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      Moving to the cottage was everything Dan and Noel longed for. Instead, their new life has turned into a living nightmare. Can Dan rescue his lover before it’s too late?

      It was a move Dan never wanted to repeat, but finally he and Noel were in their quaint, beachside cottage. It should have been a fresh start for them, their forever home.

      When Dan finds a picture in the attic it seems harmless enough. At first it appears to be a painting of a young boy, but even as Dan watches, the boy’s face changes… into Noel’s.

      Then Dan receives a heart-stopping phone call, and his whole world becomes a race against time to save his trapped lover.
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      THE move into Barnacles Cottage was as smooth as grating nails across a chalkboard. Dan felt he had aged twenty years by the time he fitted the key into the lock and stepped across the threshold. What had seemed like a good idea had turned into the inevitable delays while realtors and lawyers danced around the long, slow process. Just as Dan and Noel were on the point of giving up their dream of moving to a place with a seafront, the call had come and the place was theirs.

      A noise behind Dan made him look over his shoulder. Noel was hard on his heels, struggling with a huge packing case in his arms.

      “Move, lover boy,” Noel ordered, “or I’m going to drop this box, and all Granny Maura’s Sunday china will be dust.”

      Dan obediently stepped to one side to allow Noel to deposit his box in the kitchen.

      Noel grunted with relief as he placed the box on the table, stretching his back as he stood up. “I swear Granny Maura gave us the china deliberately.”

      “Of course she did. She didn’t want to take it to her retirement condo.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Noel said as he rubbed at his lower back. “God, my back hurts.”

      Dan raised his eyebrow. “You think she wanted you to slip a disc?”

      “If it would stop us indulging in ‘that disgusting behavior’, you know she would.” Noel waggled his eyebrows mischievously.

      “Disgusting behavior?” Dan moved forward to pull Noel into his arms, frowning as Noel winced at the sudden movement. “Why, whatever do you mean, Mr. Murohy? Do you mean the disgusting behavior that you introduced me to?”

      “That’s the one,” Noel agreed, “although I don’t remember you objecting at the time. God, I’m getting old.”

      Dan massaged Noel’s lower back, digging his fingers in when he found a knotted muscle. “Thirty-three is hardly old. Is this very painful?”

      Noel groaned and slumped forward to rest his head on Dan’s shoulder. “Hurts like hell, but a little back pain won’t stop me having my wicked way with you.”

      “I hope not. I fully plan to christen our new house by bending you over every flat surface I can find.”

      “Before or after we’ve unpacked?” Noel asked.

      Dan stroked Noel’s long, dark hair. “Before, during and after,” he suggested. “We could do it now, over the kitchen table before we fill it with trash.”

      Noel pushed into Dan’s body and, despite his next words, the hardening shaft against Dan’s thigh made it very clear to Dan that he was willing. “We’ve got so much to do.”

      “Hmmm. Stay there.”

      Dan left Noel in the kitchen while he went to close up the car. The cottage was secluded enough not to be overlooked by the neighbors, but he checked around to make sure no one could possible peer into the house and see what disgusting behavior they were about to indulge in.

      Noel was exactly where he had left him, staring out the kitchen window at the view of the bay.

      “Good boy,” Dan purred and manhandled him over to the table. “Sit on here,” he said, patting the pine table they had bought along with the house.

      “Why, Mr. Young, whatever do you have in mind?” Noel asked, even as he did as he was told.

      “There is a flat surface, and you are about to be bent over it,” Dan told him, guiding Noel to lie on the table, his butt at the very edge.

      “This is actually lying down,” Noel pointed out, but he didn’t resist as Dan pulled off his Chuck Taylors and his sweats. “And it was my turn last time to… oh!” His complaint trailed off as Dan sucked him down.

      Dan smiled around Noel’s cock. Noel was so easily diverted. He held Noel’s hips down and sucked his dick until Noel was hard and straining in his mouth.

      “Fuck, Dan!” Noel’s fingers tugged on Dan’s short hair. “Gonna come.”

      Pulling off, Dan said, “Already? Can’t you hang on?” but it was too late as Noel gasped out a warning and come pulsed across Dan’s lips and cheeks.

      “Thanks,” Dan said drily as he got up to wash his face.

      He looked down at Noel, who was lying with one arm slung across his eyes, looking debauched and wanton as his flaccid cock lay on his stomach and his sweats halfway down his thighs.

      “My pleasure,” Noel managed.

      “Ah-hmm. What about me?” Dan tapped Noel’s leg.

      Noel didn’t budge an inch. “Give me a minute and then you can fuck me.”

      Dan looked at Noel. “Right,” he said cynically. “You’ll be asleep if I leave you like this. I can wait. Come on. Time and tide wait for no man.”

      “Dude, we’re not going to sea.” Noel groaned as he sat up. “Are you sure you don’t want me to blow you or something?”

      “I’ll have the or something, but later on.”

      Noel’s eyes brightened. “I can’t wait to see you all laid out like a sacrifice for me on our brand-new bed.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Come on.” Dan threw Noel his clothes. “You need to get dressed, love. The movers will be here soon.” He’d timed it carefully. They’d had enough time for sex before the house descended into chaos. Oh well, best laid plans and all that.

      Noel made a scoffing noise. “I bet they’ve seen it all before.”

      “I expect they have, but my days of public exhibitionism are behind me.”

      Noel gave him the look. The one that started at Dan’s toes, lingered at his groin, and slowly swept all the way to his head. As always, it left Dan breathless, and his cock, which had subsided in disappointment, zinged back to life.

      “Noel, we don’t have time for this,” Dan warned.

      “Really?”

      The bastard licked his lips. That wasn’t fair. Noel knew Dan went weak at the knees when he did that.

      Dan watched as Noel stalked toward him, still half naked. “Truck. Men. Here. Remember?” Oh shit, he was reduced to babbling.

      “I know.” Noel agreed and sank to his knees in front of Dan. “Better come quick, then.”

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. It was a litany in Dan’s head as Noel gave him a filthy, messy blowjob that melted his mind and his muscles.

      Afterward, sated and unwilling to move despite the imminent arrival of all their furniture and a lot of men, Dan lay on the flagstone floor with Noel curled into his side. “I hate you,” he said without heat.

      “Sure you do,” Noel agreed, and Dan could hear the smug self-satisfaction in his voice.

      “I’ll hate you forever,” Dan assured him.

      Noel leaned up to kiss Dan’s cheek. “Sounds about long enough.”

      The sound of a large vehicle outside made them scramble up.

      “Oh shit, where are my pants?” Noel looked around frantically.

      Dan grinned at him. “What’s it worth, Murohy?”

      Noel glared at him. “Tell me where my pants are or you won’t get fucked for a month.”

      “You’re supposed to offer me an inducement, not threaten me,” Dan said as he calmly tucked away his flaccid cock.

      “I’ll make you breakfast tomorrow and fuck you senseless afterward,” Noel promised.

      “That’s better.” Dan smiled at Noel’s twitch at the sound of voices outside. “They’re over there.” He pointed to the pair of black sweats Noel had dropped earlier.

      The voices got closer. Noel whimpered and threw himself at his clothes, almost falling over as he tried to get both legs into one leg of the pants. Dan watched his frantic efforts with growing amusement, but he was kind enough to wait until Noel was decent before he opened the kitchen door to the moving van men.

      “Thought you’d got lost.” The short, stocky man who’d identified himself as Mick looked distinctly unimpressed.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. We were… busy exploring.” Dan was determined not to blush.

      “Sure you were. We’ll get this lot in here.” Mick turned to the van. “Come on, they’re dressed now.”

      Behind him hidden by the door, Dan heard Noel whimper, “Oh God!”

      Dan grinned at him. “Told you we didn’t have enough time.”

      “Next time I’ll listen to you,” Noel promised as the men started to bring in their furniture.

      Dan saw the amused looks the men gave him. Dan had picked the firm on the recommendation of his best friend for their efficiency and friendliness, and the fact that they didn’t have issues dealing with gays. Certainly none of these men seemed to be bothered by the fact their clients were two guys.

      The movers knew their business, and once Noel had been induced to come out of hiding, he directed the men with each box that came into the house. Dan found himself providing tea, coffee, and soda for the crew, after he offered to help and it was politely suggested he stay out of the way—well out the way.

      About one in the afternoon, everyone stopped for sandwiches made by Dan, having been warned by others to feed the crew. Filling the battered old table on the deck with sandwiches, chips, and cookies, he called to the movers to eat. He piled up two plates with the same food and took them down to the steps to the beach, where Noel was looking out at the ocean. He stopped for a moment, taking pleasure in way the sun caught the red glints in Noel’s hair.

      “You’re staring at me.” Noel said without turning around.

      “I know.” Dan handed him one of the plates. “I like staring at you.”

      “It’s amazing here. Have you seen the light? I’m going to spend hours out here.” Noel turned his attention back to the ocean. “Have you seen the colors in the sea? I’m going to need to find a store that sells decent oils. All those blues. And I need some more canvases. Smaller ones this time.”

      Dan sat down on one of the wooden steps. “I didn’t know you knew small canvases existed.” Ignoring Noel’s “Ha, ha,” Dan took a large bite out of his sandwich and chewed for a minute. “I used to see the way you look at the world and envy you. Now I see it through your eyes.”

      “You old softie.” Noel sat next to him, not as close as they would be if they’d been on their own but close enough to warm up Dan’s side. “I think we’ve made a good move here, baby. This is our forever home.”

      “It is worth all the cursing at the lawyers?” Dan teased.

      “Every single curse word,” Noel agreed.

      The afternoon sun was pleasantly warm, and Dan was reluctant to move, but heavy footsteps behind them disturbed the peace. Dan looked over his shoulder to see Mick stomping down the steps.

      “We’re going to finish up. Do you want to tell us where the bed is going?”

      Seeing Noel’s reluctance to move, Dan said, “I’ll do it. The artist here has some more communing to do.”

      Noel smiled at him gratefully. “Sure you don’t want me to help?”

      “Stay there for a while. You did most of the work this morning.” As Mick’s back was turned, he dropped a light kiss on Noel’s head. He stood, brushed the sand off the seat of his pants, and followed Mick up the steps.

      They finally got the men out of the house in time for a late barbeque on the deck. Dan had bought steaks the day before, and with the cold beers waiting for them in the fridge, he was looking forward to sharing his first evening in their new home with his husband.

      And the mosquitos.

      Hundreds of them. At least, it felt like hundreds to Dan. Or a squadron of mosquitos on a mission from hell.

      “So much for lying out under the moonlight and making love to the sounds of the waves,” Dan said ruefully as they retreated into the house, then shut the windows to stop the evil critters from sucking any more of their blood.

      Noel gave him a wry smile. “We’ll do that soon. I’m so tired, I’d be asleep before we got to the fun part.”

      “Me too,” Dan admitted as he slumped down onto the sofa.

      “Why don’t we try our new bed?”

      “You mean the huge bed that has never been slept in, that’s waiting for us in our brand-new bedroom?”

      “That’s the one.” Noel held out his hand to Dan. “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s go to sleep in our new bed, and when we wake up you can fuck me senseless.”

      Dan could get on board with that idea. He let Noel pull him to his feet. Hand in hand, they walked to their new bedroom, a huge room overlooking the bay. The open window let in a warm breeze, but the screens prevented any invasion of mosquitos. Dan didn’t feel much like talking, and from the way Noel went silently about his usual routine, it seemed the same mood had infected him.

      Dan paused to appreciate the moon casting a subtle glow over the water, and then slipped into their new bed. He sighed in contentment as Noel laid his head on Dan’s chest and snuggled around him.

      Noel mumbled something Dan couldn’t decipher.

      “What did you say?” Dan asked, carding his fingers through Noel’s hair.

      “I said, this is it,” Noel said more clearly.

      Dan pressed a kiss to the top of Noel’s head. “Yes, it is,” he agreed. “We’re here in our forever home.” He closed his eyes, falling asleep to the sound of Noel’s breathing and the gentle lapping of the waves.
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      ANGRY and frustrated by the turn of events, Dan took his cell phone and hid in the attic like the coward he was. He knew he was being stupid. If he was going to lose his man for a day, he should have been fucking Noel through the mattress so he’d remember every second of it. Dan gave an involuntary smile at the thought of Noel feeling the results of their lovemaking every time he moved. His smile faded as he pressed his lips in anger at the reason Noel was going away.

      He heard footsteps on the attic stairs and looked around. Not wanting Noel to catch him moping, Dan went over to have a look at a box he’d spied in the corner. He kept his head down, not responding to Noel’s gentle, “Dan?”

      “Okay, that’s it.” Noel didn’t sound so gentle now. In fact, he sounded really annoyed.

      Dan expected him to stalk back down the stairs. Instead he heard Noel walking over to where he was standing.

      “I’m not leaving you like this,” Noel informed him.

      “You shouldn’t be leaving me at all,” Dan sniped.

      “You’re right, I shouldn’t. It was stupid of me to arrange it now. But Cale is flying out tomorrow, and I need to see him before he goes.”

      Dan slumped over the box. A hand settled on his shoulder. He was tempted to pull away just to be a jerk, but he didn’t want them to part in anger any more than Noel did.

      Noel obviously took reassurance from Dan’s lack of objection and tugged Dan into his embrace, his arms encircling Dan’s to hold him tight.

      “You’re an idiot,” Noel informed the back of his head. “Why do you always run away when we have an argument?”

      “I don’t run away,” Dan said, stung by the accusation. He struggled to get out of Noel’s grasp, but Noel held on tight.

      Noel turned him around to look into his eyes. It was a mean trick; Noel knew damn well Dan couldn’t concentrate when he was staring into his dark eyes; Irish eyes that went with his creamy skin and poetic soul. Noel had laughed the first time Dan said that to him, but Dan could see he was pleased by the analogy.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Noel said firmly. “Except to bed with me.”

      “You have to leave,” Dan pointed out even as his fingers were curling into Noel’s shirt.

      “Bed.”

      Noel dragged Dan across the attic and down the stairs, never letting go of him as if he were concerned Dan was going to make a bolt for it again.

      Dan was pushed into the bedroom, to be bodily picked up and thrown onto the new bed, still unmade from the morning.

      “Noel, you haven’t got time for this.” He let out a startled oof as Noel climbed on top of him and straddled his legs.

      “Shut up.” Noel didn’t give Dan a chance to respond to his order as he leaned forward and kissed him.

      As Dan’s lips parted in surprise, Noel slipped his tongue in Dan’s mouth. Dan moaned at the feel of Noel, his tongue fucking Dan’s mouth and his equally hard dick a rigid line pressed against Dan’s hip. Dan ran his hands restlessly along the length of Noel’s back. His brain shut off, effectively blocking out the last protests he had about being manhandled into bed. Noel sighed and settled back between Dan’s legs. Dan closed his eyes as Noel kissed him again, this time so tenderly. His eyes flew open as Noel got off Dan, but instead of undressing as Dan expected, he rolled to one side, tugging on Dan until they were facing each other.

      Following Noel’s lead, Dan pushed his pants and boxers to his thighs. He gasped in pleasure as Noel wrapped his hand around both their cocks and jacked them off. Dan held on tightly to Noel’s upper arms, content to let Noel take the lead. Neither of them spoke, the only noise in the large room being soft gasps and sighs, and the muted sound of the sea. Dan’s toes curled as he came, spilling over Noel’s fingers. Dan knew Noel was close from the tense lines of his face. He reached down between them to cup Noel’s balls, feeling them hard and hot in his hand.

      “So close,” Noel whispered and he climaxed, shaking with relief.

      Dan leaned over the side of the bed and picked up a towel. He cleaned them both, dropping the towel so he could lie back down and enjoy the last few moments before Noel had to leave. He rested his head on Noel’s chest, listening to the reassuring thump thump of his heart.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dan sighed at Noel’s apology. “I know you are. Just get back as soon as you can.”

      “I promise.” Noel’s arms tightened around him. “I can’t stay away. Somebody might snap you up while I’m gone.”

      Snorting at the idea, Dan said, “I’m the one who has to worry. You might be tempted when you get back to that big city.”

      “There wasn’t anything in Portland to tempt me away from you yesterday. The only thing I want is right here with me in my arms. God….” Noel groaned. “I was such a fool to arrange this meeting.”

      “Yep.” Dan wasn’t going to disagree with the man.

      Groaning again, Noel hugged Dan closer to him. “I have to go.”

      “I know,” Dan said, not moving a muscle.

      “You’re so cruel.”

      “Yep.” Dan knew that too.

      Eventually, Dan let Noel out of their bed to head for the shower. He refused Noel’s suggestion that he join him, knowing it would just prolong the misery. Instead, he wandered into the kitchen to make tea. The bay was beautiful with sunlight glinting off the waves. Dan let the view soothe his soul as he waited for the tea to brew. Once a confirmed coffee drinker, he had been lured over to tea by Noel.

      Noel entered the kitchen ten minutes later, dressed in jeans and a light cotton shirt.

      “That was a short shower,” Dan said as he handed Noel a cup of tea.

      “Wasn’t much fun without you in there with me.”

      “Guess not.”

      Dan knew he was being an ass, but he didn’t cope well with separation. Noel had once joked that there was an invisible bungee rope connecting them together. Only Dan didn’t see that as a joke. He knew he was a possessive bastard, and it wasn’t going to change anytime soon.

      

      DAN refused to watch Noel drive away. Noel understood and pushed him up against the kitchen table to kiss him until Dan was breathless and wanting. Afterward, Dan wandered around the house and garden, staring morosely out at the bay; the view looking less sparkly than it had half an hour previously.

      He was unsure what to do to pass the time until Noel got back, until he remembered Noel had charged him with clearing out the attic. The bastard. The last thing he wanted to do was clear out someone else’s trash.

      Still, he went up to the attic for the third time that day and looked around. He wasn’t sure where to start. Probably by ordering the dumpster. Well, he could do that later. Instead he looked at the picture jammed between the rafters. His fingernail throbbed as a reminder of the splinter he had received earlier in the day.

      “Right, you bastard,” he grimly told the painting. “You are coming outta there. No painting is going to get the better of me.”

      He gripped the exposed edges of the painting firmly and tugged at it. To his surprise, it shifted about half an inch but not enough to free the canvas board.

      “Gotcha,” he muttered.

      He tugged again, praying he wasn’t damaging the paint on the underside of the canvas. The painting moved a little more. Dan took a deep breath and worked at freeing one side of the painting. After five minutes of concentrated effort, the canvas was in his hands.

      Before he could take a proper looking at the painting, the doorbell rang. It took a minute for Dan to place the noise since he hadn’t heard it before. Still holding onto the canvas, he jogged down the attic stairs, hoping, whoever their first visitor was, they would wait until he got to the front door. By the time he flung the door open, he was out of breath. To his disappointment, whoever had rung the bell had disappeared.

      “Damn.” Dan looked around outside, but he couldn’t see anyone, and the front yard was empty.

      Sweaty after his sprint down the stairs, he headed for the kitchen. Dumping the painting on the table, Dan took a bottle of water out of the fridge. He uncapped the bottle and took a long swallow, appreciating the ice-cold liquid.

      A movement outside the window caught Dan’s eye, and he went to the kitchen door. Poking his head outside, he saw a man disappearing around the side of the house.

      “Hello,” he called out.

      A blond-haired man popped his head around the corner. “Oh, hi. You are in.”

      Dan frowned. “Yes, I am. Who are you?”

      “I’m Paul Cosgrove.” The man, Dan guessed about the same age as him, held out his hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Paul. Uh, not to be rude or anything, but why are you wandering around my yard?”

      Paul looked confused. “Aren’t you expecting me?”

      “No, should I be?”

      “Someone called and asked if we could visit. I’m from Cool Waters, the pool maintenance company.”

      Dan’s expression cleared. “Oh right. My hus… partner said he called. Have you been here before?”

      Paul nodded. “Oh yeah. I used to look after the pool for Susan, the lady who lived here before.”

      “Great. I’ll leave you to get on with it. Would you like a soda or a coffee?”

      “No, I’m good. I’ll let you know when I’ve finished.” Paul smiled and walked toward the pool.

      Dan stared after him until he rounded the corner, flushing as he realized he was staring at the man’s ass. A very nice ass it was too. The rest of him wasn’t bad either. The guy wasn’t that tall, probably no more than five feet eight inches, but he was muscly in all the right places and looked like he worked out. Dan grinned to himself. Noel was going to be furious that he’d missed the chance to ogle the pool boy. Oh well, there would be other occasions.

      Back in the kitchen, Dan saw the canvas he’d dumped face down on the table. Curious to know what the painting portrayed, he turned it over. A young boy, no more than ten or eleven, stared back at him with soulful blue eyes. Dan knew nothing about art, despite Noel’s numerous attempts to educate him, but the painting was so skillfully executed it looked almost like a photograph.

      Despite its adept rendering, Dan wasn’t sure he actually liked the painting. The boy looked sad; the expression in his eyes gave the impression of a soul far beyond his chronological years. He certainly didn’t want the boy staring at him from one of the walls. He’d hand it over to Noel. Maybe he could reuse the canvas.

      Before he dropped the painting onto the table, Dan took one last look at the image, and then he blinked. For a split second, the boy seemed to blur. Dan blinked again rapidly, and thankfully, his eyesight cleared again and he could see the clean outlines of the boy.

      “Good painting. The eyes are kinda creepy, though. Seem to follow you like that Italian chick.”

      Dan looked over his shoulder. Paul, the hot pool boy, was staring at the painting, and he did look creeped out.

      “Italian chick? Oh—the Mona Lisa.”

      “Yeah. His eyes are the same.” Paul pointed to the boy’s dark eyes.

      Dan frowned. He could have sworn the boy’s eyes were blue. He stared at the painting a little closer.

      “How old do you think this boy is?” he asked, holding the painting up so Paul could see it more clearly.

      “Sixteen, seventeen. No more than eighteen,” Paul said, after a minute.

      “I must be tired. When I first looked at this, I thought he was about twelve.”

      Paul looked at him steadily. “Got a thing for young boys, have you?”

      “What? No! God, no!” Dan was horrified. “This isn’t even mine. I found it in the attic. The previous owner didn’t bother to clear the attic when she left.” Dan was relieved to see Paul’s expression clear.

      “That sounds like Susan. After her son was hurt, she had a hard time coping. I’m not surprised she just forgot about the attic. Some days she couldn’t even remember her own name.”

      “Her son died?”

      Paul nodded. “Not dead but might as well be. ’Bout six years ago. Ricky got hit by a truck. He never woke up. He’s still in a hospital. I can’t remember where.”

      “That’s sad. How old was he?” Dan shuddered. He couldn’t imagine the pain the boy’s mother must have suffered.

      “Ten, eleven, that sort of age. Poor kid. He was my younger brother’s friend.”

      “I’m sorry to bring up bad memories.”

      “No problem. Sorry, I thought you were some sort of child molester.” Paul’s smile was enough to tell Dan that he wasn’t being serious.

      Dan grinned at him in relief. “Did you want something?” he asked. “Before we got on this subject.”

      “Oh yeah. Do you know where the chlorine is? Susan normally kept it in the shed, but I can’t find it on the shelf.”

      “Is it kept in a purple container? If it is, I saw the container in the garage.”

      “That’s it. Thanks. Is it okay if I go and look?”

      “Sure. It might already be buried by Noel’s paints and canvases,” Dan said.

      “No worries,” Paul said again. “Your partner is a painter?” Dan looked at Paul carefully. He didn’t seem to be revolted by the gay. That was a good start. He noticed in passing that Paul’s eyes were a pale green, framed by darker lashes than his hair color. The pool boy was really hot.

      “Yeah. He is.”

      “Is he any good?”

      “Depends what you like. He doesn’t paint like this.” Dan indicated the picture he was still holding. “Mind you, Noel always says I’m a Philistine who’d cover his house in Walmart art.” He saw Paul’s eyes widen.

      “Noel? Noel Murohy? Your husband is Noel Murohy?”

      “You’ve heard of him?” Dan asked in surprise.

      A hot pool boy who had heard of Noel. Dan couldn’t wait to see the furious expression on Noel’s face. Yep, the man should have been here in the first place.

      “I studied him at college. I minored in modern art, and we went to an exhibition. I saw one of his paintings. Daniel Dancing.” Paul studied him carefully. “Guess that must have been you.” Then his gaze dropped before coming back to Dan’s face.

      Dan chuckled, trying hard not to blush. He remembered the painting. It had been Noel’s impression of Dan learning to dance. Bold strokes representing the male form in different positions. Clearly without clothing, and in one position very aroused.

      “Yes, well, you’ll meet him when he comes home. He’s just trying to finalize the details for a solo exhibition.” Dan couldn’t keep the pride out of his voice.

      Paul smiled at him. “I can see where he gets his inspiration from.”

      It sounded like a cheesy pick-up line. Hell, it probably was a cheesy pick-up line, but Paul made it sound sincere.

      “Thanks,” Dan said.

      “I can’t wait to meet him. I’ll finish the pool. Is there any chance of a cold drink?”

      “Sure. Soda, iced tea, or water?”

      “Iced tea, please.”

      Paul took the drink Dan offered him and headed out the kitchen door. Dan shook his head and turned his attention back to the painting. The boy stared back at him, his eyes conveying a trapped expression that made Dan shiver. He was about to dump the painting in the trash when his cell vibrated in his pocket.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Daniel Young?”

      “Yes,” he confirmed, waiting for a sales pitch from the unknown woman.

      “Mr. Young, this is Saint Tobias Hospital. We found your number listed as the emergency contact for Noel Murohy.”

      A sliver of fear shot through Dan. “What’s happened?”

      “Mr. Murohy was involved in a car accident a couple of hours ago.”

      Dan frowned. “He only left here a couple of hours ago. Is he all right?”

      “I think you should get here as quickly as you can, Mr. Young.”

      Dan sat down heavily on one of the kitchen chairs, hearing it creak under his weight. “How bad is he?”

      “He’s being taken into surgery at the moment. I’m sorry, but his condition is critical.” Her voice was blandly sympathetic considering the devastating news she was delivering.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      The woman said good-bye, leaving Dan staring at his handset as if it would give him more answers. He had no idea where Saint Tobias Hospital was, let alone how he would get there. Noel had taken their SUV. Perhaps he could call Noel and get him to come back.

      Oh God, Noel.

      “Is everything okay, Dan?”

      Dazed and reeling, Dan looked up to see Paul giving him a worried glance. “Noel… he’s been in a car accident. Saint Tobias Hospital just called. I… it’s bad… they said to….” Dan stopped, trying to drag air into his lungs and stop the babble. “Where the hell is Saint Tobias? I need to get a cab.”

      “I’ll drive you. Hold on, let me call the office.” Paul dug around in his pocket for his phone.

      “I don’t want to bother you.”

      Paul held up his hand to silence him. “Joe? I’m at the Murohy house. Yeah, it’s that Murohy. Listen, he’s been in a car accident. I’m taking his husband to Toby’s. Sure. If Miguel can pick up Dooley’s, then I’ll cover George’s tomorrow. Okay.” He looked over at Dan. “All fixed.”

      Dan stood up. “Let’s go.”

      He was heading for the door when Paul said, “Wait, do you have the paperwork?”

      “Huh? Oh yeah, it’s in my wallet. And they must have gotten Noel’s out of his, because they called me.” He and Noel never went anywhere without their living will and power of attorney forms, plus the medical insurance forms. Neither of them trusted Noel’s family not to try and take over Noel’s care and shut Dan out.

      “Where’s your wallet?”

      Dan frowned at Paul for wasting time. “In my… oh.” It wasn’t in his pocket. Fuck. Fuck. Where was his wallet? They hadn’t gotten the dish for the keys and wallets out of the boxes yet. He thought frantically. “It’s… I know, it’s in my jacket. Where the hell is my jacket?”

      Thankfully, the jacket was hanging over the back of a chair in the kitchen, and his wallet was in the pocket.

      “Lock up the house while I bring the truck ’round to the front.”

      Dan was thankful for the orders Paul issued, because he couldn’t think past the heavy weight of fear bearing down in his gut and the white noise in his head. He did as he was told and waited outside the front door.

      Paul pulled up in a battered old Chevy. He leaned over and opened the passenger door. “Get in,” he said, sweeping take-out and candy wrappers to the floor. “Give me your phone.”

      “Huh?” Dan looked at him in confusion.

      “Give me your cell. I’m going to program my number and Joe’s number—he’s my partner. When you need a ride home, just text me or Joe.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      Paul looked over at him. “Let me help. Okay? You’ll have enough to think about for the next few days.”

      Dan handed over his phone without another protest. He took it back when Paul had finished and looked down at the screen blankly.

      “Is there anyone else you ought to call? His parents or other family?” Paul asked as he pulled out onto the road.

      “Not yet. I’ve got to see him first. His parents… they don’t like me. They’ll try to take over. I need to know what’s happening before I call them.”

      “They don’t like you? What’s the matter? Aren’t you good enough for their little boy? Or is it the guy thing?”

      “Both. The Murohys are fourth generation Irish. They wanted Noel to marry a good Catholic girl and produce lots of grandbabies. Instead, they got white trash for a son-in-law and no chance of heirs.”

      He saw Paul wince. “They call you white trash?”

      “Oh, not to my face. I read one of their e-mails. They think I’m a gold digger, etc. etc. It doesn’t occur to them that I pay the bills and it’s my inheritance that paid for the house. Noel won’t take a cent from his parents, and it can be months between selling paintings. He hates their stuck-up attitude toward me.”

      “What do you do?”

      “Admin, in a construction firm. Nothing exciting, but it pays the bills. I’ve got a commute now, but we saw the house and….” Dan trailed off.

      “And?” Paul prompted.

      “This is our forever house. The one we’re going to stay in until they carry us out in a box.” He swallowed hard. “He was there for one night.”

      Paul patted him on the thigh. “He’ll be all right. We’ll be at the hospital soon.”

      Dan leaned against the car door and closed his eyes. He appreciated the support, but the woman had said Noel was critical. God, he’d been babbling about Noel’s parents when he should have been thinking about Noel. What if this was it? What happened if Noel died and Dan was left in that house by himself?

      “We’re here.” Paul’s quiet announcement interrupted his what-ifs.

      Opening his eyes, Dan saw they were outside the ER.

      “Do you want me to come in with you?” Paul asked.

      Dan shook his head. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Call me when you need a ride home.” At Dan’s uncertain expression, Paul said, “I’ll be back after work and bring you some food. Okay? You need a friend at the moment.”

      The hot pool boy had turned into his Good Samaritan. Noel would laugh his ass off when Dan told him that.

      “Thanks,” Dan said before he got out of the truck.

      He looked at the open entrance to the ER and swallowed hard, praying that Noel was still alive.
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