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Accidental Boyfriend Acquisition

 

By Lee Pini

A New York State of Love

 

Walt Pierce is having a terrible day. His girlfriend dumped him, his phone died, and now his car is in the ditch, during a blizzard, in the middle of nowhere. A nearby goat farmer, Skylar, comes to his rescue, and when the two of them get snowed in for the weekend, Walt finds desires rising to the surface—desires that he thought he’d put behind him long ago. The fact that Walt can’t keep his hands off Skylar? Doesn’t matter. Walt’s straight, even if they hook up, and even if he can’t stop thinking about Skylar once the snow stops falling and he’s safely back home. Right?


Chapter One

 

 

THE WINDSHIELD wipers can’t keep up with the falling snow. They’re whipping from side to side on their highest setting, but Walt still can’t see shit. It’s like the old hyperspace effects in Star Wars. His truck tunnels through streaks of white, the light from the headlights illuminating a pitiful amount of road.

White road. White shoulder. White coming at him in thick, blizzardy fury.

He should never have gotten off the freeway. Just another mistake in the clusterfuck of today.

Walt clenches his hands around the steering wheel and tries to breathe deep. Getting off the freeway was a good decision. He’d sat in a sea of red brake lights glowing through the murky snowfall, inching maybe a quarter of a mile in an hour, so when he got close enough to the next exit, he took it. The whole freeway could be shut down and he could’ve been trapped for hours until he ran out of gas. And if he ran out of gas, how would he have kept his new plant alive?

Getting off the freeway would’ve worked out fine, probably. Except his phone died, even though it was plugged into the charger, so he couldn’t Google Maps his way home. Which was when Walt discovered his charger was shot.

So now he’s lost on some highway or county road or something smaller, with no phone and a dwindling supply of gas in the tank.

He chews his lip and tastes blood where he’s worried it raw already. The next sign of civilization he comes to, he’s stopping. Directions—that’s what he needs. To a gas station and then to a hotel. Or literally anywhere he can wait out this storm for a few hours.

Yeah. Okay. That’s a plan.

The tight knot between his shoulder blades relaxes fractionally. Little shots of pain radiate up his neck and down his arms from the tension that’s been locking up his muscles all afternoon, ever since Lia broke up with him.

Nope, no. Not gonna think about that. Thinking about getting dumped isn’t useful when you’re white-knuckling your way down what could very well be a goddamn dirt road in the middle of nowhere. People don’t think of New York as having big stretches of nothing. They hear New York and they think Empire State Building. Times Square. Central Park. It’s a whole huge state, and the only part anyone ever pays attention to is that one tiny corner all the way at the bottom.

Not that he’s bitter about Lia breaking up with him over the fact that he doesn’t want to live in the city, and she doesn’t want to live anywhere else.

A hard knot of unhappiness pushes at his windpipe, but he grits his teeth and clenches his fingers tighter around the steering wheel. Think about it later. He can’t afford the distraction right now.

Something glows ahead. Maybe? Hopefully. Walt squints, leaning forward in his seat. Are those lights? Please let it be a gas station, please let it be a gas station, please let it be a—

A dark shape darts into the road in front of him. “Shit!!” Walt yells, slamming on the brakes.

His Honda Ridgeline fishtails. Walt hauls the steering wheel into the turn like he knows how to do, just like he knows not to slam on the brakes like that in a fucking blizzard, but the truck is already too out of control. The tires get no traction, even with the frantic flashing of the ABS lights.

With a whump and a thud, the truck nosedives into the ditch. The seat belt catches hard, robbing Walt of air for several choking seconds.

Snow whirls around the truck as Walt catches his breath. The left blinker is clicking, orange light illuminating the dash in morse code flashes. He must have hit it while he was trying to correct. Overcorrect. The front grill is buried in so much snow that the headlights are lighting it up from beneath like one of those fancy ice lanterns.

Except this is a lot less whimsical and a lot more oh shit.

Walt turns off the engine, because there’s a half-remembered warning ringing in his head about carbon monoxide backing up into the vehicle if the exhaust pipe gets buried. What the hell is he going to do now? He might be doomed, never mind the spider plant from his brother. Walt told him that anything left in his care isn’t going to make it, and here comes the world to prove him right.

Somehow that seems like the worst thing to happen today. Walt and Tad have gotten as close as they were as kids over the last year. Maybe closer, because now Tad’s out of the closet, and Walt feels like he knows his younger brother again.

With the car off, the lights he clocked before going in the ditch are brighter. Closer than he thought, too, because through the thick haze of snow, it looks like a house, not a gas station.

At least he hopes it’s closer than he thought. If it’s not, he’s fucked. Mom always nags him to make sure he has extra winter clothes in the car in case this very situation arises. Then again, if he doesn’t find help, he’s going to be a Walt-cicle either way. His truck’s going nowhere without a tow.

He looks at the passenger side footwell, where a box with a small, potted spider plant is sitting. Miraculously, the box stayed where it was, though the spider plant is tipped onto its side, black soil spilled across the cardboard from the pot. As he reaches over to pick it up, he says, “Sorry about this, Spidey. We have to find somewhere warm, though.”

There’s nothing in the car to protect the plant, so he does the best he can and tucks it under his shirt. The cold ceramic pot against his stomach makes him flinch and the plant’s fronds, small as they are, tickle.

Outside, the snow is flying so thickly that it looks like a solid wall. Well, he played football in high school. He’s used to running into solid walls. All he needs to do is make it to the source of that light.

With a fortifying breath, Walt grabs the keys out of the ignition and shoves the door open.

The wind slams into him, so cold that it takes his breath away. Snow stings his face and his leg sinks calf-deep into snow. It immediately gets in his shoes, biting cold before it goes to icy wet.

The longer he’s out here, the worse it’ll be. He moves, each step ten times more effort than normal as he trudges through over a foot of snow, fighting the wind the whole way. His face goes numb; his shivers get convulsive. He keeps his gaze fixed on the light, which doesn’t seem to grow any closer until he’s stumbling up wooden steps to a porch.

The porch defangs the wind enough for Walt to catch a breath. His lungs feel deflated, like he hasn’t filled them since the moment he stepped out of the truck. Another shiver reminds him he’s still outside, and it’s still cold. With a few more steps, he’s at the door, and he fumbles for the doorbell. He can’t feel it against his fingers, only the pressure of depressing it.

An eternity goes by. What if no one’s home? What if no one even lives here? No, the lights are on. Someone’s here. Someone has to be here.

How long can baby spider plants survive blizzards?

He’s about to ring the doorbell again, but a lock clicks and the door swings open. A man stands there, blinking at Walt in surprise. His short black hair is tousled, and the long column of his neck disappears into the slouchy collar of a CUNY sweatshirt. Navy blue sweatpants sit low on his hips, leaving a stripe of golden-brown skin exposed. His eyes are almond-shaped under sculpted black eyebrows.

“Hi, uh, my truck went off the road,” Walt says, willing his teeth not to chatter. There’s a tremor to his voice, despite his best effort. “C-could I come in and call a tow truck?”

“Yeah, oh my god, of course! God, how far did you walk?” The guy grabs Walt’s snow-caked sleeve and hauls him through the door with surprising strength. Or maybe Walt’s just that close to falling down.

His toes hurt in his soaked-through shoes, and when he looks over his shoulder, he can’t see his car. He can’t even see the end of the driveway he trudged up to get here. Was it that far? Or is the storm just that bad?

The door shuts with a clatter. Warmth envelops him. The house smells like a bakery. He never answered the guy’s question, did he?

“I was only out there ten or fifteen minutes,” he guesses.

“Come in, come in—wait, take your shoes off first.”

“Sorry!” Walt takes half a step forward before he rocks back. His hands are still clutching the spider plant under his shirt, though, his legs are stiff from the cold, and his brain is also trying to get him to use one foot to pry his shoe off the other. He tips backward, his stomach swooping in dismay.

And the guy is there again, steadying him before he topples over. “Careful!” His eyebrows draw together in concern. “Let me help with the shoes. You don’t want frostbite. Do you have a pet under your shirt?”

“Huh?” When the guy lets go of Walt to gesture where Walt’s hands are stuffed at the front of his shirt, Walt says, “Oh, no. It’s a plant.”

Maybe that’s kind of weird. Now that Walt’s inside a house that smells like cake, and he isn’t being pelted with snow and ice, it feels weird.

Carefully, he disentangles Spidey. The pot is warm where it was pressed against his skin. Hopefully the little guy makes it. After today’s shitshow, he just wants one thing to go right. Proving he can keep a plant alive—a plant that Tad assured him is “really forgiving and great for beginners”—has apparently become that thing.

Dumb thing to fixate on when he’s so bad at taking care of stuff.

Instead of taking the plant, the guy gets on his knees in front of Walt and reaches for his shoe. “Pull,” he instructs.

For some reason, Walt focuses on the top of his head and his messy black hair. It looks like he just got out of bed.

Then the request penetrates, and Walt does what he’s told. The shoe comes off with a wet suck. Walt puts his foot down in a puddle of icy water and flinches, but it could be worse. His sock could be dry instead of soaking wet.

The other shoe comes off and the man helps him get his socks off too. As he climbs back to his feet, the man gives him a once-over, making a face. “You’re soaked. I’ll be right back.”

Which means Walt is now standing in a kind stranger’s kitchen, barefoot and holding a plant, while water quietly drips off his clothes to the floor. He glances around. It’s spacious, with cherrywood cabinets, white appliances, and an oak hardwood floor that looks like it might be original. The cabinets aren’t; Walt’s guessing 1990s, the last time cherry was popular.

The source of the bakery smell is a cake sitting on the round table in the center of the room. A vase of fresh flowers sits next to it. Walt’s still trying to decide if they’re the kind of flowers you buy for company when the house’s owner reappears through the kitchen door, a stack of folded clothing in his arms.

“I hope this stuff fits. Bathroom’s down the hall.” The man thrusts the clothes toward Walt.

It seems like he shouldn’t. His clothes are wet, big deal. He’ll call the tow truck, he’ll be uncomfortable for a while, and then he’ll be on his way. He doesn’t need to get comfortable in this nice guy’s house and impose any more than he already has.

Instead, he hands off Spidey and obediently follows the directions for the bathroom, where he strips out of his sopping clothes and puts on the warm, dry ones. It’s just boxers, flannel pajama bottoms, and a sweatshirt that says WINDHAM, NY. When he reemerges and finds his way back to the kitchen, holding his wet clothes gingerly, the man is waiting, bent over the table, studying the spider plant.

He straightens when he sees Walt. “I’ll throw that stuff in the washing machine,” he offers.

“The dryer’s fine.” Walt feels more normal now that he’s warming up. The hardwood floor is nice on the soles of his feet. Homey and warm. People shouldn’t be so afraid to use wood for their kitchen floors. “That way I can throw them back on when the tow truck gets here.”

“Tow truck,” the guy repeats. “Oh, you said that before. No, there’s no way they can dig you out tonight.”

“But—”

“Just throw the clothes down the laundry chute. That door to your left.”

“I can’t walk in this weather to find a hotel for the night,” Walt insists, but he still does what he’s told. He hears his clothes land somewhere below with a wet splat. “My phone’s dead. And my plant won’t survive.”

The guy looks at him like he can’t decide on a facial expression, until a smile twitches one side of his lips upward. “Yeah, I know. You can ride out the storm here. Didn’t I say that?”

“No,” Walt says, feeling vaguely affronted that he’s being laughed at. And also vaguely like he might start smiling back. He can’t make any other sense of the weird tug in his stomach. His savior has a smile that makes him feel like they’re friends. Giving in to the urge to smile back, he adds, “But I guess maybe that’s obvious now that I’m thinking about it. I’m Walt, by the way. Thanks for all this.”

When he offers a hand to shake, the man takes it. His fingers are long and slender but he has a strong grip. “Skylar. And it’s no problem. Even if you could get a tow tonight, I’d still tell you to crash here.” Concern flashes across his face. “You’re okay from going in the ditch, right?”

“Yeah, I’m okay,” Walt assures him. “All the snow sucks, but at least it’s a soft landing.” He goes to check on the baby spider plant. It looks okay. Maybe he didn’t kill it. That reminds him—he should text Tad to let him know what happened. Fishing his phone out of his borrowed pants, he asks, “Can I charge my phone? It died, and my cable’s shot.”

Skylar makes an apologetic face. “Sorry. I have an iPhone.”

Walt groans at his Samsung. “Of course.”

“I can text or call someone for you if you need me to.”

“I don’t know anyone’s number.”

With a laugh, Skylar says, “Yeah, me either. What about socials? You can log in on my phone?”

Brightening, Walt says, “That’s a good idea! If I can remember my passwords to any of them….”

That gets another crooked smile from Skylar, and he touches Walt’s elbow. The light touch draws more weight than it seems like it should, and Walt feels it all the way down his forearm. “C’mon into the living room. I was just watching Gaslamp Market—”

“The new episode?” Walt interrupts in delight.

Skylar’s eyes widen “Yeah! Do you watch it?” There’s an incredulous but hopeful note in his voice, like he doesn’t dare believe that someone else likes the same show as him.

But hell yeah, Walt watches Gaslamp Market. “The new episode was pretty much the only thing I had going for me this weekend. I love that show. I’m not even a fantasy guy usually, but the characters are so good—”

“I know! Same!” Skylar grins. “Fantasy shows are usually so cheesy, but this one is—argh. Perfection. Willis and Samuel have the most amazing chemistry.”

“Don’t tell me if they kiss in this episode,” Walt warns him.

Skylar makes a cross over his heart. “No spoilers.”

For a second, Walt fingers one of Spidey’s green-and-white leaves. “Okay, tell me if they finally kiss.” When Skylar presses his lips together and shakes his head, Walt gives him puppy dog eyes. “Please? Pleeeease?”

“I’m saving you from yourself,” Skylar says like he’s trying not to laugh. Walt makes a concerted effort to make his eyes bigger and sadder. He’s been told that his eyes are too blue to say no to.

“This day’s been really tough,” Walt says. It has, technically, he remembers.

They stare at each other for a few more seconds before Skylar throws up his hands in defeat. “You win! They were literally right about to kiss when you rang the doorbell. Something’s probably going to interrupt them.”

Walt beams. “Dude! I can’t believe you paused it.”

“Me either.” Skylar sighs. “I need to see my Edwardian gay magicians get it on.”

“Seriously,” Walt agrees. God, it’s amazing to talk about this show with someone else who loves it. None of his friends at home in Watertown care. Some of them would be actively hostile toward it if they knew it existed. They definitely wouldn’t be eagerly waiting for a gay sex scene, and they’d make fun of Walt if they knew he was. His best friend Mario for sure would.

Even Tad and his fiancé, Lewis, tease him about how into Gaslamp Market he is. Not for the gay stuff, though. That would be weird, since Tad and Lewis are gay. No, they just call him a nerd, which is a pretty low blow, coming from them. They brought him to Disney pub trivia once while he was visiting, and their team got first place. Lewis knew the answer to every question. Tad spent the entire night looking at Lewis like he was a genius. Walt was just impressed one person could know so much about Disney.

And maybe he spent that night being a little sad and bitter, too, because Lia was supposed to go to trivia with them, but she said she needed a night to herself and bailed. It had been weeks since Walt had seen her in person, but okay. Sure. He wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. Just like he wasn’t going to let on that seeing his little brother so in love and happy was like a thumb on a bruise behind Walt’s sternum.

He loved seeing Tad happy. It wasn’t that. It was that Walt couldn’t seem to pin down that same thing for himself. Now that Lia dumped him, it’s further away than ever.

Skylar looks just as happy to have found a fellow fan. “Message whoever you need to, and then I’ll start the episode over. C’mon, everything’s in here….”

Walt follows Skylar through the kitchen doorway, but instead of turning down the hall where the bathroom is, they go into a cozy living room. There’s a well-worn and comfortable-looking sofa in the center of the room facing a TV mounted on the wall, which is currently displaying the faces of the two male leads of Gaslamp Market, Willis and Samuel, leaning toward each other with parted lips and lowered eyelids.

Before Walt can look more closely, Skylar darts forward and uses a PlayStation controller to exit to the splash page for the episode. He sits on the sofa, his narrow frame sinking into the rich blue of the upholstery, and moves a laptop onto a coffee table covered in magazines, catalogues, and papers. Walt can see farm equipment and animals on some of the magazines and catalogues, and the letterhead on the papers is from a bank.

Floating shelves line the walls around the room with what Walt can only describe as an interesting assortment of… things. There’s a lot of art—pencil sketches, Walt thinks? But some with bright splashes of color. Interspersed with the art are ribbons and plaques that look like the kinds of awards you get from the 4H Club at county fairs. And there are peacock feathers here and there, plus balls of fluff that are maybe supposed to be animals? There’s also a miniature Pride flag in a mug that’s shaped like a goat’s head. Is Skylar LGBTQ+?

He sits before Skylar calls him out on the snooping. The guy’s doing him several huge favors; Walt shouldn’t creep on him. “I just need to send my brother a message on Insta,” Walt says. “I’ll let him know I’m in… uh… where am I?”

“Windham,” Skylar says, throwing an arm over the back of the sofa. His smile is somehow both teasing and warm at the same time.

“Windham,” Walt repeats, finding himself smiling back. That’s in the Catskills, and it explains the shirt. There’s for sure been a property on one of his favorite home improvement shows that was in the Catskills.

“I signed out of my account already, so”—Skylar offers Walt his phone with its healthy 62 percent battery—“it’s all set for you to log in.”

It takes a couple tries for Walt to remember his password for Instagram, but once he’s in, he fires off a DM to Tad about what happened and where he is, and not to worry if he doesn’t message back, because he had to borrow a phone to send this one. For good measure, he sends a DM to Lewis, too, because Tad’s fiancé is better about checking his phone.

When he’s done, he starts to hand the phone back to Skylar before he thinks of something. “Hey, what’s your handle? I should follow you.”

Or is that weird? Well, it’s out there now. Going with his gut usually doesn’t steer Walt wrong, and he’s always had a good sense for people. Skylar is cool. Easily Insta follow material.

Skylar looks taken aback, but not in a way that makes Walt regret asking. “I’ll put it in.” He takes the phone back, types, and flashes the screen up so Walt can see. The profile pic is a closeup of a black-and-white goat, and the name across the top says Blue Skies Farm. “I just have my business account,” he says apologetically. “I got sick of social media otherwise.”

Gaslight Market beckons. Walt’s intrigued by the business account, though. “You own a farm?”

“Yep.”

“Around here?”

“Right here.” Skylar gestures around the living room. “You would’ve seen it if not for, you know. The total whiteout conditions outside.”

“That’s cool.” And impressive. Skylar seems pretty young—probably not older than Walt, who’s thirty-three. Having your own business by that age isn’t a walk in the park. “I run my own business too.”

“Oh yeah?” Skylar looked interested, which people usually do. “What is it?”

Walt tries not to wince. Here’s the part where people lose interest. “Residential fencing.” And yeah, he doesn’t want to talk about this. The cool, charming guy who owns a farm in the Catskills and saved Walt’s ass doesn’t want to hear about privacy fences, and Walt was kind of liking the fact that said cool, charming guy was looking at him like he’s worth paying attention to.

Gesturing to the TV, he says, “Should we watch this? I don’t want you to go any longer not seeing a WilSam makeout.”

Skylar laughs and picks up the controller to start the episode. His smile settles Walt’s urge to wince and deflect from Black River Fence Co. Getting lost and going in the ditch at Blue Skies Farm is a good end to a supremely shitty day.

Now, Willis and Samuel better kiss.


Chapter Two

 

 

WHEN WALT wakes up, it takes a good twenty seconds before last night comes back to him. Dead phone, getting lost, truck in the ditch.

He rubs a hand across his face and sits up in bed. The frame, white painted metal with chips showing the original gray steel underneath, squeaks as he moves. Not a great bed for sex, then.

He rubs his hand across his face again. Why is he thinking about sex? He’s in pretty much the least sexy situation he can imagine: snowed in with another guy.

Skylar is a great guy, though. After the Gaslamp Market episode ended, they talked about the show for at least another hour. Okay, maybe two. They needed the first thirty minutes to complain that the near-kiss between Willis and Samuel got interrupted, and also to talk about the way Willis grabbed Samuel’s tie and whispered, “We’re not done here” before the two of them took off after the shadowy figure that’s been trailing them all season.

The guest room Skylar put him in is simple: white walls, light blue curtains, and a full-length mirror mounted on the wall. The flannel sheets and gray comforter kept him warm enough that he slept in just his boxer briefs. There’s a table next to the bed that doesn’t fit the farmhouse vibes of the rest of the house. Walt’s pretty sure it’s from IKEA.

He stands, stretching his arms over his head to loosen the tight knots in his shoulders. His reflection makes him pause and stare critically at himself. It’s winter, so he hasn’t been working outside putting up fences, but even before that, he was delegating most of the work to his crew. These days, he spends most of his time in his business office out by the Thompson Park Vortex.

Not like he’s going to seed. His stomach’s more or less flat; his chest and shoulders look good. He scratches the reddish hair on his chest. There’s a lot more of that the further he gets into his thirties. It used to only be his happy trail and a few hairs on his pecs. Now he has enough that he feels like he can call it body hair. Maybe Lia didn’t like it.

He makes a face at himself and runs his fingers through his reddish-blond hair. It’s been a couple days since he’s shaved, and his stubble is starting to look sloppy. Or maybe he won’t shave and he’ll grow a beard. Every other time he’s tried, it’s come in patchy.

Sure. He’ll grow a breakup beard. That’ll make him a chick magnet.

With a snort at his own expense, he twitches aside the curtains to see how much snow is on the ground and if the road has been plowed.

It’s still snowing.

It’s still snowing hard. It might be snowing harder than it was last night. For a couple feet beyond the glass, he can make out individual flakes swirling. Beyond that, it’s a sheet of white.

The unpleasant surprise is probably why he heads to the bathroom down the hall without throwing on some pants—which he doesn’t realize until another closed door in the hall opens, revealing Skylar in a T-shirt and loungers, and with an adorable mop of bedhead.

Skylar stops dead in his doorway, but his eyes take a trip all the way down Walt’s body and back up. There’s a dazed expression on his face when he meets Walt’s eyes, and then his cheeks turn rosy. “Morning,” he says, his voice strangled.

By this point, Walt has decided that A) yeah, Skylar is probably into dudes, and B) he’s making a colossal ass of himself by prancing out of his room in nothing but his boxer briefs.

With a laugh, Walt says, “Sorry man, this isn’t my house, and I should put some damn clothes on.”

Thankfully, Skylar laughs too, but his voice still sounds the tiniest bit tight when he replies, “Don’t worry about it.”

Walt moves for the bathroom, feeling a slow flush creeping up his chest and neck. Since he’s mostly naked and pale as hell, there’s no chance Skylar isn’t going to notice. But where Skylar’s eyes were glued to Walt before, now he seems to be trying to look anywhere else as he slips past to go downstairs.

Did he adjust his pants?

“I’ll make breakfast!” Skylar calls up the stairs once he’s out of sight.

Walt’s pretty sure Skylar adjusted his pants. Like, an adjustment for boner-related reasons. Once he’s in the bathroom, he eyes himself in the mirror again, considering himself armed with the new information that a gay (or bi or pan!) man finds him attractive. He gave another guy a boner.

Huh.

 

 

THE KITCHEN is deserted when Walt—fully clothed—goes downstairs. There is, however, a coffee maker gurgling on the counter, a pitcher of batter next to a waffle iron, and a couple plates on the table with cutlery laid out next to them. A note taped to a bottle of maple syrup beside the batter informs Walt that Skylar went outside to check on the animals.

A twinge of unease goes through Walt as he glances at the window. The animals would be in a barn, not outside in this. Right? But Walt can’t see a barn. The snow is too thick, and the wind is blowing too hard. Skylar won’t get lost out there, will he?

That’s stupid. This is Skylar’s farm. He’s not going to get lost walking between his house and the barn. He could probably do it with his eyes closed.

Still, he can’t relax, pacing around the kitchen and looking out the window every few seconds while he worries at his bottom lip with his teeth. This is way too much anxiety to make a waffle.

On the other side of the kitchen, a door opens, letting in the howling wind. A huff of cold air drifts through the kitchen as Walt turns. In an alcove he hadn’t noticed last night, Skylar is stamping snow from heavy-duty boots and brushing it from a thick coat.

At least, presumably it’s Skylar. He’s also wearing a hat and a scarf wound around his neck and most of his face.

“Hey,” Presumably Skylar says. His voice is muffled from the scarf.

“Everything okay?” Walt asks. He sounds nervous. Why the hell does he sound nervous? Well, because he was nervous, maybe still is, and that doesn’t make sense. Jesus, he just met this guy twelve hours ago.

The scarf unwinds and the hat comes off, and yeah, of course it’s Skylar under there. His cheekbones look ruddy where his skin was exposed to the wind, unprotected by hat or scarf. “Yeah, everyone’s chilling. They have alfalfa so they’re happy. And they got some treats.”

“Good,” Walt says. There’s a weird buzz under his skin making him want to move closer to Skylar to make sure he’s really okay. What’s wrong with him? Skylar wasn’t in danger. Walt’s inventing a whole thing for no reason.

Or maybe the reason is because he got dumped and crashed his truck into a ditch during a blizzard, and now he’s dependent on the kindness of this nice man. Yeah. That makes sense. Anyone would feel a little weird under these circumstances.

Shimmying out of the jacket, Skylar asks, “Did you find the breakfast stuff? How’d you sleep? You probably saw the weather. You’re stuck here another day, it looks like. Sorry. I know you’re anxious to get home.”

He seems nervous this morning. It’s probably because Walt didn’t bother to put on clothes earlier. He wants to smack himself. “Nah, man, I’m sorry you have to put me up again. I’ll get out of your hair the second I can, I promise.”

Skylar’s eyes dart up to Walt’s. Whatever he sees there makes him less twitchy. That makes Walt relax. He’s not a huge guy or anything, but he has some bulk, and he can see how it could be unnerving, especially being cornered in your bedroom doorway.

“You’re not in my hair,” Skylar says. “Though”—he reaches into the tousled mess, which is even more untidy than it was earlier, and plucks at something—“Thor and Loki were. Thanks, guys.”

When he holds up a piece of straw, Walt chuckles. “Thor and Loki?”

“Goats.”

“I figured. Either that or you have Chris Hemsworth and Tom Hiddleston in your barn. And then I’d have some questions.”

Skylar lets out a surprised yelp of laughter. “If I had Chris Hemsworth and Tom Hiddleston in my barn, that would solve a whole bunch of my problems.” His cheeks color again, right along the bones. They’re already prominent and when he blushes, it accentuates them more. Better bone structure than Chris Hemsworth or Tom Hiddleston. “Anyway, breakfast. Did you eat?”

Now that Skylar’s coming into the kitchen, running slender fingers through his hair, it seems extra silly that Walt was worried about him. “I was about to make myself a waffle when you came in.” Fudging the truth isn’t going to hurt anything. “Thanks, by the way. You didn’t have to go to any trouble. I just eat a protein bar at home.”

Waving away the thanks, Skylar says, “No trouble. I like cooking. Now that you’re staying for another day, you can let me know if yesterday’s experiment turned out.”

“What kind of experimentation are we talking about? Is this why you need to keep Hemsworth and Hiddleston in your barn?”

Skylar laughs again. It’s a nice laugh—deeper than you’d think it would be from looking at Skylar, with his thin frame. Wiry, that’s the word for it. His laugh is low, rich, and warm. The kind of laugh that makes you feel good about drawing it out.

As he pours batter into the waffle maker, deftly flipping the pitcher upright so nothing drips onto the counter, Skylar replies, “I tried making a pound cake with goat cheese. I have… way too much goat cheese. There’s only so many spreads you can eat. So, yeah, I’m experimenting with goat cheese baked goods.”

“That must be what smelled so amazing when I got here last night.”

Brightening, Skylar asks, “Did it? Good! I don’t know if I want to do a glaze.”

“I vote for trying it as is,” Walt says. “That way you can decide if it needs anything else.”

“Consider it done.” Skylar’s smile does that tipped-up-corner thing again, and Walt feels the same warmth he did last night.

Walt puts his hands on the back of one of the chairs at the table and watches Skylar at the counter. The way his wrist moves to twist the waffle maker looks more fluid than when other people do it. Apparently he’s never seen anyone in real life who’s naturally graceful.

Walt’s not graceful, that’s for sure.

Once a couple waffles are finished, Skylar plates them and deposits them at the table. “Coffee? It’s not fancy.”

“Please.” It didn’t hit Walt until this moment how starved he is for caffeine. “And I don’t need anything fancy. There’s nothing fancy about me.”

“Salt of the earth?” Skylar pours two cups and brings them over before grabbing milk from the fridge and a little tureen of sugar.

With a snort, Walt says, “I don’t know if Watertown qualifies me as ‘salt of the earth.’ Isn’t that you?”

“Mm,” Skylar replies noncommittally, pouring so much maple syrup on his waffle that Walt’s teeth hurt. “I don’t come by the farm life naturally.”

“No?”

“No. It was….” Skylar looks like he’s searching for the right way to sound like he’s saying something while not saying anything at all. It’s a shitty thing to be an expert in, but Walt’s had a lot of practice with his brother, who used to look that way pretty much all the time. “It was an idea I had in college.”

Walt cuts his waffle with the edge of his fork. “You made it successful pretty fast.”

This time, when Skylar laughs, there’s not as much warmth. Instead, there’s a brittle edge that makes it obvious Walt stepped in something. “I think the hope was that it would be more successful by now.”

“Oh.” Walt wants to apologize for pushing on a bruise, but they’ve barely passed the twelve-hour mark of this relationship. Relationship, ha. That’s too strong a word.

Shaking himself, Skylar says, “Sorry. How’s breakfast?”

“Perfect,” Walt says, raising his coffee cup in a toast. Maybe he’s an almost-stranger who can’t offer any kind of emotional support, but he’d like to do something to show Skylar how much he appreciates what the other man has already done for him. “Let me clean up. And you should put me to work. There must be a ton of stuff to do around here. Stalls to muck, or… something?”

Skylar smiles but shakes his head. “I already put down fresh straw today. You can come help me fill up the water trough later, if you really want to.”

There’s a note in his voice that says he can’t imagine why Walt would want to. But Walt does, with a ferocity that startles him. It’s just because Skylar’s doing him such a huge favor putting him up. Of course he wants to repay that kindness.

“Put me to work,” Walt says. “I can take whatever you give me.”

Skylar’s gaze flickers from Walt’s face to his shoulders. Like before, it feels… flattering.

Huh.


Chapter Three

 

 

THE SNOW doesn’t let up all day, not even a little. Skylar makes a face when he checks the forecast, so Walt figures he doesn’t want to know. He’ll ask later. Tonight. Because he really should stop imposing on Skylar.

It’s funny, though, how Skylar seems to not find Walt an imposition. They get along well, so maybe it makes sense. When was the last time Walt clicked with another person the way he has with Skylar? The Gaslamp Market thing, that made it seem easy last night, but today it feels like it’s more than that.

When it’s obvious there’s no hope of leaving today, Skylar offers the use of his phone again if Walt wants to message anyone. They’ve been playing a board game that Walt found in the closet of the guest room; something with trains. Skylar had looked surprised to see it but was enthusiastic when Walt asked if he wanted to play.

Walt logs into Instagram while Skylar goes downstairs to check on some laundry, and finds DMs from both Lewis and Tad. First, Tad’s: DON’T WORRY IF YOU DON’T MESSAGE BACK ARE YOU FOR FUCKING REAL WALT??? YOU WALKED UP TO A COMPLETE STRANGER’S DOOR AND I’M JUST SUPPOSED TO BE LIKE OK! SURE! THERE’S DEFINITELY NO CANNIBALS IN WINDHAM!

Walt’s mouth twitches in barely suppressed laughter before he flips over to Lewis’s message. Definitely fewer caps there: Glad you’re ok and you found a place to stay! Hopefully you can get on insta again to message Tad. He’s convinced you’re going to be sacrificed by a satanic cult. Apparently the Catskills are overrun with satanic cults, who knew

That makes Walt laugh straight from his belly. Meeting Lewis last year was rocky—but Walt loves him. He’s perfect for Tad and is going to be an awesome brother-in-law.

Quickly, he messages Lewis back, The satanic cults love me, they’d never sacrifice me, before he returns to his conversation with Tad. You’ve been in the city too long, Taddy. Walking up to a stranger’s door for help is a normal thing everywhere else

Apparently Tad’s better about checking his notifications when he’s anxious, because three dots appear. Guilt pricks at Walt. He doesn’t want his little brother to worry.

Are you really ok? How bad was the accident? Tad asks.

For a second, Walt’s brain gets stuck loading. Accident? Oh, right! He went off the road, that’s why he’s here.

 

I’m really ok. The airbag didn’t even go off. Nothing hurt but my pride

Good

And you’re also ok, like… with the breakup?

 

Walt winces and almost logs out of Instagram. Maybe he shouldn’t have told Tad that Lia broke up with him.

 

I’m not going to wander off into the blizzard because of a broken heart if that’s what you’re worried about

I was not but thank you for that very gothic image

Just like. You can call to talk, if you want

If the cannibal doesn’t mind you using his phone

His name is Skylar and he’s not a cannibal

Can you be 100% sure of that tho

He hasn’t tried to eat me at all

So, pretty sure

 

He flicks up his eyes to glance at Skylar, who just came back into the room with a basket of laundry. Walt’s clothes are on top, his flannel shirt looking huge. Skylar pauses and props the basket against his hip, fingers curling around the edge to hold it in place. “Did your brother get your message?”

The feeling of his brain not loading the information he needs takes over again. Walt can’t stop looking at the way Skylar’s hips are cocked; the curl of his fingers around the edge of the basket.

A thread comes loose in his mind that Walt doesn’t want to pull, except he can’t not pull it, because this is how it goes. This is how it’s been, every time this has happened, that he finds himself liking a man’s smile in this weird, fixated way, and noticing his fingers and the way he moves his hips.

The thread waves temptingly. Tauntingly, more like. Walt’s done a really, really good job of not thinking about this for a long time. Years! Definitely since college. Okay, there was that one time at that rest stop, when that guy looked at him, but that wasn’t—Walt stopped before he fell back into old habits that he’d outgrown.

The phone buzzes in Walt’s hand, but he barely registers Tad’s request for more information, because he’s too busy looking at Skylar’s slender hips and the strong, graceful line of his shoulders swooping down to his ass. He’s pulling the thread, unraveling the certainty that he’s over this.

No, Skylar hasn’t tried to eat him. But maybe Walt wouldn’t mind if he did. Maybe Walt wants a taste of him.

His mouth goes dry, and his throat feels tight and sticky. His heart lurches.

“Walt?” Skylar asks uncertainly, which is terrifying, because that means Walt’s way more transparent than is good for him. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah!” His voice sounds too bright and hearty. Very I’m saying everything’s okay in a way that couldn’t make it more obvious that everything definitely isn’t okay! He pushes away thoughts of Skylar’s fingers and shoulders and the lean strength in his legs. “Can I give my brother your address so he doesn’t worry so much?”

Once Skylar rattles off the address and Walt provides it to Tad, he types out a quick goodbye and puts the phone on the sofa. He’d give it back to Skylar, but he’s worried about what will happen if he goes too close. These kinds of feelings were supposed to stop.

“Can I fold those clothes for you?” Walt asks, hoping activity will calm the jittery feeling in his rib cage. Though folding clothes might not be the best activity. His palms are sweaty. Getting sweat stains from his wet hands on Skylar’s clothes wouldn’t be good.

“Nah, it’s fine. Is it weird that I like folding clothes? It’s oddly restful.”

The more Walt thinks about not thinking about it, the more he notices about Skylar. Like the bob of his throat every time he swallows, or the sharp cut of his jaw. The knobby bones at his wrist and the way blue-green veins snake over them. The shadowy divot where his collarbones come together.

“Maybe I can do farm chores then?” Walt asks, hearing—and flinching at—the note of desperation in his voice. He’s acting weird, he knows it, and the worst part is, this weirdness is probably preferable to the other thing.

Skylar does have that Pride flag, though, an incredibly unhelpful part of Walt’s mind points out. So if Walt did think about the other thing. Not that he is. But if. If. Then Skylar might not be against it.

In a general sense. He might be against it with Walt in particular. Which would be good, because Walt told himself he was too old for this last time it happened.

He’s wringing his hands together, which Skylar has definitely noticed, because his eyebrows are drawn together and he’s frowning a little. “You really don’t need to earn your keep,” Skylar says.

“Yeah, I know. I just want to feel like I’m doing something besides sitting around.”

Skylar looks out the window. Walt follows his gaze. There’s nothing to see outside except white. For all Walt knows, Skylar is the cannibal leader of a satanic cult, and the farm is a lie. The barn hasn’t been visible at any point since Walt arrived.

“You said the goats need water, right?” Walt adds.

Chewing his lip, Skylar says, “Yeah. They should still be fine for a few hours, but I guess we can go check. And we can make sure Valentino and Elton aren’t harassing anyone.”

Troublemaker goats? Walt would ask, except he doesn’t want to distract from the task at hand, which is doing something physical and tiring himself out so he stops thinking about all this stuff.

Since Walt doesn’t have any warm clothes, Skylar digs out some of his things for him to use. Right before Skylar opens the door in the mud room to head outside, he turns to Walt and says in a muffled voice, “Stay close to me and hold on to the guide rope, okay? You can’t see the barn until you’re right up close to it. And the path I shoveled earlier will be gone by now.”

“Got it.” Walt gives him a thumbs-up. His plan is already working. Bundled up, it’s impossible to see the lines and angles of Skylar’s body. Of course, Walt’s standing pretty close to him right now, which means he’s close enough to see the color of his eyes.

They’re such a light brown that they almost look hazel, or like a good, peaty whiskey. Walt’s heart patters unsteadily.

Skylar opens the door, and the howl of frigid wind and snow makes Walt reconsider this idea. Maybe they should go back to the living room and fold laundry.

Too late, though—Skylar steps outside, bowing his head into the wind. His first step makes him sink nearly to his waist in a drift. As he struggles through the snow, Walt realizes those are stairs. Jesus. Are they getting this kind of snow at home? Or in the city?

Before the blizzard swallows Skylar, Walt throws himself out the door, careful to shut it behind himself. The snow is heavy and hard to walk through, and for a stupid second, he panics that he won’t be able to keep up with Skylar. That’s ridiculous—he may have been spending more time in the office lately, but he still has the build of a former football player. He’s plenty strong enough to wade through the hip-deep snow, especially with Skylar breaking through it first.

Skylar reminds him of one of those ice cutter ships, all sharp and brave and by himself in the middle of a lot of nothing.

The wind goes right through Walt’s coat, and he surges forward through the snow to catch up with Skylar, who paused to wait for him. “Okay?” Skylar asks.

At least that’s what Walt thinks he said. He fumbles for the ice-encrusted rope stretched beside them at shoulder height. “Yeah!”

The side of Skylar’s hat and scarf that are facing the wind are fully coated in snow, and there are flakes caught in his eyelashes too. Which is exactly the kind of thing Walt’s out here to not notice, so he makes himself look somewhere else. Over Skylar’s shoulder, he thinks he might, possibly, be able to see the barn at the end of the guide rope.

A powerful wind gust slams into them, snatching away Walt’s breath and sending snow against his face like tiny, icy needles. He rocks, off-balance with the snow and the too-small boots, but Skylar catches his arm in one gloved hand.

“Thanks!” Walt shouts over the wind. Snow hits the roof of his mouth.

Through the jacket, Walt’s pretty sure Skylar squeezes his arm. “Just a little farther!”

If it wasn’t snowing, this walk would probably take a minute. Battling through the deep snow and wind, it takes them much longer. Luckily, the door is on the leeward side, where the snow isn’t so piled up.

Skylar unlatches the door and urges Walt inside. Walt stumbles, overcompensating for the push against the wind. The door bangs shut and the latch clanks, and suddenly everything is quiet.

Well, not quiet, exactly. Soft animal noises gradually penetrate past the ringing in Walt’s ears. Lights flick on, but even so, it takes his eyes a moment to adjust from the encompassing white of everything outside.

Goats bleat and run to him as Skylar says cheerfully, “Hey, guys!”

Several more goats clamber off something that looks like a cross between a playground and an elaborate cat tree, with ramps and perches, and at the top, a little house. There’s a goat sitting on the roof of the house and one inside. Another is standing on top of a stack of straw bales. More are scattered around the barn.

He counts fifteen. “So you have, like, a lot of goats.” He faces Skylar, who’s surrounded by three, all butting their heads into him. Two are larger than the others and shaggy, with horns. One is black, and the other is a caramel color. The third at Skylar’s feet is much smaller and is tan with a black stripe down its spine.

“Bah!” yells a goat as it ambles up to Walt. It’s also on the small side.

“Not by goatherd standards,” Skylar says. He has a happy, almost goofy grin on his face, and Walt’s chest squeezes. “I have sixteen.”

“Sixteen?” Walt looks around again, counting again. Still only fifteen. “Where’s the sixteenth?”

Casting his eyes around the barn, Skylar says, “Wanda likes to cuddle with Squirrel.”

Walt’s eyebrows grow up. “You keep squirrels?”

“No, no”—Skylar points at a stall Walt didn’t notice—“Squirrel is my guard llama. Fun fact, though, people used to keep squirrels as pets.”

For a second, Walt is incapable of speech. Skylar murmurs to the goats, the same kind of loving nonsense Tad and Lewis say to Hetty, their cat.

“Guard llama,” he finally repeats, wondering if he didn’t hear right. Somehow, squirrels as pets seems less weird.

“Yeah, when the goats are pastured, Squirrel keeps them safe from predators. Coyotes, mostly, but foxes too. A fox could kill a kid.”

“A fox could kill a kid?!” Walt exclaims and immediately feels like an idiot. A goat kid. Not a human kid. He colors. “I mean… yeah, I guess. I didn’t think about that.”

Somehow, Skylar isn’t looking at him like he’s an idiot. There’s pleasure on his face. “I have Nigerian dwarf goats, which are small enough that in theory a fox could kill them. Hurt them, for sure. And Wanda’s a Pygmy goat.”

Most of the goats are on the small side, now that Walt’s looking closer. They range in color from black to brown to white, with some spotted, some splotched, and some with that black stripe down their back. “I don’t really know anything about goats, I guess. I didn’t realize there were different breeds.”

“I didn’t either before I started out.” Skylar scratches the caramel goat behind the ears, and the black one shoves its nose into his side. Skylar laughs. “Okay, okay! You get scritches too. These two are Thor and Loki, by the way. And this one”—he nudges the tan one with his toe—“is Steve.”

Walt’s starting to notice a pattern with the names. “You have a whole goat Avengers thing going on, huh?”

“Well, I’m Team Steve, so not all of them.”

Walt laughs. “That’s fair.”

Freeing himself from Thor’s, Loki’s, and Steve’s attentions, Skylar shucks off his layers and hangs them on a hook by the door. Walt follows his lead, catching sight of the water trough on the other side of the barn as he pulls his snow pants off. Skylar opens the faucet and water rushes into the trough, sloshing from one end to the other in a mini tsunami. Walt watches the water move, because he didn’t stop himself from looking at Skylar’s hand as it gripped the faucet handle and twisted.

“What can I do?” Walt asks.

“If you want to grab another alfalfa bale, that will last them through the night.”

Grateful for a distraction, Walt follows Skylar’s directions to a room at the back of the barn where the bales are stacked. He hefts one, relishing the stretch and strain in his muscles, the rush of heat it takes to lift the bale to his shoulder. He returns with it and lowers it to the feeding station.

“Do you have a utility knife to cut the string with?” he asks, absently pushing his sleeves up to his elbows as he turns to Skylar, who’s still near the trough.

Skylar’s eyes snap up to Walt’s, and his throat bobs. Walt feels heat surge through him for a completely different reason. “Utility knife,” Skylar repeats like the words are foreign to him. Then: “I mean, yeah! Here, let me.”

When he returns with a knife, Walt looks at the goats instead of the play of muscle and tendons under the golden skin of Skylar’s forearm. His sleeves are pushed up now too, exposing tattoos.

“Anything else?” Walt asks quickly.

“Not really.” Skylar looks apologetic. “You can give them treats, if you want?”

That sounds distracting and fun. “I don’t have to do anything special, right? I’m not going to hurt them if I feed them wrong?”

The smile Skylar gives him makes Walt’s stomach tighten. It’s sweet and warm and makes the corners of his eyes crinkle. “No. You won’t feed them wrong. Here.” He goes to get a plastic pet food storage tub filled with what looks like dog kibble.

The goats obviously know what’s up. They head straight for Skylar and Walt, and it’s in that moment that Walt realizes goats are a little unnerving with their horizontal slit of a pupil and the unhesitating way they walk right up to you.

“Wow, they know what treats are, huh?” Walt says nervously as the goats surround them.

Skylar gives him a distressed look. “I should’ve warned you. They get pushy when the treats come out.”

One of the little goats butts its head against Walt’s shin and looks up at him plaintively. He laughs. These guys aren’t anything to be nervous about. Especially when a black fluff ball clambers over the top of the stall on the other side of the barn and careens toward them with a bleat.

“That’s Wanda.” Skylar gives Walt a hopeful smile. “You’re okay? I’ll go check on Squirrel if—”

A blood-curdling wail splits the air, rising above the stamp of hooves and crunch of straw, even above the howl of the wind.

Walt jumps, losing his grip on the treat tub and flinging treats over the goats’ heads in a wide arc. The goats go crazy, throwing themselves into each other and against his legs to gobble everything in sight. Skylar claps a hand over his mouth and Walt’s lizard brain kicks in and yells DANGER!

He pulls Skylar to the ground, covering his body with his own, determined to protect him from whatever’s in here.

“Ow!” Skylar yells and then makes a noise Walt can’t process for several too-long seconds. He’s—crying in terror?

Oh, wait. No. He’s laughing. Hysterically.

Walt pushes himself off Skylar and up on an elbow only to see Skylar curl in on himself, wheezing through paroxysms of laughter. His heart is still pounding, and he can’t see what made that horrible noise because they’re surrounded by goats happily chowing down on spilled treats, but Skylar’s amusement makes it clear that nothing scary is happening.

“What the hell was that noise?” Walt asks. The horrible sound wails through the barn again, and Walt bumps Skylar’s shoulder with his fist. “Sky! What is that?”

It must be the real fear in his voice that makes Skylar stop laughing. He shoves himself up onto his knees, shoulders flexing. “Walt—sorry.”

“Glad I’m so hilarious,” Walt says. The sour note in his voice is… really obvious. His heart rate is coming down, but he’s still flooded with adrenaline, and it wants to go somewhere, have something to focus on. Except all he can focus on is the fact that Skylar was laughing at him.

He starts to get to his feet, but fingers close around his wrist. Warm, strong fingers, and suddenly Walt’s heart rate is climbing again. His pulse is beating against Skylar’s grip. “I’m sorry,” Skylar says seriously. His eyes, with their amber whiskey color, are wide. “Look, I—here, I’ll show you.”

As he climbs to his feet, he keeps his hold on Walt’s wrist and tugs Walt upright. “Look.” He points to a beam overhead, so Walt looks. Two bright blue peacocks are perched there watching the goats, who have finished all the spilled treats by now. Loki is nosing at the treat tub, pushing it across the floor with a plasticky clunk on each attempt to stick his nose in.

“That’s Valentino and Elton. My gay peacocks.” Skylar’s fingers are still around Walt’s wrist, but looser now. Walt knows he should want Skylar to let go, but instead he wants Skylar’s hand to stay there, his fingers to press Walt’s pulse point. Walt wants to stroke the soft skin on the inside of Skylar’s wrist and trace the cut of muscle up his forearm.

No. He doesn’t want that. He shifts away and Skylar must get the message, because he pulls his hand back.

“I didn’t know peacocks made that sound,” Walt says, in possibly the most impressive understatement of his entire life. Most people don’t jump on top of their companion to shield them from death when they encounter a peacock.

Skylar crosses his arms over his chest and looks up at them. One of the birds cocks his head. How does Skylar tell them apart? “Trust me, the first time I heard it, I freaked out too. They sound like angry ghosts.”

Despite himself, Walt snorts. “Angry ghosts. Yeah. I still looked like an idiot, though. Sorry for throwing myself at you.”

The quirk at the corner of Skylar’s lips is back. Wait. Shit. “It’s okay. Men don’t throw themselves at me very often. It was flattering.”

The back of Walt’s neck heats and he looks away. “So is the Pride flag in your living room for the gay peacocks? How do you know they’re gay, anyway?”

What a stupid thing to say. The first thing. It doesn’t stop disappointment from sloshing thickly through him, which is even more stupid. Walt isn’t gay, so he shouldn’t wish, on any level, for Skylar to be too. No, not—not too. Fuck. What’s wrong with him?

Since Walt still isn’t looking at Skylar, he has no idea about Skylar’s expression as he replies, “The thing about them being gay is kind of a joke. Like, ‘gay,’ that’s a human thing. But the lady I bought them from would only sell them together, because they’re pair-bonded. And they adopted Wanda when I got her as a baby. They kept trying to feed her.”

Finally, Walt looks back to Skylar. His adrenaline is draining away, and now he just feels tired and sad. A joke. Yeah, that makes sense. A jokey Pride flag for his gay peacocks.

Skylar’s face is uncertain. That’s not what Walt expected. His whiskey eyes meet Walt’s and he says, “The Pride flag in my living room is because I’m gay.”

“Oh,” Walt says.

Wind rattles the side of the barn. There’s something warm in Walt’s chest.

And then one of the peacocks wails again and busts up the moment—if it was a moment at all. It shouldn’t be. It probably shouldn’t be. Walt should ignore the way looking at Skylar makes him feel like he’s lit from within. Like he’s a hiss of something ephemeral until you hold a match to him and he bursts to light.

Walt shoves his hands in his pockets, hunching his shoulders against that feeling, which is stupid and impossible.

“Oh?” Skylar repeats. He doesn’t sound worried, but there’s something to his tone that carries some of the same chill as the storm outside. Like—oh no, like he thinks Walt’s a homophobe. Maybe that’s not so crazy—his own brother thought he was too.

That’s not a misconception Walt wants anyone to have about him ever again. “I didn’t want to make any assumptions.” Thor the goat bumps his hand and Walt pets him. “Since, you know. Assuming makes an ass of you and me.”

Warmth returns to Skylar’s face like the sun coming out from behind a cloud, and he laughs. “That should be a queer covenant. Thou shalt not assume, lest thou make an ass of thyself.”

“There’s probably a joke in there somewhere, right?” Walt asks, which he regrets until Skylar laughs again. Making Skylar laugh feels way too good to stop.

Walt’s starting to wonder what the problem is with that.


Chapter Four

 

 

SINCE SKYLAR likes to cook, Walt’s happy to offer his chopping services. “Which isn’t innuendo,” he adds.

Skylar freezes midreach, his arm stretched over his head to snag a mixing bowl from a cupboard. “Oh no, is there a new sex thing I don’t know about? I’m pretty disconnected from the scene.”

There’s a tilt to the corner of his mouth, sly and amused, so Walt plays along. “Yeah, definitely. You can’t go to a gay bar without people chopping all over the place.”

There’s a slice of skin showing above the waistband of Skylar’s joggers, the sharp ledge of a hip, a hint of the slope from his back to his ass.

“I wonder what chopping would be,” Skylar muses. “I want him to chop me in half?”

“Wait, like with his dick?”

Skylar looks down at the area in question, then back to Walt, one perfect eyebrow arched. “Walt, are you telling me you’ve never gotten chopped by a guy?”

“Only if he’s cut,” Walt says primly, then grins when Skylar cracks up. “I guess maybe I’d be cut, if he was chopping me?”

Which is definitely, for sure a hugely inappropriate thing to say. But the look Skylar shoots him isn’t entirely appropriate, either. There’s a sudden, sparking heat to his gaze, which Walt weakly reminds himself to ignore.

It’s kind of hard to take himself seriously, though, when he’s talking about his cock. It’s also hard to take himself seriously when he’s a little hard.

Skylar finally gets the mixing bowl, along with all the other dishes and utensils he needs. “So that’s my problem,” Walt says wryly. “You’re supposed to get everything out before you start instead of digging through drawers while a pot’s boiling over?”

“Depends how much you love the smell of scorched whatever’s-boiling-over.” He sets aside the ingredients for dumplings—they’re making stew—and unwraps a piece of beef.

“Nice meat,” Walt says. He knows exactly what he’s doing. And simultaneously, he has no fucking idea what he’s doing! But it gets the reaction he wants from Skylar, which is eyes snapping wide and mouth parting in surprise.

“Thanks,” Skylar says. His eyes drift down Walt’s body. Walt tries and mostly fails not to stare at his mouth.

By the time the stew is simmering on the stove, Walt is grateful for the loose lounge pants he borrowed from Skylar. He’s a lot more than a little hard and already trying to justify why it’s not going to be weird to rub one out in bed tonight.

This is because of the breakup with Lia, obviously. He has a lot of excess feelings that need to go somewhere. And rebound sex fixes those kinds of feelings. Like, not permanently. Obviously. But getting laid would be good for his post-breakup mood.

Er, jacking off to the idea of getting laid. Not getting laid for real. He doesn’t have sex with men. He’s straight.

Obviously.

Dinner is sinfully good. Walt moans when he puts the first bite of dumpling in his mouth. It’s everything a dumpling should be, both fluffy and dense, a vehicle for the flavor of the stew but also floury and delicious in its own right. Skylar’s utensils twitch, and he shifts in his chair.
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