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Seasons of Love: Book Four

 

For over ten years, Wyatt Dolan defined himself as the lover of Howard Wallace. Howard made sure Wyatt’s self-worth depended on that role. So when Howard dumps him, he is lost at sea in a storm without a rudder. If it wasn’t for his supportive friends, he doesn’t know what he’d do. Finally, after a series of disasters, he escapes to Camp Sanctuary—a sacred place to him—where he can be alone, try to put his past behind him, and find a new direction for his life.

Kevin Owens is a lonely man. He is very intelligent—several apps he created have gone on to make him a comfortable living—but he is also quite shy and is uncomfortable making conversation. The death of his dear friend and former lover after a long illness leaves him grieving, confused, and adrift. Then a dream guides him to Camp Sanctuary, only to find that the one cabin with a wood-burning stove has already been reserved. And worse, by a man he’s had a secret crush on for years—Wyatt Dolan.

When a snowstorm knocks out power at the Camp, Wyatt and Kevin must share the same cabin to stay warm, and very soon, magickal things begin to happen.
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Winter passes and one remembers one’s perseverance.

— Yoko Ono

 

In the depth of winter I finally learned that there was in me an invincible summer.

— Albert Camus

 

To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.

— Ecclesiastes 3:1, KJV




CHAPTER ONE

 

 

WYATT LOOKED out over the dining room table and thought, Holy shit, what have I done?

There was barely any room left, what with the pineapples and bananas and coconuts and oranges (the last of which he wasn’t sure really fit the theme, but they looked nice), the big ham and cheese tray (Oh! Is Asher even eating ham these days?), and of course the ridiculously huge cake—the centerpiece for the table. It was shaped like a volcano, and Wyatt had baked it and built it up and decorated it himself (mostly). There were little plastic palm trees up its slopes, red icing lava flowing down its sides, and he’d even placed a juice can down inside the top, half-filled with water, just waiting for the dry ice he’d bought so he could make his volcano smoke. Bright and colorful leis hung from the lighting fixture over the table (although he wasn’t sure if they were exactly a Samoan tradition or not), along with some silk marijuana versions he’d bought at It’s A Beautiful Day in the city.

Nothing too low-key for Wyatt Dolan!

Except he couldn’t help but think he’d forgotten something.

I’ll have leftovers for days.

What had he been thinking? After all, this was Porch Night, not a dinner party. Everybody would have eaten already.

I should have told them not to eat!

Howard would have been furious if he’d known, especially when Wyatt couldn’t really afford to do this these days.

But then, Howard didn’t have anything to say about what Wyatt did or didn’t do anymore, did he? His lover of nearly eleven years had dumped him two months previously—kicked him out of his life as well as the home they’d made together.

Wyatt shut his eyes tight and fought off the wave of grief that threatened to sweep over him. No! Not tonight. Tonight is fun. I am going to have fun! He stood up tall—or as tall as he could at five foot seven—and held his head high, shoulders back. He was Wyatt Dolan, the little bear of the Fabulous Four (so dubbed by himself), and he was a… superstar! Short he might be. Chubby too. But he could dazzle. And he was especially dazzling tonight in the gorgeous blue Samoan shirt that Peni had given him. One of Peni’s brothers had gotten too heavy for it and passed it on to Wyatt (which made Wyatt feel wonderfully svelte). Everyone would be expecting him to be down and sad, but he would show them! Show them how amazing he really was.

He was determined to, especially tonight, because this was the first Saturday of the month and his turn to host Porch Night; the one evening that he and his friends—the Fabulous Four—vowed never to miss. Barring flood (there hadn’t been a flood in Terra’s Gate since 1977, and it hadn’t been nearly as bad as what had hit Kansas City), earthquake (very unlikely, but not impossible in Missouri), contracts for a special with HBO (but even that had not stopped Asher—the resident soon-to-be-famous member of the FF), or even a zombie apocalypse. And Wyatt had long ago declared that last wasn’t an excuse for them to miss showing up either, because wouldn’t the four of them show Rick Grimes and crew how to deal with the walking dead with fearsome fabulosity?

Of course, it wouldn’t be just the four of them tonight, would it? Where once the rule had been that Porch Night was for only the four of them—no buddies, no visiting relatives, no boyfriends du jour, or even foreign dignitaries—that had somehow changed lately, hadn’t it?

And all because Wyatt’s three friends, who for years now had been single seemingly forever, had quite suddenly begun to find boyfriends. And not the du jour kind either. One after the other, his buddies, in the space of about nine months, had met and all but married the most perfect men (or at least perfect for them, to paraphrase Grace Jones) imaginable.

Now Wyatt understood how Sloan could get a boyfriend. Sloan was a hell of a catch for any man. Even though Sloan wasn’t Wyatt’s type (give him a big ol’ hairy bear any day), no doubt most men thought Sloan was gorgeous, what with his copper hair, honey-brown eyes, and alabaster skin (with its sprinkling of about a million freckles). Hell, the only reason he’d been single for so long was because he’d been hopelessly in love with Asher, the one gay man on Earth who wouldn’t—or couldn’t—love him back. At least not in a romantic way. Then—lo and behold—Sloan met Max (a real hunka-cola) and tout de suite and easy peasy, the two of them were as googly-eyed for each other as a couple of teenagers.

Well… it hadn’t been quite that simple.

But it had been awfully sweet.

Unfortunately, when Sloan and Max got together, it had been really rough on Scott. The torch that Sloan had borne for his hopeless infatuation with Asher had been put to final rest after three years when he met and fell in love with Max, but Scott had been hopelessly in love with Sloan for a much longer time (Wyatt suspected for ten years, since Scott first met Sloan in college).

It wasn’t that Scott was a bad guy, or even unattractive (although again, not Wyatt’s type—he was way too skinny). It was just that he lived in a fantasy world of Harlequin Romance love, which wasn’t the worst of it. Fantasies aside, Scott was the biggest curmudgeon and pessimist Wyatt had ever met in his whole life.

But then—slam! bang!—Scott found a man as well. A truly wonderful man. Scott (of all people) had gone to the Heartland Queer Men’s Festival (the last place Wyatt would have ever thought he’d go), and through several miracles he had learned to set his stodgy ways aside and met a very, very sexy man (but once again a little smooth for Wyatt’s taste) named Cedar. Before Sloan’s week-long camping trip was over, he’d found true love.

Then came the biggest surprise of all.

Asher! Gods! Who would have ever thought it? Asher had found love! Asher, who didn’t “do” boyfriends. In fact, he rarely did second-night stands. “I can’t have a lover, especially a man. I’m going to be famous. Do you think fans want to look up at their favorite hunk on that big silver screen and then picture him fucking a dude?”

So it was a hell of a surprise when Asher started dating a beautiful Samoan man named Peni (only about the sweetest guy Wyatt had ever met). And the cutie had even managed to have a profound effect on Asher’s drinking (as in, helping with its reduction).

So now the three of them all had boyfriends, and instead of Porch Night being just the four of them, boyfriends were now apparently invited.

Wyatt supposed he might have been okay with the new turn of events. Except for the fact that he used to be the only one of them who’d had a lover (for over a decade), and now he was the only single one.

It was like a soap opera come to life!

Like sands through the hourglass….

The wave of grief threatened again.

No. No!

Oh, the irony.

“You don’t have to host right now,” Sloan had said a few days ago. “Max and I’ll be glad to switch with you.”

Wyatt rolled his eyes at the suggestion. “How are we going to do that? You hosted last month.”

“Then just skip a turn. No one will care.”

“What will that do? It won’t solve anything.”

“It’ll give you four more months to—” Sloan paused. “—get yourself to feeling right.”

Feeling right? Really? Feeling right? Whenever the hell would that be? Wyatt had only shaken his head at that. “No. I might as well take the bull by the balls. Besides, Peni will be coming. He’s finally back from Samoa. How can I miss giving him a big welcome-home celebration? It’s all planned. I’ve bought half the stuff already. No! I’m hosting.”

And then, one more irony.

Wyatt wasn’t even hosting Porch Night from his porch (not that it was warm enough this December night to use the porch). No, this wasn’t even his house. Sloan owned it. Sloan had inherited it from his mother when she died—was that a year ago now? Had that much time passed?

The man who Sloan happened to fall in love with was his next-door neighbor. When said neighbor’s wife elected to move to France—

…so are the Days of Our Lives….

—that left Sloan and Max with two houses. Sloan had been reluctant to sell his, even though it was smaller, for the simple fact that it had belonged to his mother. What if some buyer came along and did something like plow over her huge, gorgeous garden and replaced it with sod?

But then Howard kicked Wyatt out of their home—the house (a real fixer-upper) they had spent years repairing, remolding, reconstructing, and redecorating into a reflection of the two of them—leaving him no place to live. Kicked him out of their dream home. It had been devastating.

But being homeless had wound up solving a problem for Sloan. It not only gave Wyatt a place to live, but gave Sloan the knowledge that his mother’s home would be taken care of, at least for the time being.

Somehow living in Sloan’s house, living next door to his best friend, was what had made it all bearable. And it was a relief for Wyatt to have a roof over his head.

But it wasn’t his roof. It wasn’t the house that he had made his home.

Another wave threatened.

I’m alone. I’m going to be alone. Who’s going to want me?

He shook himself. No. He couldn’t go there. Couldn’t be depressed. He had to be on.

Goddess, maybe I really shouldn’t have hosted this tonight….

But it was too late now, wasn’t it? Everybody would be arriving soon.

At least with all the extra people, they might make a dent in the food.

Into the breach!

Wyatt went into the living room and started the CDs he’d burned for tonight. He’d found a bunch of Samoan and Hawaiian music online and then, for fun, thrown in everything from Blondie’s “The Tide is High” to Israel “IZ” Kamakawiwo’ole’s “Somewhere Over the Rainbow/What a Wonderful World” medley.

He surveyed the table one more time. The only thing not there was the cooler of tropical rum punch and the pitcher of the alcohol-free version. Those were in the kitchen where there was a linoleum floor instead of the hardwood of the dining room. Those coolers tended to drip from their little faucets and make quite a mess.

But he still couldn’t help but think he’d forgotten something.

Then it hit him.

Oh no! A joke!

He didn’t have a new joke for tonight! He had to have a joke! He always had a joke for Porch Night. At least one. Problem was, the only gay ones he’d been able to find lately had been derogatory and homophobic—endless punch lines about fudge packing, AIDS, and rainbow Skittles. He’d hated them. He’d hated the fact that gay men had posted a lot of them.

He needed a joke. How could they have a Porch Night without one of his jokes? Wyatt ran for his laptop and was just booting it up so he could google one when…

The doorbell rang.

Piss!

He stopped, sighed, touched his short spiky hair (hoped it looked okay), and opened the door.

It was Sloan and Max, looking all happy and flush-cheeked and eyes flashing. Frak! It didn’t take a genius to realize what they’d been up to before they got here. They were still boinking like rabbits after all these months.

Well…. Well…. Well, good for them! Lucky them. It was good. Someone needed to have sex. It’s not like I’m ever going to have sex again. Because who would want a fat little bear when they could have someone who looked like these two?

Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

“Tah-low-fa,” he said, practicing the Samoan word Peni had taught him. Talofa—a greeting, like “hello.”

“Talofa,” Sloan said with a laugh, because he was in on this. And Max? Max gave one of his single macho nods.

Max was such a mystery. Quiet and masculine one minute and all animated the next. Like a friendlier version of bipolar.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Wyatt said, opening the screen door and motioning them in. “I mean, it is your place.”

A car horn honked, and a cream-colored Lexus pulled up in front of the house. That would be Scott and Cedar. They would have been riding their motorcycles if it hadn’t been so cold today. It was like they had it timed, getting here at exactly the same time as Sloan and Max. At least Wyatt could count on Asher being late. He did live in the city after all, and…

Except lookee there. Asher’s old, battered pickup was pulling over across the street.

Asher and Peni.

Synchronized.

Hail, hail, the gang’s all here….

“Come on in, guys,” he said. “We’re letting the cold in.”




CHAPTER TWO

 

 

IT MADE Wyatt extraordinarily happy that everyone was impressed with the layout. “Don’t forget to get a lei,” he announced, pointing to where they hung over the dining room table.

“Oh!” Cedar pumped his fist. “I want one of the ganja ones!”

“Me too,” said Scott.

Would wonders never cease? Scott? Wanted one of the marijuana leis? Was it one of the final signs of the apocalypse (that Wyatt didn’t believe in)? Wyatt almost giggled.

“I can’t believe you did all this,” said Asher, and then he answered Wyatt’s wonderings by popping a roll of the thinly sliced ham into his mouth before it even reached his plate. He might have been getting curious about his Jewish heritage for the first time since he was a kid, but it didn’t look like Asher was converting back to the religion of his grandfather anytime soon. Still, it was sweet to see the way he was watching over Peni. Sweet, lovely Peni with his caramel skin and Superman blue-black hair and the tattoos that Wyatt was dying to see.

Asher turned to his lover. “You know, Peni, you can just sit and rest. I’ll load your plate for you.”

Peni laughed. “I’m fine and you know it,” he declared and then blushed furiously when Asher told him he was far more than fine. He was delicious.

“If I was going to have a problem, wouldn’t it be with sitting?” Peni asked.

“I don’t know,” Asher said. “I think it should be me who would have trouble sitting after last night.”

Peni blushed all the more, and there were a few hoots around the table.

“I meant my pe’a,” Peni said, referring to his new tattoos.

“I know what you meant,” Asher said and gave him a sweet kiss. It really was amazing. A side of Asher that Wyatt had never expected to see. Sweet. Kind. Romantic.

“I just can’t get over the cake,” Peni said, pointing. “I mean, it’s even smoking!”

That was because Wyatt had run for the kitchen freezer, taken one of the small chunks he’d chipped off the block of dry ice, and carefully dropped it down into the juice can concealed within the cake.

“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Sloan said as it smoked away.

“It really is something,” said Max. Broad shouldered, a shadow of a beard on his strong jaw, flashing blue eyes, and a hint of chest hair showing at his open collar, he was the one man here tonight Wyatt was attracted to. Wyatt had had more than one fantasy about seeing Max naked, like trying to dodge into the locker room at the local gym where they all worked out. Sloan had forbidden it. And that was even before the two of them hooked up. Now that they were practically married, Wyatt knew he would probably never get a look. And wasn’t that one of the first things Howard had taught him? To look?

“Hey, we’re men!” Howard had declared on many an occasion. “We like to look. You look all you want, baby.”

“That volcano must have taken you all day,” Max continued.

“It really wasn’t all that much trouble,” Wyatt said, blushing. “I started with an angel food cake pan and then when it was done, did some carving and some sculpting and threw in lots of icing and—voilà!”

“Don’t let Wyatt fool you,” Sloan said. “He’s spent like two or three evenings working on it.”

“I had to do something in honor of you coming home,” Wyatt said, turning to Peni.

“How did you make it smoke like that?” Peni asked.

“Why, magic,” Wyatt said. “After all, I am a witch.”

“You really did outdo yourself,” Scott said when he’d circled around the table to Wyatt. He dropped his chin on Wyatt’s shoulder. “Asher is going to have to work his ass off to ever top this.”

“I heard that!” Asher cried, laughing.

Wyatt grinned again. He couldn’t help it. He hadn’t realized how much he’d needed all the fuss. He was only doing what he loved to do, but it had been a while since he’d been able to show off.

They all filled their plates, and Wyatt reminded them that the cocktails were in the kitchen. “I’ve got them leaded and lead-free,” he said.

“Leaded and lead-free?” Peni asked.

“With and without booze,” Wyatt explained.

“You have an alcohol-free version?” Peni asked. “I thought you once told me that gay men are required to drink.”

Wyatt smiled wistfully. “I’m changing my mind. Plus—” He glanced at Asher. “—you know….”

“Well, I’m certainly imbibing,” Cedar said and went right to the cooler in the kitchen. “I love how you decorated it.”

It hadn’t been a lot of trouble. He’d simply taken a straw mat, wrapped it around the cooler, and tied it on. He would have used a glue gun, but then, the cooler wasn’t his.

“Where did you get the tiki goblets?” Scott asked.

“It was an incredible find,” Wyatt crowed. “I got them at Michaels, in the city. I was lucky. They were on clearance. No one is having luaus this time of year. And they had exactly enough of them.” Seven, not eight, he thought with a sigh.

“Now you’re shocking me,” Asher said. “You’ve always told us we should never admit we got something cheap, on sale, or at a garage sale.”

Wyatt gave a little shrug. He was looking at all kinds of things differently these days. Watching his money was a big one. With as much as Howard had made, Wyatt had been able to get away with a lot. Without Howard he was wondering how he was going to make ends meet. He was manager of Treasures of Terra, the New Age store where he worked, but it was a small business, and he wasn’t paid a fortune. With businesses failing so much these days, it was wonderful that the store was doing as well as it was. He was really thankful that Sloan had refused to take any rent money the last two months.

 

“I hope you don’t think I’m taking advantage,” Wyatt had said while Sloan watched him make the cake, even lent a hand with the icing.

“What are you talking about?” Sloan had asked as he slathered chocolate icing where directed.

“That I spent all this money and haven’t given you a cent for rent.”

“You tried to give us money, Wyatt,” Sloan said. “And I said no. We can think about that in the future. The house is paid for. We wanted you to have a chance to get some money in the bank. A cushion.”

“I’ll make it work,” he said. “And Katherine is letting me do readings on my days off for extra money.” Katherine was his boss and the owner of Treasures of Terra.

“Readings?” Sloan glanced up. There was some icing on his nose, and Wyatt had to laugh.

“Tarot readings,” he answered.

“Did I know you did that?” Sloan looked crossed-eyed down at the end of his nose and then wiped the chocolate away and stuck his finger in his mouth.

“It’s been a long time. I did a reading for you one drunken night about five years ago.”

“Five years,” Sloan said and whistled. “Have we really known each other that long?”

“Ever since my short stint in the call center.” Wyatt winced. “That didn’t last long, did it?”

“Well you did tell a customer to kiss your ass,” Sloan said.

“My rosy red ass.” Wyatt crossed his arms. “Because she called me a fag! And I told her that I was more man than she was ever going to have and more woman than she would ever be.”

 

“Well, I don’t care where you got the goblets,” Peni said, drawing Wyatt from his musings. “I love them.”

That’s when Sebastian the crab began to croon to them from the stereo, letting them know they should take it from him, there was no place better than under the sea. That was the perfect time for them to find a place to settle in the living room. Wyatt had brought in a few dining room chairs to make sure everyone had a place to sit, and as he joined them, he looked around the room. Gods…. Lovers paired up all around him. And he was alone.

Yet… was he? Could he really look at all these people and think he was alone?

Wyatt looked from face to face to face, listened to them as they chatted, and the warmth surged into almost overwhelming love. He really was lucky. As hard as things had been these past months—how lonely he’d been lying in that bed by himself night after night and week after week—how much worse would it have been without these friends?

“Asher,” said Max. “Any word on Drunks?”

Which was the movie Asher was doing for HBO. Imagine. HBO. Asher had gone from a small stage in Kansas City to a movie for HBO. Wyatt had always insisted they would all be famous one day, and Asher, at least, was on his way.

“I think it’s scheduled for November,” Asher said.

“November?” cried Wyatt. “Next November?”

“Well, this November did pass last month,” Asher replied.

“But that’s a year away! We have to wait that long?”

“Wyatt, we’ve barely begun shooting.”

But… “But the play wasn’t even two hours long! How long does it take to make a movie?”

Asher chuckled. “We’ve got about two weeks under our belts and another three more weeks to go, and that’s because they’ve added a couple of flashback scenes that take place outside of the hotel where the play took place.”

“They’ve added scenes?” asked Sloan.

Asher nodded. “Yes. That’s pretty normal for a movie. Did you know the play version of Steel Magnolias is set strictly in the beauty shop?”

Wyatt nodded. “I saw it at the Pegasus Theatre. It was pretty cool. Half the women were played by men in drag!”

“Movies are able to add all kinds of stuff. They almost always do since they don’t have the constraints of what can be done onstage. And then there’ll probably be pickups. After that there is a host of stuff that happens. Editing. Music. Promotion. I’m excited we’re only having to wait that long.”

“But a year!” Wyatt whined. He couldn’t help it. Somehow he thought it all went so much faster. Then a new thought. “How did you manage to get home this weekend if you’re still shooting?”

“I told Spencer I wanted the weekend off, and he didn’t even blink.”

“Oh,” Wyatt said. “You’re on a first name basis with him now?”

Spencer—Spencer Morrison, the actor—was the big name who was making Drunks into a movie and possibly only one of the biggest stars in Hollywood these days.

“I wanted to be here for Peni.” Asher hugged his lover close. “I didn’t tell Spencer that—he thinks it’s something else.”

Something else? Did they not know Asher was gay? Wyatt thought Asher was out of the closet. He’d slept with about a million men—it wasn’t like he’d been discreet. People would find out.

“I wanted to fly from Samoa right to Los Angeles,” Peni said. “But my family wouldn’t hear of it.”

“No, I don’t suppose they would,” Max said. “You can’t blame them. That’s the way it should be.”

That’s the way it should be, Wyatt thought. But it wasn’t like that for everybody.

Which made it all the more painful that Howard was out of his life. Howard was—had been—his entire life. His family. Howard had rescued him when his blood family had rejected him.

Only to abandon me.

He bit down on his lower lip. No. No pain tonight.

“But the advance buzz for Drunks is already good,” Asher was saying. “People are talking. They might pick it up for a series.”

“Really?” asked Scott. “This is the play you did a few months ago at the Pegasus?”

Asher nodded.

“How can they make it into a series? Wasn’t the story pretty much told?”

“Yeah. But they like the characters a lot. They want to explore the idea of what happens next.”

“Whoa.” Scott grinned. “It only proves that anything can happen.”

Wyatt grinned back. Amazing. Scott. The pessimist. Talking like anything could happen. Then, mind bouncing as usual and unable to resist—he was Wyatt Dolan after all—he asked, “So tell me, Asher. Have you seen Spencer Morrison naked?”

“Wyatt!” said Max. “How was he supposed to do that?”

Asher shook his head and then, bless his heart, blushed. Had Wyatt ever seen Asher blush? “No. But I could have. He sure offered.”

Wyatt’s mouth fell open.

“He tried to get me in bed.”

Wait. What? What had Asher just said? “Spencer Morrison?” Wyatt exclaimed. “Spencer-fucking-Morrison?”

Asher nodded.

“You know, they say he’s going to get nominated for an Oscar this year,” Scott interjected, apparently unaffected by Asher’s bombshell. “For Crosshairs.”

Wyatt shook his head, held up a hand. “You know I was mostly kidding, right? About the naked part?”

Asher grinned. “No, you weren’t. You were hoping I got a look at him in a dressing room or something….”

Wyatt bit his lip. Well. It was true.

“Well, I was standing next to him, taking a piss if you must know, and I could have looked—”

“And you didn’t?” Wyatt said, his voice a squeak. “You didn’t even peek? You could have seen Spencer-fucking-Morrison’s dick and you didn’t look? Oh—My—Gods! Sacrilege. Hand over your gay card! Now.”

Asher looked over at Peni and placed a hand on his knee. “There is only one penis I want to see these days, Wyatt.”

Peni smiled like a high-school girl. “Oh, Asher.” They kissed.

I don’t believe this! I have fallen asleep and woken back up in the twilight zone.

“You know I wouldn’t have minded,” Peni said. “I mean, if you’d peeked? After all, I certainly don’t want you to have to give up your gay card.”

Asher laughed. “Well… I might have caught a glimpse….”

Wyatt jumped to his feet, nearly spilling his plate of food. “And? And?”

“I honestly didn’t get a good look. But he was sure trying to show it to me.”

Wyatt shook his head violently, held his hands up high, and then clasped them to his chest. “Okay. Wait. I am trying to picture this.” And he could. He could! Standing next to Spencer-fucking-Morrison—only the next Matthew McConaughey or Bradley Cooper. “You are telling me that Spencer Morrison was wagging his cock at you—”

Asher laughed and gave a shrug.

“—and you didn’t look?”

“It was kind of pathetic, really.”

“His cock?” The world was coming to an end. “Spencer Morrison’s cock is pathetic?” It couldn’t be. It—could—not—be!

“No,” said Asher. “Not his cock. Him. So full of himself. Thinking all he had to do was show me his cock and I’d be on my knees. Trying to seduce me that way. As if I couldn’t resist him.”

Wyatt shook his head. If Spencer Morrison had waved his cock at him, he would have been on his knees in a flash. Of course, it had been a long time since he’d been on his knees. Sometimes he wondered if he ever would again. Then sometimes he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

“I don’t even know why you care,” Asher said. “He’s not your type. Way too skinny, isn’t he?”

Wyatt opened his eyes wide. “Doesn’t matter. That was celebrity dick, Asher. You never miss a chance to look at celebrity dick.”

Everybody started to laugh.

“You know, I used to feel that way,” Scott said. “But now Cedar…. Well, I don’t need to see anybody else’s either.”

Wyatt put his hands on his hips. He was feeling a real fit coming on. “No! No-no-no-no-no!” He shook his head again.

“I would look,” Cedar said.

“Cedar!” Scott glowered at his lover.

This only caused more laughter around the room.

“Anyway,” Asher said. “When I wouldn’t look, he took another tactic. He came right into my trailer one day and all but grabbed my ass. I told him I belonged to Peter Wagner—”

Only one of the richest gay men in the country—hell, richest men in the country period—and a producer on Drunks as well.

“—and he let go of me so fast you would have thought he’d grabbed a hornet’s nest. Started apologizing like crazy. It was all I could do not to laugh at him. It’s part of what got me here this weekend. He didn’t object for one second when I mentioned I was flying home. Of course, he thinks it was to be with Peter Wagner.”

“I won’t tell him if you don’t,” Wyatt said and tried to let it sink in. Spencer Morrison was gay. And tried to show Asher his cock. Surely it would have been okay to look! Wyatt had an entire collection of celebrity nudes on his computer. Hundreds (thousands?) of pictures. But not one of Spencer Morrison. Shirtless, sure, but not even a butt shot. Howard wouldn’t have cared if Wyatt looked. Howard wouldn’t have cared if Wyatt blew him. Howard would have called him crazy for not doing so. Would have pushed Wyatt out of the way if he’d been there.

Then Wyatt noticed the way Asher was looking at Peni and the way Peni was looking back. Gods… in love. They were so in love. Had Howard ever looked at him that way?

Yes. He could remember Howard holding every door open for him, taking him to dinner, buying him single red roses. And making love to him like no one ever had before. It had been so much more than the fumbling, awkward sex he’d had with boys in high school. Boys who would call him faggot at school but happily ask him to their houses for a sleepover and an exchange of mutual blowjobs on weekends. Mutual if he was lucky, that was. Usually it meant him blowing them. And Wyatt, desperate for any human contact, accepted it.

Howard didn’t deny him anything but his ass and treated him so differently from those boys….

But even in the beginning, Howard had made it clear he could never be monogamous.

That had broken Wyatt’s heart. It had. It really had. Hard to remember that kid he used to be. The dreamer. The romantic. Looking for a knight in shining armor. Yet now it came back clearly. The ache at the idea that Howard wanted other men. How could he practically cut Wyatt’s steak for him but want other men at the same time? The first night that Howard told him they wouldn’t be monogamous, he’d gone and taken a shower. Taken a shower to muffle the sound. So Howard wouldn’t know. Taken a shower and bawled. Then Howard came home the next day with flowers, and Wyatt had been lost, totally unable to resist him. He’d decided “fuck it.” If he couldn’t have the Disney fairy tale, he’d have the next best thing.

Howard convinced him that not only were other men no threat to the two of them, but there was nothing wrong with Wyatt being with other men as well. Even on his own. He encouraged it.

How had that happened?

“You’re young,” Howard had told him. “You need to sow your wild oats, Wyatt! Try things. Try different men. Experience life. I mean, don’t you ever want to try topping?”

And he had, hadn’t he? He had found the sexual adventures to be fun. He’d decided that maybe Howard was right—it was stupid to think he could have a Harlequin Romance life (his mother had read those his whole life, and he’d snuck dozens of them late at night). But those stories weren’t real.

But…

But now, looking at his friends? Had he been right? Did they have it? Did they have everything Wyatt’s boyhood heart had ever wanted? Did Harlequin love really exist after all?

“And in a week or so,” Peni said, breaking Wyatt from his thoughts, “I’ll fly out to be with him.”

Even though the two of you will only be there a week or so? Wyatt wondered.

“We know it will only be a week or so,” Asher said as if reading Wyatt’s thoughts. “But that’s a week we’ll have together. And besides… come on… Hollywood. I want to show him around.”

Everyone agreed that was just splendid, and Wyatt managed a smile. Good for him. Good for them.

It didn’t make the ache go away, though.

And then…

…as Wyatt looked around the room, he had a sudden thought.

It seemed crazy, but…

When had the trouble really begun with Howard?

Why… why, it had been the month that Sloan met Max.

And as the sparks between the two of them turned into a fire and then true love, the fights had begun to turn serious between Wyatt and Howard.

He would never forget when Howard had ignored their veto rule—the ability they each had to nix a partner’s potential playmate. Wyatt had told Howard in no uncertain terms that he didn’t want him having sex with Chuck (Upchuck) Mueske, a complete gnome, and Howard told him he didn’t care—he was going to anyway. He wound up not doing anything, but not before Wyatt had a complete fit and stormed out.

Next, when Scott met Cedar out at Camp during the annual Heartland Queer Men’s Festival (an event that Wyatt loved and Scott had always mocked!), things only got worse. Way worse. He and Howard had a huge fight that time—their worst ever. It seemed Howard had practically raped some kid, and word was, he hadn’t worn a condom (not that a condom would have made it okay). The kid—a sweet airhead named Blue—came to admit his part in what happened. And after Wyatt and Howard had their roof-raising fight, Wyatt accepted Howard’s story. That the incident had been a role-playing game that had gone wrong. That Howard hadn’t realized he’d taken things too far….

Then, finally, Asher had found love.

Asher—who Wyatt figured would never settle down—fell in love with Peni, and suddenly Wyatt was the only one single.

How had that happened?

Well! It had happened when Wyatt had gotten off work early one day and picked up some Nilgiri chicken korma and samosas on the way home to surprise Howard and found his lover in the middle of a bareback party—fucking some guy bent over their coffee table (they’d picked it up for a steal in a little antique shop on one of their trips) while he, Howard, was getting fucked by a man with one of the biggest cocks Wyatt had ever seen (and he’d seen some huge cocks).

Howard.

Who did not get fucked.

When Wyatt got (understandably) angry—started shouting about it—Howard kicked him out. Broke up with him! Told him he was tired of Wyatt’s shit. Slapped him! Howard had never hit him. Close once or twice, maybe (he’d seen it in Howard’s eyes), but never hit him.

And now for the first time in years, he was single and his friends—every one of them without a lover in all the time he’d known them—were all quite suddenly and happily deep in wedded bliss.

What if…

What if there were something… cosmic going on? What if the gods only had so much wedded bliss to go around? What if him being in a relationship had somehow… blocked his friends from doing the same? What if their finding love meant some cosmic balance had shifted, and now he had to be alone?

Maybe this was some weight he needed to bear so his friends could be happy?

Would he ever have someone again? Would he ever have what they had? Was Howard right? That no one would ever want him?

Gods.

Please….

No.

The group began to whoop and holler, startling Wyatt out of his thoughts.

“I’m not stripping!” cried Peni.

“No,” agreed Asher. “He most assuredly is not!”

“But I do want you to see…,” Peni said.

See? See what?

“Be back in a flash.”

“I can’t wait,” Cedar was saying. “I bet he looks amazing.”

“He does,” Asher said with a sweet smile.

“I just can’t imagine the pain,” said Scott. “I looked it up on Google and found some articles that made me downright queasy.”

“I’ll bet they don’t come close to describing how bad it really was.” For a moment Asher’s face went grim. “I don’t know how he did it. I could barely make it.”

Oh gods, thought Wyatt. Did they mean…?

And to confirm Wyatt’s wonderings, Peni came back, jeans replaced by a sarong. No. A lava-lava. That is what Samoans called the colorful piece of cloth tied around Peni’s waist. It flowed around him as he walked and there was no way you could help but see the tattoos.

The pe’a.

Magnificent.

Unreal.

Almost otherworldly.

The elaborate tattoos were nothing like what Wyatt had drawn all over Peni’s legs and lower buttocks with a Sharpie last Halloween.

Nothing.

Wyatt was quite simply in awe at the sight. Nothing could have prepared him for what he saw.

The pe’a began at Peni’s knees and rose up his body to his waist and higher, covering every inch of skin with black and line and pattern. Wyatt’s marker art had stopped at the waist, but Peni’s Samoan art did not. In front it did, with a sort of checkerboard just below his belly button and said navel filled with a square of black. But then, in an upward fan pattern, the tattoos swept high on his sides and over his entire lower back. There were great plains of solid ink and then dozens of radiating lines—some straight, some jagged—dots, tiny squares, and daggers spread out like a palm leaf. Peni lifted his lava-lava high, concealing only his groin, to reveal more lines radiating out across his buttocks, some that met at the top of his cleft, which was filled in with even more black.

He was beautiful.

Wyatt couldn’t speak. For a long moment, the only sounds around the room were the intakes of deep breaths and quiet gasps. As Wyatt stood there drinking in the beauty of Peni and his pe’a, he found himself feeling… spiritual.

None of this work had been done with a tattoo gun. Oh no. This ink had been inlaid deep into Peni’s flesh by tools made of fish bone and boar’s tusk. Tools carved into tiny, jagged, razor-sharp combs that were then dipped into the ink and tapped or even pounded in with a mallet. When Peni went to Samoa a couple of months ago to get his tattoos, Scott had called Wyatt, all but freaking out. He’d read what Peni was going to be doing—or having done to him—and sent Wyatt the links he’d found. Reading them had made him squeamish, even dizzy. Looking at the expansive artwork today, Wyatt could only rub at his teddy-bear tattoo on his upper arm and be embarrassed about what a big deal he’d made while getting it. His had taken an hour. Asher—and the online articles—said Peni’s had taken days. Long twelve-hour days. And if Peni had stopped the tufuga ta tatau—the tattoo artist—before it was all done, he would have brought shame on himself and his family for the rest of his life.

Again, Wyatt could only stare in wonder.

“W-well?” Peni asked.

Around him, Wyatt’s friends each opened and closed their mouths, at first not speaking. It seemed that the tattoos—the pe’a—had affected them all. They looked at Peni. They looked at each other. They looked at Asher.

Asher nodded once. “I know, right?”

Wyatt reached out, almost touched Peni’s skin, then jerked his hand back. “It’s… it’s like holy ground.”

Peni smiled, and his big black eyes turned wet. “Thank you, Wyatt.”

Then Wyatt was crying and that “thank you” somehow broke the spell that had fallen over the group and they all began to speak.

 

 

THEY CHATTED more quietly after that, though. None of the robust hilarity that often ensued on Porch Night.

They updated each other as usual.

Scott and Cedar talked about how they were going to visit Cedar’s mother, the famous rock star Cyan Carrington, for Christmas. She still hadn’t met Scott and wanted to, and Scott was as nervous as fuck about meeting her. Wyatt was agog. “Wow! You’re going to meet Cyan Carrington! You know she wrote ‘Dark Witch,’ right? And ‘Night Birds’? I mean… whoa! And her new one playing all the time: ‘Stuck out on the open road, I don’t know which way I’m supposed to go….’”

He stopped, hearing the voice of Howard in his head shouting, “Don’t give up your day job!” every time he sang. “You sound like a cat in heat!”

“Why do you think I’m so damned nervous?” Scott cried.

Sloan talked about how he might be flying out to New Hampshire for a few months to open another call center and how he didn’t like the idea of being away from Max for so long. Max didn’t like the idea either. They hadn’t even been together a year, but the opportunity was incredible.

Asher told a few tales of Hollywood and what it was like to film a movie. Peni talked about all those weeks he spent recovering from getting his pe’a and how different island life was. But it had allowed him to find out even more about his heritage.

There were polite but cautious inquires as to how Wyatt was getting along.

Then, while Wyatt went to refresh several cocktails, Peni followed him into the kitchen and asked for a couple himself.

“I thought you didn’t drink,” Wyatt said.

“Not really. Especially after that drunken night when we all went to The Male Box.” Peni rolled his eyes. “But I think I would like one tonight. Experience what you made. The ‘lead-free’ version is pretty good.”

“Well, as long as you understand the lead-in version packs a little more punch, no pun intended. So be careful.”

“I will.”

“And Asher? He’s drinking?”

“We’re experimenting. We had a glass of wine with our dinner last week. It went just fine. He drank it slow and told me he couldn’t remember actually enjoying a glass more. So I thought we could try one of these.” He pointed at the decorated cooler.

“Okay.” Wyatt nodded. Poured the fruity cocktails into the plastic tiki goblets, stopped about midway, and asked if perhaps he could half-and-half them with the nonalcoholic version. Peni thought that might be a good idea. Then just as he was about to hand them over, Peni was suddenly hugging him—holding him—in his arms. It felt so good. To just be hugged. Even by a friend. Maybe especially by a friend.

“Thank you, Wyatt,” Peni whispered into his ear.

He was taken aback. Thank you? For what? “For what?” he asked aloud.

“For being you. I love you so much. I thought of you….”

“Th-thought of me?”

“When I was getting my pe’a. Sometimes.” Peni got a faraway look on his face. “The pain….” He trembled. “It took me to this other… plane. I don’t know how to explain it. There were times that I sort of… rose out of it. Like I wasn’t in my body. Like I was… not drunk exactly. I don’t know how to explain it. Strange thoughts would come. One time I was thinking of Tangaloa—the highest Samoan god—and then…. Well. I heard you. I heard your voice in my head—talking about your Lord and Lady and the Queer Ones. And that day, you were what got me through it all.”

“Wow.” Wyatt didn’t know what to say. What did you say to that?

Peni pulled back. “When you said my pe’a was holy ground, I knew you understood. Maybe more than Asher—and I know he gets it.”

Wyatt sucked in a breath and for some reason felt like crying.

“It reminded me of something. The other day I was thinking about us. You and me. About the paths we’ve chosen to walk. The not-Christian paths. And suddenly I remembered something. Don’t you have a holy day coming? Isn’t it really soon?”

Wyatt sighed. Felt that deep ache again. “Yule,” he replied, remembering years of celebrating with Howard. And circles of friends, standing—hand in hand—celebrating the defeat of darkness and the triumphant return of light. “The Winter Solstice.”

“What are you going to do this year? I mean… since….”

Since he wasn’t with Howard anymore.

“I don’t know,” Wyatt said. “I guess I’ll skip it. Just celebrate Christmas with the guys. It’s not like Asher celebrates Chanukah, right?”

“But it seems wrong,” Peni replied. Then something happened in his dark eyes. A determination. “Come here.” He took Wyatt’s hand in his own, ignoring the drinks, and led him back to the living room. “Hey, guys. I want to ask you something important.”

They all stopped talking and turned, curiosity clear on their faces.

“What is it, baby?” Asher said.

Peni looked at Wyatt. “When is Yule?”

“I….” What? “It’s in a couple weeks. On a Sunday.”

Peni turned back to the group. “Yule is in two weeks. Big deal from what I understand for our friend here. And Wyatt doesn’t have anyone to celebrate with. I think I’m going to. No. I know I’m going to. Does anyone want to join me? Join us?”

Wyatt almost gasped. What? What was Peni saying?

“Yeah,” said Cedar immediately. “I’m game.” He looked at his lover. “Scott?”

Scott smiled. “Sure. Why not? You mean like a circle, right? Like we did at Camp? I’d love to.”

Wyatt’s mouth almost fell open.

“You know you can count on me,” Asher added, further astonishing Wyatt. Asher and Scott? In circle? Sloan he might have imagined but….

“I think that sounds fantastic,” Sloan said.

Max, ever-practical Max, nodded. “I’m willing. It’ll be educational. To see another spiritual approach to this time of year.”

“Seriously?” Wyatt asked.

He looked around the room, and they were all nodding. Including friends that had—at least at one time—called what he did “witchy-woo-woo.” Of course, one of those people had been Scott, and now he might as well be witchy-woo-woo himself. These friends. They had all changed so much. It wasn’t just their love lives. It had been a year of transformation for all of them. And now? Now they were willing to celebrate a pagan ritual with him.

The tears came back to his eyes. “You guys…. You won’t think it’s too weird?”

“Not me!” proclaimed Scott. “Not after some of the things I saw this past summer.”

“And I dig it big-time,” added Cedar.

“I’m excited,” said Peni. “I mean really excited.”

“Oh gosh,” Wyatt whispered, a tear threatening to roll down his cheek.

“Does it have to be Sunday?” Asher asked. “If we did it Saturday, I could fly in that morning and then go back to Los Angeles on Sunday.”

“No!” Wyatt smiled. “Saturday is fine. We mostly do that anyway. Celebrate on the Saturday closest to.”

“That works great,” said Peni.

Everyone agreed. Wyatt couldn’t believe it. The tears were building.

No! No tears. He had to fight them. This was wonderful. A time of joy!

And then! Inspiration struck! The night would be complete!

“Hey,” Wyatt cried. “I got a joke.”

Would wonders never cease, no one moaned!

“What do you call a bear with no teeth?”

Everyone shook their heads. Apparently no one had any idea, although he was sure someone would have guessed.

“A gummy bear!” he exclaimed.

There were groans. And a few giggles.

It wasn’t a very good joke. But considering the circumstances, it wasn’t bad at all.




CHAPTER THREE

 

 

KEVIN OWENS sat up in bed the minute the alarm clock went off, neither hitting the slumber button nor even considering going back to sleep. He was awake. Time for the day to begin.

Not that he had anything to do.

He stood up, scratched his underwear-clad balls, stretched, heard his back pop. It felt good.

He turned and looked out the window, seeing the silhouette of the New York City skyline. He never tired of it. He loved the city. Loved the old familiar buildings—was proud of the new. He loved the people. And that often reminded him of a line from one of his favorite books…

…to be in the midst of the whirl and rush of humanity, to share its life, its change, its death….

But to call Kevin a city boy would be wrong. He loved the country as well, and this morning—already—he was hearing the call of the Land. He’d been hearing it, feeling it, for a week. At least.

He could see it all in his mind’s eye. The sun on the lake, and the great blue herons flying over it. Feel the grass beneath his bare feet, the sun on his skin, the soil sifting through his fingers as he weeded Hesperides Garden. Smell the earth and growing things. Almost hear the cicadas and the wind in the trees. He couldn’t remember if there had been a time the call had come so early. He wasn’t going to go to Camp for another seven months.

Of course, at this time of year Camp Sanctuary wouldn’t look anything like he was used to. Not anything like what his senses remembered. He’d only been there once when it wasn’t lush and green, and that had been for a memorial service for a dear friend late one fall a few years back. The trees hadn’t been thoroughly bare—with some red and orange and more brown leaves stubbornly hanging on—but wow, quite a difference. And that had been in November. What would it look like now?

There wouldn’t be anyone there now. Except for the caretakers, he would most likely be alone if he heeded the call and headed down there. Then again, he was usually alone anyway, so that wouldn’t make all that much difference. And it wasn’t like he couldn’t just jump in his truck and leave. What was keeping him?

But why? Why this feeling? Why this urge? He wasn’t even sure Camp would be open this time of year. Would they have the water turned on for the shower house, what with the very real possibility of the pipes freezing and bursting?

Kevin closed his eyes, breathed in deep, let it out slowly.

Shower. Coffee. Check the calendar and make sure he didn’t have to be anywhere today.

But he knew he didn’t. He always knew. He was too conscientious for anything else.

So….

He left his bedroom, crossed the living room to the counter that separated it from the small but efficient kitchen, and booted up his laptop.

Everything was white. He liked that. White walls, white carpet, white kitchen with white appliances. Only the furniture was dark to hide dirt. Because that was sensible—and if Kevin was anything, he was sensible. Black suede couch, black chairs, black end and coffee tables. And he had plants, of course: the big Ficus, the huge angel wing begonia, and a few ferns. Somehow they made him feel like he could breathe easier.

The prints on the walls were his only concession to color (along with the plants), and they had black frames. All of them were photographs he had taken himself. Several came from Camp, including a gorgeous (to him) picture of a nearly-full moon in a sunny sky. Maybe they weren’t masterpieces, but he liked them. Other people did too. Cauley and Theresa and one or two others. His few friends.

Friends were all he had right now. He definitely wasn’t dating anyone. Or pursuing any one-night stands. He hadn’t been with a man in over a year. That was okay. Sometimes (a lot of the time) it was lonely. But nothing compared to being left alone after a night of passion with a stranger he might never see again—almost never did see again. The sex wasn’t worth it. The aloneness he felt after those men left was often worse than what he’d felt before they arrived.

While his computer booted up, Kevin went into the kitchen, opened a cabinet, and pulled out a bag of coffee beans he’d gotten from Sweetleaf, a funky Queens coffee minichain. He ground them, put them in his coffee maker, and started it up. He’d used a french press for a short while; it made the best coffee—his friend “Poof” from Festival had taught him that. But it created such a mess. Kevin didn’t like messes.

The coffee was brewing, and the aroma was already waking his senses.

By then his computer was wide awake, and a quick glance at his calendar—which he could have checked on his phone with one of the apps he’d created, but he needed to turn on the computer anyway—showed him that he was right. Nothing for today. Gym, of course. That was marked in. It was legs day. But no business. Good.

He knew he should call his ex—Cauley wasn’t doing very well lately. He’d find out if he should drop by. Cauley’s mother said the visits helped. He hoped so. If a few hours here and there did as much as she claimed it did, who was he not to help? He had the time after all.

Shower.

He loved his bathroom. It was big, and he was a big man. Big tub and a shower with multiple showerheads and some of the only other color in his whole condo—stone tiles of tan and umber and beige on the walls and floor. And the large staghorn fern, of course. He stepped out of his Calvin Klein underwear (red, he liked red—he didn’t stick with white and black when it came to clothing) and started the shower, flossed while he waited for the water to heat (it wouldn’t take long), and left brushing for after the coffee. When the water was steamy hot, he got in, shifted the water to the massage setting, and reveled in it.

The pulsing woke Kevin the rest of the way, made him feel so good and vital and alive. He even considered jerking off. But no. Nothing sexual on a whim, not even masturbation. He wasn’t even truly horny. And the coffee would be ready.

So he soaped up, shampooed, shaved the strip of beard down the middle of his chin (which gave him an almost muttonchop look), rinsed, dried himself with thick towels. Macy’s Hotel Collection MicroCotton—expensive, but he didn’t consider them an indulgence. They soaked up the water and didn’t feel wet afterward and besides, they felt good.

Kevin had a code of sorts when it came to money. In some ways he indulged—he could, after all—and in some ways he didn’t. The money Google had offered—too much to refuse—had made him quite comfortable. But this was New York, and he’d spent nearly three quarters of a million on his condo—a good chunk of his money. But that was an investment, and property values didn’t go down in New York City.

Still, why buy a Tommy Hilfiger flannel shirt at seventy dollars that looked just like one from Walmart, which cost less than twenty-five? A brand name meant nothing to him unless it also meant quality. Better that money could go to something like Children’s International instead, where it would help. A brand itself meant nothing to him personally. But those Macy’s towels? He liked them for what they were and not “who.” Um, um, good.

After Kevin dried, he padded back to the kitchen without dressing because he liked being naked. Being naked felt better even than Macy’s towels. It felt good to let his dick sway. He liked the sensation when he sat down on his suede couch and his balls settled first, and he liked his bare feet on the carpet. He liked being naked at Camp as well, loved the sun on his skin and the grass under his feet, and he didn’t give a shit that most men who saw him whispered about his big balls and his below-average-sized cock. They hadn’t seen how big he got when he was hard after all (only one man at Camp ever had), and what mattered more in the end? And it wasn’t like he was small when he was soft for God’s sake. He just didn’t flop from knee to knee like Bruce “Rat Bastard” Douglas, for instance. But then, who did have a bigger cock than Bruce? Kevin had wondered more than once what you could even do with something so large!

The coffee was ready and filled the condo with its heady rich scent, and he poured it into one of his big mugs and went back to his computer to check e-mails. There were two stools next to the counter—mahogany with suede upholstery that felt good on his bare ass (and his balls; oh yes, his balls), and he always felt one should appreciate life’s little pleasures. One of his favorite authors, Malcolm Kane, had helped him learn that.

Most of the subject lines for his e-mails showed they were junk, and he deleted them quickly without opening them. Oh, look, the country of Monterosia owed him two hundred million dollars—delete. “Obama Is Killing Our Country!”—delete. “Cialis and Viagra Cheap from Canada!”—delete. “You Qualify For A $500 Gift Card from Best Buy”—delete. He could delete a lot of his Facebook notifications too, but he opened anything from the comedian who called himself “God” because those postings were always good.

Today he read several he enjoyed: “Just because you can’t figure out how ancient civilizations built stuff doesn’t mean they got help from aliens” made him laugh out loud because he always thought those von Däniken theories were bullshit. A Cheesus Christ cheese grater. And finally (and he loved this one), “Hi, I’m God. All religions got it wrong. Let’s start over. Just be cool to one another. The End.”

That really said it all, didn’t it?

Kevin smiled. Poured more coffee. Sipped cautiously.

Knew that he had got it right.

Life was good.

Wait. What was this? An e-mail from BigSir75@aol.com?

Big Sir? From Heartland Queer Men’s Festival?

Weird. To be thinking about the Land and then get an e-mail from Big Sir. What the hell could he possibly want?

He almost deleted the e-mail—Big Sir was far from his favorite attendee—but then that tickle happened. The one Kevin had learned to pay attention to. That little tingle that started at the base of his skull and shivered out over his scalp. His curiosity was captured now, and if he was wrong, he was wrong. But if he was right….

Kevin had learned to trust the tickles.

He opened the e-mail.

 

Hey Dude!

This is Big Sir also known as Howard. Not sure which you would remember me by.

I just wanted u to know I am free! I have finally dumped my loser lovers ass! I know you would not even think of getting with me while I was with Little Bear, but now i can tell u that it is no longer a worry. He is out of my life.

So I was wondering if you would want to get together sometime? We could have a LOT of fun I can tell! You are so freaking HAWT and I KNOW the sparks have been flying between us but you wouldn’t be with me while I was with Little Bear. I might be in New York next week. Could we hook up? You and me! Would be most hot.

Ok. Looking forward to hearing from you.

Howard aka Big Sir!

 

Kevin could scarcely believe his eyes. Howard (he had never been willing to actually call the man “Big Sir”) wanted to get together with him? Howard from Festival? Howard thought there were sparks flying between them? How in the world had he ever gotten that idea?

Kevin shuddered. He couldn’t stand to be around the guy. He’d never liked the way Howard stared at him, flirted with him in the shower (“Want to wash each other’s backs?”), and acted in ways that the jerk obviously thought were sexy.

Kevin shook his head and hit the delete button. He wasn’t even going to dignify the e-mail with a response.

Sex with Howard?

He grimaced.

It wasn’t that he thought Howard was physically gross. He liked guys with some padding. But what was ugly about Howard was his heart. There was something in his eyes, something… dark. And he didn’t like the way he treated his lover—well, apparently now his ex-lover.

And on the tail of that came…

So Wyatt is single now?

Well damn! He had never expected the two of them to split up. They seemed forever married. At least, that was the way Wyatt appeared to feel about Howard. He was always looking at the man as if he was so in love it almost hurt. And somehow Kevin figured that was how it had always worked. With Wyatt loving Howard desperately, and Howard hurting Wyatt. He was pretty sure Howard had been fucking around behind Wyatt’s back. That’s what Lorax, another Festival brother, had told him a few years back.

“It’s pathetic is what it is,” Lorax—who bore a striking resemblance to the Dr. Seuss character—had said one night in his cabin.

“But how can he cheat if the two of them have an open relationship?” Kevin had asked.

Lorax had looked at Kevin in wide-eyed surprise. “You speak!”

Kevin shrugged and hoped that Lorax hadn’t noticed him blush by the glow of the strings of Christmas lights that were their only illumination that evening. This was Queer Men’s Festival after all, and get-togethers should be festive.

“That’s the most I’ve heard you say all week, Hodor.”

Which was an exaggeration, surely. Kevin didn’t like to talk all that much and had gratefully accepted his Faerie name—his nickname—which allowed him a way to speak as little as possible.

Lorax gave a shrug of his own and then explained. “You’re more naïve than I thought a man your age could be, especially one who comes to Festival every summer. It’s cheating if Big Sir isn’t following the rules they made. An open relationship doesn’t necessarily mean a free-for-all, unless that’s what a couple negotiates. Most nonmonogamous people have rules. Like veto power.”

Kevin had just looked at him, unsure of what that meant.

“Like, if you and I were a couple and you were hot for someone, and I wasn’t comfortable with you fucking that guy, or I just didn’t like him, I could veto you playing with him. Well, I know flat out that Little Bear said he’d vetoed someone I happened to know Howard was fucking.”

Kevin had only been able to shake his head in barely contained disgust and sympathy. It broke his heart that anyone could treat Wyatt that way. “It’s why I could never do an open relationship,” Kevin had said then in another uncharacteristic rush of words. “If someone—

(like Wyatt, sweet, adorable Little Bear)

—wants to be with me, then he has to be with only me.”

“People make mistakes, though,” Lorax said. “You couldn’t forgive a mistake?”

A stab of pain pierced his heart then. “I’ve forgiven.” He leaned back on the bed he was sitting on. “But in my experience, once a cheater, always a cheater.” Even if there were other things involved.

And God! Why was Wyatt with that asshole? How could he love that man?

If Wyatt were mine….

How could he stay with a man who cheated on him so many times? Who didn’t honor him? Didn’t love him? A man who cared so little for his welfare? A man who was a complete and total ass.

Wasn’t there some story going around about how Howard had practically raped some kid—young man? What better reason for Wyatt to dump the asshole. But he hadn’t. And now the sweet little guy was probably devastated that Howard had left him. Getting out from under Howard’s control was the best thing that could have happened to him, but somehow Kevin knew Wyatt was probably sitting around grieving, tearing at his hair and clothes.

Sad. Really sad.

Wyatt was so sweet and sexy: short, rounded just the way Kevin liked (padded), with a lightly hairy chest, adorable round plump butt, and the darkest eyes—puppy-dog eyes. How often Kevin thought it would be fun to cuddle with Wyatt in a hammock under a shady tree or on a blanket on the beach. But Wyatt would have wanted more than cuddling, and Kevin didn’t get involved with married guys, even if they were in an open relationship. It always felt wrong to him. Plus he didn’t want to take a chance that he would start feeling something for Wyatt. Not when Kevin couldn’t have anything more. Sexual intimacy did that to him. He couldn’t help it. More than once he’d felt a bond with some one-night stand, which was part of what made him feel so alone when they went their way after sex. He guessed he was an old-fashioned type of guy. He’d heard gays pontificate on sexuality and how it was castrating gay male nature to assimilate into straight culture’s ideas on what sexuality should be. That free-for-all sex was a gay man’s right and a big “fuck you” to anyone who said men couldn’t have sex with other men. But please! How was not sticking his dick in every ass that presented itself castrating himself?

So okay, that made him old-fashioned. Sex was special to him. It was the ultimate intimacy. He couldn’t do that with just anyone. And anytime he broke that rule, he wound up regretting it.

His mind went back to Howard’s e-mail. So the SOB had broken up with Wyatt?

Wyatt was single now?

Hmmmm….

Kevin felt a little rush. Wyatt. Single. Wow. Next year’s Festival might be nice. Especially if Wyatt didn’t get back with Howard in the meantime. That thought bothered Kevin. Because Wyatt could do so much better than Howard. Getting back with Howard was a horrible idea. He needed to be completely away from that man.

Hmm….

So Wyatt was single.

Kevin smiled.

Because he found the idea of a single Wyatt appealing.

 

 

WHEN HE called Cauley, it was Lois—Cauley’s mother—who answered.

“Oh Kevin, I’m so glad it’s you.”

Kevin’s heart tripped in alarm. “Is Cauley all right?”

Lois paused. “No, Kevin. He’s not. It’s not bad… but it’s not good.”

Shit. “Do you want me to come by?”

“Oh, could you? Would you? I could make lunch—if Cauley will eat, that is.”

Not eating again? “That bad?” he asked aloud. God.

“Soup,” Lois said. “Cauley will eat my soup. He likes the tortilla the best, but he can’t always keep that down.”

Shit. That wasn’t good.

“What time? Can I bring something?”

“Why not right around noon? I like to keep him on schedule, you know? I think that’s important.”

She was keeping him on schedule? “Are you staying with him?” he asked, concerned even more.

“I—yes. Been here a few days. Thought I would stay at least a week.”

A week. “Okay.”

“And bring him some flowers? Nothing much, okay? Don’t make a big deal. But he loves them so. They make him feel better. Even a single daisy.”

“No problem, Lois. I’ll find something.”

“You’re a dear.”

A dear. Really. And she used to hate him. But that was a long time ago now. Back when she thought he was the one who made her only son sick.

Kevin dressed after that—black jeans and a heavy red plaid shirt (Cauley had always liked him in flannel, he’d had a thing for lumberjack types), and his high-tops. Checked his reflection quickly, fixed his hair a bit. Finally, filling a travel mug with the last of his coffee, he headed out the door. He took the elevator down to the garage and climbed into his Ford F-150 (big and also white) and headed for Club Fitness on Broadway. A workout always cleared his mind and made him feel good, and he wanted to be feeling good when he faced his ex.

His workout went well; he liked the gym a lot. It was the best gym he’d tried in Astoria—which included Blink, NYSC, and Synergy—with several floors and plenty of machines, free weights, and cardio equipment. There was even a boxing ring, although he never used it, and two men’s locker rooms, which included a Jacuzzi, steam room, and sauna. He liked the juice bar as well, and especially the rooftop, which was open in the summer. And since it was close to the gay bars, it was one of the more gay-friendly gyms as well. It was nice to know he didn’t have to worry about some straight guy starting trouble (although he did have to fend off a grope more than once in a while in the Jacuzzi).

 

 

CAULEY LIVED in Rosebank on Staten Island, near the Verrazano Bridge—which was only about a forty-minute drive from Long Island City, where Kevin lived—and he got there just before noon. He’d visited a couple of places on the way: picked up his dry-cleaning, dropped off his DVD at a Redbox (a Joe Hill movie; it wasn’t all that good but he thought Daniel Radcliffe was adorable), and then stopped at a flower stand and bought a big bright sunflower he thought Cauley would like. He suspected, though, that it was something else he’d grabbed that would bring his ex more joy.

The house was small; Cauley’s Aunt Karen had left it to him, which was good because with his health, he couldn’t have managed anything bigger. They’d even converted the little dining room in the back of the house into a bedroom and put safety bars in the first-floor bathroom (Kevin had done a lot of the work) so Cauley wouldn’t have to try to manage the stairs on bad days.

Lois answered the door, looking radiant dressed in one of her colorful dresses (that always reminded him of something Stevie Nicks or Cyan Carrington would wear) and ornamented with big pieces of jewelry. She wore lavender African violets in her silver hair. It was a nice touch.

“Oh, Kevin. I’m so glad you’re here. Please come in. Let me take that.” She pointed to the sunflower. “Cauley’s in the living room, watching his TV as usual. I wish you’d try and get him out of the house. He needs some fresh air.”

“You don’t think maybe it’s a little cold?” Kevin asked.

She shrugged. “We could bundle him up good.” Lois looked away, and Kevin could see she was gathering strength to go on—it must have been a bad day. “I mean, we have to be real. He isn’t going to live forever….”

“None of us are,” he replied gently.

She sighed. “Go on now. He’s waiting.”

And as soon as he saw his ex, it was clear that Cauley was indeed having a bad day.

It hadn’t been two weeks since he saw Cauley last, but he looked like he’d aged ten years. Which was bad because he already looked years older than his actual thirty-five. His cheeks were hollow, his skin pale and jaundiced at the same time (if that was even possible), and his blue eyes all but washed of color. He hardly looked like the man who, with a contingent of demonstrators, somehow infiltrated a wedding for an infamous antigay city official at St. Peter’s Church—only the oldest Roman Catholic church in New York State—leapt up in the middle of the service, and started shouting, “We’re here, we’re queer, and we have the right to get married too!” And oh, the chaos that had ensued! Plus getting arrested and needing bail to get out.

And when Kevin had shown up? Cauley had refused to leave without his compatriots.

As well-off as Kevin had become, he still couldn’t bail out seventeen people.

Luckily in the end—finally—he hadn’t needed to. He had, however, had to pay for Cauley’s lawyer to make sure he didn’t spend a long time in jail.

No. He didn’t “have” to, but ex-lovers or not, he couldn’t let Cauley stay there. Especially when he’d only gotten his diagnosis the week before.

Part of why he’d done such an insane thing in the first place. Cauley had been thrilled he’d made the news.

“And not just Fox,” Cauley had exclaimed. “Real networks as well! We did it!”

At least Cauley was dressed—that was good—and sitting on the flower-patterned, burnt orange couch (a sure sign of Cauley’s Aunt Karen’s seventies decorating) watching TV.

He went to Cauley and motioned for him to stay seated when he tried to stand. Kevin bent, hugged him carefully, and kissed him lightly on the mouth. There was a new lesion on his neck, but it was low, and if he buttoned his shirt, he could hide it. Kevin knew Cauley was happy about that.

“I like the goatee thing you’ve got going there,” Kevin said, touching Cauley’s face.

“Ain’t no big thing. I had to do something to fill in my face.” There was a short silence and then he added, “Thanks for coming, Kev.”

“No problem.” He grinned. “Got you something.”

“He sure did,” Lois said, coming into the room and placing the flower in its vase on the coffee table.

“To the side, Mom. That’s right in front of Supernatural!”

Kevin moved it for him, and Cauley watched the television screen. Kevin sat next to him, but he had no idea what was going on.

“I’d do John Winchester in a New York second,” Cauley said, pointing to the older man on the screen and not one of the show’s two young heroes.

Lois put her hands on her hips. “Cauley!” She huffed and walked out of the room, calling, “Lunch in ten minutes,” over her shoulder.

“Isn’t that Jeffrey Dean Morgan?” Kevin asked.

Cauley nodded. “It is. I’m impressed you knew that.”

“Yeah,” Kevin agreed. “He’s hot all right. He gave me sexy shivers in The Watchmen.”

“You always liked the bears, didn’t you?” Cauley asked. “Whatever did you see in me?”

“Silly man,” Kevin said, and when his old lover turned to him with a question in his (washed-out) eyes, Kevin tapped Cauley’s chest with a finger. “Your heart, Cauley. It’s gold.”

Cauley shook his head and looked back at the men on the TV. “Then why couldn’t I keep you?”

But they both knew why, so Kevin didn’t answer.

“I would like to think you liked my sweet little ass a little bit.”

Kevin laughed and assured him that he had.

“’Course there isn’t much back there these days, is there?”

Kevin chose not to answer that one either. After all, what was there to say?
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