my boyish antics.” He stepped forward with purpose, a look of genuine lust in his eyes.

All sense of self-control flew out the window when Quinn felt Randall’s hands race over his body, grabbing greedily.

Through a flash of red, Quinn shoved Randall backward. Randall stumbled, cursing under his breath.

Regaining his footing, Randall said, “I’m going to suck that cock if it’s the last thing I do.” He lunged at Quinn.

A cool breeze raced across Quinn’s ass. He looked down to realize that his protective terry barrier was now clutched in Randall’s right hand.

“Oh,” Randall cooed. “You are impressive. Bet you made Ethan beg for it.” He chuckled throatily. “He’s good at groveling.”

In an instant, Quinn felt the crush of Randall’s nose against his fist. Blood squirted from Randall’s distorted face, bathing Quinn’s fingers in warm sticky liquid. Quinn knew he didn’t have to follow it up with another punch to the man’s gut because Randall’s screechy howl exploded in his ears like an injured animal in the wild, signaling that his opponent was down for the count.

It was a pleasant sound, Quinn thought. A sound of triumph. A sound he would never forget.

* * * *

Ethan parked the Range Rover in the driveway and shut off the ignition. He looked up and noticed that Quinn’s light was still on, the amber glow illuminating a patch of grass in the yard. On impulse, he wished he could slip into Quinn’s room and into his bed. He craved the touch of his lover’s warmth against his own, the tickle of chest hair under his eager palms. But that was never going to happen again as long as he was with Randall.

Stepping out of the vehicle, he exhaled the fantasy out of his head. All he wanted to do was crawl into bed, alone, and fall in the deepest sleep imaginable.

Before entering the house, he paused to enjoy the sounds of the night. Tree frogs were out in full force, singing their nocturnal song, and an unknown animal was furrowing and grunting in a nearby flowerbed, no doubt eating the pansies Tucker had painstakingly planted just a few days earlier. Ethan suspected it was his tribute to his mother, pansies being her favorite flower. He didn’t have the heart to tell his father that the temperamental flower survived longer in cooler temperatures.

Will Randall do the same for me one day, if the time comes? Ethan thought. Does he even know my favorite flower is the rose?

Walking across the lawn, Ethan shook his head in an attempt to clear his mind before he slipped further into a darker and more depressing place. He had to remain positive no matter what, not only for his sake, but also for his father’s. Tucker had had enough sadness in his life lately, and his son sulking around writing the final scenes of his own life was not going to help matters.

As he jabbed the keys into the lock, a bone-chilling howl pierced the night. The sound was coming from inside the house. Panic shot up his spine.

Turning the key, he threw open the door. “Dad!” he yelled into the darkness. “Who’s in trouble?”

Stumbling blindly toward the stairs, his thigh smashing against the hall table, adrenaline coursed in his veins, propelling him forward. Bounding up the stairs, he headed for the one and only room with the light still on.

Quinn.

Reaching the landing, he sprinted the remaining distance and pushed open the door. Clutching his nose and sobbing like a toddler who lost his toy, Randall stood with his back pressed against the wall, the front of his khaki shorts covered in blood.

“W-w-what the—” is all Ethan could manage.

Randall spoke first. “He punched me,” he sputtered. “I think he broke my nose.” His wails resumed with an ear-piercing pitch.

“You got off easy!” Quinn shouted.

Gazing at Quinn wrapped in nothing but a green terry towel, Ethan’s panic morphed into an inappropriate desire burning below his waistline. After catching his breath, due more to the half-naked man standing in front of him than the two-second sprint up a flight of stairs, Ethan attempted to make sense of the situation. He looked at Quinn, then to Randall, and back to Quinn again.

“What’s going on? Why would you do—” He pointed at Randall. “—that?”

“Because he deserved it.”

“You have to do better than that,” Ethan shouted over Randall’s cries.

By this time, the cacophony had got the attention of Tucker and Frank, both now standing behind Ethan. They stood silently, a look of mild amusement on each of their faces.

“This looks like it’s gonna be good,” Frank murmured out of the side of his mouth to Tucker.

Now able to stand without the aid of the wall, Randall dragged himself toward Ethan. “This animal attacked me without any provocation.”

“I’d consider demanding to get your dick sucked provocation.”

Ethan looked at Randall, dumbfounded. “Did you make a pass at Quinn?”

“I came in here to ask if you two were having an affair.”

Anger rising, Ethan attempted to steady his nerves. “And did you get the answer?”

“How could you, Ethan?” Randall asked.

“How dare you ask me that question after everything you’ve put me through?”

“You tell him, son.” Tucker coached.

“Stay out of it, Dad,” Ethan said without turning around. “I can handle this myself.”

“You said you forgave me,” Randall choked. “Was that a lie?”

“The one who’s lying is you,” Quinn said.

“I never said I forgave you. I was trying to pretend it never happened like I always do, but I’m not going to do that anymore. I deserve better than you.”

“Better,” Randall scoffed. “You call that piece of redneck trailer trash better?”

Quinn raised his right arm and balled his hand into a tight fist. “Would you like another one of these?”

Randall cowered and ducked behind Ethan. “Don’t let him near me,” he cried while shielding his face with both hands.

Ethan stepped to the side. “Why shouldn’t I allow him to beat you to a pulp? You came into my father’s home, my home, and have been nothing but a rude asshole the entire time.” He shoved Randall toward the door, Frank and Tucker moving out of the way to allow a clear path.

“You can’t be serious,” Randall said, his eyes wide in shock.

“I’ve never been more serious in my entire life,” Ethan assured.

“What about us?”

“There was never really an us. I can finally admit that now.”

“Well, don’t expect me to just roll over and let you take my client list and destroy my business.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and grimaced. “And that vehicle you’re driving is in my name.”

“I don’t need that gas guzzler,” Ethan said. “And I don’t need a list of pretentious bitches with too much time on their hands. You can have it and them.” Ethan threw up his hands, disgusted. “Have everything for that matter. I just want you out of my life for good.”

“You can’t mean that. I thought you loved me.”

“I did once, but not anymore,” Ethan admitted.

“It’s him.” Randall cocked his head at Quinn, eyes narrowed. “You’re in love with him?”

“Yes, you’re right. I do love Quinn.”

“You do?” Quinn sounded breathless.

Ethan nodded. He turned and looked at Quinn, losing himself in his chiseled features. “I suspect I always have.”

“I knew it,” Tucker said.

“Me, too,” Frank added, looking pleased.

“But I said all those stupid things, and that I couldn’t promise you anything.”

“I heard, and it doesn’t matter. I needed to tell you that I love you anyway. I can’t deny my feelings any longer.”

“I didn’t mean it.”

Ethan’s heart skipped a beat. “What are you saying?”

“Those things,” Quinn began. “I didn’t mean any of it. I was being a coward. And I can promise you a life. I’m not sure exactly where, though, but does that matter? The important thing is we will have each other.”

“I can accept that.” Ethan smiled. “We can even stay here…in Jefferson. It’s grown on me.”

Randall snorted but stopped abruptly when Tucker placed a warning hand on his shoulder.

“I love you,” Quinn said.

Tears burned in Ethan’s eyes as he risked giving Quinn a kiss in front of Tucker and Frank. They didn’t appear to mind since they both ahhed their approval.

Randall dabbed at his nose gingerly. “What about me? And what about my nose?”

“Well,” Frank began, “you could pack up and drive yourself to the ER?”

Tucker nodded in approval at Frank’s suggestion. “I’ll jot down the address. I’m sure that fancy car of yours has a GPS that will direct you straight to the door.”

Frank turned to Tucker. “So as not to appear unhospitable, why don’t we help the young fella pack?”

“That sounds like a great idea,” Tucker agreed.

Knowing where he wasn’t wanted, Randall tilted his head back and continued to pinch the bridge of his nose with his fingers. “Don’t bother. I’ll be gone in five minutes,” he said before leaving the room. From the hall, he yelled. “And you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

Ethan smirked. “Don’t worry, he says that to everyone. Besides, his lawyer intends on suing Randall for numerous unpaid fees, he just doesn’t know yet. I forgot to tell him with everything else going on.”

“He’ll find out on his own soon enough,” Quinn grumbled. “Asshole.”

“Forget about Randall,” Ethan said, “and concentrate on me.”

“Let’s show Randall to the front door,” Tucker suggested, “and give these boys some peace and quiet.”

Tucker and Frank exited the bedroom, smiles firmly planted on their sun-weathered faces.

Pressing his forehead to Quinn’s, Ethan said, “Can you believe we kissed in front of our fathers?”

Ethan chuckled. “They better get used to it because I intend to do a lot more from here on out, and I don’t give a damn who’s watching.”

“I like the forceful Quinn, breaking noses and not giving a damn.” Ethan released a playful growl. “Very Alpha Male.”

Quinn swatted Ethan’s ass and squeezed a handful. “You know, I’m glad that idiot ex of yours showed up uninvited.”

“Why?”

“Because he forced me to fight for you, to have the balls to say I love you.”

“I’m glad too, but mostly for the part where you say you love me.”

Pulling Quinn into his chest, Ethan met Quinn’s eager lips. They ignored the sound of Randall’s footsteps descending the stairs, the sound of his car’s engine coming to life, the sound of the tires against gravel fading into the distance. All they heard instead were each other’s whispered promises and moans and pitches of desire late into the night. And when morning came, they woke wrapped in each other’s arms, safe, secure, and deeply in love.

Snuggling into his lover’s slumbering arms, Ethan pondered the chain of events that brought him home. If it weren’t for his mother’s death and Frank’s drinking, he wouldn’t be here, with Quinn.

Out of bad comes good, he thought, sadness comes joy.

He couldn’t help but feel that his mother played some part in bringing them together, pulling celestial strings from the other side. It was definitely his mother’s style.

Whatever the case, Ethan nuzzled closer into Quinn, breathing him in and said, “Thank you.”

* * * *

 “Over to the left,” Nikki directed, her hands firmly planted on her generous hips.

“Will you make up your mind,” Ethan yelled back at her. “My arms are getting tired, and I’m getting dizzy.”

“Why is it that gays can’t do ladders?”

Quinn chuckled, standing on a ladder of his own, arms stretched overhead. “Please don’t clump me into that statement. I’m doing just fine.”

Tomorrow was the grand opening of Oak Hill Farm, and it appeared that hanging the temporary sign over one of the three new retail spaces packed to the rafters with artful and unique stock was proving to be the hardest part of the entire project.

Ethan waited for Nikki’s direction as he gazed at Quinn directly opposite him, his muscular tanned arms flexing in the midday sun. That funny fluttery feeling buzzed in Ethan’s belly, and he willed his growing erection to stop filling the front of his pants for everyone to see. He went down his mental checklist to take his mind off of Quinn, who was now smiling that megawatt smile at him, which wasn’t helping the situation.

They had worked the entire summer, opening day finally coming to fruition. It had felt like only yesterday when Ethan pulled his Range Rover into the driveway, but the intended short visit turned into months, and the high-end sport ute was now a two year old Honda CR-V bought off a friend of Frank’s, who owned a used car lot on the edges of Jefferson. Honestly, Ethan didn’t miss the lavish luxury of the Range Rover. That wasn’t the only thing he didn’t miss.

In the beginning, the separation had been bitter, but in the end, Randall and Ethan decided to remain on friendly terms, splitting their exclusive client list over a final passionless kiss. Ethan reserved his passion for only one man now, and at that very moment, he was less than four feet away.

“Hello,” Nikki sang out. “Earth to Ethan. I said move the sign a little to the left.”

Redirecting his attention from the man he loved to the plastic banner flapping in the breeze and clutched in his hands, Ethan mumbled an apology and moved the sign over a few inches.

“How’s that?” he asked.

Nikki clapped and jump in place, excitedly. “It’s perfect. Simply perfect.”

“No, it’s not.” Frank and Tucker walked up and eyed the banner that read Oak Hill Farm. “It has the wrong name on it,” Tucker said.

Ethan reread it just in case he’d missed a typo. “Where are your glasses?” Ethan asked Tucker. “It’s not misspelled.”

“I didn’t say anything about it being misspelled,” he corrected. “But the name doesn’t fit the place anymore. Oak Hill was a dairy farm, this place is a destination.”

“A virtual shopping extravaganza for people who have money burning a hole in their pockets. It can’t be called Oak Hill.” Frank stuck out his tongue. “It sounds too old and stodgy. And it doesn’t want me to break open my wallet.”

Quinn scoffed. “Nothing makes you want to break open your wallet.”

“You’ll be eating those words when we show you what we got.”

Confused, Ethan, Quinn, and Nikki watched as Tucker and Frank pulled a banner larger than the one that they’d just hung out of the bed of Tucker’s truck. The two men handed one side to Ethan and the other to Quinn.

The banner now fully unraveled, Ethan read aloud, “Rainbow Hill.”

“What do you think?” Frank asked. “I thought it was a more appropriate name.”

Emotion choked Ethan, but he managed to find his voice. “I-I-I think it’s perfect, the proverbial pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.”

“Me and Tucker figured since you two boys were the masterminds behind the project—which we greatly appreciate, mind you, you and yours should get the credit. Pot of gold’s a nice thought too.”

“Plus the way you boys tell it,” Frank began, “we’re going to have a lot of gay clients meandering about so we should try making them as welcome as possible.”

Nikki’s laughter rose above the rest. “Although not exactly politically correct, renaming the farm Rainbow Hill is a great idea.” She turned to Ethan and Quinn who were making the final adjustments and hanging the banner. “Boys, what’s your opinion?”

Climbing down from the ladders to join the rest of the group, they gazed at the fanciful script and the colors of the rainbow stretching across the background of the banner.

“I think it’s amazing,” Ethan said. “And a step in the right direction.”

“I agree with Ethan,” Quinn said, “and I think you two are amazing.”

At that moment, Scout came trotting up. Looking up at the sign, he barked three times in rapid succession. Quinn reached down and patted the mongrel on the head. “I think Scout approves too.”

Ethan wrapped one arm around Quinn, drawing him in, and draped the other over his father’s still-broad shoulders. Quinn brought Frank into the group by doing the same. “Thanks for giving me a new life,” Ethan said. “One with a promising future filled with more days like today. I love everyone here more than you’ll ever know.” And he meant every word.

Nikki clapped her hands loudly and shouted, “Picture,” before reaching into her jeans back pocket to pull out her phone. “Line up, keep showing the love, and smile because this one is going on the website.”

The four men posed under the banner swaying in the breeze, and for the first time in Ethan’s life, the farm where he grew up finally felt like home.

THE END
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Alex Carreras

Writer of M/M erotic romance, Alex Carreras believes there is nothing sexier than a hot, naked man with a cocky attitude and a sultry smile. Always on the hunt for inspiration, you will find Alex wherever there are attractive men hopefully in a state of undress. And since he lives in South Florida where the average yearly temperature is a balmy 82 Fahrenheit, there is certainly no shortage of inspiration.
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