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Chapter 1


 


Wyatt wanted to get away, to live far away from the
influence of his disapproving family. But in the end, maybe he had put too much
distance between him and his brother. The reconciliation he always dreamed of
would never happen now.


Weeks late, he was hearing the terrible news over the phone
and every remaining shred of hope was crushed. His aunt had finally tracked him
down and gotten in touch with him. Now her voice was breaking as she said his
name.


Before she even told him anything, the sound of her voice
was so rough and pained. Knowing without a doubt that she was about to tell him
something terrible, Wyatt felt like a cold hand closed around his heart. He
listened to what she had to tell him with utter dread.


"I'm so sorry to have to tell you this, honey,"
his Aunt Debbie told him. Then her voice broke again, and she barely got the
words out. "Our Lloyd, he... He's gone."


Lloyd and his wife had died in a car crash. Wyatt could
hardly absorb this news. It hit him like a freight train and he couldn't draw a
breath as his chest constricted painfully.


It was too late to say goodbye, too late to go to the
funeral. Too late for everything.


That wasn't all of it. She had more to tell him. "Lloyd
and his wife left behind two boys, and someone needs to take care of
them," Aunt Debbie said.


Wyatt figured that his aunt would do that. She had been good
with him and Lloyd when they were kids. But she regretfully told him, "I
can't do it myself. I have my Tom to take care of. His MS is much worse. For
now, he's staying with his sister, but he needs to get back home and so do I.
I'm staying with the boys right now, but I need to know if you can come and
take over."


"Me? Aunt Deb..." Wyatt started to say. How could
he take care of two children? Plus there was another issue. "Aunt Deb, I
don't think Lloyd would want me to be the one to take care of his kids."
His throat tightened as soon as those words came out. It was a harsh truth.


"Is that so?" she said in a stern tone. Aunt Deb
wasn't one to let anyone shirk their family responsibilities. "Then you
better listen to this," she commanded him.


He heard some fumbling as she explained. "Lloyd
recorded it in the hospital when his wife was already gone, and he knew he
didn't have much time left."


After a little bit, Aunt Deb played him a recording. First
there were some indistinct noises, beeping and announcements being made in the
background. Then Wyatt heard labored breathing then Lloyd. His voice was
painfully familiar but weak and he struggled to speak clearly. He said,
"Take care of my boys. Please, Wyatt."


Wyatt waited but there was nothing after that. The short
silence seemed to last forever until he heard Aunt Debbie's voice again.


"He didn't have much strength left, but I think he made
himself plenty clear. So what will it be, Wyatt. You coming to Peach
Tree?"


It turned out that Peach Tree was the name of the small town
where Lloyd had lived with his family. He moved there after their father died,
after Wyatt lost touch with him for the second time. When Aunt Deb asked him to
go there, Wyatt could think of only one answer, "I'm on my way."


 


It took him a little while to make the arrangements to come
back from Austria. He couldn't leave Barney behind, so the poor little doggy
had to endure the long flight. By the time they got to the States, Wyatt felt
drained and sort of numb. He clutched Barney's pet carrier like it was his life
raft.


Thank God for his friend, Raquel, who met him at the airport
and immediately wrapped him in a tight hug.


"My poor sweetie," she called him then took him
and Barney straight to her apartment. Wyatt collapsed on her couch while Barney
went to sniff the million small rugs she had everywhere.


Wyatt hadn't seen her for years, but Raquel was still his
best friend. After he woke up with Barney staring at him, Raquel fed both of
them and let Wyatt cry on her shoulder about Lloyd and the regrets he would
probably carry with him as long as he lived.





She also single handedly put him and Barney on the road to
Peach Tree, a place Wyatt had never heard of until his aunt told him about it.
Behind the wheel of a brand new SUV that Raquel helped him buy, Wyatt was still
in a fog of grief and disbelief as he drove through the peaceful looking
countryside.


With hardly any houses around, it seemed to Wyatt like he
might be in for some lonely times ahead. After all this wasn't just a visit. He
was going to be living here, for a while anyway. Good thing he had brought
along his little buddy.


Wyatt turned to look at Barney who peered out of his pet
carrier. "You ready to stretch you legs maybe?"


 


***


 


The last time Sam went on a drive and walked around this
area, he came across some bushes with orange berries. Thinking they were
pretty, he took a branch back to the café, where several people told him the
berries came from a firethorn bush and were poisonous.


Sam was going to get rid of the branch, but Mrs. Del Rio,
the owner of the café, took charge of the branch with the berries. She agreed
that they were pretty, and she wasn't scared by the fact that they were
poisonous. "If I had more of these, I would make a wreath for my
verandah," she said.


That was just like her. She had been that way the first time
Sam walked into the café. Some of his bruises still fresh, he had asked her for
a job, and she hired him with no hesitation.


She looked at the berries appreciatively, not the least bit
daunted by what people said about them. "I like them. Next time you see
them, get me a whole bunch of these."


That's why Sam was now in the midst of these firethorn
bushes that grew in a clump on the side of the highway. He found plenty of good
branches and picked several while getting scratched up by the thorns.


Figuring he had enough for a wreath, Sam was about to get
back to his car when he spotted an SUV on the road. It was coming his way.
Hanging back, he waited for it to pass.


Sam's car was parked behind the bushes, and he was still
hidden from sight. It might have been a little too cautious of him, but he
didn't want to reveal himself needlessly.


The car didn't pass him by though. It slowed and Sam got
worried. His heart started to race. He couldn't see the driver, so he had a
good look at the car instead. The car was a tan Nissan Rogue. It looked new
even if it did have some road dirt on it.


Brian wouldn't have a nice, new car like that, but as long
as the driver remained a mystery, Sam couldn't convince himself that it somehow
couldn't still be him.


When he finally saw a blond, well built man step out of the
car, Sam only breathed a little easier. He was still a stranger, and God knows
what he might be up to.


He watched the good-looking man stand by his car and stretch
for a second like someone who had been driving for a long time. The man then
went to the back of his SUV and leaned into the back seat. Soon a little fuzzy,
white dog jumped out of the car and Sam grinned.


The man crouched and petted the dog. "Look, a whole
field for you to pee on. How great is that?" he said as he put a leash on
the little dog.


"So I guess I should watch my step," Sam said. He
wanted to announce his presence and not startle the guy and his dog, but he did
anyway.


The man jumped a little then spotted him coming out from
among the bushes. He gave Sam an intense, blue eyed stare then he smiled
apologetically. "Oh hi. Sorry. We've been on the road a while," the
man said. "We didn't mean to intrude or trespass." Maybe he thought
Sam owned the field.


"Me either. It's not my field. If you're trespassing,
then I am too. I was just picking these," Sam told him.


Seeing the armful of branches he carried, the man said,
"They look interesting."


"They're firethorn berries, and they're poisonous, so
keep your dog away from them." Sam was glad he knew to tell him that. He'd
hate for such a nice dog to get himself into trouble.


"Did you hear that?" the guy asked his dog then he
turned to Sam. "Thanks for the warning. For a minute there, I was thinking
of letting him off the leash so he could run around on his own. Now I know
better."


"He seems like a good dog," Sam said.


"He is and he wants to say hello to you," the guy
let his dog get closer and rest his front paws on Sam's shins so he could look
up at him.


"Hello, there," Sam said to him and he wished he
could pet him, but he had all those thorny branches to keep away from him.


"His name is Barney, and he has never seen such open
places. He's a city dog. Aren't you?" the man said and then got down to
rub the dog's side and kiss the top of his head. When he stood up again, he
frowned at Sam's arms. "You got scratched up."


"That's nothing. It's for a good cause. My employer
asked me to get her these. She's been good to me, so I don't mind," Sam
said. He caught himself smiling at the man because he looked so concerned.


The guy had startled him when he pulled off the road so close
to where he was, but he seemed nice and his dog was sweet. Glancing all around,
the guy now looked a little uneasy, especially when his sad, blue eyes stared
off into the distance.


There was nothing there that would make Sam uneasy. In that
direction, the fields stretched out to the horizon. There were plenty of hills
dotting the landscape in other directions, but Sam liked the flat, open spaces
to the west. They gave him peace of mind.


"We've been traveling for a while. This seems like a
nice area," the man said, but he seemed kind of doubtful of that.


"It is. It's very peaceful," Sam told him. He
wanted to keep talking to this guy, but he couldn't think of any excuse to keep
hanging out there. Plus his shift would be starting soon. He had nearly
forgotten about that.


When he set out for this spot, he had planned to be back in
plenty of time. Now he might be late. It had been a while since a good-looking
guy could distract him so easily. To Sam, guys like this one were like
firethorn bushes -- enticing but dangerous.


Sam noticed that the dog was now straining at his leash.
"Looks like your dog is ready for that walk," he pointed out.


"He's reminding me why we came out here," the man
said.


"Bye, Barney," Sam told him as he went off with
his firethorn branches. Setting them on the passenger side, he got behind the
wheel of his old Honda and realized that he had learned the dog's name but not
his handsome owner's.


Oh well, it wasn't like Sam would ever see him again. He was
probably just passing through. Most likely the man would continue on this road,
blow right past the little town of Peach Tree and never look back.







Chapter 2


 


Wyatt didn't have high hopes for life in a small town, but
that bathroom break for Barney might have raised his hopes just a little. If
that guy lived anywhere around there, maybe it wouldn't be so bad. Or Wyatt
might never run into him again, and if he did, he might find out that the guy
was straight.


Wyatt sighed. This wouldn't be like the places where he used
to live, where the next good-looking gay guy was just around the corner. Living
in a small town, he might have to get through a lot of lonely nights.


 


They were pretty close to Peach Tree, when Wyatt turned to
his little passenger. "We're almost there. I bet you can't wait," he
said to Barney.


No peep from him, but he decided to take his silence as a
sign of eager anticipation. Between the two of them, he was sure that Barney
would receive the better welcome.


Not sure if he was ready to take on what awaited him there,
Wyatt thought about the boys. Aunt Deb sent him pictures of them, and as soon
as he saw those two little smiling faces, Wyatt broke down crying.


They didn't look just like Wyatt and Lloyd. For one thing,
they were closer in age. The older one was five and he must have looked like
his mom, with sandy hair, but he had the blue eyes like Lloyd and Wyatt did.
The younger one was blond like his dad's side of the family, but his eyes were
brown. He was four and had on the bigger smile of the two little boys.


They were so clearly brothers though, and they were Lloyd's
kids, and that was enough to break Wyatt's heart. Looking at the photos of
them, Wyatt knew that he should have fought harder to stay in his brother's
life. Whatever it took, he should have made Lloyd accept him.


It was too late for that now. All he could do was take good
care of those precious nephews of his. Before seeing them, he needed to prepare
himself and not scare then and upset them by bursting into tears as soon as he
laid eyes on them.


But whether he was ready or not, here he was making a turn
and then driving down Peach Tree Road. As he scanned the roadside, the house
came into view. A handmade sign in the shape of an arrow had the number 721 and
the name Hayes painted on it. It pointed the way up a crooked driveway that led
to a green front door of a ranch style house with a wooden fence also painted
green.


Wyatt hardly paid attention to the house though. He had been
trying to prepare himself for his first meeting with his nephews, but he didn't
expect to see them already waiting for him at the end of the driveway. As he
slowed down and turned off the road, the two little boys stared at his car
intently.


Wyatt pulled into the driveway then shut off the engine. He
hardly dared to take a breath. Meeting them was that momentous to him. As for
the boys, they didn't look too thrilled.


Their mouths turned down at the corners, their eyes serious,
two little nephews stood there to greet their wayward uncle. That meant he
better get moving. Taking a deep breath to steel himself, Wyatt opened the car
door and stepped out.


Waiting there he saw a serious, sandy haired boy with blue
eyes and his little blond, brown-eyed brother. As two sets of unsmiling eyes
looked up at him, Wyatt approached and greeted them with a smile, "Hello,
boys."


In return, he was greeted with a complaint. "He doesn't
know our names!" DJ, the older boy, shouted to someone back toward the
house.


"Yes, he does," a feminine voice shouted back then
Wyatt saw his Aunt Deb rising up from the garden with a basket hanging from her
arm. She looked older than when he had last seen her but still strong. "Hi
there, Wyatt. I was just picking some tomatoes for lunch."


"Hi," Wyatt barely managed to say as he looked at
her through tears in his eyes. She was so casual, like it hadn't been years
since they saw each other. She came forward to give him a hug, and Wyatt buried
his face in her shoulder for a minute until he calmed himself a little. He had
to stay strong for the boys. They were watching his every move.


"As you can see, these two were eagerly waiting for
you," Aunt Deb said and looked over at the boys fondly, but they bristled.


"We're not!" Riley, the younger one, claimed like
he and his brother had been accused of something terrible.


"Hi. I'm your Uncle Wyatt, and you are DJ and
Riley," he said to prove he knew their names even if he was only now
meeting his nephews for the first time.


Though Wyatt was the one chosen to take care of these two
boys, he was a stranger to them. It was no surprise that's how they looked at
him, but he did have an ace in the hole.


"I have someone else for you to meet," Wyatt said
to the boys then went back to the car.


Opening the back door, he got out the pet carrier. Craning
their necks, the boys were eager to see what he had in there. He brought the
pet carrier over and set it down. As the boys crouched in front of the carrier,
Wyatt opened the door.


The little, white dog poked his head out and sniffed around.
While the boys called out to him to come out, Wyatt introduced him. "His
name is Barney, and he came over here with me on a plane."


Wyatt stepped back so the boys could have a good look and
play with the dog. As the kids chattered at the dog and he sniffed and licked
their faces, Wyatt went to stand next to Aunt Deb and watch them. She still had
the basket with tomatoes, but she seemed to have forgotten about them.


"You came loaded for bear," Aunt Deb told him. and
it seemed to Wyatt that she couldn't take her eyes off the boys. "They do
need some good to come into their lives."


"He's been cooped up in that carrier for most of this
trip, poor guy. I couldn't let him loose in the car. That little guy doesn't
love traveling. I didn't want him peeing all over my new ride." Wyatt had
pretty much landed, gotten off the plane, gotten a few hours sleep on Raquel's
couch then gone straight to a dealership with her to pick up the SUV.


"If he isn't housebroken all the way, he can be a yard
dog for now," Aunt Deb suggested.


"He's housebroken. He was just a little stressed. And
if we leave the dog out in the yard, we'll never get these two inside the
house," Wyatt predicted while pointing at the boys, who were preoccupied
with Barney. "I know that from personal experience. Dad once brought home
a dog that belonged to his friend. The dog was only staying with us for about a
week. It turned out that the dog had flees, so Dad tied him up in the back
yard. Then he had to bolt the doors so I wouldn't go outside to sleep out there
all night and get flees too."


Aunt Deb laughed. "What a stubborn kid you were. Lloyd
and your father had their hands full with you, but I think you're going to get
some of your own back with these boys."


"Ouch," Wyatt said to her as he went and got some
of his bags from the back of his car.


Now that they are a little further away from the boys, Aunt
Deb told him, "I'm grateful that you agreed to do this. Jill's sister is
struggling with three kids of her own. She just couldn't take in two more. And
I have my Tom to take care of. We have to stay near his doctors and his hospital.
I really didn't want to see these boys uprooted if they came to live with
us."


Tom was Aunt Deb's husband. On top of her job, she devoted
herself to helping him. That was more than enough for her to deal with.


"I think this place will be good for Barney,"
Wyatt told her.


"And maybe for you too?" she said.


She sounded questioning but still more positive than Wyatt
felt about moving here. This place was where his brother chose to live and
raise a family. If it was his idea of the right kind of place, Wyatt had a
strong suspicion that he could never fit in or be happy here.


His nephews were here so this was where he had to be. The
best he could do was make peace with it.


"Let's get you settled in," his aunt told him.


As she led the way inside with her basket of tomatoes, Wyatt
hefted his bags and followed her. The boys looked after them but quickly turned
back to Barney. The dog had found something interesting and had his nose stuck
in the grass. He was such a city dog, everything out here was new to him.


 


The décor inside wasn't as country as Wyatt expected. The
furniture was solid and sturdy, but the dominant colors in the living room were
gray and yellow. The kitchen cabinets had paneled white doors, the countertop
was tiled slate. That's where Aunt Deb set down her basket with tomatoes.


Right away Wyatt noticed that there was a kitchen door that
went out onto a second porch. "A front and a back porch. OK."


"It's nice to sit out there," Aunt Deb told him.
There was a field and some brush further on then a thicket of tall bushes and
trees. "And it should be all right to let your dog run around back
here."


Right away Wyatt looked for those bright orange berries the
young guy had warned him about, but he didn't see any. After taking in the
view, they moved on, and Aunt Deb showed him the rest of the house. Family
pictures were everywhere along with some nature prints that decorated the
walls.


Aunt Deb took him down a hallway where he saw three bedroom
doors standing open. "That's the boy's room," she said.


In there Wyatt could see paper airplanes suspended from the
ceiling which was painted sky blue. A desk with two chairs was under the
window. On either side of it, two beds were roughly made up and covered with
colorful comforters. A shelf was stuffed with books and toys all crammed in
every which way.


"They've been taught to keep it pretty neat, and they
make their own beds, as you can see," Aunt Deb told him with a smile.


Wyatt did notice that there were no toys strewn around their
room or any of the other rooms they passed through. Was that even possible?
Lloyd and his wife raised them that way, but Wyatt wasn't sure he could keep up
with that kind of disciplined childrearing.


They moved on to the other two bedrooms. Aunt Deb was in the
only spare room, and Wyatt figured he would be staying on the couch until she
left.


"I got the big bedroom ready for you already. You can
make the spare room your office. You'll need it if you want to get any work
done," she said. "I bet those boys don't give you a minute's peace."


"I don't see them anywhere right now. It's Barney who
won't get a minute's peace," Wyatt predicted.


"Your secret weapon," Aunt Deb said with a smile
then she showed him the way to his bedroom.


The room was at the end of the hall. Wyatt went to the door
and looked in. It was the master bedroom. "Is this really a good idea?
Won't the boys mind that I'm taking their parents' bedroom?" Wyatt asked.


"I think they need to know that you aren't just a guest
here. That you're here to stay. I think that's the most important thing for
their peace of mind," Aunt Deb said decisively.


"I guess I feel weird taking over this room,"
Wyatt said as he walked further in. He eyed the open closet and saw that there
was hardly anything in there.


"Jill's sister, Eva, already took away most of her
things. And I had the thrift store in Ashbury pick up a lot of Lloyd's stuff.
Nothing of sentimental value just clothes," she said.


That seemed too fast to Wyatt, but Aunt Deb was always a
decisive, no nonsense person. As for Wyatt, he was standing in the middle of
that room, staring at the big bed covered with light blue sheets and a quilt
folded at the foot of it. He was still trying to take it all in. So this was
going to be his room for the foreseeable future, his life. For now, it still
seemed too unreal, like something he might wake up from then go right back to
his old life.


That's when the boys ran inside and stopped abruptly in the
hallway when they spotted Wyatt.


"Barney is thirsty. He tried to drink from a
puddle," DJ said.


"Let's get him some water. And I have some of his food
in the car. He has two dog dishes, where should we set them up?" Wyatt
asked.


"In our room," Riley answered right away.


"Outside or in the kitchen," Aunt Deb told the
boys like she didn't trust Wyatt not to agree to something crazy.


"We'll set them up on the porch for now," Wyatt
decided. "I don't think Barney wants to be cooped up inside right now.
We'll put some ice in the water so it's nice and cool."


"I'm gonna get ice," Riley volunteered.


"We're both getting it," DJ said.


"We can all help," Wyatt told them. "We'll
get what we need from the kitchen and then we'll get stuff from the car."


The boys were eager to help him and soon they had Barney
eating and drinking. They all grabbed some drinks too. Aunt Deb got busy in the
kitchen and promised that lunch would be ready soon.


Now Wyatt found himself sitting on the front steps with a
nephew on either side of him. Barney was at his feet trying to climb up on his
knee. Wyatt was surrounded.


"So which one of you boys is going to be in first grade
next year?" Wyatt turned to Riley. "Is it you, Riley?"


"No. It's DJ," Riley told him and pointed across
Wyatt to his big brother. "I'm gonna be in kindergarten."


"So you're a big kid too," Wyatt said.


Riley nodded in agreement, but DJ denied it with a shake of
his head. "He's still little," DJ told him and craned his neck to
stare down his brother, who only stuck out his tongue at him.


"You're both bigger than Barney. That has to count for
something," Wyatt told both of them.


"Is he gonna stay with us?" DJ asked and he
sounded really worried that Wyatt would say no and send him away somewhere.


"Me and Barney are both staying here. We're moving in
to live here," Wyatt told him since Aunt Deb said it was important for them
to know that.


"That's good because Aunt Debbie is going away,"
DJ said and he looked very sad.


"She has to go back to hang out with Uncle Tom. He's
lonely without her. And you guys have me," Wyatt said and he put his arms
around both boys. DJ and Riley were so tiny. It broke his heart to think how
scared they must be. "You guys have to show me all the best places around
here. And we have to climb on the hill with all the trees. I bet we can take
some nice pictures up there."


DJ nodded, but then he said, "But Aunt Debbie said
you're gonna be working and not to bother you."


"You won't bother me. A working guy has to take a break
sometimes. That's when we'll have fun," Wyatt assured him.


"And Barney," Riley said. The dog had gone over to
him and put his fuzzy head in his lap.


"Lunchtime, boys," Aunt Deb called out from inside
and the boys jumped up.


"You meant me too, right?" Wyatt joked as he went
into the kitchen.


"Yes. You too. I bet you're starving," she said.
"Here. Take these rolls."


She handed him a basket of homemade rolls that smelled
buttery, looked fluffy and felt as light as air. "I can't promise that
these will make it to the table," Wyatt warned her. "You better take
them, DJ. You look like you can be trusted to get them all to the table in one
piece."


DJ took the basket and proudly delivered the rolls to the
kitchen table unharmed. Riley got to carry the napkins and mustard.


They had a great lunch of roasted green beans and strips of
fried Canadian bacon that fit nicely inside the rolls, plus the tomato salad.
Wyatt was in heaven. He felt like he hadn't eaten for years.


He had no proper meal since he heard about Lloyd. Now eating
Aunt Debbie's food at his brother's kitchen table with his two little nephews
made him want to cry.


Aunt Deb must have noticed that he was a little overwrought
because she told him. "You go and lie down for a while, rest up."


"You gonna take a nap?" Riley asked him. Then his
big, brown eyes turned very serious. "I don't like naps. I don't like
them."


"I guess I better hang out with you guys so I don't
have to go take a nap," Wyatt said. It would do him more good than any
nap. Plus he wasn't looking forward to taking over the boys' parents' bedroom.
Maybe once he was tired enough, it wouldn't bother him so much.


 


After lunch, Aunt Deb wanted to visit a few of the neighbors
to say goodbye to them in person before leaving. Wyatt, the boys and Barney
went with her. The houses around there were far apart, but everyone that Wyatt
got introduced to was friendly.


Already the neighbors seemed fond of Aunt Deb and sad to see
her go. She had been exchanging fresh tomatoes from their garden for other
vegetables and even eggs that the neighbors had.


"You can keep doing that too," Aunt Deb told him.


"And then do what with them? I can't cook," Wyatt
informed her.


"All that time in Europe with all that amazing food
they have over there, if my TV is to be believed, and you didn't learn a
thing?" she said and shook her head at him. "Well, you can at least
fry up an egg."


"If they like them burned, then I can," Wyatt said
and grinned at the boys.


They both shook their heads to let him know how they felt
about burned eggs.


 


In no time, they had walked all over the outskirts of Peach
Tree, and it was evening. When they got back to the house, Aunt Deb insisted
that Wyatt help her in the kitchen and learn something.


Wyatt didn't tell her that he was impervious to all culinary
instruction. Not that he had ever tried very hard. A few half hearted attempts
told him it wasn't worth the trouble.


In his early days traipsing all over Europe, he was lucky if
he had a hotplate to heat up a can of something. Later on, he could afford to
eat much better food than he could ever hope to make.


It was only now with two growing boys to feed that he saw
his lack of cooking skills as a potential problem. He hoped there were some
good places to eat around there so the kids wouldn't forget what food was
supposed to taste like.


He knew for sure that the boys would miss Aunt Debbie and
her cooking. Wyatt would miss her too. He couldn't believe she was leaving the
next morning. After that the boys would be his sole responsibility.


To get him started, at the boys' bedtime, Aunt Deb had an
assignment for him. "You put them to bed. It will be good practice."


"So make sure they brush their teeth and tuck them in,
that kind of thing?" Wyatt said.


"That's it," Aunt Deb confirmed, and Wyatt went
off to supervise the boys' bedtime routine.


He was doing it for the first time ever. The only kid he
ever put to bed was himself, and that was with Lloyd right there by his side,
making sure he didn't eat toothpaste or sneak off to see what Dad was watching
on TV, or not watching.


Their dad always came home late, dead tired from laying wood
floors, and collapsed in front of the TV, ate his dinner there and sometimes
slept there all night. Lloyd made sure Wyatt didn't bother him so he wouldn't
yell.


But looking back, Wyatt couldn't remember their dad ever
being the one who put him to bed, not even after their mom left. It was always
Lloyd, acting too grown-up for his age, dragging Wyatt kicking and screaming to
go to bed already.


When it came to putting the boys to bed, Wyatt didn't have
to do it alone. Barney was right there. When they were in their pajamas and
ready to climb into bed, Barney followed them to their room and settled himself
right in front of the desk that separated their beds.


"I guess he thinks it's his bedtime too," Wyatt
said seeing how Barney curled himself up on their colorful, striped rug.


"Can he sleep with us?" DJ asked even though
Barney was already doing as he liked.


"Sure he can," Wyatt said.


The boys were happier to get into bed now that Barney was
joining them.


"He can sleep with me," Riley said and tried to
coax Barney to climb on his bed.


"No, me. I'm older," DJ said, pulling rank like
every big brother. He didn't have a few years on Riley like Lloyd had on Wyatt,
but he still wanted to be the boss.


To settle the argument, Wyatt told them. "Actually,
Barney has his own bed. I'll go and get it." He was back with it right
away. "I'll put the dog bed between your beds. That's fair. Right on this
spot that Barney already picked out for himself. See, he's happy there,"
Wyatt said as they all watched Barney turn around before lying back down.


Worried that Barney might follow him if he left, Wyatt
stayed in the boys' room and waited for them to fall asleep. The two chairs in
there didn't look comfortable so he just sat cross-legged on the rug and
listened to their chatter. Instead of a bedtime story for the boys, the boys were
telling Barney about all the cool places they were going to show him.


"I might want to see some of those places too. Are they
just for kids and dogs, or can uncles join in too?" Wyatt asked.


"Uncles are allowed," DJ told him.


Then Riley seconded that. "You're allowed, Uncle
Wyatt."


"Thanks, guys. Sounds like fun," Wyatt told them.
"Now that Barney has so much to look forward to, he'll have sweet, doggy
dreams, and you two have sweet dreams too."


 


Once the boys were asleep, Wyatt got up on stiff legs. Leaving
Barney to watch over them, he crept quietly out of the boys' room. He stretched
in the hallway and found himself staring at a family photo that hung in the
hall. Lloyd and his wife were sitting in the grass. DJ was sitting between them
awkwardly holding on to Riley, who apparently had just learned to walk and
could not be contained.


Wyatt found that he couldn't let himself gaze at that photo
too long. Being with the boys made him miss Lloyd so much, and the boys must
miss him and their mother even more.


But what had stood between him and Lloyd was still there.
His older brother sided with their father and said his sexuality was a selfish
choice. After that, Wyatt had no reason to keep in touch with either of them.


He didn't even know about his brother's marriage or his
family until Lloyd was gone. Now that both his brother and his father were
gone, his aunt was all that was left to remind Wyatt of the family they once
were.


Wyatt went into the living room and found her curled up in
the armchair in there. Aunt Deb had her phone out and was smiling at the
screen. He had already noticed that she texted with Uncle Tom all the time.


Noticing him lingering there, she pointed to the couch and
put away her phone. "Take a load off and tell me what's on your
mind."


Taking a seat, Wyatt told her, "I guess I still find it
hard to believe that Lloyd and his wife would want me taking care of their
kids."


"You heard Lloyd say it himself. You're family. In the
end, that's what matters," she said like that solved everything. Then she
got her phone out again. "I'm sending you copies of the recordings that
Lloyd made in the hospital. There is the one for you and one for each of the
boys." She then grew thoughtful. "Jill was already gone when he made
the recordings. He knew he didn't have much longer. His voice was weak. He
looked pretty bad, so he didn't want video."


Aunt Deb looked so sad as she spoke, heartbroken really.
Hearing her, Wyatt was amazed at how strong she was. Wyatt didn't know how he
would hang on once she was gone.


All day the boys had occupied him, so maybe that pulled him
through. To help him hold it together now, he kept the boys foremost on his
mind. Soon he was going to be all they had, and he couldn't fail them. He still
wished Aunt Deb could have stayed just a little bit longer.


"I can't believe you're leaving so soon," Wyatt
said.


"I have to. They were good about it at my job, letting
me take the time off, but I have to go back as soon as I can. And Tom needs
me."


"I understand. It's just that the boys don't even know
me," Wyatt said worriedly. "I think they need more time to get used
to me."


"This way they'll get to know you and also know that
you're the one they can depend on, instead of looking to me." Aunt Deb was
a tough-minded lady, of course she would favor the sink or swim approach and
throw Wyatt right into the deep end.


"I guess you're right." Wyatt sighed and rolled
his shoulders trying to let go of some of the tension that gripped him when he
thought about taking care of the boys by himself. He didn't feel so overwhelmed
when he was with them, only now when they weren't here to distract him.
"They're good kids," Wyatt said with a smile.


"And you have the potential to be a good uncle,"
Aunt Deb told him and gave him a wry look that told him he still needed to
prove himself.


"I'll do my best," Wyatt assured her. "That's
what those boys deserve. I'll even try to like this place."


"The house or the town and everything?" she asked
with a frown.


"All of it. But I guess Lloyd really liked living
here," Wyatt said and looked out the window where all he saw was darkness.
All the bright green that he had seen out there before had turned nearly black.
The lights of the town were somewhere to the east, invisible to him. Even as he
sat there with his aunt, the view made him feel lonely.


"Loved it. Lloyd thought this was the perfect place to
raise the boys, and you will get to appreciate it too," she assured him.


Wyatt wasn't sold on that idea. The best he could hope for
was not to hate the place. For the sake of the boys, he would try to give Peach
Tree a chance.


Now that the boys were asleep, he and Aunt Deb finally had
some quiet time and got to catch up. She told him how Uncle Tom was doing, and
Wyatt told her a little about the life he was leaving behind. It reminded him
of how different his life had become practically in an instant.


"I'm still in shock about everything. That Lloyd is
really gone, that I'm going to be living here, that I have two boys to take
care of. I'm not sure I'll be any good at it," Wyatt told his aunt.


"You brought along that dog. He'll get you out of any
sticky situations," Aunt Deb said with a smile. "Now I'm going to go
do some packing. You can look over that list I made you. It's phone numbers of
the neighbors, what to call on them about. Where the nearest doctors and
clinics are and of course the kids' own pediatrician. Numbers for their school
and teachers."


"So I get homework," Wyatt said as he picked up
the small stack of papers. "I'll put these in my phone to have them with
me."


"All right. Sleep tight, hon," she said and patted
him on the shoulder.


Left alone in the living room, Wyatt did his homework then
checked some work emails. After that, with nothing left to do, he stared out
the window again and tried not to let the loneliness out there swallow him.







Chapter 3


 


Since his night was restless with bad dreams waking him,
Wyatt was up early. He was tired but that wasn't enough to keep him in bed.
Without Barney with him, he didn't even have the distraction of that little
fuzz ball, but the boys needed his company more than Wyatt did.


Dressed and out of his room, he could hear Aunt Deb bustling
around and getting ready, but it looked like the boys weren't up yet.


Barney came over to nose around his feet and to get his head
scratched. "Good morning. Who's a good boy. I missed you," Wyatt
whispered to him and they both went off to the kitchen.


He let Barney out the kitchen door to run around in the
field in the back and do his doggy business. Already Wyatt knew he would be
spending all his time getting burrs out of his fur. Keeping an eye out the
window in case he had to pick up after him, Wyatt looked for coffee so he could
make some and finally get his eyes to open fully.


By the time Barney came bounding up the porch steps, coffee
was already brewing. Wyatt set down some fresh water for him and watched him
drink greedily.


"Thirsty boy, you like it here, don't you?" Wyatt
said to him and Barney wagged his tail in answer. "You be careful out
there and don't get eaten by bears."


Wyatt was looking through the cupboards when he heard noises
out in the hall. There was the thumping of two sets of little feet and then two
high, anxious voices conferring.


As the voices and the footsteps got closer, Wyatt eyed the
kitchen door. Two little heads poked around the corner then ducked back. Wyatt
heard them whispering to each other.


"See? He isn't gone. He's still here," Riley
whispered to DJ.


Wyatt wondered if they saw that his room and his bed were
empty and got worried. "Yes, I'm still here," he confirmed to them
loudly. "And I'm hungry. You guys hungry?"


The boys came around the corner saying yes, and Wyatt saw
that they were already dressed.


"What's for breakfast, guys?" Wyatt asked as he
poured himself some coffee and got glasses for the boys.


"We don't know yet. Aunt Debbie knows," Riley told
him.


"She's getting ready right now. I think the three of us
are in charge of breakfast," Wyatt informed them. "What do we put in
these glasses? Milk or juice?"


"Good morning, boys," Aunt Deb said as she came
into the kitchen and came over to kiss the boys on the head.


"You're all dressed up," Riley noticed as he
looked up at her. She was wearing makeup and a nice outfit, not the usual jeans
and a polo shirt in a pastel color, what Wyatt called the Aunt Deb uniform.


"I wanted to dress up for my flight and for seeing my
Tom again. Wendy is driving me to the airport pretty soon," she told them
and looked out the window toward the front. Wendy was one of the ladies that
Wyatt had met on his whirlwind tour of the neighborhood the day before.


"You have time for a cup of coffee, right?" Wyatt
asked getting ready to pour her a cup.


"Not even that. Wendy is going to be here any second
now. I just have time to hug these two boys." She got on one knee and
hugged both boys at once. "I'm going to miss you a lot, but I know Uncle
Wyatt is going to take good care of you."


"We miss you," Riley said effusively before she
was even out the door.


"Me too," DJ added more shyly while hiding his
face in her shoulder.


They heard honking outside and the boys ran ahead while
Wyatt went to get Aunt Deb's small suitcase.


"Give Tom our best and we'll FaceTime with you whenever
you have time," Wyatt said as they went out the front door.


There was more kissing and hugging before Aunt Deb drove off
with Wendy.


"She has chickens and she gave us Easter eggs,"
Riley told Wyatt as they went back inside.


"If she gave you Easter eggs, I think that means she
has Easter bunnies," Wyatt told him.


Riley gasped but DJ shook his head. "Uncle Wyatt is
just being silly, Ry."


"I know," Riley protested, but he wasn't sure who
to believe.


 


"What do we do about breakfast?" Wyatt asked when
they all went inside with Barney scampering ahead of them.


"We only know how to make cereal. What do you know how
to make, Uncle Wyatt?" Riley asked him.


"Cereal," Wyatt told him. "Let's see what
kind we have."


He opened the cupboard where he had seen boxes of cereal.
There were two kinds and both were healthy, not the kind he and Lloyd had
stuffed their faces with when they were kids.


He took the boxes down and had the kids choose, not that he
saw much of a difference. There were some bananas and he sliced them into their
cereals. He had some vague idea that parents were supposed to do that.


"We can go shopping today. You'll show me the town, and
we'll get some frozen waffles and things like that. OK?" Wyatt said as he
poured milk into all their bowls.


"Yay," Riley said while DJ just smiled.


 


They were all doing the breakfast dishes together when DJ
looked up at Wyatt several times without saying anything.


"What's on your mind, young man?" Wyatt asked him.


"Can Barney come too?" DJ asked hesitantly like he
was asking some big favor.


"Sure he can. He needs to learn his way around too. You
boys can show both me and Barney all the good places in town."


"We will. We'll show you everything," Riley said
with manic enthusiasm as he jumped up and down.


"Maybe not everything. Save something for next
time," Wyatt said, but he still had a feeling these two were going to
exhaust him. "OK, go get ready and brush your teeth. I'm going to send
some emails," he told the boys as he wiped his hands on a dish towel.


Wyatt had taken a few days off from his job, but he still
had to keep up. He mostly checked over final translations of technical manuals
from German and Italian, but he was usually available to consult on the
preliminary work too.


When he was done, the kids and Barney were waiting for him
on the front porch. He might be needed at work, but these guys needed him more.
Walking seemed like the better way to get to know the area, so they set off on
foot.


They walked next to the same road Wyatt had taken to come
there, but their progress was very slow. Barney had to sniff everything, and DJ
and Riley insisted on showing the dog every rock and tree along the way.


"I thought you boys were going to show me the
town," Wyatt said to see if he could hurry them along.


"It's over there," DJ told him and pointed down
the road. That was his idea of showing him the town.


"Barney, you look too," Riley said though Barney
was more interested in sniffing things than looking at them. But Riley wasn't
giving up. He tried to make the dog look at even more stuff. "Over there
is a good place to run downhill really fast. See Barney? That's where I saw the
biggest grasshopper. The biggest." He said this to Barney too, and Wyatt
started to feel like he was just tagging along.


"Is Barney your uncle?" he asked the boys to let
them know he was feeling a little left out.


"No, he's a dog," Riley informed Wyatt then looked
at him like he was crazy.


"OK, then, show me some stuff too," Wyatt said.


"We can show you where we like to fish," DJ
decided.


"Sounds good," he told them and wondered if he
would have to go fishing with the boys. He also wondered if they would ever get
to town. They did so much meandering plus Barney wanted to sniff everything and
mark every other tree.


 


They did reach the town of Peach Tree eventually, and Wyatt
had to admit it was a pretty place. Window boxes with flowers, quaint little
storefronts, vintage lampposts and signs all added to the touristy vibe of the
place.


In the center of town, there were peach trees in bloom with
benches underneath them. They looked inviting but there was no getting near
them. The little park was full of tourists taking pictures.


Wyatt decided to see what the town had to offer to someone
who actually lived there. He noted where the post office was, two grocery
stores, small clothing and shoe stores that had kids clothes. A unisex salon
was a relief to see. It's not like Wyatt could cut the boys' hair himself.


 


The town wasn't very big so it didn't take too long to see
it all. Just about the time when the boys were ready to have some food, their
tour of the town was done.


"We should think about lunch now. We can buy something
and make sandwiches," Wyatt said.


"They have sandwiches," DJ said and pointed inside
the Peach Tree Café as they were about to pass in front of it.


"And pie," Riley said.


Wyatt was going to tell the boys that they couldn't go in
there with Barney when he saw a familiar face through the big cafe windows. It
was the guy he and Barney met by the firethorn bushes. Seeing him, Wyatt
grinned from ear to ear while his heart thumped happily.


From what he could see, the guy wasn't just stopping in. He
worked there. He was serving food to customers. Wyatt wasn't sure he'd ever see
him, much less right here in town. What a stroke of luck. Of course they still
couldn't go in with Barney, but maybe some other time.


While Wyatt was anticipating his next visit to town, the boys
were arguing about pies.


"You have to like peach pie," DJ was lecturing
Riley. "Because it's where we live."


"We don't live in a peach pie," Riley told him.
"I like the chocolate pie."


Wyatt was more tempted by the hot, young guy in there than
pie. Unfortunately for all of them, there was an obstacle to going in.


"Barney can't go in, guys, so we can't go in
either," Wyatt told them.


That put an end to the boys' arguing, and all three of them
looked at Barney. Completely unaware that he was causing a problem, Barney was
busy sniffing one of two benches that were set up on either side of the café
doors. There was an old man sitting there. He was leaning forward and resting
his chin on his cane while smiling down at Barney.


"If you like, I'll watch that little dog for you,"
the old man offered and looked up at Wyatt.


"Don't let him run away," Riley admonished the old
guy before Wyatt had actually agreed to let him dog sit.


"I won't," the old guy told him. Then he turned to
Wyatt. "I'm Ben Jasper. I live over in one of the river cottages."


"I'm Wyatt Hayes, nice to meet you," Wyatt said
and offered his hand. "Are you sure you don't mind looking after
Barney?"


"Is that his name? Hello there, Barney," Mr.
Jasper said and scratched the little guy's head. "Don't mind at all. I
miss my old dog. If I got another one, I'm afraid the poor thing would outlast
me."


That settled it. Wyatt had to agree now. "OK. We'll
leave Barney with you, and we won't be long."


"Take your time," Mr. Jasper told them as he took
hold of Barney's leash.


Barney was glad to make friends with the old man, and Wyatt
was very happy to get to see the young guy who worked at the cafe. He already
considered the hot, young guy a good omen. He was the first person he met
coming here, even if he never learned his name.


Still, Wyatt knew he had to keep his expectations
reasonable. In the end, the café guy might turn out to be just something pretty
for Wyatt to look at. Anything more might be impossible.







Chapter 4


 


Sam was serving Mr. and Mrs. Kurtz their usual chicken soup
and savory French toast sandwiches. He was about to take the order at another
table when he overheard the older couple talking.


"Every stranger who passes through town catches your
eye," Mr. Kurtz was saying.


Hearing that there was a stranger in town, Sam was instantly
tense. Tourists passed through all the time, and that made him uneasy. But they
usually came in groups of at least two. This was one stranger. He pictured
Brian prowling the town, looking for him and his chest got tight.


"Only when they're young and handsome," Mrs. Kurtz
teased her husband. "I got to keep my eyes peeled."


Sam was starting to have trouble breathing. Most people
would consider Brian good-looking. He would definitely catch Mrs. Kurtz's eye.


"He's just the right age for Noreen," Mrs. Kurtz
was saying while Sam stepped away and leaned on an empty booth. He was starting
to feel dizzy. Even as he tried to look outside and keep an eye on the door,
the edges of his vision were going dark.


Any minute now he was going to have a full-blown panic
attack. He had to get out of there now, before...


"He's in his mid twenties, the younger brother. That's
what Wendy said," Mrs. Kurtz said.


"That's fine, I guess," Mr. Kurtz told her.
"But don't start matchmaking. You know how Noreen gets when you
push."


That brought Sam back to himself a little. They weren't
talking about some random stranger after all. He approached their table.
"Who is this? Sorry. Who were you talking about?" Sam asked them and
managed to sound pretty desperate. He was still short of breath and far from
calm.


"Why, him, dear," Mrs. Kurtz pointed right behind
Sam and he froze.


He spun around fast, but he couldn't see anything. His
vision had gone black. He felt dizzy. Just as he was starting to get it
together, the sudden appearance of some stranger made him start to lose his
grip again.


"I thought that was you," a cheerful, masculine
voice said. The deep voice was warm and familiar, and it wasn't Brian. That's
for sure. "Are you feeling OK?"


Sam felt a hand on his arm, a strong hand with a light
touch. Just as he started to take in the sight of the newcomer, he spoke again.


"Do you need to sit down?" the man asked and Sam
recognized him. He could see him clearly now. It was the man from the side of
the road, the one with the dog. In fact, Sam could see the dog right outside,
being petted by Mr. Jasper.


"Hi," Sam said weakly and maybe stupidly as he
smiled with pure relief.


"You know him, Uncle Wyatt. He's new like you," a
high-pitched voice said and Sam looked down. He saw the young Hayes children
staring up at him curiously.


"His name is Sam," the older Hayes boy said,
speaking more hesitantly and quietly that his little brother.


"So you're doing introductions," their uncle said.
"I'm Wyatt Hayes, nice to meet you." He offered Sam his hand, and he
took it like it was a lifeline. He found that Wyatt's grip was firm but not
brutish.


Sam wanted to thank him for not being Brian and for being so
gorgeous and kind, but he just smiled and said, "Sam James. It's nice to meet
you."


"His name is James like me," the older Hayes
brother said.


"That's right DJ here is Douglas James, and Riley is
Riley Jordan," Wyatt said and smiled down at his nephews.


"You know our whole names," Riley said, impressed.


"DJ, just DJ," the older boy insisted like he was
afraid that Sam might call him by his full name.


"OK, DJ. I'll remember," Sam assured him.


"Can we shake hands with him too," Riley asked his
uncle.


"Sure," he said with a laugh.


"Me too," DJ said quickly like he was afraid he
would be left out of the fun if he didn't speak up right away.


"Nice to officially meet you guys," Sam told them
as Riley shook his hand with an enthusiastic one two pump and DJ a little more
shyly.


"What about me? I didn't get to shake hands with you
guys," Wyatt complained to the boys.


"We already know you from yesterday," DJ said.


"That was a long time ago, but I don't want to be left
out," Wyatt said and both boys indulged him and gave him proper
handshakes.


"Now that everyone has been introduced, how about if I
have you sit here so you can see Barney," Sam said and pointed to a booth
in his section. He had picked it because it had the best view of the bench
where Mr. Jasper was sitting and watching Barney frolic around his feet.


"This is a good table. Thank you," Wyatt said and
smiled up at Sam who tried not to blush. He couldn't afford to get flustered
every time the man so much as made eye contact with him.


"I'll let you look over the menus," Sam told them
and went to take an order at another table.


He was giving the order at the counter when he noticed Mrs.
Del Rio, the café owner, eyeing him with concern. The way she came over to him,
Sam knew that he must still be showing signs of his earlier near meltdown.
"You look a bit pale. Doing all right?" she asked him, and Sam knew
she wasn't asking just as his employer.


"I had a bad moment when I heard there was someone new
in town," Sam confessed to her. "It was only the boys' uncle, Wyatt
Hayes." Sam pointed out their table, where the boys were consulting over
their menus while their uncle smiled at them.


"I see. Lloyd Hayes' brother. I heard he was coming
here to take care of his nephews," Mrs. Del Rio said as she looked over at
Wyatt approvingly. "Those darling boys have a handsome devil of an uncle.
I'm just gonna go over, introduce myself and have a good, close look at
him." Mrs. Del Rio gave Sam a wink then put her arm through his and walked
him back to their table.


He did need to take their orders, so it as just as well. He
introduced her to Wyatt, and she told him, "Make it a habit to stop by any
time. Don't be shy."


"I bet we will. Today we got lucky and found a
dog-sitter for Barney right outside. That's our dog. He's out there with Mr.
Jasper," Wyatt told her and pointed outside where they could see the old
man and the little, white dog.


"Our dog? He said our dog," the younger Hayes
brother, Riley, stage whispered to his big brother. Both boys seemed pleased to
hear that.


In the meantime Mrs. Del Rio was praising their choice of
dog sitter. "You found a good one. Ben there is a good soul." Then
she turned to Sam and patted him on the back. "And I have another one
right here. Sam will take good care of you."


Looking from Mrs. Del Rio to Sam, Riley shifted over in his
seat then motioned for Sam to come closer. He leaned down, and Riley used his
patented stage whisper to tell him. "He's our uncle. He's new. So be nice
to him." Behind him, DJ nodded in agreement.


"OK. I will," Sam told them.


"Isn't he usually nice?" Wyatt asked and gave Sam
a teasing look.


"Of course he is," Mrs. Del Rio said. "He's
just shy."


Sam felt self-conscious about that, but the boys gave him
understanding looks, especially DJ.


"Oh I see,:" Wyatt said and leaned over to talk to
the boys. "I'm sure he'll be nice to me now that you talked to him."


"Sam is new too, Uncle Wyatt. He can be your
friend," Riley said, and the boys smiled at their uncle and at Sam too.


When it came to Wyatt, they acted like this big, strapping
guy was the new kid in town and they had taken him under their little wings. As
for their uncle, he seemed happy to play along.


Sam got a completely different impression from him than he
had from his brother the few times he had seen him. Where Lloyd Hayes had been
kind of stiff, stern, and acted older than his age, Wyatt was looser, easily
falling into step with everyone. He was at ease, joking around with the kids,
and they didn't say "yes sir" to him like they did with their dad.


Still, they must miss both their parents. To lose them at
such a young age, Sam really felt for them. Hopefully they would find in their
uncle the family Sam was never able to have after his mom and dad died.


While Sam was lost in thought, he noticed that the boys were
pointing out to Wyatt what was on the walls. They were decorated with photos, newspaper
clippings and advertising posters all featuring Vegas showgirls. The boys
called them "fancy dancing ladies."


"Mrs. Del Rio was a showgirl," Sam told him.


"Wow. Impressive," Wyatt said and shot Sam that
seductive grin. Of course that was probably his regular way of smiling. He just
couldn't help being sexy.


"Are you guys ready to order?" he asked.


"OK. You guys know this place. What should I
have?" Wyatt asked his nephews.


"The chicken sandwiches are really good," DJ told
his uncle.


"Then I'll have one of those, and you guys?" Wyatt
said and snapped his menu closed.


"Me too," both boys said.


"Three chicken sandwiches. And I heard something about
a peach pie and a chocolate pie, but we better get those to go," Wyatt
told Sam. "We don't want to take advantage of our kind dog sitter. I'm not
sure what we're going to do with Barney when we go to the store. We can go to
the store some other time I guess." Wyatt looked doubtful about that idea,
and the boys were instantly disappointed.


"No frozen waffles?" Riley asked sadly.


"We'll get them soon," Wyatt said.


"Umm, if you need to leave the dog with someone, I can
dog sit while you shop. I'm supposed to go on lunch break soon," Sam said
though he hardly believed the words that were coming out of his mouth. He
didn't mind dog sitting, but he knew his offer wasn't about the dog. It was all
about how good looking and charming the owner of that dog was.


"Really? That would be great. I need to buy something
to feed these guys, or we'll end up eating every meal here," Wyatt said.


Sam smiled at that. "I don't think Mrs. Del Rio would
object." He didn't tell Wyatt that he wouldn't either.


"But I promised frozen waffles. I have to
deliver," Wyatt said.


"OK. I'll get your order then I can go and sit with Mr.
Jasper and Barney until you're done eating. How is that?" Sam asked.


Everyone agreed to that, and Wyatt gave Sam a bright smile.
"Thank you, we really appreciate it."


As he went to get their food, Sam didn't know what came over
him offering to dog sit like that. Not that it was a chore or anything. Both
Mr. Jasper and Barney were nice.


 


A little later, both of them proved to be good company while
Sam hung out with them until Wyatt and the boys were done eating. The three of
them came out and the boys rushed over to Barney.


"We're ready to shop," Wyatt announced with a
grin. He then thanked Mr. Jasper for his help.


"We have a peach pie for you," Riley said, and DJ
handed over the takeout container.


"Barney will try to eat it, but don't let him," DJ
said.


"Mrs. Del Rio said it was your favorite," Wyatt
said to Mr. Jasper.


"Thank you. You're nice boys," Mr. Jasper said.


They left Mr. Jasper with his pie and went down the street
to Monty's Grocery with Sam and Barney. Stopping in front, Wyatt turned to Sam.


"Barney is all yours, and we'll make sure not to be
long," he said and handed the leash over to Sam.


There was only the briefest contact of their fingers as
Wyatt passed the leash to him, but it was enough to make Sam shiver. "Take
your time," Sam said, finding his voice thick.


"That's what everyone says as soon as they get their
hands on Barney," Wyatt said then he stepped closer to Sam. "I see
how you're looking at that dog. Don't steal him."


At Wyatt's closeness and his sudden whisper in his ear, Sam
held his breath. He only started breathing again when Wyatt stepped away. Sam
caught himself grinning at him kind of stupidly.


After Brian, he didn't think he would like having a man get
that close especially all of a sudden like that. But somehow Wyatt didn't set
off any alarms. If he could pull that off, he might be the most dangerous man
alive. That's what Sam was thinking as he watched him walk into Monty's Grocery
with the boys. Sam was also admiring his broad shoulders, strong back and his
ass in jeans.


Once Wyatt and the boys were out of sight, Sam looked down
at Barney. "There's no harm in admiring a good-looking guy," he said
to the dog. Barney looked up at him briefly perhaps a bit skeptical of Sam's
claim, then he went back to sniffing the pavement.





 


Barney was such a sweet dog. He explored, but kept glancing
toward the store expectantly, a lot like Sam was doing. The two of them were
just up the street when he barked happily as Wyatt and the boys emerged from
the door of the grocery store.


The boys each carried two bags. When they spotted Sam and
Barney, they ran over to them. Once they got close, Barney's nose went into
action. He had to sniff all the bags and tried to climb inside one of them.


"There must be something really good in there,"
Sam said as he encouraged Barney to back off a little.


"Lunch meat probably," Wyatt said and lifted the
bag Barney was so interested in so he couldn't get to it. He then turned his
blue eyes on Sam. "Thanks for watching Barney. I hope he wasn't a
handful."


"Oh no, he was no trouble," Sam said.


"We got a bunch of different iced teas. Grab yourself
whichever kind you like as a small way of saying thank you," Wyatt told
him and held out one of the bags he was carrying.


"You don't have to do that," Sam said.


"Sure we do. We like to show our appreciation, right
boys?" Wyatt said but the boys weren't sure what he meant. Wyatt turned
back to Sam and assured him, "They agree. With you watching that little
fuzz ball, we got some shopping done. That's a big help."


"Any time," Sam said as Wyatt handed him a bottle
of green iced tea.


"We got a lot of good stuff," Riley said and
showed Sam what he had in the bag he was carrying.


"Did you?" Sam said but then he frowned. He turned
to Wyatt. "You didn't exactly load up on healthy stuff." He saw a lot
of frozen meals in there.


"We bought apple sauce," Wyatt told him.


"I like apple sauce," Riley said.


"And we already have tons of tomatoes. There's a tomato
and herb garden, and I don't have a clue what to do with any of that
stuff," Wyatt said like tomatoes presented some huge challenge.


"Is eating them out of the question?" Sam asked.


"I'd gladly eat them. Turning them into something
edible is the problem. I have no kitchen skills," Wyatt told him.


"You can just slice the tomatoes and throw some dressing
on them," Sam said but Wyatt grimaced like even something as simple as
that was beyond him. "So do you always eat out?" He could easily
imagine that Wyatt must have quite a busy social life and didn't need to ever
cook for himself.


"Or order in. Why fumble my way around the kitchen
trying to cook when everyone else can do it better than I can? But for the sake
of the boys, I would like to learn," Wyatt said with a sigh.


"I can give you lessons," Sam said then bit his
lip. Why was he so eager? He was kicking himself for it, but Wyatt smiled at
him.


"That would be great. If you're sure," Wyatt said.


"I am," Sam said, eager again despite himself. Any
time Wyatt smiled, it completely scrambled his brain.


"Then we'd love it, right boys?" he said.
"Whenever you want to come over is good for us. Tonight, tomorrow nigh?
But maybe you have to work."


"I have tomorrow night free. I have the evening shift
off," Sam said and started to realize this might actually be happening.


"That's great," Wyatt said. He shifted the bags he
was carrying and got his phone out. "I'll give you my number, and I'll buy
anything you need, just text me a list."


"I could start with what's in your garden," Sam
said. Having seen some of his shopping, he didn't want to leave it up to Wyatt.
He then noticed that the boys were looking up at them like they were trying to
figure out what was going on. "What's in the garden, boys?"


"Tomatoes," Riley said.


"Different tomatoes," DJ elaborated.


Wyatt laughed. "There's your list of ingredients."


"I'll figure it out," Sam said and found himself
grinning. It was terrible how much he was already looking forward to this.


He walked with them for a little bit until the boys started
urging him to come home with them right then. Wyatt joined in even though a minute
ago he had been telling Sam how he had to get back to get some work done.


"My break is over," Sam reminded them. Good thing
Mrs. Del Rio had told him to take an extra long lunch break. "I'll see you
all tomorrow." He then waved to them as they walked down the road out of
town. The boys kept turning and waving as long as they were in sight. Once the
road curved and he couldn't see them any more, Sam felt sad.


For God's sake, he just met them. That's what Sam was
telling himself as he hurried back to the café. But that whole bunch was like
some list scrawled in a child's hand, spelling out everything he wanted for his
future.


Sam couldn't remember ever writing that kind of list, but
maybe somewhere deep in his heart he had. It included a family, maybe a dog or
cat, a place where he belonged. Then as he grew older, he added a gorgeous man
to the list.


After Wyatt and the boys disappeared from sight, and Sam was
going the other way, he could almost convince himself that his eyes had been
fooled and they had been a mirage. But then he wouldn't have all these crazy
butterflies in his stomach and Wyatt's number in his phone.







Chapter 5


 


Wyatt and the boys were going home loaded down with
groceries, but that wasn't the only reason why he considered it a successful
trip into town. The highlight was seeing Sam, finding him right there in town
and knowing he would get to see him again.


Those bright, gray eyes and his cautious smile, he seemed to
Wyatt both unique and beautiful, someone special he discovered in the unlikeliest
of places. Not that he knew what to expect from him.


Sam was friendlier with the boys, but he wasn't standoffish
with Wyatt either, just unsure. That was to be expected. They didn't know each
other. They just met. Only it didn't feel that way. Somehow Wyatt was certain
that he would like Sam once he got to know him. How could he not like a guy who
was so helpful and knew how to cook?


There was that odd moment when he first went into the cafe
and Sam didn't seem to be feeling well, but he got over it fast. But it made
Wyatt worry about him. It reminded him how suddenly he lost Lloyd. He hated to
think that what he saw at the cafe was some kind of warning sign that he might
lose someone he barely just met.


"Are you sad because of Mom and Dad?" DJ asked him
suddenly. He must have noticed Wyatt's mournful expression.


Wyatt shifted the bags he was carrying. "I am. But I'm
glad I have you guys," Wyatt told him. "And tomorrow Sam is coming to
show us how to cook."


"All of us?" DJ asked, looking up at Wyatt as they
walked. "Can I learn how to cook too?"


"Sure. You'd be great at it," Wyatt said to him.


"Learn how to cook pie then you can make chocolate
pie," Riley said to his brother.


"Maybe I will," DJ said and started to walk with a
more determined stride.


Wyatt smiled. He had mentioned Sam's visit to remind the
boys they had something good to look forward to, as a way to dispel their
gloomy thoughts for a little bit.


Sam seemed so reserved, but the effect he had was completely
different. And the way he offered Wyatt a cooking lesson. That surprised and
delighted him. Now Wyatt was looking forward to it more than he should.


He didn't know if Sam was gay. He didn't know if he would be
interested. He didn't know if getting involved with anyone right now was a good
idea. But even with all those unknowns, Wyatt was still eagerly anticipating
spending time with him.


 


Wyatt, the boys and Barney were walking up the path toward
the house. When they got to the front door and he opened it, Wyatt noticed how
quiet it was inside and the kids had gone quiet too. It was as if all of them,
and even the house itself, were aware that two people who were supposed to be
there weren't and would never again cross that threshold or yell out a hello to
those who had just arrived. It was a hollow sort of emptiness and hush and even
Barney whimpered.


"Let's put away these groceries," Wyatt said and
led the way inside.


"Sam is gonna come tomorrow to show us how to cook
stuff," Riley said and he seemed cheered by that thought.


"That's right. We'll be eating something good,"
Wyatt said as they put away the groceries. "And tonight you can help me
heat up some frozen dinners."


"Yay!" Riley said like frozen dinners and his
uncle's inability to cook were things to be celebrated. "Can Barney have a
frozen dinner?"


"No. He has his own food," Wyatt told him.


"I heard you when you said he was ours. He's our
dog," Riley said.


"He isn't really ours," DJ pouted though he
obviously wanted it to be true.


"Of course he is. We're sharing him. And you see how
much he loves you guys," Wyatt told him. He had noticed that Barney was
already spending more time with them than he did with him, his original owner.
And they say dogs are loyal.


"He can be our third bother," Riley decided.


"He's a dog," DJ told him but his eyes kind of lit
up at the idea.


"He can be our dog brother," Riley said and Wyatt
laughed.


 


All in all, even with frozen dinners to look forward to,
Wyatt felt pretty good about how things were going. But he was still watchful
for signs of sadness and insecurity from the boys. At one point Wyatt went to
get something from his car, and DJ saw him get his car keys and then followed
him to the door.


As Wyatt stepped outside, DJ looked up at him worriedly and
asked, "Are you going somewhere?"


"No. Just getting something from the car," Wyatt
told him. "You can come and help me." On the way he explained.
"I would never go anywhere and leave you guys alone here. If I ever need
to go somewhere without you guys, like someplace boring and grown-up, I'll make
sure there is someone who can look after you until I come back. And I'm not
going anywhere far or staying away for long. OK?"


"OK," DJ said and he looked relieved.


With their parents gone, it must be scary for him and for
Riley. It was up to Wyatt to make them feel safe. He kept that in mind even as
he got busy setting up a makeshift office in the spare room and then got a
little work done. Sometimes the boys came over to peer in at him from the door.


"Any time you guys need anything, you can come
in," he told them. "Now are you ready for dinner?"


Going into the kitchen ahead of him, the boys were excited
to get to heat up some frozen food. Aunt Deb had left a big, funny-looking
heirloom tomato sitting on the counter, and Wyatt bravely cut it up for them to
share. He didn't try to put dressing on it. He was afraid that kind of advanced
maneuver would be pushing his luck.


 


That night Wyatt again sat on the floor of the boys' room
while Barney settled himself on the dog bed. Wyatt scooted close to him so he
could pet him. Plus he didn't want Barney to climb in bed with one of the boys
and start a war over who would get to sleep with the little fuzz ball.


"How am I doing so far?" Wyatt asked the boys like
he wanted them to write him up a good evaluation before they went to sleep.


DJ grew thoughtful then he said, "You're not bossy like
Aunt Debby."


"Is that good?" Wyatt wondered.


"Yes. And you have a dog," Riley said.


Wyatt leaned over Barney. "Did you put in a good word
for me?" he asked the dog and kissed the top of his warm head.


"You kissed him! I want to kiss him too," Riley
said and he scrabbled out of bed. Riley came over, got down and hugged and
kissed Barney.


"OK, back to bed," Wyatt told him. He then turned
to DJ who looked envious but stayed put under his covers. "How about you?
You want to give him a hug?" Wyatt picked up Barney and brought him over
to DJ's bed. DJ put his arms around the dog and gave him a kiss on the nose.


Wyatt went back to sit on the floor with Barney.
"Should I stay with you guys until you fall asleep?" he asked the
boys.


"Yeah, stay with us," Riley said while DJ only
nodded.


"Since I'm here, I can tell you a bedtime story. How's
does that sound?" Wyatt asked.


"Yes. Tell us a story," Riley said.


"Not a scary story, or Ry will be scared. But not
me," DJ claimed.


"It won't be a scary story. I'm going to tell you about
how I met Barney." Wyatt figured the story of how he adopted Barney would
make a good bedtime story. "One night I was walking to my favorite
restaurant to have dinner. It was late. The streets were dark. That's when I
saw Barney in an alley. He was chewing on a plastic wrapper. I got worried
about him, and I was afraid that he might swallow the wrapper. That wouldn't be
good for him, so I tried to take it away from him. But he wouldn't give it up.
No matter how hard I tried, I just couldn't make him give it up. So I went
inside the restaurant and got a little bit of meat. I offered it to Barney, but
he still wouldn't let me have the wrapper. He did give it up eventually. By then,
I felt that we were such good friends, I had to take him home with me. So I
took him to a vet, made sure no one was looking for him, and then took him
home. That's when he became my dog, and I named him Barnaby."


"Barnaby?" DJ said and looked at Barney like he
was questioning his true identity.


"Barney is his name for now because he's too little for
such a big name. His name will be Barnaby when he grows up," Wyatt said
with a grin.


"What's my name gonna be when I grow up?" Riley
wanted to know.


"Same as now. You'll always be Riley, but people might
call you Mr. Hayes too," Wyatt told him.


"What about me? Am I gonna have to change my
name?" DJ said and looked very concerned.


"No, you won't have to change your name to
Douglas," Wyatt told him.


"DJ hates being called Doug. Hates it. Dad said we
could be RJ and DJ, but DJ was calling me Ry from when I was a baby, so that's
what everyone else called me too," Riley explained.


"Should I call you Ry?" Wyatt wondered. So far he
had only heard DJ call him that, but maybe that was because their parents
weren't there to call him Ry.


"You can if you want," Riley said with a smile.


Once the boys were asleep, Wyatt went to the room he was
turning into his office. He had ordered a desk and a chair to go in there. For
now he sat in an old armchair and propped up his laptop on a dresser.


Though he sat down, he didn't get to work right away.
Instead he thought about how much he didn't know. It worried him that the boys
might miss out on things.


As he thought about his shortcomings, he remembered that Sam
would be coming to help him with at least one skill he lacked. Of course once
he started considering Sam, his thoughts turned in a completely different
direction.


Sam was such a quiet guy and he stirred up so much
excitement in Wyatt at the mere thought of him. How was he going to keep his
feelings in check when the real Sam stood right in front of him?







Chapter 6


 


The pale light of dawn was intruding through Sam's small
window, letting him know that his fight to get some sleep was well and truly
lost. It was his own fault. What the hell was he thinking pushing himself on a
hot guy like Wyatt? Why did he offer to teach him how to cook?


It was impulsive and out of character for him and now he was
paying for it. Sam was a nervous wreck. He couldn't get any sleep all night. At
least it wasn't nightmares about Brian keeping him awake this time.


Lying sleepless in his narrow bed, which was really more of
a cot, he thought about coming to this place, settling on Peach Tree as the
place to run away to, his refuge. Sam found himself thinking that maybe here it
was OK to trust a little, even to hope a little.


 


For the rest of the day, Sam was distracted at work and that
made Mrs. Del Rio worry about him. Finally he had to confess what was making
him so jittery. "I'm going over to the Hayes's to help Wyatt learn to
cook. Sorry. I guess it's making it hard for me to concentrate."


"Oh, if that's the reason, it's for a good cause,"
she told him with a smile. "You have fun, honey."


 


After work Sam went shopping. Who knows what ingredients he
might get stuck with if he relied on what Wyatt bought. Shopping didn't cause
any kind of crisis. With the boys in mind, he kept his choices simple.


But soon he was driving to the Hayes house and nervous all over
again. The sunset was lighting up the clouds with orange and pink, and the
fields along the roadside were gold and green with wildflowers bursting out in
colorful streaks.


It would have been a nice walk to Wyatt's house even with
the groceries to carry, but Sam didn't want to be stuck walking back in the
dark. Not that he would be staying very late. He was sure it would just be
dinner then going back to his room above the hardware store.


The picture of it made all his doubts come back. What was he
doing going over there? He lived in one little room above Beatty's Hardware and
Auto Parts. Everything he owned fit into one duffel bag and one backpack, which
used to be his book bag in high school.


Sam thought about his great-grandmother and how she bought
it for him when he started high school. She took the price tag off and threw it
in the trashcan outside the store along with the receipt. She told Sam not to
tell her boyfriend how much it cost.


"He'll say it's too much, but it's not. You're a good
boy," she told him. "And just to make sure he can't make us return
it, we'll write your name inside of it with a black marker."


It still had his name written in his great-grandmother's
hand -- Liam James. Sam was his middle name, Samuel really. He had told Mrs.
Del Rio that he wanted to call himself Sam and make it harder for his ex
boyfriend to find him.


"Fine by me, sweetheart. New name, new life," Mrs.
Del Rio told him.


She was the one who gave him this new life, and now he was
being greedy and grabbing for even more. A peaceful life is all he should be
striving for, not going to cook with a gorgeous man with beautiful eyes and a
teasing smile.


He didn't have any reason to drive himself crazy questioning
this. It wasn't a date, and Wyatt and the boys hadn't exactly made him feel
like it was a high pressure situation. Just a little cooking with friends.


But maybe it was too soon to consider Wyatt a friend though
he did make Sam feel like they might be on their way to becoming friends. That
might be nice as long as Sam didn't ruin things with a panic attack.


 


When he pulled up in front of the Hayes' house, Sam was
going to give himself a minute to just breathe. But the front door burst open
and kids, a dog, and a gorgeous guy spilled out. So much for just sitting for a
minute.


Sam got out to happy greetings and Barney jumping up and
barking.


"Hi, everyone," Sam said and made sure to keep the
shopping bag out of Barney's reach.


"You should have let me do the shopping at least,"
Wyatt told him as he led the way inside.


"One day maybe," Sam mumbled. First Wyatt had to
prove that he could be trusted to do the shopping.


Inside, Sam saw every sign that two kids lived there with
their mom and dad, except the mom and dad were gone. Only their images
remained, smiling from inside frames and a certain vibe to the place that said
family.


Right now the boys didn't show any signs of what was
missing. They were eager to see what Sam had brought and took the lead as they
all headed to the kitchen.


Sam started to unpack what he had in the bags. "I got
potatoes so we could make mashed potatoes. Do you guys like them?" he
asked the boys.


"We love mashed potatoes," Riley said.


"Pork chops?" Wyatt said as he looked at the next
item and leaned over Sam's shoulder. He was a little too close, but the last
thing Sam wanted was to have him move away.


"Do they work for you?" Sam asked.


"Sure and you got the thick kind," Wyatt noticed.


"They won't dry out like the thinner ones," Sam
told him.


"Good to know. My mouth is already watering for
them," Wyatt said.


"Don't get ahead of yourself," Sam told him and
tried not to think of Wyatt's mouth too much or imagine kissing him.


"What's next? We are at your command," Wyatt told
him.


"Do you guys want to show me what's in the
garden?" he asked the boys.


"Tomatoes!" Riley told him.


"Let's see them," Sam said. They all went out
including Wyatt. The garden had its own separate fence. In there Sam saw what
he had been told he'd find -- tomatoes. There were a few heirloom varieties and
some small ones as well as yellow and orange tomatoes. Plenty of them were
ready to be picked.


"Look at all these different kinds of tomatoes. These
are nice," Sam said then he saw Wyatt come over with a basket.


"This is what Aunt Deb used for them," he said.


"I'll hold it," DJ volunteered.


"No, me," Riley said.


"It's going to get pretty full, so you can both hold
it," Sam told them. He was also planning to pick some herbs, especially
basil for the tomatoes and rosemary for the pork chops.


"Whatever you have there smells nice," Wyatt said
as the herbs gave off their scent.


Sam told him and the boys what the different herbs were.
"It's amazing that you have fresh herbs right here. You really have to
learn to cook," he urged Wyatt who grinned at him.


"I'll do my best," he said.


 


When they went in, Sam started to get everything together.
He got the boys to show him where things were. While Sam and the kids bustled
all around the kitchen, Wyatt took a seat on the other side of the kitchen
counter, purely a spectator.


"Comfortable over there?" Sam asked him.


Wyatt nodded. "I have a good view and I'm ready to take
notes," he said and held up his notebook and a pen.


"This isn't a classroom. You learn by doing. Get over
here," Sam told him.


"Come and cook with us, Uncle Wyatt," Riley said
to him.


Wyatt looked over at DJ to see what he had to say.
"It's not a classroom. It's a kitchen," DJ told him very seriously.


"Three to one. I guess I have no choice," Wyatt
said, set down his notebook and came around to join them. He turned to Sam and
gave him a wicked grin. "I always did love giving teachers a hard
time."


"Oh, you're that kind of student," Sam said to him
and gave him a warning look that only earned him an even bigger grin.


Though he was willing enough, Wyatt really was clueless in
the kitchen. When Sam was showing him how to peel potatoes he asked if they
came pre-peeled.


"And pre-cooked and pre-mashed? You just want to order
in, don't you?" Sam accused him.


"Am I hopeless?" he asked Sam.


"No. I'm sure you'll improve," Sam told him.


But later on, when he told Wyatt to poke the potatoes to see
when they are done cooking, he asked if there was maybe a thermometer he could
stick inside them.


"No, there is no potato thermometer. You just poke
them," Sam told him.


"Uncle Wyatt, uncooked potatoes are hard. And cooked
potatoes are soft," DJ explained to him.


"Right. I knew that," Wyatt claimed.


"When you're cooking, just use common sense," Sam
told him.


"Do I get that at the store or pick it out of the
garden?" Wyatt asked.


"Or you can just ask DJ," Sam told him and smiled
down at the little guy. He seemed genuinely interested in learning about
cooking and proud to hear that he could be relied on.


 


When it was time to fry the pork chops, Sam and Wyatt stood
shoulder to shoulder, and he had a lot of trouble staying focused.


"Those look so good and smell amazing," Wyatt
said. Then he leaned over even closer so his voice was deep and rumbling right
in Sam's ear. "You're a genius."


Why was he doing this to him?


While they cooked, Wyatt sometimes had him flustered and too
hot, and other times dismayed him with his cluelessness. Despite all of that,
dinner made it to the table just fine and it turned out very tasty.


"Look at poor Barney. He's jealous of our people
food," Wyatt said and scratched the dog under his chin. Barney had been
served a helping of his own food but he kept looking up at all of them with
begging eyes.


"He can have the bones. Dogs like bones," DJ said.


"I'm afraid not," Wyatt told him. "Dogs can
only have big bones, not little ones like these."


"Oh no, Barney will be sad," Riley said.


"Sorry, Barney," DJ told the dog mournfully.


 


During dinner, Wyatt told Sam and the boys about traveling
all over Europe before settling down in Vienna for the last year or so. After
they were done eating and the dishes were cleared up, he pulled out his iPad
and showed them pictures. They all sat together on the couch with the boys on
either side of Wyatt, and Sam with Barney on his lap next to Riley.


"I see Barney," DJ said when the dog showed up in
one of the pictures.


"We aren't in the pictures," Riley said.


"They are from Europe," Wyatt told him.


"That's far away," DJ told Riley.


"You have to cross a ocean to get there," Wyatt
told them.


"In a boat?" DJ asked.


"In a plane. A boat would take too long," Wyatt said
and ruffled his hair.


"Airplanes are good too," Riley said.


"They are, and you can show Sam all the airplanes in
your room after you brush your teeth and get ready for bed," Wyatt said
using that as an opportunity to announce their bedtime.


"No," Riley complained. "There are more
pictures."


"We can look at them some other time. Now it's your
bedtime. Go on," Wyatt told them.


The boys climbed off the couch then Riley turned back to
tell them. "Don't look at any pictures without us."


"It's a deal," Sam told him.


When the kids were done getting ready, Sam and Wyatt joined
them in their room. Seeing all the paper airplanes hanging from their ceiling,
Sam was impressed.


"That's incredible. Those are a work of love," he
said and Wyatt gave him a sad smile.


"Our mom and dad made them," DJ said. "And I
helped. But Ry was too little."


"I helped too," Riley said as he climbed into his
bed and Wyatt pulled the covers over him.


"He ripped up papers then he waved his arms like a bird
and yelled, 'Pane, pane,'" DJ said as he got into bed as well and Wyatt
went over to him to tuck him in and kiss the top of his head.


"That wasn't me," Riley insisted indignantly and
pouted at his brother.


"Barney believes you," Wyatt said to Riley.


Riley looked down at the dog and smiled at him, happy to
have him in his corner. "Good Barney."


"Are you going to tell us a story?" DJ asked
Wyatt.


"Another story?" Wyatt sat cross-legged on the
floor in front of Barney's bed and motioned for Sam to sit down too.
"You'll want to hear this too."


"I need to hear the bedtime story?" Sam said as he
sat down on the floor as well.


"That's right. Because you are in it," Wyatt
informed him. "Last night I told them the story of how I met Barney.
Tonight I'm going to tell them how I met you."


"OK," Sam said. He kind of did want to hear that.


"Barney and I were in my new car, and we were driving
here. Well, I was driving. Barney can't drive, and his feet are too short to
reach the pedals." He stopped there while Riley giggled.


"Barney can't drive," DJ said and peered down at
the dog.


"So I was driving and Barney was just hanging out in
his pet carrier when he let me know that he had to pee. We happen to be passing
a nice field. I stopped there and got Barney out and put a leash on him. We
were going to go for a nice walk by some bushes, when this guy jumped out of
the bushes and scared us." Wyatt turned to Sam just in time to see him
rolling his eyes.


"I didn't jump out," Sam said.


"That's a spoiler," Wyatt told him.


"You were the scary guy?" DJ asked and looked at
him funny.


"Now I'm scary," Sam said and looked at Wyatt
accusingly.


Wyatt laughed. "He was only scary because he surprised
us. It turned out he was really a nice guy. He told us, 'See those bright
orange berries over there growing on that bush? Don't eat them. They're
dangerous.' Barney and I listened to him and thanked him for his advice. But
then the guy got in his car and went away, and I thought that's too bad. See I
didn't get that guy's name or his phone number, and I didn't know where he lived.
So I thought I might never get to be friends with him."


"Oh no," Riley said.


"It was Sam," DJ said to his brother.


"I know," Riley told him, but he still seemed to
be in a state of suspense. "What happened then?"


"One day I was going into town with my two nephews
named Ry and DJ," Wyatt said.


"That's us," Riley exclaimed.


"Our dog, Barney, was with us too," Wyatt said.


Sam saw DJ mouth to Riley, "Our dog."


"We were looking for some place to eat. My nephews
showed me a good place to have sandwiches and pie. And when I looked over
there, who did I see? I saw the scary berry guy."


"Oh my God," Sam said and let his head drop into
his hands while Wyatt laughed.


"I didn't know your name yet. I have to call you
something," Wyatt said, still laughing at him. "I was very happy to
see the scary berry guy again. The end."


"But there's more," DJ objected.


"Right. I meant, 'to be continued'. I need a bedtime
story for tomorrow too," Wyatt told them. "Now it's time for you guys
to go to sleep. That means we need quiet time."


Wyatt turned off their light then came back to sit with
Barney and Sam. He petted Barney and leaned in to whisper to Sam, "You
have to be quiet too."


His breath tickled Sam's ear, but he did his best not to
react, not to shiver or forget how to breathe. He reached over and petted
Barney too. Scratching behind his ears, he made sure not to touch Wyatt's hand
where it stroke Barney's back, but Wyatt didn't. He bumped his knuckles against
Sam's and gave him a warm smile.


 


After the boys were asleep, the two of them left the room as
quietly as they could while Barney stayed behind.


"He sleeps with the boys, but he was your dog,
right?" Sam said once they were out in the hall.


"Was my dog is right," Wyatt said ruefully.
"He's a lifesaver. Without him, I don't know what I would do to keep the
boys in good spirits."


"I think you're doing fine," Sam told him.


"I'm out of my element in so many ways," Wyatt
said as the two of them went back to the living room and sat on the couch.
"You saw me in the kitchen."


"You're learning," Sam told him.


Right about now, Sam expected to be heading for the door,
not sitting and talking with Wyatt. In fact, he had already stayed over longer
than he thought he would.


"You're a good cook though. I'm surprised you're not
the cook at the café," Wyatt told him.


"We already have a great cook, Martin. But I do fill in
sometimes. Usually for breakfast," Sam told him.


"The cafe serves breakfast. I might just give up on
this whole cooking thing and have us eat all our meals over there," Wyatt
said.


"I'm sure Mrs. Del Rio wouldn't mind," Sam told
him archly.


"And you?" Wyatt asked him and the question seemed
too pointed to answer easily. Then Wyatt leaned back and eyed Sam sharply and
made his question even more significant. "Would you like us over there
morning, noon and night?"


Sam couldn't make his voice work to answer. What would he
say? I would love it. I want to see you all the time.


He decided on something different. "You're not allowed
to give up on cooking," he said to Wyatt and sidestepped the question of
how often he would like to see him.


Wyatt let him off the hook and smiled wistfully. "True.
The boys really seemed to like cooking, didn't they?"


"DJ is a natural," Sam told him.


"I thought so. I might just leave the cooking to him,"
Wyatt joked.


"I would think you might have picked up some cooking
skills just by accident," Sam said to him.


"The best way to avoid a chore is to screw it up early
and often," Wyatt told him with an evil gleam in his eye. "You should
see what I could do to a load of laundry."


"You can't do laundry either?" Sam said.


"I can now, but when I was growing up, I turned
avoiding chores into an art form," Wyatt said then he smiled sadly.
"My poor bother got stuck with all the work. But there are benefits.
Usually some cute guy takes pity on me and helps me out."


Sam heard that as Wyatt making a clear declaration that he
was gay. He couldn't deny that it made him happy and also a little nervous. If
Wyatt wasn't gay, things would be simpler.


"Not that I expect you to come over here and help me
cook all the time," Wyatt said after Sam went quiet. Maybe he was worried
that he made him uncomfortable.


"I didn't mind," Sam said. He felt like it was his
turn to tell Wyatt he was gay too, but he immediately felt anxious. He sternly
told himself not to blurt out something stupid like I loved every minute of
this evening, let's do it again. "I had fun," Sam said timidly then
he started to get up.


"I'm glad. I'll try to make you proud and do some
cooking," Wyatt said and walked Sam to the door.


They stepped outside into the cool, night air, and Sam
looked up at the sky. It was beautiful, full of stars and he just stared at it
for a while. Sam wasn't sure why he was lingering there. He just didn't want
his time with Wyatt to end.


As he sighed, Wyatt's gazed into the distance where darkness
swallowed everything. "Does it ever make you feel lonely to look out there
and not see any lights," Wyatt asked and turned back to Sam.


Thinking about it, Sam wanted to say that it didn't. He didn't
miss lights or the company of a man who smacked him around.


Sam was fine being alone, but suddenly he didn't feel that
was true any more. After tonight, he might find himself lonely for this -- for
cooking with Wyatt and talking with him.


While Sam was silent, Wyatt reconsidered his question.
"Maybe you don't see this kind of view out your window. I don't even know
where you live."


"Above the hardware store. I have a room there. The
view is pretty dark, but I don't mind it too much," Sam told him. Then he
shifted the conversation back to Wyatt. "So you moved here for the boys
instead of them coming to live with you?"


"The boys don't even know me, so I thought they should
be somewhere familiar, at least until we get to know each other better,"
Wyatt said.


"So you're planning to move away?" Sam tried not
to feel sad about that. Of course someone like Wyatt would want a bigger
playing field.


"I don't have any definite plans yet. I'll see how it
goes," Wyatt said, but the way he had looked into the distance made Sam
feel that it was just a matter of time before Wyatt decided to leave.


"And work isn't an issue while you live here?" Sam
said.


"To do my work, all I need is my laptop. A while back I
started translating technical manuals between German, Italian and English. Now
I mostly check over other people's work. Speaking of all work and no
play," Wyatt said as he eyed Sam kind of sharply. "What do you do for
fun around here? Or is that question too much of a cliché?"


"No one has asked me that before, so I guess it's not.
I usually just go for a drive. I pack a sandwich then..." Sam stopped and
hung his head. "Oh God. My idea of fun sounds pathetic."


"No, it doesn't," Wyatt assured him.


"A picnic for one. Why doesn't the earth just open up
and swallow me?" Sam said then he took the leap. "But it's not like
there are any gay clubs around here. That can be my excuse."


For a second Wyatt just stared at him. Then a grin spread
across his face slowly.


"If I find one tucked away somewhere, I'll let you
know," Sam told him.


"So you're gay too and this is how you're letting me
know. OK," Wyatt said. "I usually like to whip out my rainbow flag,
but I had to pack light. I did see a rainbow blanket online. I'll order it for
when I take the boys on a picnic. I'll let you share it with us. You and your
sandwich."


"OK," Sam said with a laugh. He knew he was
blushing but hoped Wyatt couldn't tell since it was dark. There was something
about being teased by Wyatt. Maybe he thought of it as a show of affection like
when Wyatt teased the boys. There certainly wasn't anything mean in it.


"They're still talking," a voice whispered and Sam
and Wyatt looked at each other.


Wyatt had left the front door ajar and now the boys were
hiding behind it.


"Sam, did you hear something? Like a little mouse
squeaking," Wyatt said and looked all around, into the bushes and behind
the garden fence, everywhere except where the boys were huddled together.


"It's not a mouse. It's us," Riley told him while
DJ tried to shush him.


"Oh it's you guys, the guys who are supposed to be in
bed and asleep," Wyatt said.


"Sorry, Uncle Wyatt," DJ said and he looked a
little apprehensive.


"Don't worry. You're not in trouble. Unless I can catch
you," he said with a big evil laugh. That sent the boys running away,
squealing. Wyatt then turned to Sam. "I guess I have some boys to put back
to bed. I'll be right back."


Sam was going to tell him that it was time he went anyway,
but Wyatt was gone, chasing the boys down the hall while they laughed and
screamed. Sam heard some more giggling then everyone saying goodnight once
again. Then everything went quiet.


"They've been properly disciplined?" Sam asked as
Wyatt came back through the front door.


"They learned their lesson," Wyatt said.


"I better go now," Sam said.


"I'll walk you to your car," Wyatt said. Sam
wanted to point out that it was only a few feet away, but then he decided not
to bother since they were at his car in a few steps.


"We'll see you soon, right?" Wyatt said.


"Sure," Sam told him shyly. "Goodnight."


"Goodnight," Wyatt said, and Sam dragged himself
away from his gorgeous, blue eyes and got in his car.


He left with the sight of Wyatt waving in his rear view
mirror. As he drove into town and then went up the back stairs to his room, Sam
felt so happy and light. He had never felt that way in his whole life.







Chapter 7


 


One more night spent in restless sleep and waiting for dawn
to break. When morning came, it was bright and Wyatt could hear birds chirping
outside his window. Maybe it wasn't so bad to wake up here.


Outside his door, Wyatt heard different kinds of sounds --
stomping of feet and loud whispering. From all the noise they were making, he
couldn't figure out if the boys were trying to wake him or not wake him.


When Wyatt did finally come out of his room, he made them
jump.


"Are you gonna chase us again?" Riley asked and he
looked ready to give him a run for his money.


"Too early for me. I have to have my coffee first, and
you guys need your breakfast. Go get ready," he told them as he continued
on to the kitchen.


As soon as he went in there, he thought about Sam and he
smiled. Wyatt made coffee and relived last night like it was a really good
date. In particular, he remembered how much he didn't want to let Sam go. It
took superhuman effort not to make a serious move on him.


At any other time, that's exactly what Wyatt would have
done. But his life was more complicated now. He had the boys to think of.


That reminded him about breakfast. He could already hear the
boys chattering as Barney came into the kitchen and headed straight for the
back door.


As Wyatt let him out, he called out to the boys, "Come
and get your cereal."


 


With breakfast done, Wyatt took his second cup of coffee
into his office while the boys played with Barney. The three of them were a
constant background noise, but he had no trouble doing his work.


It was lonely once they were in kindergarten and preschool.
Barney was good company, but he was quiet, and Wyatt needed the noise to keep
him from thinking about Lloyd.


When his back got stiff from using the dresser as his desk,
he decided it was time to take a break and play with Barney for a little bit.
Maybe he should be working at the kitchen table instead, but he had noticed
that the boys used it for drawing and coloring, and he didn't want to take it
over.


 


When it was time to bring the boys home, Wyatt was relieved.
Back at the house, he didn't feel like being cooped up again so soon. "How
about if we go and walk Barney?" he asked the boys.


The boys were all for it. Wyatt decided they should walk him
over the fields in the back and explore a little so they went out the back
door. As soon as he put the leash on Barney, The boys started to fight over who
was going to hold it.


Wyatt stepped in and informed them. "You guys will take
turns holding the leash. OK? No fighting over Barney."


"Yes sir," DJ said and hung his head. That made
Wyatt worry that he had spoken too harshly.


"Are we supposed to say, 'yes, sir" to you too?
Like to Dad?" Riley wanted to know. "Are we?"


Wyatt remembered how his father had insisted on that, and it
seems Lloyd continued that tradition. Wyatt wasn't going to though. "No.
No need for that. But if you want, you can say, 'Yes, sir, Uncle Wyatt,
sir!'" Wyatt told them crisply.


"Yes, sir, Uncle Wyatt, sir," Riley said immediately
and looked up at him with a big, goofy grin on his face.


Wyatt smiled at him and at DJ too. He remembered that
saying, "yes sir" to his father felt wrong, like it put a wall
between them. That kind of thing only made Wyatt more rebellious. And the more
Lloyd fell in line as he got older, the more alone Wyatt felt. He never wanted
the boys to feel that way.


"We'll flip a coin for who gets to hold the leash
first," he told the boys. Then he got out an old Austrian groschen he had
found. He showed it to them. "This is heads. This is tails. Call it."


Riley called heads, but DJ won the coin toss. DJ was
supposed to give up the leash to him on the way back, but being a good big
brother, he did it before he had to. With his dark hair, DJ might not have been
the spitting image of his father, but he reminded Wyatt of Lloyd so much.


 


They were back from Barney's walk and out in front so Wyatt
could water the garden. Aunt Deb had left strict instructions about that. As
they all lingered in front enjoying the sunny day, a little redheaded girl ran
into their yard. A redheaded woman came in behind her.


"Don't run ahead, Gloria!" the woman yelled.


"I found them, Momma," the little girl announced
on seeing the boys. Then she saw Barney and yelled even louder. "And they have
a dog. A little, white dog, Momma!" Apparently Wyatt didn't deserve a
mention.


"I guess we have visitors," Wyatt said.


"That's Gloria and that's our neighbor lady," DJ
said helpfully.


"I bet the neighbor lady has a name," Wyatt teased
him while Gloria went over to play with Barney and the boys.


"I'm Lara," the neighbor lady said while extending
her hand. She was about Wyatt's age and built like every straight guy's dream.


"I'm Wyatt, nice to meet you," he said while
shaking her hand.


"Uncle Wyatt," Riley corrected him.


"To grown-ups, I'm just Wyatt," he informed Riley.


"Nice to meet you, Wyatt. I thought I should come by
and introduce myself, and Gloria wanted to see the boys. She was worried about
them being sad," Lara explained.


As if just now remembering her mission, Gloria stopped
playing with Barney and jumped up. "I'm gonna give 'em hugs," she
announced then rushed at DJ and Riley and gave them bear hugs. DJ blushed
through his, and Riley hugged her back while they both giggled.


After that was done, Wyatt offered Lara a drink. "No,
thanks. I'm good. And how are you holding up? I know it must be hard," she
said sympathetically.


"OK, I guess. The boys keep me busy. I don't have time
to dwell on things," he told her.


"If you need anything, just let me know. We're just
down the road from you," she told him.


"I think my aunt wanted to introduce us, but you
weren't home." They exchanged phone numbers and Wyatt told Lara that she
and Gloria were welcome to drop by any time.


"She'll want to do that all the time. I don't know how
I'll drag her out of here and away from that cute dog," she said.


"I have that problem too. None of us want to leave
Barney all alone here," Wyatt told her.


"Any time you want to swap babysitting or dog sitting
duties, I'm up for that. Now that I'm a single mom, I need all the babysitting
favors I can get," she told him with a sigh.


"Sounds good and it looks like the kids get
along," Wyatt told her seeing how they all played together.


"When my ex left, he took his dog with him. Now Gloria
only sees Bess when she stays with her dad."


"That's too bad," Wyatt said.


"We'll end up with another dog one of these days, I'm
sure," Lara said.


"I meant it was too bad about the ex, but I guess a dog
is more important," Wyatt said and made Lara laugh.


When she was ready to leave, Lara had a hard time prying
Gloria away from Barney. Wyatt decided they might as well take another walk,
and that way everyone could show him where Lara and Gloria lived.


Since the boys hadn't had their snack yet, Wyatt was thinking
that they should go into town for a late lunch. He was really dying to see Sam,
but he had another reason too. He was expecting some reference materials for
work and wanted to visit the post office. It wasn't like the boys or Barney
would object to a walk into town.


Once they left Lara and Gloria at their house, Wyatt found
his thoughts turning more and more to Sam. What if he didn't get to see him?
What if Sam didn't want to see him? Spending time with him had just felt too
good. He had to have more of that man.


Wyatt felt like he was living through his first crush. To
him, Sam wasn't just an enticing possibility. The urge to seem him was too
breathless and strong, coursing all through his body, but centered in his
heart.







Chapter 8


 


Sam had been waiting and watching, hoping to see Wyatt. It
started the second he stepped out the door of his room above the hardware
store, and his watchfulness continued at work.


Eyes straying to the windows, scanning the street all the
time, Sam was kicking himself for being so stuck on Wyatt already. It was an
improvement. He used to be watchful like that because of Brian. That fear still
remained, but his yearning to see Wyatt was overtaking the fear.


He was in the kitchen of the café, helping Hannah get
together the order she was delivering to Mr. Jasper. He had to have surgery on
his leg and was stuck in bed for now.


Hannah stepped out to make the delivery when Sam noticed
that she forgot the small salad that came with the order. He went out and found
Hannah talking with her brother, Shawn, who was ten, plus the whole Hayes
crowd.


"We're making a delivery," her brother was telling
DJ and Riley while acting all important until his big sister cut him down to
size.


"I'm making the delivery. You're just tagging
along," Hannah said. She was in high school and only worked at the café
part time. "Old Jasper isn't feeling good. I'm delivering roast chicken
dumpling soup to him and some other stuff."


"And this salad too," Sam told her as he went
over. He put the container with salad in the takeout bag she was carrying then
he greeted everyone. "Hi, guys."


"Hi, Sam," DJ said and gave him a smile.


"Hi, Sam!" Riley said and gave him an even bigger
smile. He then turned to Hannah. "Mr. Jasper likes Barney."


"If you all are friends with Mr. Jasper, you wanna come
with and bring the dog to cheer him up?" she asked Riley and DJ. "I'm
already letting Shawn tag along. The rest of you might as well do it too."


"Can we?" Riley asked his uncle as both boys
looked up at him eagerly.


"You don't need to come," Hannah said to Wyatt
bluntly. "Just the kids and the dog."


Instead of answering, Wyatt looked over at Sam like he
wanted his input. He didn't say yes until Sam gave him a nod and said, "It
would be nice if they went to visit him."


"OK. Then they can go. Be good," Wyatt told them
and kissed them each on top of the head. As he and Sam watched the group leave,
Wyatt sighed. "I have been deemed of no therapeutic value."


"Are you in town to have lunch?" Sam asked him. He
hoped that Wyatt and the boys would come to the café.


"I'm on my way to the post office, but since I have you
here, I'll put in an order for lunch and pick it up when I get back,"
Wyatt said, and Sam was disappointed they wouldn't be eating in. Of course with
Barney coming along everywhere they went, that wasn't easy to arrange.


Sam got out the order pad from his back pocket. "What
would you like?"


"Sandwiches, whatever you think is good," Wyatt
said. Sam was about to try and get him to be more specific, but then Wyatt
distracted him with a question. "Any chance you can join us? The boys told
me about some big stump where we can sit and eat." Wyatt gave him a
hopeful look, and Sam's breath caught in his throat. It was just an offer to
have lunch. He didn't need to make a big deal out of it.


"I haven't taken my lunch break yet," Sam said.
Here he was jumping at the chance to spend more time with Wyatt. He had already
been too eager with him, and now he was doing it again.


"Perfect. I'll probably be back before the boys, so
I'll see you soon." With a wave, Wyatt went toward the post office.


Sam watched him leave and then realized he never got a
proper order from him. Everything at the café was good, so it wasn't like he
could go wrong whatever he ordered.


 


Just like he said, Wyatt was back before they saw any sign
of Hannah and the boys. He took a seat at the counter, and Sam was about to
tell him what he ordered for him, but Wyatt gave him a smile that made him
forget what he was going to say.


"Should I get you something to drink?" Sam asked
so he could cover how Wyatt made him feel.


"Mineral water or club soda with lime," Wyatt
said. "And let me pay for the lunch order now. You're definitely coming
with us, right?" He gave Sam a searching look.


"Yes. I already told you I was a fan of outdoor
eating," Sam said.


"Great. I was sure I'd be lonely here. And before I
even arrive properly, I meet you," Wyatt said and gave him another one of
those smiles that undid him.


"Glad to be of service," Sam said trying to sound
casual, but how could he when Wyatt was right there, and his blue eyes teased
and tried to seduce him.


Over his shoulder, Sam spotted Hannah and the kids in front.
He pointed them out to Wyatt.


"I guess they're back, but they don't look happy,"
Wyatt said.


It did seem that DJ and Riley looked agitated, so Wyatt went
right out there and Sam followed. At the last second, he remembered to grab the
takeout bag.


"We'll ask Uncle Wyatt. He'll help us," Riley said
as soon as Wyatt and Sam stepped outside the café doors.


The boys looked up at both of them with pleading
expressions. "We lost our dog," DJ claimed.


Sam and Wyatt both looked from DJ to Barney right there at
the end of the leash he was holding, then back at DJ.


"Not him, that's Barney," Riley said. "Our
other dog."


"I didn't know you had one," Wyatt said, obviously
confused.


"We have to find Brownie," DJ said.


"Sorry. Who is Brownie?" Wyatt asked.


"Our dog," DJ said, explaining nothing. "He
ran away."


"I didn't know you had another dog," Sam told them
to try and get more information.


"He isn't their dog," Shawn said. "He's just
a stray."


Hannah explained. "The kids saw this little dog
wandering by the side of the road then he ran off. It's a stray that's been
spotted around here these last few weeks. He sometimes hangs out in those
fields around your house."


"He's our dog. We have to find him," Riley
insisted then he got down and hugged Barney for consolation.


"Mr. Miller's truck scared him," DJ said.
"That's why he ran away."


Sam knew which truck they were talking about. It was an old
one and it rattled like a monster. "If he got scared, maybe he went to
hide somewhere," Sam said.


"OK. We'll find him," Wyatt decided. "What
does Brownie look like?"


"He's a dog. And he looks like a dog," Riley told
him.


"He's brown," DJ said, being a tiny, little bit
more helpful. "That's why we call him Brownie."


"OK, where do we look?" Wyatt asked.


Since the boys were about as good at giving directions as
they were with descriptions, Hannah told them where to go. She and her brother
went into the café, and Sam joined the search for the lost dog.


"I promised you lunch, and now we're recruiting you for
our search party," Wyatt said. "Sorry, and thanks for coming
along."


"It's no problem," Sam told him.


They started out by walking toward the river cottages then
they turned off the path. Now they were walking through the brush between the
river and the road. That's where the dog had been seen last.


"Should we walk and eat?" Sam asked and held up
the takeout bag with their lunch.


"Sure. Those sandwiches smell good. They might bring
that dog running," Wyatt said.


"Dogs like sandwiches?" Riley asked.


"I gonna give him mine," DJ decided on the spot as
Sam started getting out the sandwiches.


"No, you eat yours. When we find Brownie, I'll share
some of my sandwich with him," Wyatt said and helped Sam hand them out.


"I thought the boys might like these sweet and sour
chicken sandwiches. And this is a meatloaf sandwich for you. I thought you
should have something purely American after all your time in Europe. It comes
on a potato roll. I got the same thing for me," Sam told him.


"It all looks good. Thanks," Wyatt said and took a
big bite.


"Did you make the sandwiches, Sam?" DJ asked him.


"No. Magda made them," Sam told them.


"But I bet Sam could make these sandwiches if he wanted
to," Wyatt said and grinned at him.


"Maybe," Sam admitted and the boys looked
impressed.


After taking a few bites of their sandwiches, the boys then
started calling the dog's name again. Sam wasn't sure if a stray dog would
answer to a name he had been given, but he didn't want to discourage the boys.


The field out here was overgrown with brush and dotted with
small trees here and there. It would give a small dog plenty of places to hide.
Sam didn't expect the dog to come out, but as they called out to him, he
thought he heard a low whimper nearby.


"Let's be quiet for a minute. I thought I heard
something," Sam said.


"Was it Brownie?" Riley asked in a whisper, and
Sam heard the whimper once again.


He went toward the sound and pointed out the likely hiding
place. A fallen tree with its trunk hollowed out was mostly hidden by the
brush. As they went closer, they could see the little brown dog looking up at
them through a small hole. The big hole that the dog must have used to climb
inside was partially blocked by a bush.


"I guess he feels safe in there," Sam said seeing
that nothing bigger than him could get inside.


"I'll go and get him," DJ said and started to get
down.


He was ready to reach for the dog, but Wyatt stopped him.
"No, no, no. It might not be safe. I'll do it. Hold my sandwich," he
said to Sam. "I'll just take a piece of this meatloaf to help me make
friends with him. You keep these guys out of trouble."


"I will," Sam told him then he addressed the boys.
"We are going to stay back here with Barney. We don't want to crowd around
and scare Brownie. Your uncle will take care of everything. He knows what to
do, OK?"


"Uncle Wyatt knows how to make friends with dogs,"
DJ said to Riley reassuringly. Both boys crouched down next to Barney and put
their arms around him. Their eyes were wide as they watched what Wyatt was
doing.


First Wyatt cleared the ground of loose rocks so he could
lie down, then he looked inside the hollowed out log. "There you are. The
boys told me your name is Brownie. Nice to meet you. Look what I have for
you." Wyatt reached in and offered the dog some of the meatloaf.


Sam couldn't tell what was going on inside, but he then
heard Wyatt praising the dog. "Good boy. That's some tasty meatloaf, isn't
it?" he fed him the rest of it too.


"Want more?" Sam asked him.


Wyatt reached back for it, and Sam handed a piece to DJ to
give to his uncle.


"See, we have good food," Wyatt said as he gave
the dog more meatloaf, but it looked like he wasn't reaching in as far as
before. "Let's be friends and go home together."


Sam gave Riley the next piece to hand over to Wyatt. This
time Wyatt held out the meatloaf just at the entrance of the hollow log.
"Come and get it," he said to the dog, who stepped right to the
opening but no further.


"Let's all sit here and finish our sandwiches and see
if Brownie will want to come over to us," Sam said and pointed to a clear
spot in the field.


Wyatt drew back too and offered the dog another small piece
of meatloaf. Slowly they got the dog to sit with them and eat some of Sam's
sandwich too. The spring grass was fresh and fragrant around them, and it
wasn't a bad picnic after all.


"Can he really come home with us?" DJ asked his
uncle.


"For now, but we have to put up flyers to find out if
this is a dog someone lost," Wyatt told him while the dog sat next to him.


"He's ours," Riley insisted.


"But before he was yours, he might have belonged to
someone else," Wyatt explained. "And his owners might miss him. If no
one answers the fliers, we can keep him. He'll have to go to the vet to get
checked over. I already picked out a vet for Barney. I'll take Brownie over
there too."


At the mention of the vet, Riley made a worried noise.


"There is nothing to be scared of. Going to the vet
isn't like going to the dentist," Wyatt assured him.


"A veterinarian is a doggy doctor," DJ told his
little brother.


"No shots, right?" Riley asked and both boys
looked up at Wyatt worriedly.


That was a tricky one. Not wanting to lie to them, Wyatt had
to admit, "Sorry, Ry. There might be some shots."


"Oh no, Brownie," Riley said and hugged the little
dog protectively.


"It will be over quick," Sam reassured him.


"You're gonna come with us?" DJ asked him.


Wyatt turned to Sam too. "You don't have to get back to
work, do you?"


As Wyatt and the boys looked at him pleadingly, Sam thought
about it. Magda was saving up for a down payment on a car. She wanted to pick
up more hours. She would be happy to take his shift.


"I'll have to text a coworker to make sure, but I think
I can go with you if you like," Sam said.


"You're going on a drive to Ashbury with two kids and
two dogs? You are quite a man," Wyatt told him. He looked so pleased that
Sam was going, and the boys were already telling the dogs the good news.


 


They set off for the Hayes' house to get Wyatt's car. Wyatt
carried Brownie so she wouldn't run away again. Brownie turned out to be a
girl, which made the boys wonder if they had to change her name.


"Brownie works either way," Wyatt told them.


As they walked to the Hayes' house, she was snug in Wyatt's
arms. She seemed to have really taken to him, but she also let Sam scratch her
little head. Barney had insisted on sniffing something and the boys were a few
steps ahead with him.


"So you're just going to adopt this dog," Sam said
while Brownie looked over at what the other dog was doing.


"I have no say. They already did," Wyatt said and
nodded toward the boys.


"That's really nice of you," Sam told him. He was
such a caring guy. It was clear that he would do anything for those boys.


Wyatt didn't seem to think he was doing anything special.
"I need all the allies I can get to keep those boys in good spirits.
That's where you come in too. Plus you're good in a crisis." Wyatt turned
to him and there was a gleam in his eyes that left Sam breathless.


But then he realized what Wyatt just said. "I'm good in
a crisis?"


"Is that a shocking thing to say or something?"
Wyatt wondered since Sam reacted so oddly.


"If you knew me better, you would know it was,"
Sam told him. It was so far from the truth.


"Oh. What don't I know?" Wyatt asked and sidled
closer to him. "I want to know everything."


"It's not exciting." Feeling embarrassed, Sam
frowned and looked down at the ground. He hated to tell him this, but he wasn't
going to hide it. "I have panic attacks," he said in a whisper.


"Thanks for telling me," Wyatt whispered back.
"Here, Brownie needs some petting." He handed her over to Sam, who
smiled at him. "And if she has fleas, now you have them too."


"Thanks," Sam said and he laughed. It was still
nice to hold Brownie and to spend all this time with Wyatt. Sam didn't know
what it meant, but it filled him with warmth and an almost painful happy
feeling.







Chapter 9


 


Brownie had been with them for two days now, and she was
adjusting nicely to being an indoor dog. They had to be quick to take her
outside at the first sign of trouble. The boys were eagle-eyed when it came to
that. But the outdoors were always her bathroom, so Wyatt was sure she would
catch on fast. The best part was how happy the boys were, and the two dogs were
getting along with each other as well.


"We have two dogs," DJ said to no one in
particular just that morning as he watched the dogs drinking from their water
dishes. It was like he was in awe of that fact, like it was some kind of
miracle that two dogs would come into his life. But for Wyatt, it had been an
easy decision. Both boys needed all the good things he could bring into their
lives.


If only Wyatt had gotten a chance to see Sam some more.
These days Wyatt had plenty of work to keep him busy, and he was trying to feed
the boys from their own kitchen too. In fact he was finishing up some work, and
contemplating lunch when he got a call from Sam.


"Nice to hear from you," Wyatt said as soon as he
answered. Maybe for the first time ever, he was glad someone was calling
instead of texting because this way he could hear Sam's voice.


"I'm taking Mr. Jasper an order a little later, and I
was wondering if maybe I could burrow Barney and maybe Brownie too," Sam
said. "Hannah said that Mr. Jasper liked it a lot when Barney and the boys
visited with him. She said it really cheered him up."





Wyatt paused for a thoughtful moment, then he asked,
"So you want to borrow Barney and Brownie, but not the rest of us?"
Wyatt made sure to sound deeply hurt.


"You want me to borrow you?" Sam said and Wyatt
could hear the smile in his voice. "I wasn't sure if the boys were home
yet."


"I'll be picking them up soon. We'll come with you for
that visit and have lunch at the café too. Does that work?" Wyatt asked.


"Yes. That would be great. Thanks," Sam said.
"See you soon."


As he hung up, Wyatt could swear that Sam sounded as happy
as Wyatt felt. And as soon as the boys found out about the trip into town, they
were too.


 


They all met up with Sam in front of the café, and Wyatt
noticed that all of them together made for a pretty big group. "Are you
sure all of us visiting won't be too much for Mr. Jasper?" he wondered.


"Hmm. I don't know," Sam said. "His place is
small."


"How about if you take the dogs to visit Mr. Jasper, and
the boys and I will take the opportunity to do some shopping. We have two dogs.
We need more dog food. That OK with you?" he asked the boys and they both
nodded. "We'll get some food for us too and go have a picnic lunch
somewhere. How does that sound? And maybe Sam can come with us. He does love a
picnic." Wyatt looked at Sam and hoped he wasn't pressuring him.


Sam smiled tentatively, but his pretty, gray eyes brightened
at the invitation. Wyatt considered that a good sign. After a moment Sam
accepted with a nod. "OK. I'll let Mrs. Del Rio know that I'm taking my
lunch break right after I get done with this delivery." Sam took charge of
the dogs and went off to deliver Mr. Jasper's lunch.


 


That left Wyatt and the boys free to get some shopping done.
Soon there was dog food and stuff from the deli in their cart. They couldn't
get any frozen breakfast food, so Wyatt steered them to the cereal aisle.


As they passed by a display of doughnuts, he was considering
picking up something sweet for their picnic when he realized it should have
been the boys who clamored for dessert.


In fact they hadn't asked for anything sweet or any snacks
or anything at all. The last time they went shopping, they didn't ask for
anything either.


Wyatt would have expected to have to say no to them at least
a few times. He wondered if they weren't comfortable enough with him to ask for
anything.


Rather than guess, he decided to let the boys tell him the
reason. "How come you didn't ask me to buy you anything?"


"We're not supposed to ask," Riley said.


"No?" Wyatt said as they stopped in the middle of
the cereal aisle.


"We're only supposed to ask Mom and Dad to buy us
stuff, not anybody else," DJ said and his chin started to quiver as he
blinked to try and hold back tears.


Riley's eyes filled with tears as well, and his little face
scrunched up as he got ready to cry. It was such an odd thing to make them feel
the loss of their parents, the closest people to them, the ones they could turn
to for anything.


Wyatt keeled down in front of them right there in the middle
of the grocery store aisle. He put his arms around both boys and told them,
"You have me now. I'm your uncle and you can ask me anything."


The boys rested their little heads on his shoulders and
nodded, sniffling as he rubbed their backs. Wyatt held them for a bit then he
pulled back so he could look at them. They were teary eyed as they blinked at
him.


He cupped both their faces and told them, "I'm always
here for you. Whatever you need, you can come to me. And if you see anything
you like, you can ask me to buy it. Just know I might say no." He said it
with a smile and the boys nodded. "So is there anything here that you
want?"


Turning all around, Riley found something and pointed. They
were in the cereal aisle so he zeroed in on a colorful, fruity cereal. It
wasn't the healthy kind they had at home.


"We can get that. But we won't have it all the time.
That can be our special cereal. Go and get it," he told Riley who eagerly
ran over, grabbed the big box and carried it back to the cart. Wyatt turned
from his big grin to DJ, who looked pleased. "Now it's your turn. When you
see something you want, let me know."


DJ didn't ask for anything in the breakfast aisle, but a
little later, he pointed at a tray of brownies.


"Those are perfect. I was thinking we should get
something sweet for our picnic with Sam. And we have a dog named Brownie. Great
idea, DJ," Wyatt told him, and the brownies went into the cart too.


"We should get ingredients," DJ told him.


"Ingredients for what?" Wyatt asked.


"For Sam," DJ said.


"So he can teach us how to cook something. Maybe we
will. I like how you think," Wyatt told him. They couldn't get any meat
though, so they got some rice and pasta and picked out some fresh vegetables
that Wyatt wouldn't have a clue what to do with.


 


With their shopping bags full, the kids couldn't wait to
show Sam what they got. When they met up with him, he was duly impressed.


"You guys did some serious shopping," Sam said as
he looked into their bags with approval.


"This means we'll need your help to cook this
stuff," Wyatt pointed out to him. "How did the visit go?"


Sam smiled down at the dogs. "These two were pretty
well behaved. Mr. Jasper was happy to see them. He recognized Brownie. He said
he tried to get her to come to him a bunch of times, but she wouldn't. I told
him the secret was our meatloaf sandwiches, but he said you must have the magic
touch," Sam said and he grinned at Wyatt.


"So where are we picnicking?" Wyatt asked.


"How about up on Peach Tree Hill? Or have you already
been up there?" Sam asked.


"Without you, no way," Wyatt said and Sam looked
at him funny and rightly so.


With all the peach trees in bloom, the hill looked so
romantic to Wyatt. The perfect place to spend time with Sam, and two dogs and
two kids, and all their grocery bags with various vegetables they bought that
Wyatt didn't know how to cook. Oh, yeah, pure romance.


 


A large swath of the hill was dedicated to the peach trees
and right now they were all in bloom. So far Wyatt had only seen the hill from a
distance. It looked beautiful, but it was even better to see the blossoming
trees up close and to stand under them.





Their branches were showing hardly any leaves, like the
trees existed solely to show off those beautiful flowers. It was amazing, and
he looked over at Sam and smiled. he was so happy to be here with him.


Noticing some other people walking around the orchard and
taking pictures, Wyatt was ready to start taking pictures too. He held off when
he saw an elderly lady coming toward them.


"Hi there," she said. "I'm Mrs. York. I'm the
orchard attendant."


"Nice to meet you. I'm Wyatt Hayes. These are my
nephews DJ and Riley, our friend, Sam James, and our dogs Barney and Brownie. I
hope we're not breaking some kind of rule by being here."


"You aren't. But only service animals are allowed
here," she told them. "The hill is a big tourist attraction around
here, and I'm here to make sure people don't damage trees or climb them."
She looked at the boys when she said this.


"I promise not to climb any trees," Wyatt said
solemnly.


"Does that mean we can's have a picnic?" DJ asked.


"You can beyond that area over there, and you'll need
to keep the dogs below those stone markers." Mrs. York pointed out a
clearing a little down the slope that looked perfect for a picnic.


"No problem. That's a nice spot," Wyatt said.
"But we can take some pictures here, right?"


"Sure you can. I can take them for you, if you all want
to be in the picture," Mrs. York offered.


"That would be great, thank you." Wyatt handed
over his phone, and they all posed for pictures.


"Are these all peach trees?" Sam asked. Wyatt had
also noticed that some of the trees looked different.


"There are some apricots and plums and a few cherry and
apple trees in there, but we have to live up to the name of this place, so
don't tell anyone," Mrs. York said and winked at the boys.


Riley took her very seriously and mimed turning the lock
over his mouth to show her that his lips were sealed.


 


From there they went to sit in the grass since they didn't
have a picnic blanket. Wyatt started digging through the bags and handed out
some water bottles.


"Should the dogs have some water?" Sam asked.
Wyatt told him they should, and he poured some bottled water in his cupped hand
and had Brownie drink.


"I want to do that too," Riley said so both boys
got to give the dogs water like that.


They giggled, but Wyatt was distracted by the thought of how
he would like to drink water from Sam's cupped hand. As his heart started to
race at the thought, he told himself to stop thinking like that. Watching the
dogs drinking should cure him of that.


"Now you guys use some of that water to wash your hands
and we'll eat," Wyatt told them. "We have different buns, deli meat,
cheese, and we got pickles and olives from the deli."


"Brownies," DJ whispered to make sure they didn't
get left off the list.


"Those are for later. We won't be making any brownie
sandwiches." Wyatt looked over at Brownie. "We weren't talking about
you, you sweet thing," he said to the dog and she came over to climb on
his lap. Then Barney became very determined to climb up on his lap too.
"Look how popular I am. Or is it the deli meats?"


Sandwiches were made right there and they tasted good. The
whole time Wyatt caught himself gazing at Sam. There was a beautiful view right
behind them, but Sam's beauty was what drew Wyatt's eye. Slim with big, gray
eyes that pulled Wyatt in, he was like some kind of vision of a perfect picnic
companion, maybe even the perfect man.


When the kids ran off with the dogs so they could all chase
each other over the field, Wyatt and Sam were left alone. "I see why you
like to eat out in the open, turns a simple sandwich into something
special."


"It's not like this when I do it by myself," Sam
told him.


"Quieter, I bet," Wyatt guessed.


"Not as much fun," Sam corrected him.


"Aha, then we'll have to do this again," Wyatt
said and watched Sam's eyes light up and a smile spread across his face. God,
he wanted to kiss him right then. But with the boys only a few feet away, he
wouldn't be able to do it properly.


If he were to start kissing that man, Wyatt wasn't sure he
would know how to stop. Plus he wasn't a hundred percent sure that Sam wanted
him to. "Soon," he said, and he was talking both about the next time
they would see each other and about that kiss.


For now he would keep things low key. "Now that we've
eaten, we're allowed to be in the orchard. And the kids and the dogs are busy
anyway. Come walk with me." Wyatt got up and offered Sam his hand.


Walking under the blossoming peach trees seemed like
something they would do if they were a couple and that's why Wyatt wanted to do
it. He wanted a taste of Sam by his side and a taste of romance. Most of all he
wanted a taste of that promise of as yet unfulfilled possibilities he saw in
Sam's beautiful eyes as he looked up at him.


After a moment of hesitation, Sam took his hand and Wyatt
pulled him up to his feet. That made Sam smile shyly. He was a fit guy. He
didn't need the help. Wyatt just wanted an excuse to hold his hand for a
minute.


That didn't satisfy him for long though. As they strolled
through the orchard side by side, not touching, Wyatt wanted to take hold of
his hand again.


It seemed wrong not to, like it would be a terrible thing to
let this moment pass and not reach out and clasp Sam's hand. So Wyatt went for
it.


First he only let their knuckles graze. Next he curled his
fingers around Sam's lightly in case he wanted to pull his hand away. Sam
didn't. He grasped Wyatt's hand in return and made his heart sing. Now Wyatt
held Sam's hand fully and he stopped to gaze into his eyes.


That's all he meant to do, but he found himself leaning in,
his head inclining, lips inching closer to Sam's. Sam mirrored his movements,
and they drifted closer until their lips touched. Petal soft contact turned
deeper as their lips parted and the tips of their tongues stroked lightly.


Somewhere behind them, the boys shrieked and laughed, and
the dogs barked. Sam and Wyatt parted on an indrawn breath. They shared the
same sigh before they continued on under the flowering trees.







Chapter 10


 


Sam was used to his nightmares. Sometimes they were about
Brian and he woke up in the grip of fear and remembered pain. Other times they
were about his childhood. He dreamed he was a boy and he was lost, alone,
calling out to distant figures that were always moving further out of reach.


But last night's dream had terrified him more than any of
the others. He and Wyatt were walking under the trees in the orchard. Flower
petals fluttered to the ground around them and swirled around their feet.
Running among the trees, the boys were playing with Barney and Brownie.


Then Sam spotted a figure ahead of them. Waiting, leering
threateningly, Brian turned his idyllic dream into a nightmare. Sam tried to
warn Wyatt and the kids, but he couldn't speak. He couldn't breathe. He was
helpless to do anything as Brian approached. He woke up clawing at his throat,
desperate to tell them about the danger.


 


It took him a while to calm down, and the dream colored the
rest of his day. It wasn't the dream really. It was the reality of his
situation and that he had no right to bring Wyatt and the kids into it.


Mrs. Del Rio and everyone else at work noticed that he was
"out of sorts". That's how Mrs. Del Rio put it, and everyone kept
asking him if he was all right.


In the late afternoon he got a text from Wyatt and it was
like the sun coming up in his world. He grinned at his phone even as he was
shaking his head at him.


Right away, Mrs. Del Rio noticed his change of mood.
"Ah, finally a smile. Who's been chatting you up?" she teased him.


"It's just Wyatt. He wanted me to wish him luck. He's
trying to cook dinner by himself," Sam told her as he texted back. He told
Wyatt to stay positive and do his best.


"Such a brave boy," Mrs. Del Rio said, mocking
poor Wyatt. "I bet you wish you could be over there helping him out."


Though he felt conflicted about it, in the end, Sam told her
what he had figured out since last night's nightmare. "No. I think it's
for the best that I had to work tonight. I shouldn't get too close to them when
I'm always jumping at shadows and watching for Brian around every corner. I
mean, the way I am..."


"What are you talking about?" Mrs. Del Rio
snapped, cutting him off. "That lot is lucky to have you. They need some
tender loving care in their lives right about now. Sweetheart, you're a gift
from heaven. Now I'm going to make sure you get your butt over there." She
turned away from Sam and called out, "Magda, if you want Sam's shift, it's
all yours, honey."


"Thanks Mrs. Del Rio. Thanks Sam!" Magda yelled
back. "Hope you feel better." Obviously she thought he was giving her
his shift because he wasn't feeling well. That's how bad he must have looked.


Magda was so happy to work extra hours, now Sam could hardly
say he didn't want her to. And his better judgment be damned, he was dying to
see Wyatt again.


That was the problem he decided to deal with later. First he
wondered how to ask Wyatt if he wanted him to come over.


Sam opted for calling him. He wanted to be able to hear
Wyatt's voice so he would know if he really wanted him to come over, or if he
was just indulging him. He dialed then started out tentatively.


"Hi. I was wondering..."


"Are you coming over to help me with all the crazy
stuff I bought?" Wyatt jumped in before Sam got a chance to ask him
anything.


"Umm, Magda wanted my shift so..."


"So you can come over. You're my savior," Wyatt
said and Sam had no doubts that Wyatt honestly wanted him to come over.


"I guess if you'd like me to, I can come over,"
Sam finally stated.


"Yes!" Wyatt said then Sam could hear him yelling
out to the boys. "Sam is coming over!" There was a lot of noise then
Wyatt was back speaking with him. "Did you hear them cheering?"


He didn't need to ask. Sam had heard both yelling and
barking, and that made him feel all warm inside. "I'm leaving work now so
I'll see you soon."


"Sooner than you think. We'll meet you," Wyatt
said. "I wanted us to walk the dogs before we start on dinner, so we'll
see you somewhere on the road."


"Oh OK. See you." Sam was going to drive over
there, but he had no groceries to carry this time, so he might as well walk.


 


Halfway on his way to Wyatt's, Sam got another warm
reception. As soon as they saw him, the kids started yelling and waving and a
big smile spread across Wyatt's gorgeous face.


Getting to him first, the kids and the dogs were jumping
around him when Wyatt joined them. "Look at them. It's like you're hiding
candy and bacon in your pockets."


Sam laughed at that. "That's not on the menu," he
told him.


As they walked along the roadside, Sam was ashamed that he
caved so easily and came over. He was so taken with Wyatt. He couldn't think
straight.


But he still knew the right thing to do was to tell Wyatt
what a mess he was and to stay away. The words just wouldn't come out. The setting
sun was bringing out the gold in Wyatt's dark blond hair, his eyes were bright
and beautiful, and Sam was left powerless to speak and break the spell he was
under.


 


They all walked into the house together, one big noisy
bunch, and Sam started to forget his misgivings in the bustle of activity.
Going straight into the kitchen, Wyatt and the kids started pulling out what
they bought the last time they went shopping, and the dogs went to drink some
water. Brownie then came over to Sam and looked up at him.


"I see Brownie is settling in nicely. I guess she likes
it here," Sam said as he got down to rub her side.


"She has her own doggy bowls and her own doggy
bed," Riley said.


"Her bed is in our room," DJ said proudly.


"Yeah, they are in charge of the dogs," Wyatt
said. "Or the dogs are in charge of them. I don't know."


Sam shook his head at him. Wyatt knew exactly what he was
doing -- being a really good uncle.


"I think that's everything we bought," Wyatt
announced, and Sam washed his hands and got ready to check out what they would
be working with.


"DJ was the one who told me to buy ingredients, and he
and Ry helped me pick them out. What do you think?" Wyatt asked Sam as he
looked over the vegetables and different boxes of pasta and rice.


"Did we do good?" DJ asked as he looked up at Sam.


"You bought a lot of good stuff," Sam told him.


"You know how to cook it?" Riley asked.


"I do, and soon your uncle will too," Sam told
him.


Then Sam went out with the boys, so he could see if there
was anything ready to pick in the herb and tomato garden. Wyatt stayed just
outside the garden gate holding back the dogs so they wouldn't go in there and
start digging.


"Mom planted all the stuff. She used to sniff those
things," Riley said and he pointed to the herbs.


"That's because they smell so nice," Sam told him.
"Your mom was a great gardener."


Riley smiled, pleased, and DJ looked touched and a little
teary eyed.


"Mom and Dad used to cook together. They knew how to
cook, not like Uncle Wyatt," DJ said.


"Your dad used to cook for me. My favorite was
spaghetti," Wyatt told them.


"We love spaghetti too!" Riley said.


"Should we make that for dinner?" Sam asked, and
everyone agreed.


 


"If you want to help us cook, go wash your hands,
guys," Wyatt told the kids as they all went back inside.


He and Sam washed their hands and the herbs and tomatoes at
the kitchen sink. They did it standing elbow to elbow, bumping hips. Thanks to
Wyatt, the whole thing involved way more body contact than was strictly
necessary.


"These tomatoes are beautiful. I almost hate to smash
them up into a sauce," Sam said as he admired them.


"Is that where pasta sauce comes from?" Wyatt
joked, or at least Sam hoped he was joking. "Thanks for coming to the
rescue."


"You loaded down your shopping bags with things you
don't know what to do with, of course I had to come over," Sam said and
gave Wyatt a smile.


"I know. What does a person even do with celery?"
Wyatt said and held up a stalk of celery Sam was going to put away.


"Seriously?" Sam said, then he thought of something.
"You know you can put cream cheese in celery, or peanut butter. It's a
good snack for the kids."


"Put things inside of celery," Wyatt said while
turning over a stalk of celery like he was trying to figure out how to make it
work. "That sounds way too advanced, like master class or something."


"I'll show you and we'll call it an appetizer,"
Sam decided. It would be good to give the kids something to munch on while they
were waiting for dinner to be done.


The kids were happy with their peanut butter celery and the
dogs got to lick some peanut butter off their fingers.


"That was a hit. Let's get those hands washed
now," Wyatt said to the boys.


"Barney and Brownie already did it," Riley said
and held up his hands to show they were clean.


Wyatt looked over at Sam as if to say, "Can you believe
this?"


Once their hands were washed again, the kids both got to
help turn tomatoes into tomato sauce. They got a kick out of that, but Riley
ended up with a big, red stain on his shirt.


"Do you want to change out of that, Ry, or should we
just let the dogs lick it off?" Wyatt asked Riley.


"Let Barney and Brownie do it," Riley voted.


"Uh, no. Go change," Wyatt insisted. "You
better go with him, DJ. Make sure he doesn't do anything creative."


DJ didn't seem too sure what Wyatt meant by that, but he and
the dogs followed Riley out of the kitchen anyway.


"Kids think getting dirty is fun," Wyatt said.


"Good timing," Sam said and added some of the
vegetables into the tomato sauce. "I'm putting these in the sauce. I heard
that one way to trick kids into eating vegetables is to sneak them into pasta
sauce."


"Lloyd never used to trick me like that. He just poured
the stuff straight from the jar," Wyatt said.


"No one tricked me like that either," Sam said,
but while Wyatt spoke fondly, he said it with an edge of bitterness to his
voice.


To Sam, the dinner table was just another minefield. When he
was little, hardly anyone cared if he ate well or even if he got enough. They
resented having to feed him, never letting him forget that he was unwelcome and
a burden. He learned always to take the smallest piece, never to ask for more
no matter how hungry he was.


"What? It looks good," Wyatt said as he peered
into the pot. Maybe he thought Sam's expression had darkened because of the food.


"It will be good," Sam said forcing a more
cheerful expression.


Wyatt wasn't buying it though. "What's up?"


As best he could, Sam tried to explain. "The relatives
who took me in after my parents died didn't have much money. They didn't want
me, but felt obligated. They weren't subtle about letting me know that I was a
burden."


"How old were you?" Wyatt asked.


"I lost my parents when I was five. I lived with one
relative or another until I was seventeen," Sam said. He didn't mention
who he lived with after that. He didn't want to bring up Brian especially since
the boys were likely to run back into the kitchen at any minute.


 


Sitting down at the kitchen table, everyone enjoyed the
dinner they made together. Riley got dirty again, and Sam gave Wyatt a look of
sympathy. That man must be buried in laundry.


They did the dishes together so it was chaos with dogs and
kids everywhere. Riley wanted to let the dogs lick everything clean.


"They're not vacuum cleaners. We can only feed the dogs
dog approved food. Human food might not be good for them," he warned the
boys.


 


Even as it got late, Sam didn't try to leave. Wyatt, the
kids and the dogs made him feel so good, he couldn't tear himself away. He was
still there when Wyatt was tucking the kids into bed, and he got invited to sit
in on story time.


"Tell us a story about Sam," DJ said, and Sam
looked over at Wyatt worriedly.


Wyatt thought it over then he nodded. "OK. This is a
story about Sam in the Celery Forest."


The story was about Sam being "stalked by stalks of
celery" and it involved repeating the word crunch about a hundred times to
the boys' delight. Finally Sam was saved by two boys who had a jar of peanut
butter with them to defeat the celery.


The boys liked the story. Then they got good night hugs, and
Wyatt and Sam left them so they could get to sleep.


As soon as the two of them stepped out into the hall, Sam's
stomach was in knots. He and Wyatt were alone now, and he didn't know what that
might mean.







Chapter 11


 


Sam might have been tense, torn between hope and fear, but
Wyatt was at ease.


"Usually the dogs are the main characters, but
something about you inspires me," Wyatt told him with a grin as he went
into the living room and sat down.


Sam was thinking that he should go. Now that they were
basically alone, it seemed reckless to stick around. But then he noticed that
Wyatt looked thoughtful, so he sat down next to him to see what was on his
mind.


Wyatt turned to him and explained. "When you told me
you were five when you lost your parents, I realized that was the same age as
DJ. I guess you went through the same thing the boys did."


"Not the same thing. Once my parents died, I always
felt alone, and I was always afraid that my relatives would decide to get rid
of me. They were constantly fighting about who would take me in next. More than
once, I heard them say, 'Let him live on the street then. He's not my problem.'
The boys have you. They don't have to live in fear." Sam said it as matter
of factly as he could, but his voice still broke at the end.


Wyatt looked appalled by what Sam told him. He reached out
his hand and placed it over Sam's. "I would never turn my back on
them." He gave Sam's hand a small squeeze then he let go and his
expression became troubled. "But I did turn my back on my father and my
brother."


"How come?" Sam asked.


"When I came out in college, they didn't react
well," Wyatt said with a sigh. "My dad refused to accept it. He said,
'You don't know what the hell you're talking about.' Lloyd said I was selfish.
And in a way, I guess I was."


Sam couldn't let him think that. "You just moved to a
town where you don't know a soul for the sake of those two boys. I'd call that
pretty selfless."


"I was so angry at the time especially with the way
Lloyd reacted. But it was when my dad suggested a conversion program that
someone told him about, that's when I snapped. Then Lloyd said I could at least
find out more about it, and that was it for me. The rejection from Lloyd was
just too much for me to take. I cut off all contact with them. I never meant
for it to be forever, but that's how it turned out. He breathed raggedly. I
never saw either of them and now they're both gone, Wyatt spoke haltingly like
each word hurt.


"I'm sorry," Sam said and this time he reached out
for Wyatt's hand and held it.


"The way they reacted still hurts me but I also miss
them," Wyatt said. "The last time Lloyd and I spoke was after our dad
died, but nothing had really changed. Then we lost touch again. That's why I
didn't know I was an uncle until just recently."


"They took to you fast," Sam said. He was so good
with the boys. It was hard to believe he hadn't known them all their lives.


"I wasn't in touch with my family. I didn't know my
brother had..." There was a catch in his throat and he couldn't say it.
"I didn't know he died. I always thought we would reconnect one day, and
he would be my big brother again, the one who had my back no matter what."


"I'm sure he wanted that too," Sam said. "It
seems like he had a good life here. And you had a good life in Europe, right?"


"I felt free. I went there on a study abroad program,
but my real reason was that I thought I could only be myself somewhere away
from my father and my brother. The farther away the better. I settled down
first in Milan then Vienna."


"And you liked it there?"


"I did, and I felt I could really breathe. Like I
didn't always have to fight just to be myself. But now I'm back here."
Wyatt shook his head and looked around him in dismay. "I'm still
shell-shocked. Every day I ask myself how did I end up with two dogs and two
kids? Could this really be my life?" Wyatt then looked at Sam like he
might have the answer.


Caught up in his deep, blue eyed gaze, Sam was telling
himself that he should be leaving, but he wasn't actually moving off the couch
where he was sitting, leaning into one corner while Wyatt took up the other.
They were facing each other but they weren't sitting that close. It still felt
too close to Sam. Too dangerous.


The feeling that kept him here now wasn't a warm glow like
before. It was a painful ache like every inch of him knew it would hurt to tear
himself away from Wyatt though all they were doing was talking quietly. The
conversation had turned to cooking.


"I think I learned a lot today. I'm looking forward to
making spaghetti for the boys, but I think I'll be getting my sauce from a
jar," Wyatt was saying.


"I don't think they'll object," Sam told him.


"I don't know. You might have spoiled them with that
fresh made sauce," Wyatt told him. "It was really good."


"You and the boys helped make it. It's great to be able
to pick things right from the garden," Sam said but, he wasn't really
thinking about food. His eyes kept tracing lines over Wyatt's knuckles and up
his muscled arms. After roaming his chest, Sam's gaze went up to his strong jaw
and his mouth, but not as far as his blue eyes.


"But I think one of these days we need to treat you to
dinner you didn't have to cook yourself," Wyatt said.


"It wasn't just me, and anyway, I like cooking,"
Sam said.


"Where you live over the hardware store, do you have
any kind of kitchen so you can cook when you want?" Wyatt wondered.


"Oh, no. It's just one room," Sam told him. He was
a little bit embarrassed by it.


"In that case, any time you feel like cooking up
something, feel free to come over here," Wyatt said with a grin. "But
I won't slack off either. I'll keep practicing my cooking and make you
proud."


At that moment Wyatt wore such a gorgeous smile. His eyes
shone so enticingly that Sam found himself leaning in. Just in time he stopped
and turned away. What was he thinking? What was he about to do?


Sam stood up, ready to make an escape before he did anything
crazy. "I better get going," he said and stared at his feet.


Wyatt got up to, but not to walk him to the door. "You
can't walk home in the dark. There are no street lights out there," Wyatt
told him.


"There aren't many cars either," Sam told him. He
didn't look forward to walking along the roadside at night, but not because of
any actual danger. The near total darkness would make him paranoid. The whole
way he would be jumping at shadows, but he was still determined to go.


"You should stay over. It's too late for you to go into
town," Wyatt said surprising him.


"I... It's not that far," Sam stammered and his
eyes locked with Wyatt's.


"You don't want to walk along that dark road all alone
when you can stay here with me," Wyatt said and stepped closer to him.


"I'll be fine," Sam whispered hardly daring to
breathe.


Wyatt shook his head. "I won't be fine. I'll be worried
about you and I'll miss you," he said in a seductive voice that melted
Sam's resolve.


With Wyatt so close, all Sam could think about was how he
wanted him even closer. He wanted to breathe him in -- his strength, his
kindness, everything about him.


"Wyatt," Sam said but he didn't know what words
should follow.


In return Wyatt murmured his name low and sweet while his
gaze fell to Sam's mouth. Sam was breathing hard and his hands reached out to
rest on Wyatt's strong arms. He pulled in close to Wyatt and gave him a naked,
begging look as his need took over.


Right there, only inches away, was a man Sam wanted like he
had never wanted anyone. He would die if Wyatt didn't touch him somewhere,
anywhere, just to take away a little bit of this yearning that was clawing
inside him.


But when Wyatt's touch came, the painful need only grew
worse, more intense as Wyatt's lips brushed his earlobe. Wyatt's voice came in
a hot whisper. "Please stay," he said.


The words were pleading, but that's not how Sam heard them.
Those few words and the heat in Wyatt's voice took control of him. All his
reasons for wanting to leave were forgotten, lost in a fog of arousal.


He moaned, "OK" against the stubble of Wyatt's
jaw. Slowly, they both turned until their lips discovered one another. The kiss
was slow, melting all through him.


Sam had never kissed like that, opening himself up, kissing
a man from the depths of his soul. It was how he believed a wonderful man like
Wyatt deserved to be kissed -- with everything he had in him and nothing held
back.


When the kiss ended, Sam was left panting in a daze, barely
hearing Wyatt as he told him, "Now I'll never let you leave."


Sam laughed though he also felt like he wanted to cry. Going
crazy with unbearable need, he didn't want Wyatt to let him go. He wanted to
stay here and feel wanted.


"I'm not kidding," Wyatt told him. "I'm going
to lure you into my bedroom and make you feel so good." With those words
Wyatt swept him down the hall and to the master bedroom. He shut the door
quietly then locked it.


"Right where I want you," he said and he kissed
Sam's mouth then his throat.


His kisses were soft, exploring. His hold on Sam was gentle.
It would be easy to push him away and say, "Stop."


No. It was impossible. His gently encircling arms might as
well be the tightest chains. Sam couldn't free himself from the way Wyatt
kissed him, from the heat of his body only just starting to push against him.


Wrapping Sam in his muscular arms, Wyatt swung him toward
the bed and laid him down on it. Sam wasn't sure what Wyatt had planned, and he
was too out of his mind with wanting him to care. Right now he felt up to
anything.


When Wyatt crawled over him and started kissing him and
loosening his clothes. Sam let out a shuddering sigh as Wyatt's fingers inched
under his clothes. Excited by Wyatt's touch, he was breathing fast.


Staring down at Sam with hooded eyes, Wyatt cupped his face.
Wyatt's thumb pressed against his parted lips then swiped over them.
"You're going to have to be quiet," he said to Sam then he kissed
him.


Next he pulled Sam's t-shirt up over his head and then
splayed his hands over his chest. His fingers drawing circles around Sam's
nipples, Wyatt moaned low in his throat.


"I want to get to know you better, every inch of
you," Wyatt said as he lowered his mouth to his chest and started sucking
and nibbling.


While Sam bucked under him and stifled his moans, Wyatt's
hands moved down to his fly. Opening it, Wyatt pulled his jeans down along with
his boxers. Impatiently, Sam kicked them away.


He grabbed for Wyatt to bring him closer and to try and get
him out of his clothes. He did it fumblingly while kissing him and grinding
against him.


At the same time, Wyatt was groping him everywhere. His
touch was sure and hot as it burned over every inch of his skin. It made Sam
clumsy and desperate as he undressed him.


Finally Wyatt was naked and he took Sam's breath away. He
was beautiful and he was kissing Sam like he would steal his soul.


As Wyatt's hand trailed down his chest and over his abs, Sam
raised his hips, searching for the grip of his hand, the heat of it. Then it
was there, the hardness of his cock resting against the palm of Wyatt's hand.
As his fingers wrapped around, Sam surged into the tightness of his grip.


Stroking him lightly, Wyatt kissed his way down his body.
His mouth open, so hot and wet, each kiss burned into him. After an eternity of
kisses, his cock was finally surrounded by the heat of Wyatt's mouth.


When Wyatt started sucking, Sam was sure he would lose his
mind. He definitely lost control thrusting into Wyatt's mouth then feeling him
moan around his cock in pure satisfaction.


Each time when Sam was sure he would come, Wyatt slowed down
to make it last. By the time Sam came, he barely remembered where he was. But
at the last second he remembered not to yell and curse at the top of his lungs
as he came down Wyatt's throat.


Nothing in his life had ever felt this good. Sam was
exhausted and giddy with the feeling of it as Wyatt kissed him and murmured his
name. He wanted to do that to Wyatt, make him feel just that good.


He wasn't sure he could, but that didn't stop him. Pushing
Wyatt onto his back, he bit and licked his way down his chest. He wanted to
devour him whole.


Wyatt was telling him to slow down, but Sam couldn't. He
wanted to make him come so bad. He wanted to taste him, savor him and swallow
him down.


Hungry for him, he licked the thick shaft and moaned around
the head. Wyatt's balls were cupped in his hand, too tempting not to have in
his mouth.


Each one got his attention while he stroked the shaft. Sam
then kissed his way from the base to the tip and started sucking down the whole
length of him.


It wasn't easy, but Sam wanted every perfect inch of that
cock as far as he could take it. It felt scary and wonderful and he heard Wyatt
groan in appreciation.


He pleasured Wyatt's cock long and slow, wanting to satisfy
him down to his bones. Under his breath and through gritted teeth, Wyatt swore
and told him he was amazing.


Sam hummed and sucked and worshipped his cock, until Wyatt
warned him he was about to come. Looking up at him, Sam silently let him know
that he was ready, that he couldn't wait to swallow every drop.


Gently, Wyatt cupped Sam's head as he fed him his come. Then
he pulled Sam up and kissed him so passionately, he was sure he would come from
it. Sam was that ready.


But Wyatt stopped kissing him to gasp, "Thank you.
You're incredible. I'm never letting you leave my bed." Without breaking
eye contact, he then leaned down to take Sam's aching cock in his mouth and he
made him come once again.


They slept skin to skin, arms around each other, legs
tangled. All night, Sam slept peacefully while Wyatt kept away the bad dreams.







Chapter 12


 


Finding himself staring up at an unfamiliar ceiling Sam was
disoriented but not afraid. He didn't know where he was, but as he looked all
around with bleary eyes, something kept the panic at bay. It was Wyatt sprawled
next to him, breathing softly as he slept.


Sam smiled at the sight of his sleep ruffled hair, his
parted lips. Last night he was so turned on, he forgot to be afraid and that
was pretty incredible.


Leaning over the sleeping Wyatt, Sam was about to kiss him
awake, but then he heard noises down the hall. He realized that the kids and
the dogs must be up.


Sam decided to leave Wyatt sleeping, and he got dressed
quietly and went out. He found the kids and the dogs in the kitchen clustered
around the dog dishes.


"It's Sam! Look!" Riley said excitedly and jumped
in place.


"Good morning, Riley. Good morning, DJ," Sam said.


"Morning!" they both said to him cheerfully, but
their eyes were questioning.


To late, Sam realized that he might have to explain why he
was there. But it turned out the boys had other things on their minds, like
Barney and Brownie pawing at the back door.


DJ pointed at the back porch and told Sam, "They wanna
go out. Uncle Wyatt said it's OK for them to go in the back."


Sam opened the back door and the dogs ran out. "We'll
keep an eye on them. Now do you two want to help me make breakfast?" he
asked the boys.


Right away Riley said yes and he bounced over to the fridge.
"I know how to make breakfast," he boasted. Then he got out a carton
of milk. He turned to Sam. "Now it's your turn. You get the cereal."


"What if we put the milk in glasses and make some
pancakes?" Sam said to him.


"You know how?" Riley said.


"I do." He had already thought of something he
wanted to make. "I want to make skinny pancakes."


"Skinny?" DJ said.


"They are special pancakes. I think your uncle might
like them. And I think you and DJ will like them too. What do you think?"


Riley wasn't a hundred percent sold on the idea of skinny
pancakes, but he said, "OK."


"We'll need some of that milk and flower and
eggs."


DJ and Riley helped him gather what he needed then he let
them help with breaking eggs and mixing.


"Now we fry them up," Sam announced.


Both of the boys climbed on chairs and kneeled on them
backwards so they could watch him make crepes.


"They are skinny," DJ said impressed as the first
crepe was done and it went sliding onto a plate.


After Sam had a few of them made, he checked for the ones
that weren't still hot.


"This one is cool enough. You can fold it or roll it
up. You want to try it?" He gave the floppy crepe to Riley to eat with his
hands and then got another one for DJ. "And one for you."


"It's good," DJ said after biting into it
cautiously.


That was good news. If they liked them plain, they would
like them even better with some fillings. Sam looked in the fridge, but there
was no whipped cream. Too bad. He would have to remember to pick some up and
bring it over.


Going back to the stove to make more crepes, Sam wondered at
himself. He was already taking it for granted that he would be back here
bringing with him whipped cream and God knows what else. And why not? It was
obvious he couldn't stay away from Wyatt.


Just as he realized he should have started coffee, Sam heard
the kids wishing good morning to their uncle.


"Look, Sam is here," Riley exclaimed "He made
us skinny pancakes!" DJ was busy chewing and holding up what was left of
his crepe.


"Crepes. I was not expecting this," Wyatt said
while he beamed at Sam and made him remember what they did last night in vivid
detail.


"The kids and I made them for you," Sam whispered
when Wyatt went over to give him a kiss on the cheek.


"Riley flipped these? Impressive. How did you know I liked
them?" Wyatt wondered.


"In one of the pictures from Europe that you showed us,
you were sitting at an outdoor cafe and there was a plate with crepes in front
of you," Sam said feeling embarrassed at how well he remembered every
image of Wyatt he saw.


"You have a good eye," Wyatt said and Sam smiled
and blushed.


He should have really sneaked out of here before being seen,
but once he thought of making the crepes for Wyatt, he just couldn't resist.
When it came to him, Sam was always letting his impulses rule him. There was no
one else who ever made him act that way.


While making coffee and setting the table, Wyatt made sure
Sam knew that he appreciated what he did. "Thank you for making these,
you're amazing."


"Us too," Riley said. "We all cooked. All of
us together."


"Is that right? Then you're all amazing," Wyatt
said and he picked up Riley and swung him around. Then he did the same to DJ.


 


Sam only had a few more crepes to make then they sat down at
the kitchen table to eat. They had the crepes with peach jam and honey after DJ
dug up half a jar from the back of the pantry.


"Uncle Wyatt, Sam said he knows how to make
cookies," Riley said obviously impressed by cookies more than crepes.


Wyatt ruffled his hair and said, "That's a very
important skill."


"Yes. It is important," DJ agreed solemnly so he
got his hair ruffled too.


"After I show you, you'll know how to make cookies
too," Sam told them. Then he bit his lip. Once again he was assuming he
would be back.


But DJ rolled right along with that. "And pie. Can we
make pie?"


"And pie too," Sam agreed and DJ grinned. When it
came to making the kids happy, how could he hesitate?


"We're going to keep you busy," Wyatt said while
shooting Sam a meaningful look. It was obvious he wasn't just talking about
cooking.


 


Afterward he and Sam cleaned up the table while the kids
went to brush their teeth. The whole time, Sam had so much trouble keeping his
thoughts decent. All he wanted to do was rush at Wyatt and devour him. Instead
he started to do the dishes.


"I'll do the dishes later," Wyatt told him then
spun him away from the sink and placed one hand on his waist while he cupped
Sam's face with the other. "I was worried when I didn't find you next to
me in bed. Then I smelled something good cooking, and I knew you were still
here."


"I should have left. If the kids asked why I was here,
I wouldn't have been able to explain," Sam said.


"You can say you stayed over so you could make us
breakfast, but I didn't want you to have to cook this morning. You're too good
to us. We'll get spoiled," Wyatt warned him and then he nuzzled his neck
and nibbled on his ear.


Even as he moaned low in his throat, Sam told himself to
stay in control and not get carried away. "As long as you like it. And I
can teach you how to make pancakes then you can make breakfast."


Wyatt pulled back to give him an offended look. "Are
you saying you don't think I can handle making crepes?"


"You can graduate to crepes after you figure out
pancakes," Sam told him and that earned him a kiss from Wyatt. They broke
apart as they heard noise out in the hallway.


After the kids, followed by the dogs, ran back into the
kitchen, Wyatt asked them, "Should we drive Sam to town so he's not late
for work?"


He got a loud yes from the boys and they all piled into the
car. In front of the café, the kids stayed in their car seats, and Wyatt
stepped out with Sam.


"So when will I be seeing you?" Wyatt asked.


"I'm not sure about my schedule," Sam said.
Somehow he managed not to say tonight or let's drive somewhere right now. He
was desperate to see Wyatt more than anything. Even now he didn't want to let
him leave.


"Let's make it soon," Wyatt told him and took his
hand and kissed it.


Sam could only nod as Wyatt made his heart do crazy things.
With every gesture with every look, he was making it impossible for Sam to
resist him.







Chapter 13


 


Every time Wyatt caught sight of the hill covered with peach
trees in bloom, he thought of Sam and smiled. He did the same thing when he
looked at the pictures on his phone from that day. He remembered holding his
hand under the peach trees and then kissing him.


That was the moment, the start of it as far as Wyatt was
concerned. He hoped there would be a lot more. But they hadn't made any
definite plans. He wished they had but he didn't want to pressure Sam. How did
Wyatt end up falling for someone so shy and hesitant?


Different men used to roll through his dreams, guys he met
or just passed on the street, someone who smiled at him in a bar or cafe. None
of them stayed long enough to mean much, until Sam. Now Wyatt only dreamed
about him, like he was the only man in the world and all the others had stopped
existing.


Right now, Wyatt was gazing at one of the photos from the
orchard that Mrs. York took for them. There were the dogs -- Brownie with her
head to the side like she was listening and Barney sniffing at some roots.
Standing on either side of Wyatt and Sam, the boys were smiling brightly.


In the center of the photo, Wyatt and Sam were standing with
the flowering boughs of the peach trees right above their heads. They were
slightly inclined toward each other, but not standing nearly close enough for
Wyatt's liking.


From what little he knew, Wyatt didn't expect to win him
over that quickly. Inside, Sam was still that helpless, vulnerable boy at the
mercy of relatives who begrudged him the bare minimum they had to provide him.
He wasn't going to trust his heart to anyone easily.


But still, there was so much promise in that picture. Wyatt
found it within the light in Sam's eyes, the pink blooms above their heads and
in all of their smiles.


Wyatt was tempted to make that photo his screen saver, but
that seemed premature, maybe even a jinx. He decided to rotate the different
picture of the boys and the dogs. That made DJ and Riley ask to see his phone
all the time to see the new picture.


It was a good reminder to take more pictures. He took some
as they walked the dogs. It was late afternoon and the colors in the west were
just starting to turn ruddy. He snapped a few pictures of the boys and the dogs
against the western sky.


He was reviewing the pics on the way back, when he saw that
they had visitors waiting in front of their house. It was Lara and another
woman in her mid twenties, but Gloria wasn't with them.


"Hey guys, it's our neighbor lady," Wyatt called
out.


The boys ran over and asked about Gloria.


"She's at her dad's. She'll be sorry she missed seeing
those dogs," Lara said. As the boys and the dogs ran into the front yard,
she turned to Wyatt. "I came by to introduce this one. Her name is Noreen
Kurtz. She teaches at the elementary school. And that's Wyatt Hayes."


"Great to meet you," Wyatt said.


"Nice to meet you too, the famous Wyatt Hayes. My
grandparents had me married off to you before we even met. Then Lara wanted to
introduce me to you, and I thought, oh no, not her too, But then she told me I
didn't have anything to worry about."


"No?" Wyatt said while looking between them.


"She told me you play for the other team. Or swing the
other way or one of those other euphemisms," Noreen said.


"How did you know I was gay?" Wyatt asked Lara.


"I leaned over," Lara said like that explained
something.


"OK?"


She shook her head and laughed. "See? You didn't even
notice." She then pointed at her boobs. "These things are certified
gaydar."


Noreen looked down at herself and confirmed that nothing
stood in the way to block the view of her tennis shoes so she glowered at Lara.


"What if I was a leg man?" Wyatt asked.


"Maybe man legs," Lara said.


"Mmm man legs," Wyatt said.


"Now you sound like a cannibal," Noreen told him.


Then Lara jumped in with more evidence. "And if I
needed confirmation, I heard that Sam, that beautiful guy from the café, came
over here to cook with you."


"That doesn't mean anything. It was just a friendly
gesture," Wyatt said while he wondered how she knew about that. Maybe the
whole town knew that Sam stayed over too.


"He never comes over to get friendly and cook with me.
How about you, Noreen? He ever been over at your place?" Lara asked.


Noreen only laughed.


"Speaking of my newfound cooking skills. You two want
to come in and have dinner? I can practice my cooking on you guys." Wyatt
still didn't know if Sam might be free to join them. They could make it a
dinner party, but then Lara shook her head.


"I'm going to go pick up Gloria, and Noreen was on her
way to make dinner at her grandparents. Their place is right outside of
town," Lara told him.


"I guess I won't be attempting any cooking then. We'll
walk with you guys and have dinner in town. That way I can feed these kids some
decent food," Wyatt said relieved that he wouldn't have to cook. The kids
would be happy to go into town too. "Hey guys, we're walking with Lara and
Noreen into town."


They all headed out together. Eager to poke around, the dogs
pulled the boys ahead of them. Then Barney and Brownie would find something
irresistible they had to investigate and lose their lead.


As the sun dropped in the sky, the air was turning
pleasantly cool. The colors were deeper with the golden shimmer of late
afternoon suffusing everything.


Lara was the first to peel off from the group and then it
was just the boys and the dogs closely followed by Wyatt and Noreen. They all
walked on the side of the road together, and DJ kept glancing back toward
Noreen with an expression of grave concern. Finally he came over to walk next
to Wyatt.


"You're not making friends with Ms Kurtz, are you,
Uncle Wyatt?" DJ asked in a whisper.


"Why not?" Wyatt wondered.


DJ stepped closer to whisper some more. "You can't be
friends with her," he confided to Wyatt.


Riley had leaned in to eavesdrop and now he looked from
Wyatt to Noreen. "Grown-ups can have friends too," he pointed out
reasonably.


"Not teachers," DJ said then gave Noreen the side
eye.


Riley didn't look sure about that, but in the end, he was
willing to accept his big brother's verdict. Now he looked at Wyatt and Noreen
like they were definitely breaking some kind of rule. DJ was still eyeing
Noreen like she was some exotic animal that had escaped the zoo.


"When they aren't at school, teachers are just people,"
Wyatt told him.


DJ would be turning six and starting first grade next year,
and he had some definite opinions about teachers. He shook his head at the idea
that teachers could ever be people. "Teachers are teachers," he
stated.


"Yes, we're a separate species," Noreen
deadpanned. She wasn't helping.


"OK, but I think I still like her. Noreen and I are
friends," Wyatt said to the boys, but DJ wasn't swayed.


"She's a teacher. You can't be friends with her,"
DJ insisted.


"Oh." Wyatt said and turned to Noreen. "Sorry.
You heard him. It's against the rules."


"Says who?" Noreen said and gave DJ a stern look.


He shrank from her a little and drew closer to Wyatt.


"Uh oh, looks like you better let me be friends with
her or she'll be mad," Wyatt said to him.


"If you have to," DJ allowed grudgingly.


 


"So are you from here?" Wyatt asked her once the
boys walked ahead with the dogs.


"Not really. My dad moved away before he got married.
Small town life wasn't for him. I only ever visited my grandparents here. My
granddad was a teacher at the local school. He heard about a job at the
elementary school and passed on the word to me."


"I'm glad there is an elementary school right in
town," Wyatt said.


"Right. But the kids will have to go to Ashbury for
middle school and high school," she told him.


Wyatt wasn't ready to worry about that yet. "That's not
for years and years and years."


"Living in denial, I see," Noreen said to him.


 


They were in sight of town when they parted ways with
Noreen. They had just waved to her as she disappeared behind a hedge, when a
truck pulling a trailer passed them, and Riley called out, "A horse! A
horse!" He yelled excitedly and jumped in place.


"It is!" DJ exclaimed, and the two of them waved
to the horse in the back until the trailer was out of sight.


What Wyatt noticed was that he instinctively grabbed Riley
and DJ's hands as the truck passed by. They were well off the road, but when it
came to kids, better safe than sorry, especially with skittish little doggies
in the mix.


Now DJ slipped his little hand away and told him solemnly,
"Guys aren't supposed to hold hands, but it's OK for little kids like
Ry." He leaned over to look at Riley, who pouted at him.


"I'm not a little kid," Riley claimed, but he
still held on to Wyatt's hand. He looked at both DJ and Wyatt defiantly, like
he was daring them to just try and make him let go.


That was heartening, but what DJ said made Wyatt feel sad,
so he told him, "I like to hold hands with guys all the time, my friends
and boyfriends."


"And it's OK?" DJ asked.


"Sure. It's nice. So you can hold my hand if you want,
but you don't have to," Wyatt told him.


For a few steps, DJ looked unsure, but then he took Wyatt's
hand and smiled. He was still so little, it was too soon for him to give up
little comforts and signs of closeness especially when he lost his parents so
recently.


 


They were going to the café for dinner, but Wyatt was
wishing he had texted Sam to make sure he would be there. Since they were
close, he figured he would soon find out one way or the other.


Then he got a surprise. Before they got to the café, they
saw Sam coming out from behind the hardware store. The kids called his name and
he came over to join them.


"Are you on your way to work?" Wyatt asked him.
"That's where we're going."


"No. I have the evening off," Sam said.


"Looks like Sam isn't working at the café
tonight," Wyatt told the boys.


"We won't get to see him," Riley said mournfully
and his sad, brown eyes looked right at Sam.


"We are seeing him, Ry. He's right there." Wyatt
pointed at Sam.


Riley gave him a goofy grin and said, "I know."


"Look. It's Billie and Cat," DJ said as he waved
at someone down the sidewalk. He had spotted a little boy and girl with their
parents, and now all the kids were waving at each other. "Can we go show
them Barney and Brownie?"


While DJ waited for him to give permission, Wyatt saw that
the parents were busy looking at something on one of their phones. The boy and
the girl were already coming their way.


"Go ahead," Wyatt said and DJ and Riley ran off to
meet them halfway on the sidewalk. There was a lot of fussing over the dogs,
and that gave Wyatt a chance to have a word with Sam.


"I was about to invite you to have dinner with us. As
you might have noticed, we can't get enough of you. But I don't want you to feel
pressured to spend time with us," Wyatt told him. The thought that Sam
might not want to see him made his chest hurt, but he tried not to show how
much he dreaded a no from him.


"I don't feel pressured," Sam said and looked at
Wyatt with his earnest, gray eyes.


"When you said you didn't know about your schedule, I
thought maybe that was your way of saying you needed a break from us,"
Wyatt confessed to him.


"I don't need a break. I like spending time with
you," Sam said then he blushed and looked away.


That made Wyatt feel so good. "I always look forward to
seeing you," Wyatt told him, his voice coming out low and thick with
meaning. He meant to say it more casually than that, but that's just how it
came out.


"Me too," Sam admitted shyly.


As their little friends went to join their parents, the kids
ran back, and Wyatt decided it was time to make dinner plans. "If you
haven't had dinner, maybe you want to come eat with us. We can go to that
barbeque grill if you want a change of scenery," Wyatt said to Sam.


Sam didn't even get a chance to answer before the kids
started clamoring for him to come. "And Barney and Brownie want you to
come too," Riley said to Sam then he got down to talk to the dogs.
"Tell him."


"Actually, I'm not sure what we'll do with Barney and
Brownie when we eat," Wyatt said as he looked down at the dogs.


"What were you going to do with them at the cafe?"
Sam asked and leaned down to pet the dogs and scratch their heads.


"Get takeout if we couldn't get anyone to watch Barney
and Brownie for us," Wyatt said.


"L&L Barbeque is near these picnic tables by the
riverside. If we eat there, then it won't be a problem to bring Barney and
Brownie. They can just hang out with us," Sam said.


"So you're coming, that's great," Wyatt said since
Sam hadn't given him a yes. Hearing the good news, the boys celebrated by
jumping around and the dogs woofed a few times. "See you made everyone
happy," Wyatt told him.


 


They set off for the barbeque place with the dogs and the
kids a few steps ahead of them. The sun was very low now, turning the clouds on
the horizon a fiery red. Ahead of them they could see the river turning brassy
and gold.


"So do you eat over there much?" Wyatt asked Sam.


Sam shook his head slowly a few times in clear denial.
"Oh, no. They're competitors, and I'm a loyal Peach Tree Cafe
employee."


"So we're corrupting you," Wyatt said and he
wiggled his eyebrows at Sam.


Taking a turn along the path, they were now walking parallel
to the river. Soon a red roofed building with a big chimney came into view. A
big red sign read Lenny & Lou's Barbeque Grill. A smaller sign announced
Fish Fry Fridays.


"Looks like we might have to come back on Friday,"
Wyatt said, and Sam and DJ made faces. Riley didn't object though. "Just
me and Ry maybe. It looks like Sam and DJ don't like fish."


"I like fishes but not to eat them," DJ said.


"Same here," Sam said and smiled at DJ. Those two
were such kindred spirits.


A little further on, Sam pointed out the tables where he
suggested they should eat. Right away Wyatt noticed that the tables, which were
lined up in twos, would give them a great view of the river. Now they just
needed to get some food.


They went to order at a takeout window. Smoke was coming
from a big, outdoor grilling station where meat was sizzling, filling the air
with an irresistible smell.


While they stood in line, they looked over the menu. They
only had one so Wyatt and Sam shared it, leaning close together.


"Grilled polenta, interesting, comes with sausage and
mushroom gravy. I'll have ribs with that, and you'll have to carry me
home," Wyatt said to Sam.


"I'm sure you can handle it," Sam said. He picked
the beef fajitas.


"What about you guys?" Wyatt asked the boys.


"Grilled corn and grilled chicken drumsticks,"
Riley said and DJ nodded.


"For both of you?" Wyatt asked.


"Yes. It's our favorite," DJ said.


"Dad liked the little ribs," Riley said and looked
sad, as the kids did any time they talked about their parents.


"Short ribs," Wyatt said and thinking of Lloyd
made his sad too.


DJ nodded. "And Mom always said, 'I'm a burger gal.'
But she always let us have some of her fries."


"She did," Riley confirmed and blinked away tears.


"We'll order some fries to share, what do you
think?" Wyatt said.


"OK," the boys said.


The waitress who took their order recognized the boys and
fussed over them, but it was Wyatt's order that made her happiest. "That's
our specialty. Nobody else makes grilled polenta like that. Nobody," she
said, making it sound that if they did she might have to beat them up.


They arranged for a text when their food was done then went
for a walk on the riverbank.


"This place is great," Wyatt said. "Second
only to the café, of course."


Sam smiled at that. "Mrs. Del Rio eats here all the
time. She can't resist barbeque."


 


Once they got the food, they took it down to one of the
tables by the river. They weren't the only ones who brought takeout from Lenny
& Lou's and came down to the picnic tables to eat. In fact only one table
was left other than the one they picked out.


When they went to sit, Wyatt saw that the view had more to
offer than just the river glimmering with the sunset. Between the houses and
trees, he could see Peach Tree Hill and behind it the sun as it was setting.


"Wow, the peach trees in bloom at sunset are something
else. What an amazing view," Wyatt said and he looked over at Sam. Of
course the romance of that view made him think of him.


With such a view, this would be a romantic spot if everyone
around them at the other tables wasn't eating with their hands and getting
smeared with barbeque sauce from ear to ear. That mostly went for the kids he
saw, but Wyatt noted that some adults were just as bad. That's why he reminded
himself to eat with dignity no matter how good those ribs were. That way Sam
wouldn't think any less of him.


"Those are fajitas," DJ said as he looked at what
Sam had in front of him.


"They have veggies inside them," Riley noticed
disapprovingly.


"Yes. Grilled veggies. They're good. Want to try?"
Sam asked.


Riley turned to Wyatt, to ask permission. "Can I?"


"Sure," Wyatt said. He was going to share his ribs
with everyone, but first he wanted to have the boys try Sam's food.


Sam sliced off a piece of his fajita for Riley. At first
Riley wasn't sure, but then he ate it and he grinned. "It's good."


"Want more?" Sam asked him.


"Don't do it, Ry. That's Sam's dinner. He'll be
hungry," DJ scolded him.


"I'll be OK," Sam assured him. "I eat plenty
at the cafe."


Riley wouldn't take any more though, but Sam sneaked a piece
over to DJ. "You should try it too," Sam told him. DJ did and gave it
a thumbs up.


Sam was so good with them, and Wyatt could tell it was
special for the boys when a grownup shared their food with them. Wyatt tried to
share his grilled polenta and sausage and mushroom gravy, but his food was
soundly rejected. It tasted good to him though. Everyone did get a few of his
ribs, even Sam.


He tried to refuse, so Wyatt told him, "You really do
want to carry me home." That made him take some.


It was nice eating out in the open air, under the lights
that came on along the paths leading to the river. The way they all shared food
made Wyatt nostalgic for the days when no food on Lloyd's plate was safe from
his own grabby little hands.


To Wyatt, sharing food was a small part of the closeness he
and his brother shared and the kind of bond people take for granted until it's
lost. He wanted the boys to know that feeling even though their parents were
gone. He wanted to give them back what he had missed for all these years and
only now found again with the two of them and with Sam.


 


On the way back into town, Wyatt walked next to Sam with the
boys only one step ahead of them. DJ and Riley were telling the dogs not to try
and eat the moths that flitted around them.


For a while, they walked on the lighted paths along the
river. In its depths they could see the starry sky. Ripples moved over the
reflected night sky making it flow.


"Thanks for coming with us," Wyatt said to Sam as
they turned away from the river and started to walk toward town.


"Thanks for inviting me," Sam said with a sweet
smile while his eyes shone with moonlight.


"You're always invited to every meal and anything else.
And I mean that. Any time you want to hang out with us, we're up for it."
Wyatt paused then asked. "How about tonight? Want to come home with us. We
can watch a movie."


Sam looked hesitant, and Wyatt got ready to have his heart
broken, tonight at least.


"You OK?" Sam asked him as he took in his pained
expression.


Wyatt drew in a deep breath and let it out. "I'm just
preparing for the worst. That you'll say no to sitting on our couch and
watching a movie with me," Wyatt admitted.


"That's the worst thing you can think of?" Sam
said with a raised eyebrow.


"I would be crushed. So what do you say?" Wyatt
asked but tried not to get his hopes up.


Sam looked down at the ground and became serious, like he
was considering some grave decision. Finally he lifted his beautiful face to
Wyatt and said, "OK. I'll come home with you."







Chapter 14


 


Honestly, Sam was so weak, but he couldn't really blame
himself. How was he supposed to abandon this happy feeling he had as he spent
time with Wyatt, the kids and the dogs? All while Wyatt's gorgeous baby blues
were imploring him, seducing him. No one could resist that. No one was that
strong.


So there was Sam, getting pulled into Wyatt's irresistible
orbit again and going home with him. Maybe he should stop fighting it and just
go wherever this happy feeling was leading him.


As the kids celebrated his decision, Sam offered to get his
car and give them a ride home. "I'll run and come back here and pick you
up."


"No need." Wyatt pointed to the right, where they
could see the road on the other side of the clearing. "If we cut across
that way and walk, we'll save some time. Who's up for a nighttime
adventure?" he asked the boys.


The boys were up for it, of course, and the dogs loved
sniffing at things along the way. The moon was shining and they could see well
enough not to trip.


"It's so peaceful out here. I feel like I should be
whispering," Wyatt said once they were away from the town and walking
along the road with no cars on it.


What Sam noticed was how different it was to walk with Wyatt
and the boys at night. It was fun and it gave him a good feeling. Being out at
night by himself always felt so lonely and oppressive.


It reminded him of his biggest fear growing up, the
boogieman of being cast out, having to live on the street. His cousins had
taunted him about that. "You'll have to eat garbage and sleep in cardboard
boxes, and rats will bite your face when you sleep. And you'll freeze to death
when it gets cold. They'll find you frozen stiff on a park bench all blue with
your tongue hanging out." Sam had so many nightmares about that, waking up
in a cold sweat, stifling his crying, choking on every breath. That's when he
first developed his terror of ending up on the street.


The noisy laughter of the boys brought Sam out of it and
reminded him that he wasn't alone. Riley was laughing because Barney was trying
to sniff a moth. DJ was telling the dogs to play nice with moths. Sam smiled.
He was so far from alone right now especially with Wyatt by his side.


But his weird mood didn't go unnoticed. Wyatt was looking at
Sam questioningly then he called out to DJ. "Hey, DJ, do you think I
should hold Sam's hand so he isn't scared?"


Sam glanced over at him and wondered if Wyatt could tell
what kinds of thoughts had preoccupied him a moment ago.


Meanwhile DJ looked from Wyatt to Sam and made his decision.
"Sam is big. He won't get scared."


"I'll hold his hand," Riley said. Leading Barney
on his leash, he ran over to Sam and took his hand.


"I won't be scared at all now," Sam told Riley,
who looked up at him with his trusting, brown eyes and smiled.


"But Ry is too little," DJ complained like he
thought his little brother wasn't up to the job.


"You might be right, DJ. I guess I better help,"
Wyatt said and he took Sam's other hand. After giving Sam a smile, he turned to
DJ. "Now you help me not to be scared." He offered DJ his hand, and
he took it.


"Now no one is scared," Riley said and Barney and
Brownie barked as if they were agreeing.


Pretty soon though, the dogs wanted to sniff at things and
the boys went with them. That left only Sam and Wyatt holding hands. Wyatt
threaded his fingers through Sam's and told him, "Thanks for coming with
us."


They were still holding hands as they went up the path to
the Hayes' house. Wyatt unlocked the door and turned the lights on. Going
inside ahead of everyone, the dogs went straight for their water dishes in the
kitchen. The kids followed them stomping their feet noisily on the wooden
floor.


"Let's steal a minute here," Wyatt said, grabbed
Sam around the waist so he could give him a quick kiss. The brief press of
their lips and the way Wyatt sighed left Sam smiling as they joined the kids
and the dogs in the kitchen.


"We can make popcorn and watch movies," DJ said to
Sam while looking up at him eagerly and bouncing excitedly on his toes.


"Do we have popcorn?" Wyatt wondered. "And
anyway, you don't have time for a movie before you have to go to bed. Maybe an
episode of something." He then looked at his phone, which sounded with a
text. "Hey guys, Aunt Deb wants to FaceTime. We can introduce her to
Sam."


"Me?" Sam said suddenly nervous.


The kids were happy though. Wyatt's aunt seemed nice as did
her husband, and the whole thing wasn't as awkward as Sam feared. The kids and
the dogs were the center of attention, and Sam could fade safely into the
background.


 


Afterward the kids wanted to make plans, but Wyatt shook his
head. "Look at the time, guys. It's your bedtime."


"Noooooo. We have to watch movies with Sam," Riley
said, and DJ added his own pleading look.


"Don't worry about Sam. I'll watch movies with
him," Wyatt said and gave Sam a wicked smile. "Now you boys go get
ready for bed, and I'll tell you a story."


 


Once again Wyatt told the kids an off-the-wall bedtime
story. This one was about Sam sitting on the riverbank, eating a sandwich, and
fish jumping out of the river taking bites of his sandwich until there wasn't
any left. Then Sam fell in the river. Of course he did.


Luckily, two fisher-boys and two dogs came by and fished him
out of the river. They gave him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and he was
happy. The end.


 


"Another weird bedtime story," Sam said as he and
Wyatt went into the living room.


"What are you talking about? It was a hit," Wyatt
claimed.


"Aha," Sam told him, but the kids did seem to like
it.


"Now let's you and me get comfortable," Wyatt said
and he pulled Sam down on the couch.


"Not too comfortable," Sam warned him. "The
kids aren't even asleep yet."


Sam noticed that Wyatt's expression had turned serious
before he said, "I'm wondering how to tell them about us."


"Us," Sam said, suddenly short of breath like that
one single word knocked all the air out of him.


"There is an us, isn't there? I mean we're dating even
if we haven't gone on an official date," Wyatt said while giving Sam a
deep and searching look. "We should do that, by the way. Go on a real
date."


Not giving himself a chance to think or second-guess
himself, Sam nodded. The last thing he wanted was to miss the chance of
experiencing a real date with Wyatt. Actually, he had never been on a real
date. Thinking of that he started to get nervous.


"What worries you about telling the kids?" Sam
asked to shift the focus away from his mounting anxiety and fear.


"I don't know what my brother or his wife told the kids
about what it means to be gay. What if they told them it was wrong?"
Wyatt's worried gaze met Sam's and he smiled. "The kids adore you, and I
want them to know what's going on with us. I don't want to pretend that we're
just friends because I want more than that," Wyatt said and he took Sam's
hand.


"So how do you want to handle telling them?" Sam
asked while Wyatt rubbed his thumb over the palm of his hand. A tingle ran up
Sam's arm and took over his whole body, but he tried his best not to get
distracted.


Wyatt gave Sam a crooked smile. "My usual way. Come
right out with it. Whatever their parents might have told them, the boys don't
have any kind of deep prejudices. They'll make up their own minds, and they'll
make me proud. I'm sure of it." Wyatt then sobered a little and lowered
his head. "But then I'm the same guy who thought Lloyd would stand by me,
and that didn't turn out so well."


Sam gripped Wyatt's hand and pulled it tighter to him to get
his full attention. "The boys love you. Nothing will turn them against
you," Sam told him. About that at least, he was sure.


"I like how you believe in the power of love,"
Wyatt said and leaned over to kiss him.


Sam kissed back then remembered the kids and glanced toward
the hallway. "Easy," he warned Wyatt. It wouldn't be the end of the
world if the kids caught them kissing, but Sam wasn't sure how long he could
keep himself from trying to rip Wyatt's clothes off, and that was something the
kids shouldn't see.


"So cautious," Wyatt whispered in his ear and
kissed his neck.


Cautious? That word sounded wrong. If Wyatt knew how Sam got
sometimes, he would call him paranoid instead. Thinking of that Sam pulled
back. Maybe Wyatt should know. "I wanted to tell you something. Remember
how I warned you about my panic attacks?"


"Yes. Have you had any?" Wyatt asked and eyed him
with concern.


"No," Sam said and he smiled. He wanted to give
Wyatt credit for the fact that he hadn't had a single panic attack, not while
he was awake anyway. Though it was talk about Wyatt that had nearly triggered
an attack. "But I wanted to tell you about what happened when you came to
the cafe that first time."


Wyatt frowned as he thought back. "You didn't look
well. Was what I saw back then a panic attack?"


Sam nodded. "I was starting to have one then I saw it
was you. Before that, I thought he might have come after me and found me."


"Who?" Wyatt asked and he looked so fierce like he
was ready to fight Brian on the spot.


"His name is Brian McKinnon. I was involved with him. I
lived with him my last two years of high school. I told you how my relatives
didn't want me. My great-grandmother did, but she lived with her boyfriend and
he hated me. He only tolerated me when my great-grandmother started to need
help and he didn't want to take care of her himself. Once my great-grandmother
went into a nursing home, her boyfriend kicked me out. I didn't have anywhere
to go. Brian lived in the same neighborhood, and I got to know him. He took me
in, but he also beat me. That's when I started having panic attacks a lot. I
only had them once in a while before then. They started to get really bad after
my great-grandmother died. I kept asking myself why I was even alive any more.
The last person who cared about me was gone..."


"No. That's not true," Wyatt said breathlessly. He
grabbed hold of Sam and wrapped him tightly in his arms. "Not the last
person, not even close."


Wyatt held on to him and breathed raggedy like there was
some danger that threatened to take Sam away even now. But Sam had never felt
more secure than right at that moment. Then he felt the grief stirring inside
him, and all the unshed tears welled up in his eyes.


In his tight, caring embrace, Sam broke. He started crying
silently against Wyatt's shoulder. He cried so hard, he wasn't sure he knew how
to stop, but eventually the tears subsided. He pulled back and looked into
Wyatt's tearful eyes.


"I'm sorry. You just lost your brother. I
shouldn't..."


Wyatt shook his head and didn't let him finish. He caressed
Sam's face gently and kissed away his tears. "Your grief doesn't take
anything away from mine. We can both cry."


"But I didn't mean to. I just never got to grieve for
my great-grandmother properly. If he saw me crying, Brian would get furious and
hit me." Sam remembered the empty numbness that filled him at those times,
made it impossible for him to grieve. "Finally, a few months ago, I had
enough. I left him, but back then I didn't go far enough. He caught me behind the
restaurant where I worked and beat me unconscious. That's when I realized I had
to go somewhere where he wouldn't find me."


"Did you report him to the cops?" Wyatt wanted to
know.


"No. I was too afraid he would be out the next day and
come after me again. I just wanted to get away. Eventually I ended up
here."


"The best place in the world," Wyatt said and
kissed Sam on the cheek.


"You weren't too crazy about it," Sam reminded
him.


"Now I think it's perfect. Any place where you are safe
and where I got to meet you is the perfect place," he said and he took
both of Sam's hands in his and kissed them.


"I just wanted to tell you and maybe introduce myself.
My name is Liam Samuel James. Nice to meet you," Sam said.


"Liam? You're using your middle name?" Wyatt said
while he processed this new information.


"I figured there had to be quite a few guys named Sam
James out there," Sam said. "And a change of name is sort of like a
clean slate. Mrs. Del Rio knows my full name. She approved of me using Sam
James."


"She's pretty great," Wyatt said, and Sam was glad
that he noticed that since he was so fond of her.


"She is. The way I looked when I arrived in town, I was
sure no one would hire me. But she hired me on the spot and vouched for me to
Mr. Beatty, who rents out the room above the hardware store. She told him I was
the grandson of an old friend. She's the best."


"Does that mean I should call you Liam, at least when
we're alone?" Wyatt wondered.


"I'm kind of used to you calling me Sam. You can keep
doing it," Sam said and he felt shy. He had revealed a lot to him, and he
wasn't used to that.


Wyatt put an arm around him and pulled him close. "OK.
Sam."


Sam had to admit he liked the sound of his name when Wyatt
said it. Wyatt struck him as a man who didn't even know what fear was, the way
he set out for another continent leaving his family behind, he was nothing like
Sam, clinging to anyone who would give him shelter. But Wyatt still understood
somehow and that warmed Sam's heart.







Chapter 15


 


When he kissed Sam's tearstained face, Wyatt felt like he
was tasting his pain. He wanted to erase every bad thing that had ever happened
to him, hurt everyone who hurt him.


For a while they stayed on the couch, and Wyatt tried not to
stay furious at Sam's abusive ex. He knew that right now Sam just needed him to
be there for him, not to rage at what happened to him. That's why Wyatt just
held him until both of them started to get overheated at the closeness.


Turning in his embrace, Sam kissed him then he told him,
"I better go."


"What? No. You have to stay," Wyatt said and ran
his hands over his sides. Sam's slim body felt too good to let go.


"And risk falling asleep here again?" Sam said
without making another move to go.


"Would that be so terrible?" Wyatt asked while he
nuzzled his neck. As he inhaled his scent, he felt Sam's pulse start to race.


"Yes," Sam said followed by a low moan. It was
like he was answering some other question, not the one Wyatt had asked.


"I won't be able to sleep if you aren't here. Please
stay," Wyatt murmured against the column of his throat.


"Have you been having trouble sleeping?" Sam asked
him and stroked his hair.


Wyatt rested his head on his shoulder and told him,
"Sometimes. I worry about the kids, how sad they must be, if they're
having bad dreams. I worry that they wouldn't come to me if they were scared or
upset."


"I'm sure they would," Sam told him. "You
guys are growing closer all the time."


"And the two of us?" Wyatt said though he didn't
want to pressure Sam too much. "Will you stay and not make me worry about
you? You don't really want to walk into town right now."


"No, I don't," Sam admitted.


"Good," Wyatt said and pulled Sam on top of him as
he reclined on the couch. "Want to sleep here or in my bed?"


"You know the answer to that," Sam told him then
he kissed Wyatt.


That made him happy. Sleeping with Sam in his bed just felt
so right to him.


They didn't make it to Wyatt's bedroom right away though.
First, they did some groping and kissing on the couch. Even once they got off
the couch, they would only go a few steps before their lips locked in another
kiss and their hands started seeking warm, taut flesh under each other's
clothes.


Once they dropped onto Wyatt's bed, their clothes went
flying, and they pressed their naked bodies together while they kissed. Sam
felt so good, but he stopped the kiss and pushed Wyatt down by his shoulders.


"I'm going first this time," he said and then
started kissing Wyatt's heaving chest.


While he kissed his way down to his abs, Sam's fingertips
swirled lazily, teasing Wyatt. Rubbing his hands through Sam's short hair,
Wyatt panted. He was starving for Sam's grip on his cock, for the heat of his
mouth to envelop him.


Nuzzling his abs then kissing his way lower over hot flesh
to his aching cock, Sam finally took hold of his cock. He gave it thorough,
loving attention for what felt like an excruciating eternity of pleasure.


Wyatt couldn't wait to return the favor, to taste every inch
of him. Thinking about sucking him off sent Wyatt over the edge. Breathing
quickening, heart racing, he was swept under, drowning in unimaginable bliss.


In a rush to have him, he pulled Sam up for a hot kiss. He
then got him to sit up on top of him. While Sam straddled his chest, Wyatt ran
his hands over his thighs.


Sliding down, he positioned himself so that Sam's knees were
on either side of his head. With Sam hovering over him, looking down in
surprise, Wyatt licked the underside of his cock then gave him a teasing grin.


"You look so beautiful," Wyatt said to him.


Slowly, he pushed his hands up the backs of Sam's thighs and
felt him shiver. Taking hold of his ass, he encouraged Sam to push inside his
mouth.


He loved the feeling of it. Over and over again, Sam's cock
pumped in and out, filling him. Wyatt hooked his arms around Sam's thighs and
fondled his ass.


When Wyatt started stroking his hole, Sam lost it. He
flooded Wyatt's mouth with his come. Wyatt swallowed greedily then licked his
lips.


Sam was cursing and he moved down, telling Wyatt,
"You're too good at this." Moaning and whimpering but properly
satisfied, he dropped into Wyatt's welcoming arms so they could share a kiss,
share everything.


 


When he started to open his eyes the next morning, Wyatt was
blissfully happy to feel Sam snuggled against him. His happiness didn't last though.
As soon as Sam was awake, he was springing out of bed and looking around for
his scattered clothes.


Raising himself up on one elbow for a better view, Wyatt
watched him gather his clothes. "I forbid you to cook breakfast," he
told Sam. It was Saturday but Sam had to work.


"I don't have time anyway, but I'm jumping in your
shower so I can go straight to work," Sam told him.


"Borrow some of my clothes too, if you want,"
Wyatt offered.


"Maybe a shirt?" Sam said.


Wyatt got up and went to his closet. "I know just the
one. A friend of mine got it for me because he said it would show off my
chest," Wyatt said as he got out the graphic light blue t-shirt that was a
little too tight for him, and would perfectly outline Sam's chest too.


"I want a different shirt," Sam told him and eyed
Wyatt like he had told him to walk around in nothing but a jockstrap.


"I have boring shirts too," Wyatt said to him.


"That's the kind I want," Sam told him.


"We'll give you a ride to work, and I'll take the kids
to breakfast at the café at the same time, so don't try to refuse," Wyatt
told him as he dug through his closet and came out with a light, plaid, gray
and white shirt with metal snaps. "Does this work?"


"We agreed on boring," Sam reminded him as he held
it. "This shirt feels too nice."


"You like it. I can tell," Wyatt told him then he
kissed him. "I don't want to pressure you, but think about going on a real
date with me sometime soon. OK?"


"Actually, I have an idea, but I have to talk to Mrs.
Del Rio first," Sam said and bit his lower lip. "You have someone who
can watch the boys?"


"Lara, who lives down the road from here, offered to
exchange babysitting duties. I'll see when she's available," Wyatt said.


"It would be a late dinner. Closer to midnight really.
Is that OK?" Sam asked.


"More than OK. I'm intrigued."


"It won't be that exciting."


"It will because it's our first date. I can't
wait," Wyatt told him while sliding his hands around to his lower back and
pulling him closer. "Want to shower together?"


"And be late for work? No."


"OK. I'll go tell the kids the plan. Be good in
there," Wyatt told him with a wink as Sam headed for the shower. Sam
groaned and shook his head at him, but Wyatt didn't picture him being good
while in there. But this wasn't the time to dwell on what Sam might get up to
while naked and wet.


Wyatt went out the bedroom door and called out to the kids,
"We're taking Sam to work and going out to breakfast!"


 


As he went to make sure the kids got ready, Wyatt hated to
miss out on showering with Sam. While they were waiting for him, Wyatt and the
kids went on the back porch to make sure the dogs didn't get into any trouble
when they let them out.


Leaning on the porch railing, Wyatt looked over at DJ who
was watching the dogs like a hawk, and Riley who was watching a caterpillar
climbing up one of the railing pickets. "Hey, guys, I wanted to tell you
that Sam and I like each other, like boyfriends," Wyatt told them. With a
lump in his throat, he waited for them to react.


"Two boyfriends?" DJ said like it was a math
problem he was trying to figure out.


"Is boyfriends and boyfriends like boyfriends and
girlfriends?" Riley wanted to know.


"It is when it's two guys," Wyatt told him.


"With kissing?" Riley asked then he giggled and
covered his face with his hands.


"Yes, with kissing and sleeping over," Wyatt told
him. From what he could tell, Riley seemed fine with it. But DJ looked
thoughtful and unsure about what Wyatt told him. "What's on your mind,
DJ?" Wyatt asked him.


"You're not going to go away?" DJ said and a
scared look came into his eyes.


Wyatt didn't know why he thought that, but he got down on
one knee and pulled DJ into a hug. "No. I'm not going anywhere. Sam and I
are still going to spend time with you guys, but we're going to spend some
grown-up time together too."


DJ nodded but now Riley objected.


"Grown-up time without me and DJ and Barney and
Brownie?" Riley said with a frown.


"That's right. You aren't grown-ups yet," Wyatt
told him. "And some of you are dogs."


Riley made a face like he had to accept that verdict but
only under protest.


 


By the time they got the dogs back inside, Sam was done with
his shower. He joined them dressed in Wyatt's shirt which brought out the gray
in his eyes beautifully.


"Good morning. I slept late and now I don't have time
to show you guys how to make real waffles. I have the breakfast shift at the
café," Sam said to the kids regretfully and got down to pet the dogs.


"Real waffles?" Riley said.


"From scratch," Sam said, but Riley didn't know
what that meant.


"Waffles that aren't frozen," Wyatt explained.


"We like frozen waffles too," DJ told Sam
consolingly.


"We'll have something better than frozen waffles at the
café. Now let's get going," Wyatt said.


This time, Wyatt decided to leave the dogs home alone. The
kids weren't too happy about that, but it was time to start doing that.


"We can't always take them with us, and Barney and
Brownie have each other for company. We'll go shopping and buy them treats to
make it up to them. How's that?" Wyatt told them.


The boys agreed and hugged and kissed the dogs and promised
to be back soon with treats. Watching Sam as he smiled at the kids' heartfelt
goodbyes to the dogs, Wyatt thought about how they might do this every morning
-- wake up together, have breakfast together, and maybe find time for something
sexy in between.







Chapter 16


 


As soon as they arrived at the café, Sam went into the back
to start his shift. Instead of putting in an order, Wyatt told Sam to pick
something for them. The café was bustling this morning, but Wyatt and the kids
managed to get a table. After a bit, Wyatt noticed Noreen waving to him from
behind a cup of coffee.


She and Lara and two other ladies had their heads together
at one of the tables in the back. They looked busy with papers spread out in
front of them and each of them had a phone in her hand, so Wyatt didn't want to
go over and disturb them. But a little later, he saw Lara go up to the counter,
and he went over to join her.


"Hey, just the lady I wanted to see," Wyatt said
to her.


"Treating the boys to breakfast? Me and Noreen are
doing some event organizing," she told him and pointed toward their table.


"Does that mean your schedule is full? I wanted to
arrange a date night with Sam, and I need a babysitting favor," Wyatt told
her.


"Tomorrow night Gloria and her cousin are having a
sleepover. If that works for you, the kids can all have a slumber party at my
house," Lara offered. "I got this new frosting kit I want to try out,
so I'll make a bunch of cupcakes. We'll pig out. It will be great."


"Really? Do you want the dogs too? I think they are OK
to stay at home now." Wyatt knew the kids would miss them, but he didn't
want to overwhelm Lara.


"The dogs can come too or the kids will be pining for
them. In for a penny, in for a pound," she said like it was no big deal.


Wyatt was amazed and grateful. "I'm going to owe you so
big."


Lara was up for that. "And I'm gonna cash in. I like to
take a trip to Ashbury for shopping and a girls' night out. Then the slumber
party will be over at your house."


"It's a deal," Wyatt told her. he couldn't wait to
let Sam know.


 


When he went back to rejoin the boys, Wyatt saw that Mrs.
Del Rio had stopped by their table. With her was a cute, young guy who might
have been in his early twenties. She had her arm around him, and when Wyatt
came up to them she introduced him.


"This is my grandson, Enrico Del Rio. I'm showing him
off to everybody. Say hi to Wyatt Hayes and his nephews DJ and Riley,"
Mrs. Del Rio said.


"Nice to meet you," Wyatt said to Enrico, who
didn't look thrilled to be paraded around.


"He'll be staying here with me for a while. Just like
when he was a little boy, he runs straight into my loving arms every time he
runs away from home," Mrs. Del Rio said with a chuckle.


"I didn't run away from home. I'm just taking a break
from school," he protested, but she had already moved on to another topic.


"He's here just in time to volunteer for the festival.
You boys are going to be signing up, isn't that right?" Mrs. Del Rio asked
DJ and Riley, while her grandson took the opportunity to escape.


"Us?" DJ said and looked up at Mrs. Del Rio, his
blue eyes wide.


"Yes, you. You'll be in the parade, won't you?"
she told him and chucked him under the chin.


"What are we talking about?" Wyatt wondered.


"Why, the Peach Blossom Festival," Mrs. Del Rio
said. "We have it every spring."


"The pie one is better," Hannah said as she came
over too.


"A pie festival?" Wyatt said.


"We have that in the summer. Pies as far as the eye can
see," Mrs. Del Rio said.


"And the boys will be in some parade?" Wyatt said
since this was the first he was hearing about it.


"They'll be the Little Peaches on Parade. It's the most
adorable thing ever. They are part of the Peach Blossom Parade that passes down
Main Street, which is renamed Peach Street for the occasion," Mrs. Del Rio
said, but Wyatt was still a little lost, maybe because he wasn't giving her his
full attention.


While she was telling him about this parade, Wyatt was only
half listening. His attention was on Sam who was over by the wait station talking
to Enrico. For no good reason, Wyatt felt his insides clench. A sudden burst of
jealousy overwhelmed him, and he couldn't take his eyes off the guys.


They were just talking. Wyatt had no reason to react like he
did, but he was suddenly intensely aware of just how amazing Sam was, how
incredibly desirable.


Enrico wasn't bad either with his hazel eyes and dark hair,
but he might not even be gay. Though Wyatt thought that he was.


So they were both great-looking and about the same age. That
was no reason to obsess about them chatting, but Wyatt just couldn't talk
himself out of this fixation and the fear that Sam could be stolen away from
him when he only just found him.


In the meantime, Mrs. Del Rio was still talking about the
festival, and Wyatt realized he should be paying attention so he would know
what was going on. There was some good news in what she said. She expected
Wyatt to volunteer and Sam too. She was hinting that they might get to work
together.


Sam came over with their order, and Wyatt was glad to see
that Enrico wasn't anywhere in sight. Wyatt smiled up at Sam, and Hannah caught
him up on what they were talking about. "For the Little Peaches Parade,
the little kids wear these round, Styrofoam, peach costumes and wobble down the
street," Hannah said and she cracked up. "When they fall, it's just
hilarious. Shawn fell all the time."


"You were in it too, young lady," Mrs. Del Rio
told her.


"But I had a sense of balance," Hannah claimed
then she turned to Wyatt. "You'll have to be there as a spotter. When they
fall over, you have to pick them up."


"I won't fall," DJ claimed defensively and Riley
followed his lead.


"Me either," Riley said.


"I'll still be there just in case," Wyatt told
them. He was looking forward to seeing them dressed up as peaches and taking
lots of pictures and video.


"You both need a spotter, not just one," Hannah
pointed out.


"Sam will do it," Riley said and he took his hand.


"Don't volunteer him. Ask and say please," Wyatt
told him.


"Will you, please?" Riley said and he tugged on
Sam's hand.


"Of course," Sam said and smiled at him then at DJ
who also looked glad to hear the news.


"The festival is a boon for business. You two guys will
be volunteering, right?" Mrs. Del Rio said to him and Wyatt.


There was no saying no to Mrs. Del Rio, and in no time,
Noreen and Lara put them on the list of people who were helping out. The kids
wanted their names on the list too. Wyatt didn't know what he would be doing to
help, but as long as Sam was going to be there, he was cool with it.


As everyone else left, Wyatt and the boys checked out what
Sam brought them for breakfast. He saw that the kids had fruit and yogurt cups
and peach, oatmeal muffins. Wyatt had some kind of pastry with a golden spiral
of dough around an egg and bacon center. He worried that the kids would be
envious of him, but they seemed happy with what they had.


Biting into the delicious, savory pastry, Wyatt made a
mental note to work it off later. He wondered if volunteering for this Peach
Blossom Festival would do the trick.


 


When they were ready to leave, Wyatt gave Sam the good news
about Lara being able to babysit tomorrow night. "Is that too soon for
you?"


"I'll talk to Mrs. Del Rio about my plan and call
you," Sam said. He looked bright-eyed but shy and so beautiful. Wyatt was
dying to kiss him, but he couldn't do that while Sam was at work.


After that, the kids monopolized Sam for a little bit while
Wyatt paid their bill. He was done with that, but he found himself hanging back
and just watching Sam with the kids.


But the beautiful scene didn't last and neither did Wyatt's
happy mood because there was Sam talking to Enrico again. Staring at them,
Wyatt was driving himself crazy. He didn't even know he had a jealous streak
until Sam brought it out in him.


"I can't believe we have all these brand new,
good-looking guys coming to town and they're all gay," Hannah said right
next to Wyatt and he jumped a little.


He was so preoccupied with his jealousy, he didn't notice
her. Now he followed her gaze and saw that she was eying Sam and Enrico just
like he was.


"They're too old for you anyway," Wyatt told her.


Hannah turned to him with a perfect teenaged scowl of
contempt. "You are such a dad," she told him then she corrected
herself. "But I guess you're an uncle, not a dad. And the boys have, like,
adopted Sam. I don't blame them. He's just the nicest guy."


"I noticed that. He's great," Wyatt said with a
smile, but he also thought about what Sam told him about his life. He
remembered the stark look on Sam's face that held the kind of constant pain he
must have carried for so long in his heart, the pain of being unwanted, the
fear of being abandoned, discarded and abused.


Wyatt vowed that Sam would never have a reason to feel that
way again. It broke his heart to think that someone as sweet and kind as him
could have been treated so badly, and it made Wyatt determined to cherish him.







Chapter 17


 


That night the boys were getting ready for their sleepover
at Lara's. Riley was more excited than DJ, who seemed uneasy. While Riley was
in the bathroom, DJ was wearing a pout and questioning Wyatt.


"Why do you have to go on a date? What's a date for
anyway?" DJ wanted to know.


Wyatt thought for a moment then he tried to sum it up for
DJ, "It's for eating and dancing, and because I like Sam and I want him to
be with us all the time."


Right away DJ's eyes brightened. "That's good, Uncle
Wyatt. Get him to come home with us all the time."


"That's the plan. I'm glad you approve," Wyatt
said, and now that he knew his mission, DJ was a lot more cheerful.


Once the kids were over at Lara's, Wyatt was at loose ends
as he waited for his late night date. Sam's plan was to have their date at the
café after it closed. The whole place would be theirs, but until then, Wyatt
was alone at the house and ready for that date to start right now.


While he was sitting around, he should have been working,
but no matter what he looked at, all he saw was Sam. Tight, lean body, gray
eyes, and a smile that was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. How
was he supposed to keep a man like that off his mind?


 


When Wyatt arrived in front of the café and parked, he saw
that it was dark inside with a dim light in the far corner. He went up to the
door with a bottle of wine in his hand. That was the only thing Sam wanted him
to bring.


Going up to the door, Wyatt didn't have to knock. Sam was
already coming to open the door for him. He smiled and gave Wyatt a quick kiss.
"Right on time. I'll be right back," Sam said and he ran off while
taking off a white apron he had been wearing.


With the door behind him locked, Wyatt went in. The dim
light he had seen from outside the café was coming from a booth where a candle
was burning on a table set for two. Wyatt could see another light in the back,
but then it went off and Sam came out from the kitchen with two plates of food.


He set them on the table, and Wyatt's mouth watered as he
felt exactly how hungry he was. "This looks and smells amazing."


"It's coq au vin. It takes a while to make. Sorry I
made you wait. This is a really late dinner," Sam said, but all of a
sudden Wyatt didn't mind the wait.


"I know it will be worth it," he told Sam and
leaned over to kiss him on the cheek.


"Are you starving?" Sam said as they both sat
down.


Wyatt poured the wine he brought. "I am. I can't wait
to taste this."


"I think it's kind of an old fashioned dish, but
whenever my great-grandmother showed me how to cook something, she would say,
'It's no coq au vin, but it's not too bad.' So I had to learn to cook it and
see what was so special about it. And I always wanted to make it for
someone." From across the table, Sam gave Wyatt a shy smile.


"I feel honored," Wyatt said and reached out to
kiss his hand.


The food Sam made was delicious, and he was pleased when he
saw the way Wyatt devoured everything. Knowing that Sam made it just for him,
Wyatt enjoyed the meal more than any in his life, but he noticed that Sam
didn't eat much.


"I might be a little nervous," Sam admitted. Wyatt
was done, and he still had plenty of food on his plate even as he was ready to
take it away. "I'll go get dessert."


Dessert was peach sorbet served in chilled glasses. When Sam
brought it to the table, Wyatt decided to go and sit on Sam's side of the
booth.


"I think I'll have my dessert over here. I can't have a
whole table between us," Wyatt said and slid in close and put his arm
around him. The sorbet was luscious and cool, and while the taste of it was
still on his tongue, Wyatt leaned in and kissed Sam.


"You taste good too," Wyatt told him.


"That's why you came over to this side?" Sam asked
while giving Wyatt a wry look.


"Sure. DJ sent me out with a mission," Wyatt said
remembering what he promised him.


Sam looked at Wyatt questioningly. "He did?"


"I have to win you over and get you to come home with
us all the time," Wyatt informed him while giving him a determined look.


"I do that already," Sam said while Wyatt kissed
his face.


"I guess we need even more of you. The kids and I love
having you around. It's because you're kind and sweet and smoking hot. That
last one is just me though," Wyatt said and then gave him his most
seductive look.


Finished with their sorbets, the two of them just reclined
together in the booth. Sam had chosen a good one for their dinner. They had
plenty of privacy especially with just that one candle giving them light and
the rest of the place in darkness. The big, empty café seemed intimate somehow.


Wyatt was wondering what was next, when he felt Sam tense.
He had his eye on the window and Wyatt followed his gaze. Someone passed by on
the other side of the street. The man was no more than a shadow, but Sam stared
at him until he was gone.


Turning to Wyatt, he smiled apologetically. "Sorry. I'm
not used to being here so late."


Sam had relaxed somewhat, but he still seemed troubled.
After putting an arm around him, Wyatt asked him about it. "That guy is
gone, so what's making you uneasy?"


"The way I just reacted," Sam said and he frowned.
To encourage him Wyatt squeezed closer to him so Sam would only need to
whisper. At first he only heard Sam take a deep breath then he confessed his
worry. "I told you about my panic attacks. I'm worried that I'll have one
in front of the boys and that I'll scare them."


"You haven't had any for a while, right?" Wyatt
said and rubbed his hand lightly over Sam's arm.


"Things are peaceful here, but I feel like it's just a
matter of time before something bad happens," Sam said with a frown.


"Tell me about these panic attacks. What brings them
on?" Wyatt asked.


"Sometimes for no reason, sometimes it's a sudden
noise. One time it was because some guy bumped into me then cursed at me like
it was my fault," Sam explained.


"That's good," Wyatt said and Sam raised his head
to look at him.


"Good?"


"I mean I'm glad I know. If it happens, I'll know what
I'm dealing with," Wyatt told him and gave him a reassuring smile.


"You don't need to deal with anything," Sam told
him like he didn't want to burden Wyatt with his issues.


That's not how Wyatt saw it. "But if I need to, it will
be OK. I can handle it," he assured Sam, but he also wanted to understand
a little better. "What does it feel like when you have these panic
attacks?"


"I feel faint and short of breath. My hands go numb and
I can't breathe, like my throat is closing up. Everything starts to go black. I
don't actually pass out. It just feels like I will. Either that or that I'll
never be able to take in another breath and I'll die."


"Damn," Wyatt said and he pulled him into a hug.
"I never want you to feel anything like that."


"I haven't for a while, and I think that's because of
you," Sam said and his gray eyes brightened.


"Really?" Wyatt said.


"You're a good guy, and that makes me feel safe,"
Sam said, his voice becoming tight.


"Well you make me feel happy and crazy about you,"
Wyatt told him and shifted so they were facing each other more fully.


"What if we go up to my room?" Sam said,
surprising him.


Wyatt didn't have to think hard about his answer. "I've
been dying to see where you live. Lead the way," Wyatt said and gave him
his hand.


Sam leaned over and blew out the candle in the middle of the
table. A wisp of smoke went up from it, and he turned to Wyatt. Holding his
hand, Sam told him, "I know this isn't the perfect date, but it's amazing
because it's with you."


Hearing him say something like that, Wyatt had to kiss him
right now. He drew him close and sealed Sam's mouth with his. While around them
the café stretched out dark and empty, Wyatt felt like they were the only
people in the world.


 


***


 


As they left the café and strolled toward his room above the
hardware store, the anxiety that made Sam's heart race wasn't like anything he
ever felt before. The tension that filled him was deep, aching and sweet, and
all new to him.


It was excitement mixed with fear of feeling too much, of
getting in too deep, but it didn't stop him. But he still didn't get far. At
the bottom of the stairs Wyatt grabbed him and spun him around.


"This was a great date. Thank you," he said and
now Sam was experiencing a new fear.


Did Wyatt want to end their date right here? Before the
disappointment could crush him, Wyatt kissed him. It was an incredible kiss
full of deep need. This couldn't be a kits goodnight.


Then Wyatt drew back and looked into his eyes, speaking
softly as he asked him, "You ready for this?"


Sam's eyes darted to his mouth then back to the deep blue of
his eyes. He trusted him, and he wanted him so much.


"Let's get upstairs," Sam told him and took his
hand to lead him up to his room. At the door, he remembered that his room was
nothing to be proud of and he hesitated.


"We don't have to do anything if you..." Wyatt
started to say.


"No. I want to. I'm just embarrassed about my
room," Sam confessed.


"What's so bad about it? Are you messy? A real
slob?" Wyatt asked then he answered his own question. "No way you're
a slob."


"No. It's just small and shabby."


"Hmm." Wyatt narrowed his eyes at him and observed
him closely. Finally he asked, "Are you afraid that I'll pounce on you the
second we're alone?"


More like hoped, but he was scared too. "Let's
go," he said and Wyatt hooked an arm around his waist and kissed him while
Sam tried to get the key in the door without breaking their kiss. He finally
had to give up or they would never get inside.


Stepping inside, Wyatt took a quick look around. "Not
too bad," he pronounced it.


Standing next to Wyatt, Sam thought they might have arrived
at a different room. Maybe it was because Wyatt was there, but now his room
seemed transformed. Moonlight streamed in like he had never seen it before. It
made the window shine with a pale light and a soft breeze had the old curtain
billowing.


With a hand on his lower back, Wyatt guided him to the
middle of the room where moonlight seemed to gather. He then took Sam in his
arms, spun him around once and started swaying in a slow rhythm.


"Are we dancing?" Sam asked, surprised.


"I told DJ we would," Wyatt said like DJ was in
charge of their date.


"With no music?" Sam asked and Wyatt pulled him
tighter against him.


"You're my music." Wyatt kissed him and Sam could
hear some sort of faint melody and a rhythm that was building, rushing in his
veins, pulsing inside him.


The old wooden boards under their feet sang in low notes.
Stray sounds reached them from the street now and then, but it was like only
the two of them existed in this patch of moonlight listening to a song they shared
and no one else could hear.







Chapter 18


 


As they danced, Wyatt bumped against the edge of the bed. He
didn't seem to mind, but it brought Sam out of his trance.


"There isn't much space here for dancing," he
said.


"Don't need more than this," Wyatt said as he held
him close. "This room is bigger than a few places I rented in Europe. One
room in Prague was just one section of an attic. There was about a foot of
space where I could stand straight the rest was sit down or lie down. The
bathroom down the hall was shared with like a dozen people, and I still
struggled to make the rent."


"So this place is a palace?" Sam said doubtfully.


"Sure is, but that room did have one advantage. Staying
upright wasn't a option," Wyatt said and he grinned at Sam.


Taking the hint, Sam asked him, "Want to test out my
bed?"


"We should test it out together," Wyatt said and
backed Sam toward the bed while unbuttoning his shirt.


Every button that came undone loosened something inside him,
a hunger, a need so powerful he wanted to tear Wyatt's clothes to shreds and
devour every gorgeous inch of him.


He was insanely excited but a little afraid of that heated
look in Wyatt's eyes, of his sure, demanding touch as he stripped him, sliding
his shirt down his arms, Wyatt pulled him closer and ran his hands over Sam's
bare chest.


His hands slid down to Sam's belt buckle undoing it in a way
that couldn't be anything but practiced. Sam tried not to think about how many
men stood naked in front of Wyatt like this after he tossed away their clothes.
Wyatt was his now. That's what mattered. Sam had his full attention as Wyatt
hummed with satisfaction while groping him everywhere.


Sam undressed Wyatt as well, skimming his hands over his
taut flesh. Kneading his ass, kissing his neck, Sam couldn't get enough of him.
Even as Wyatt leaned him back on his bed, Sam kept kissing and groping him.


Finally Wyatt laid him out on the bed and stilled him with a
hard kiss. Pushing up on his muscular arms, he hovered above Sam and looked
down at him with his eyes feral with lust.


"You're so damn beautiful," Wyatt growled.


Wyatt kissed him lightly following the line of his jaw, his
cheekbone, his eyebrows, covering every inch of his face. Sam sighed with the
tenderness of it then he looked up at Wyatt silently letting him know that he
was dying for a proper, deep kiss, the kind that would brand him Wyatt's
forever.


Sam grunted and angled his head, and Wyatt took the hint. He
kissed him deeper than his soul, and Sam felt as if his whole being melted
wanting to be one with Wyatt.


Wyatt's mouth moved down over the column of his throat. His
hands stroked him everywhere.


Feeling shivery and hot as Wyatt's touch ranged over every
inch of him, Sam begged, "Oh Wyatt, please."


"Anything you want," Wyatt told him, and Sam reached
under his bed where he had stashed lube and condoms. As soon as he turned back,
Wyatt kissed him then he nuzzled Sam's ear, and in a raspy voice, asked,
"Can we be loud here?"


"Not too loud," Sam said barely getting the words
out.


Wyatt was as good as promising to make him scream. Despite
his lingering fear, Sam wanted that too. He wanted Wyatt to make him scream his
lungs out.


Kneeling between his legs, Wyatt uncapped the lube and then
eyed Sam with a smoldering look. "Are you sure you're ready for this?"


"So ready," Sam told him breathlessly.


Fear was roiling inside him, but he was too turned on to
care. Wyatt pushed his legs up, and Sam hooked his arms around the backs of his
knees.


"So helpful," Wyatt teased him while leaning over
Sam's cock with a smirk. He licked the head and lubed his finger.


Without breaking eye contact, he penetrated Sam while slowly
taking his cock in his mouth. Sam moaned and threw his head back. He was going
to come before they even got started.


Wyatt's sucking was excruciatingly slow, matching the
pumping of his fingers as each one went in. The stretching felt so good. Sam
was ready to lose it.


Indistinctly, Sam heard his own voice as he begged,
"Wyatt, please. Please."


Wyatt stopped sucking and pulled off his cock. At the same
time, he withdrew his fingers and took in a deep, ragged breath. "I guess
you're ready," he said huskily while Sam panted and whimpered with need.
He was so ready.


Shivering with unbearable arousal, he watched Wyatt roll on
a condom. He used more lube and then got into position while Sam writhed.


Poised to enter him, Wyatt stopped and looked deep into his
eyes. "I get to fuck perfection," he said and he grinned at Sam
wickedly.


Sam had to laugh but then he gasped as he felt the head of
Wyatt's cock at his hole. No, Sam was the furthest thing from perfection.
Perfection was Wyatt and what he was doing to him, entering him slowly, filling
him up, making him want to say his name loud enough for the whole town to hear.


While Wyatt held his legs out of the way, Sam clutched his
muscular ass as he felt him go deep. Sam gasped for breath, so full, so good.
As Wyatt pulled back, Sam groaned and rolled his head on the mattress, waiting
for the thrust that was to follow.


Wyatt fucked him slowly until Sam couldn't take it any more.
He didn't dare touch his cock, or he would be done. He was going out of his
mind, clawing at Wyatt's back, his ass. Wyatt kept kissing him, his tongue
thrusting, and Sam tasted heaven.


When Wyatt started to speed up, Sam whimpered and shook all
over. He looked up at Wyatt, his gaze hot and naked as he moaned shamelessly.
Driving inside him harder, faster, calling his name in a guttural voice, Wyatt
was getting close.


Sam got there first though. Every muscle tight, holding
Wyatt in his grip as ecstasy consumed him, Sam shot over Wyatt's chest and his
own, screaming his name.


Growling, hunched over him, Wyatt hammered wildly inside
him. He came with a hoarse, low cry of release and grazed Sam's shoulder with
his bared teeth.


He collapsed, dropping heavy and hot on top of Sam, who
clutched at him, tugged at his hair then pulled him into a kiss. Satisfied and
exhausted, Sam didn't know when he fell asleep, only that he did and that Wyatt
was right there with him.


 


Waking up in his narrow bed, wrapped in Wyatt's strong arms,
Sam didn't want to move, not ever. But looking at the time, Sam knew he had to.
Reaching over to turn off his alarm, he dislodged Wyatt's arms from around him
at the same time and heard him groan.


He wanted his hands in Wyatt's hair unruly from sleep. He
wanted to wrap himself up in that man, never let him get away, but there he was
swinging his legs out of bed.


Though it was early, Sam had to get up and get ready. Last
night, he made sure not to leave a mess at the cafe, but there was still a
little clean up to be done.


The hard part was tearing himself away from Wyatt in his
bed. He hated to wake him, but it couldn't be helped. Sitting on the edge of
the mattress, Sam lowered his face to Wyatt's and kissed him gently.


After placing several kisses along his jaw and his throat,
he felt Wyatt start to stir and moan, reaching for him. Too bad Sam didn't have
time to fall back into bed with him. To get himself away from temptation, Sam
stood up so he could gaze at him from a safe distance.


Sighing with regret, he watched Wyatt's muscles flex as he
reached up his arms for a stretch. God, Wyatt was beautiful. His dark blond
hair was messy, falling over his forehead. His sleepy, blue eyes were half
closed.


Every one of Wyatt's muscles was outlined as he turned
toward Sam and smiled. He said good morning in a deep voice, husky from sleep.
His arm reached out and beckoned Sam to him.


"Time to get up," Sam told him as he evaded his
groping hands.


"What are you talking about? It's not even light
out," Wyatt complained as he waved his hand in the general direction of
the small window.


He was right. There was only the faintest blush of dawn out
the window, but that didn't mean that either of them could afford to keep
sleeping. "I have to go to work and clean up, and you have to pick up the
kids soon," Sam reminded him.


Wyatt sat up and rubbed his face. "I'll help you clean
up."


"I'll do it faster if you're not there to distract
me," Sam said to him with a smile. "Now I have to go and take a quick
shower."


"You need to stop showering without me. And we have to
do this again soon," Wyatt told him, his smile wicked, his eyes filled
with lust. "Don't make me wait too long."


Holding a towel and a change of clothes, Sam looked back at
him from the doorway of his room and groaned. He hated to leave him. All he
wanted was to throw himself into Wyatt's arms.


He had to satisfy himself with jerking off in the shower.
With his body unsatisfied since last night and his head full of Wyatt, it was
quick and dirty. Coming hard left Sam panting and smiling to himself. He felt
so stupid and happy, and he had so much to look forward to. Dancing, fucking,
whatever they did felt wonderful with Wyatt. Sam never knew things could be so
good.


Could this really be his life and not some crazy,
rose-colored, impossible dream?







Chapter 19


 


Every morning Wyatt woke up from some dream of Sam and then
groaned in frustration not to find him in the bed beside him. Dreams would have
to satisfy him until they could spend the night together again.


Since their first real date and that night spent in his
room, Sam hadn't stayed over at the house. Wyatt could tell he wanted to take
it slow. That was probably smart, but it made Wyatt crazy.


His last conversation with his aunt made him crazy too. When
Wyatt told her about him and Sam, she lectured him not to bring someone into
the boys' lives who might not last.


"Some young guy with no roots, who might be moving on
tomorrow or next week, what could you be thinking, Wyatt?" Aunt Deb had
said, but that didn't describe Sam at all.


Wyatt didn't try to convince her. He knew Sam would prove
her wrong, but Wyatt did wish he could hurry things along. With Sam's troubled
past, Wyatt had to let him set the pace or he might risk scaring him off. It
was painful to deny himself like this though.


 


Good thing the boys were always up for eating at the café.
They always made sure to sit in Sam's section. That day they were at the café
for lunch. While Sam was bringing their order, Mrs. Del Rio's grandson stopped
by their table to give Sam a message from the kitchen then he turned to Wyatt
and the boys. "You guys are good customers. We see you in here all the
time. No wonder my grandma loves you."


"This is our favorite place to eat, right guys?"
Wyatt said. With Sam being here, it couldn't be beat.


"We like the big burgers at Big Bert's Burgers too, but
we like this place because you're here," Riley told Sam, and DJ gave him a
smile, silently agreeing with what his little brother said.


"Thanks guys," Sam said, blushing a little.


"Hear that? You're good for business," Enrico told
him and clapped him on the back.


Wyatt frowned at the physical contact, but then quickly
flashed Sam a smile. After giving Wyatt a questioning look, Sam had to go take
an order at another table. Enrico was gone too, and Wyatt and the boys started
eating.


Wondering about the place they mentioned, Wyatt asked the
boys, "Where is this Big Bert's Burgers?"


"You have to go on a road," DJ said and Wyatt was
reminded that kids were no good at directions. He figured he'd ask Sam about it
and use that as an excuse to go over and talk to him. If it was someplace they
could go together, he was definitely going to invite him to come with them. Any
excuse to do something with Sam.


When their check was on the table, and the kids were
finishing up their juices, Wyatt decided to go and pay at the counter and steal
a little time with Sam. While he did that, he could ask him about that burger
place and make plans for them to see each other again.


Unfortunately, Enrico got to him first. He sure found a lot
of reasons to talk to Sam. With their heads inclined, they were busy talking,
and Sam didn't even notice Wyatt. Were those two joined at the hip?


Since Enrico was working at the café, it wasn't weird that
they had reason to talk, but Wyatt would swear Sam talked to him more than
anyone else who worked there. Or maybe Wyatt just noticed more.


"Just here to pay the bill," Wyatt said when Sam
came over to him. "I guess a newbie needs a lot of pointers. Nice of you
to help him out."


"You mean Rico? He isn't new. He's worked here before,
usually over the summer," Sam said.


"Rico?" Wyatt said and felt his jealousy come back
full force.


"Enrico, Mrs. Del Rio's grandson," Sam said, but
Wyatt already knew who he was talking about.


"Right. But you call him Rico," Wyatt said not
hiding how he felt about it.


"That's what everyone calls him. You have a problem
with that?" Sam asked with a challenge in his voice.


Wyatt wasn't looking to pick a fight when they only had a
little time to spend together. "Don't mind me. Actually, other than
bugging you and paying the bill, I wanted to ask you if that burger place the
kids mentioned is somewhere we can take them. Is it close by?" Wyatt
asked.


"It's right up the highway. Maybe half an hour from
here," Sam said.


"Any time you're free, we can go. Just let me
know," Wyatt told him then he noticed that Sam's eyes had strayed to
somewhere over his shoulder.


Wyatt turned and saw that Rico was delivering an order to a
table in the back. For some reason, Sam was watching him. It wasn't an admiring
look or anything, but Wyatt decided to needle him about it anyway. "But
maybe you'd rather go get a burger with Rico."


As soon as he said that, Wyatt watched as Sam's expression
changed. "What?" he said and looked stricken then mad before he
turned and walked away.


Caught off guard, Wyatt only stared after him. Was he really
mad? Did he take what Wyatt said seriously? Wyatt tried to follow him, but he
saw him go over to their table to talk to the boys and pick up their empty
plates and glasses. The bill needed to be paid anyway.


Wyatt waited for a chance to talk to Sam again, but right
now the boys were telling him about what the dogs had been up to. Since his
conversation with Sam was bound to be tense, Wyatt didn't want to interrupt.


He approached as Sam was stepping away, but once he was done
talking to the boys, he didn't spare even a single glance for Wyatt. With a
tray of dishes, he just walked away.


Coming out from the back, Sam got busy taking an order. In
fact the whole place was busy. As soon as Wyatt and the boys left their table,
it was occupied again.


Wyatt hated to leave when Sam was mad at him, but they
wouldn't be able to talk now anyway. Maybe it was better if Sam cooled off a
little first.


The boys were waiting for him, and Wyatt had to go home and
get some work done. Damn, why did he have to put his foot in it? And just when
things between them were getting good.


 


***


 


Of course it was too good to be true. In one moment Sam went
from looking forward to spending time with Wyatt and the boys to feeling it all
crash around him.


What Wyatt said about Rico brought back all of the times
Brian called him names. Brian constantly accused him of sleeping with everyone
he ever met, and never believed a word Sam said to defend himself.


Sam remembered how the barrage of accusations made him feel
helpless and dirty like he had really done something wrong. He didn't think
Wyatt could ever make him feel like that.


Now Sam shifted between being furious, then depressed and
then wondering if he was overreacting. Maybe Wyatt didn't mean it the way it
sounded, but it sure sounded like he was accusing him of having a thing for
Rico. That thought made him mad all over again and the whole cycle started up
again.


Anger and self-doubt warred inside him until the end of his
shift. That's when he started dreading going off somewhere alone to sink even
further into this wretched darkness that was swallowing him up.


Before he could leave, Mrs. Del Rio took him aside. "Such
a sad face. I guess I'll have to take you home with me to cheer you up,"
she said.


"I'm OK," Sam assured her. He appreciated her
concern, but he couldn't be cheered up and he didn't want her to waste her
time.


"How about this? I want to do a little redecorating at
my house. Just shift some things around to freshen up the look of the old
place. I already got Rico to help out. I just need another set of hands and a
strong back. You up for that, sweetheart? A bit of hard, physical labor will do
you a world of good," she said taking a completely different tack.


"It will?" Sam said and he couldn't help smiling.
That didn't sound so bad to him. He wouldn't have to be alone and he would be
doing something useful. "OK. I'm in."


Mrs. Del Rio clapped her hands together and called Rico over
to give him the good news.


"The way you rope people into doing heavy
lifting," Rico said and shook his head at his grandmother.


"Did you want to do it all by your lonesome?" she
asked him pointedly.


"No, thank you. I'll gladly take the help you coerced
from your employee," Rico told her just as pointedly.


"I don't mind," Sam said when he finally managed
to get a word in edgewise.


 


After work Sam and Rico went over to Mrs. Del Rio's house.
As soon as they arrived, she handed them each a lemon, mint, iced tea in a tall
glass clinking with ice. Then she pointed at a sofa in her front room.


"I'm sick of the view from there. Shift it over so I'm
looking out that way," she told them.


The two guys downed some of the iced tea then got to work.
Some of the furniture was heavy, but nothing they couldn't handle. The back and
forth between Mrs. Del Rio and her grandson kept things interesting for Sam.


Then he thought about his great-grandmother, who was so
quiet and unassuming, the complete opposite of Mrs. Del Rio. That made Rico the
opposite of Sam, but they still got along OK.


After they were done shifting furniture, Mrs. Del Rio got
caught up in a lengthy phone conversation. With nothing better to do, Sam and
Rico sat on the back porch steps drinking more of that iced tea. It was tasty
and refreshing after all that work.


Rico leaned back on his elbows and stared at the clouds.
"It's nice of you to help out."


"It's no problem. Your grandmother has been good to me,
so I don't mind," Sam told him.


"Right, but shouldn't you be busy with your guy?"
Rico asked and looked at him out of the corner of his eye.


Sam looked down at his feet. He didn't really want to talk
about Wyatt or what he said about Rico. It would just make things weird.


"So you had a fight?" Rico guessed.


"I wouldn't call it that," Sam said. "But...
I think Wyatt might be the jealous type."


Once that was out, Sam bit his lip. He might not be used to
having anyone to talk to like this, but why shouldn't he get some of it off his
chest. After all, he was here to avoid his own loneliness.


Sitting on the porch steps, letting the breeze cool them
off, he could pour his heart out to Rico, at least a little bit. When he
pictured the mischievous, longing look in Wyatt's blue eyes turn hateful and
full of blame, Sam's insides twisted sickeningly. It killed him that Wyatt
would think he was that kind of guy.


"Maybe it just wasn't meant to be," he said to
Rico in a hopeless, miserable voice. "I don't know what I have to offer
anyway."


"Wow, the self-pity party is on. What do you need to
offer? You're hot. He's hot," Rico said then he started to reconsider.
"But isn't it weird dating someone who is saddled with two kids?"


Sam was surprised at the question, but it did make him
realize that for someone their age, it was kind of unusual. Judging by his
expression, Rico didn't seem like he would be thrilled to find himself dating a
guy who had children.


"Would you date a guy who had kids?" Sam asked him
straight out.


"Hmm." Rico had to think about it hard. "He
would have to have a lot going for him," he finally decided.


"Wyatt does have a lot going for him," Sam said
though he didn't know why he was sticking up for him.


"I'm talking about piles and piles of money," Rico
listed. "But I hear your guy has some cute, little dogs, and that's almost
as good." Rico rolled his eyes, so it was a safe bet that dogs didn't tip
the scales for him.


"You're mocking me when I'm depressed," Sam
pointed out.


"It's good for you," Rico said and backhanded his
arm lightly.


"Like lifting furniture? Your grandmother told me it
would cure my depression," Sam told him.


"That is so her. Did it work?"


"A little bit," Sam admitted, but he knew that
nothing would cure the painful feeling that gripped his heart. He felt a
constant pressure in his chest, a tearing pain that wouldn't go away. Wyatt was
the cause of it, but without him it would only get worse.


Why did it have to hurt so much to be away from him? Why the
hell did he want to see him so bad?







Chapter 20


 


It had been too long since their first official date and
that night spent in Sam's room. Wyatt wanted to smile every time he thought of
it, but then he remembered how he had barely seen Sam since that day at the
café when he got mad at him.


Sam didn't want to meet up, and Wyatt got too busy to go and
see him and have it out. The whole time he was apart from him, Wyatt pictured
him hanging out with Rico. Sure Sam got mad when he accused him of wanting to
spend time with Rico instead of him, but what if he was right?


That thought just wouldn't leave him alone. He had to
straighten this out or he would lose his mind.


 


Today bright and early Wyatt was taking the kids into town
so he could do some volunteer work for the Peach Blossom Festival. Sam was
going to be there a little later, and Wyatt couldn't wait to see him so they
could talk.


The kids were supposed to be getting ready to go, but Wyatt
could hear their hushed voices out in the hallway. A quick search and Wyatt
found them huddled together by the open door of the coat closet.


"We can't keep it. We have to give it to Uncle
Wyatt," DJ was saying.


Then Wyatt heard Riley pleading, "Just for a little
bit."


Going over to see what had caused all this urgent
whispering, Wyatt asked them, "What's going on, guys?"


In answer, DJ held out a fairly nondescript, gray jacket.
Was that what they were talking about just now? DJ explained. "It's Mom's
gardening jacket. It was in there," he said pointing at the hall closet.


Wyatt realized that it must have been overlooked when all
the other stuff got cleared out.


"It was Dad's jacket first," Riley said.


"It got ripped right here," DJ said and pointed to
a patched spot on the shoulder. "Mom fixed it then she said, 'I'm keeping
it for gardening. And Dad said, 'It looks cuter on you anyway.'" DJ said
it like he had carefully memorized every word that his parents said to each
other.


"It smells like Mom's lotion, but DJ said we can't keep
it," Riley said and both boys looked incredibly sad as tears filled their
eyes.


Now that Wyatt understood how precious it was to them, there
was no way he was going to make them give it up.


"You can keep it. Where do you want to put it?" he
asked them and they sniffled with both profound sadness and relief.


The boys thought about it for a minute then DJ said,
"Can we keep it in our room?"


Wyatt agreed, and they all went over there. After looking
around for the right place to put it, he asked, "Do you want to hang it in
your closet?"


DJ nodded and Riley declared, "Mom and Dad's jacket is
gonna be friends with our jackets."


 


As he went back to the kitchen to finish his coffee, Wyatt
thought about his own mother. She was only a shadow to him -- a wisp of blond
hair, a flash of blue eyes.


After she left them, Wyatt remembered finding odds and ends
that belonged to her. He used to keep whatever he found, hiding the bits and
pieces stashed in a shoebox under his bed. One day he discovered that the box
was gone. Either Lloyd or his dad must have found it and got rid of it. They
did it without a word. Everything that once belonged to his mother was just
gone.


That was so like them. Neither their father or Lloyd talked
about her, so she kept fading from Wyatt's memory. By the time he was a
teenager and he heard that she died, Wyatt had nothing left of her, just a
painful longing inside him.


Now that he thought about it, Lloyd must have missed her
too, but he didn't like talking about her. When he was explaining to Wyatt why
she left, all he told him was that she said, "I can't do this any
more."


Wyatt didn't understand. "Couldn't do what?" he
asked his older brother.


"She couldn't be our mom any more."


Later on, when Wyatt left for Europe, he remembered what
Lloyd had said to him. "I guess you turned out just like Mom. You ran off
just like she did."


That hurt. The thought that he could have caused that kind
of pain to anyone would always haunt Wyatt.


He couldn't dwell on that now. None of it could be changed.
Wyatt made sure the kids were ready to go, the dogs had what they needed to
stay behind, and they all headed into town for a morning of volunteer work.
Some hard work should help clear his head.


 


The volunteers were organizing at Peach Tree Elementary, and
DJ wasn't happy about that. "Why at the school?" DJ said and made a
face that Wyatt caught in the rear view mirror as he drove.


"You don't like school?" Wyatt said.


"I don't know," DJ said and it seemed like he was
worried about it maybe because he was starting first grade in the fall.


"It won't be that different. All the kids you know from
kindergarten will be there. It will be fun," Wyatt told him.


DJ still looked unsure, but he seemed willing to give it a
chance especially once they arrived and he saw other kids there and they waved
to him and Riley. Gloria was there too, and Lara seemed to be in charge of
telling people where to go. She held a clipboard in front of her and pointed to
different groups. She wasn't a volunteer though, she worked for city hall.
"Only chumps work for free," she had told him.


Already at work, some of the people were outside in a
clearing behind the school next to the playing fields. There were tables being
set up and planks of wood were being carried around. From what Wyatt heard,
that must have been for some kind of raised platform or maybe one of the floats
they were building for the parade.


Wyatt was ready to get to work too. Too bad Sam wasn’t there
yet to sweat alongside him. After the breakfast shift at the café was over, Sam
would be free to come and lend a hand.


While DJ and Riley went off to join the kids, Wyatt went to
get his assignment from Lara who stood with a group of volunteers and consulted
that clipboard of hers. After a bit, she had assigned everyone to different
groups and only Wyatt was left. He tried not to take that personally. They just
didn't know how awesome he was.


Seeing him standing there, Lara looked around then came up
with an assignment for him. "You can work with Noreen. There she is with
her gallon of coffee." Lara pointed her out coming over with a big mug of
coffee in her hand. "There are some supplies to be carried into that shed.
Noreen will tell you where it goes."


"And good morning to you too," Noreen said.


"Get to work, you two," Lara said and gave Noreen
a mean smile as she left.


"Listen to her ordering me around. She's enjoying that
way too much," Noreen complained.


 


After she was done glaring after Lara, Noreen took Wyatt out
to the parking lot. She pointed out a white van. The back of it was open with
boxes stacked inside. Noreen leaned in so she could read some labels.


"I guess spring is a busy time around here," Wyatt
said as she tapped a box and he picked it up.


Noreen picked up another box and put it on top of that one,
then grabbed one for herself. "This is not so bad, not like in the summer
when the peaches are ripe and we have the Peach Pie Festival. And people also
come here in the fall for the changing of the leaves. That's when they have the
Golden Leaf Festival," Noreen said. She was leading the way to a shed.


"Another festival?" Wyatt said as he pushed the
shed door open with his back and set the boxes on a shelf Noreen pointed out.


"Sure, one for every season. The winter festival was
the last one," she told him. "And yes, you'll have to volunteer for
all of them to set a good example for the kids."


As they went to get more boxes, Wyatt grumbled, but he was
thinking that he wouldn't mind if he got to work with Sam in every festival for
every season. Not that he minded working with Noreen either. He was just really
looking forward to seeing Sam again.





Wyatt couldn't get enough of him. Anxious to see him, he was
keeping an eye out for him, glancing toward the parking lot every few seconds.


"I wonder who you're looking for every time you crane
your neck to look over there?" Noreen asked and raised an eyebrow at him.


"Sam is supposed to show up," Wyatt told her.


"Who is he again?" she pretended to try and
remember. "Oh, just your friendly cooking teacher. Is that right?"


"I need all the cooking help I can get," Wyatt
said so he wouldn't have to say too much about what was going on between him
and Sam, especially right now.


"Sure. Cooking help," she said and rolled her
eyes. "Don't get me wrong. If I was in your shoes, I might be all, woe is
me these cooking instructions are just too darn complicated for my poor brain
to comprehend. Is there no gorgeous, young man around who could assist
me?"


"Is that supposed to be an impression of me?"
Wyatt asked as they went back for more stuff to carry to the shed.


"Pretty good, am I right? You thought you were looking
at yourself in the mirror," she taunted him.


"I'm going to have to feed you sometime then you'll see
what kind of cook I am," Wyatt threatened as he hefted another pair of
boxes.


"You can't just watch a video online and follow along
like the rest of us?" she said.


"Where's the fun in that?" Wyatt asked with a
grin.


"I see what you mean. Why should you when you have a
real, live, hot guy coming over to cook for you and cater to your every whim?
You're determined not to learn how to cook so you can hold poor Sam
captive," she accused him.


"Don't make me sounds so creepy when all I'm doing is
dragging my feet a little. I like him and I like his cooking. Where's the crime
in that?" Wyatt said though he felt a stab of misery when he thought about
not seeing Sam lately.


"You have your fun. Don't listen to me. I'm probably
just jealous," she told him. "And it's not like Sam is voicing any
objections about being in your manly clutches. I bet that little hottie is
exactly where he wants to be."


Wyatt hoped that was true. He wanted Sam to miss him just as
much as Wyatt missed him.


After a few trips to the parking lot, he and Noreen had
brought in all the boxes and were just coming out of the shed when Wyatt saw
Sam and Lara coming over.


"And look who's here," Lara said.


"Hi. Do you know Noreen?" Wyatt asked as he beamed
at Sam, but only got a pained smile in return.


"Nice to meet you outside the cafe," Noreen said
and they shook hands, but she didn't leave it at that. "Wyatt was telling
me all about you."


"I have been gentlemanly and discreet," Wyatt said
to defend himself.


"So there is something juicy to tell," Lara said.


"No," Wyatt said but between her and Noreen, he
knew he couldn't dig himself out.


"So then I shouldn't have you work together?" Lara
teased them. Wyatt gave her a panicked look, and she laughed before her
attitude became more businesslike as she gave them their marching orders.
"OK. Looks like you two are done here. Noreen, you're on painting duty
with Beth. I'm teaming up you two guys. You can thank me later."


As she led the way to where they would be working, Wyatt
kept glancing at Sam, trying to catch his eye. At first Sam wouldn't meet his
eyes, then he finally gave Wyatt such a mournful look that it made his heart
hurt. He had to sort this out and soon.


Lara led them to a makeshift worktable behind the shed. She
pointed to some stacked pieces of plywood with flowers painted on them.


"These are from the last few years. Scrape off loose
paint and sand them down, then lean them against the shed and Noreen and Beth
will prime them. Beth is already working on the first one," Lara said.


"What are the boys up to?" Sam asked.


"We have the kids busy making paper flowers, paper
garlands and confetti," Lara said. "They are making a mess, of
course."


Once the guys were all set to go to work, she and Noreen
went to an area where a whole bunch of painting was being done. That left Wyatt
and Sam as close to alone as they were going to get.


 


Before they could get to work though, Wyatt wanted to talk
to Sam. "I'm so happy you came. I was afraid you might not want to work with
me."


In answer Sam only glared at him steadily.


"Come on. Let me have it." When Sam didn't speak
up, Wyatt prompted him, "Is this about what I said about Mrs. Del Rio's
grandson?"


Sam wouldn't confirm it but he looked even angrier now, so
Wyatt knew he was on the right track. "I didn't mean it."


"Then why did you say it?" Sam said through
gritted teeth. Wyatt could tell it really hurt him. It was a big deal to him,
but Wyatt had just blurted it out on impulse.


"I got jealous when I saw you together. You looked
chummy, but..."


"And what if we were chummy?" His eyes flashing,
Sam snapped at him, "If I want to hang out with Rico, I will."


"Of course you will. Why wouldn't you?" Wyatt
said, ready to take it all back.


"You said..."


Not wanting to be reminded of it, Wyatt hurried to say,
"I didn't mean it. I might feel some pangs of jealousy, but..."


"When have I given you a reason to be jealous?"
Sam asked, angry and hurt, his voice breaking.


Wyatt hated that he hurt him like this. "I wasn't
accusing you of anything. I just got worried that I could lose you. You're both
cute. You're the same age. I bet you would hit it off. I just got insane with
jealousy. I never meant to hurt you. I know you didn't do anything wrong. This
is all me. I'm sorry."


"So are you the jealous type?" Sam asked, and
Wyatt could tell that it wasn't a casual question. His brow was furrowed and
his voice was rough.


"Not usually," Wyatt said. "Rico is just a
little too cute for my liking and he gets to spend time with you at the cafe.
But I know I'm being unreasonable wanting to keep you all to myself. I never
meant for you to take it seriously."


"I did. It reminded me of how Brian used to get. I
couldn't be friends with anyone or he would accuse me of betraying him and beat
me. Nothing would convince him I wasn't guilty. But I think he just used that
to prove I deserved to get hit," Sam said and his whole demeanor was pure
pain.


Wyatt felt wretched. He went over to Sam and offered him his
hand. After looking into his eyes for what seemed like forever, Sam took it. As
he resolved not to act like a jealous idiot ever again, Wyatt told him,
"I'm so sorry. I would never want to remind you of him. I..."


"You're nothing like him. And anyway, I was jealous too
when I saw how you smiled at Rico when Mrs. Del Rio was introducing you. I
could tell you thought he was cute," Sam said and now he glowered at Wyatt
accusingly.


"Oh, did I say he was cute? I meant he's nothing
special. I didn't even notice him. The only man I see is you," Wyatt told
him with an apologetic smile.


Sam rolled his eyes. "It's not like you're not allowed
to smile at anyone but me. That would be insane."


"It's an insane feeling," Wyatt said. Right then
he was experiencing the insanity of being happy that Sam was jealous too and
that he might forgive him.


"Do you think you can give me another chance?"
Wyatt asked with a lump in his throat.


Sam smiled sweetly at him, melting his heart, and said,
"Yes."


Wyatt kissed his hand about a dozen times before Sam pulled
it away. "Stop that. We need to do some work."







Chapter 21


 


"I'm just so happy. And I promise to do better. Too bad
you have to go back to work after this," Wyatt said as they picked up one
of the pieces of plywood and set it up on the worktable.


"They need me for the lunch rush. And I only have this
time off because Mrs. Del Rio is so civic-minded," Sam said.


"So she'll give you more time off so we can work
together?"


"She said she would," Sam said. "Rico is
going to help out in my place." As he said his name, Sam eyed him dangerously.


"I was worried you might get assigned to work with him,
but I was hoping Lara wouldn't do that to me," Wyatt confessed.


"He can't be assigned to volunteer at the same time or
he can't cover for me at the café," Sam pointed out reasonably, but there was
a warning in his eyes.


"I'm just happy that we can do this together,"
Wyatt told him.


Looking down at what they would be working on, he saw that
the plywood had been painted with quite a few layers of paint. The current
layer was painted with peach blossoms and leaves, but the paint was chipping.
Wyatt and Sam got some scrapers and sanding blocks and got to work.


Standing across from each other as they sanded down the old
paint, they kept glancing up from what they were doing to smile at each other.


"Stop looking at me like that," Sam warned him
after a while.


"Why? Because it's indecent?" Wyatt said as he
ogled him some more.


"Yes," Sam confirmed and glared at him with those
pretty eyes of his.


It was nice to work like this just him and Sam. The back of
the shed cut them off from everyone else and Wyatt even wondered if he could
sneak a kiss or two. But then a lady with a camera came by. She said her name
was Sandra, and she was doing social media for the festival.


"I want everyone to see how hard you all are working.
Smile, boys," she said and got ready to take their picture.


Wyatt smiled, but Sam just looked startled. He frowned as
she left and looked distracted. Maybe he didn't like having his picture taken.
That would be too bad because Wyatt wanted to take a million pictures of him.
He found himself staring at Sam long and hard, wanting to devour him.


"Now that we're alone, I can tell you how much I missed
you." Wyatt kept sanding as he eyed him across the way from him then he
added, "But if we were really alone, I would show you.


"It's nice to see you too," Sam said in that shy,
understated way of his and Wyatt had to laugh. Sam did have a compliment for
him though. "I wasn't sure if you were handy, but you aren't bad at
this."


"I can't do any kind of real carpentry. The last time I
attempted it, I helped Lloyd build a birdhouse when I was four and he was
eight. It was not well built, but we put it up in the yard anyway. Then we
waited for the birds to show up. I waited for about five minutes before I started
yelling for the birds to hurry up already." Wyatt chuckled as he
remembered the racket he made. "I wasn't a patient kid."


"So not much has changed," Sam said to him.


"No kidding. Then Lloyd started yelling that I was
going to scare the birds. We didn't end up seeing any birds, and even squirrels
shunned that thing," Wyatt said then he turned sad as he remembered too
much. "I want to tell the kids about him, all the stories."


"They'll like that, I bet," Sam told him.


"I wish I could have seen him being a father to those
boys. There are some videos I need to look at, but so far I've been shying away
from watching them. They'd wreck me," Wyatt said and Sam reached across
the corner of the board they were sanding and took his hand. His hand was gritty
as was Wyatt's, but it felt so good.


"You have to come over soon. And that reminds me. I
invited my friend Raquel to come visit for the festival so you'll get to meet
her. She's great. And two of my other friends might stop by on the second day
for the parade," Wyatt told him and watched him become apprehensive.


Sam lowered his head. "Can't help being nervous,"
he said with a shrug. Obviously he could tell that Wyatt noticed.


"Raquel is a sweetheart. You won't mind meeting her, I
promise," Wyatt assured him, "As for Stan and Yu, they can get a
little mouthy." He couldn't wait to introduce Sam to everyone.


 


They finished scraping and sanding all the boards just in
time for Sam to go back to work. As they brushed themselves off, Wyatt tried to
help out Sam, but he wouldn't let him, just slapped his hand away.


"We can help each other out, can't we?" Wyatt said
with a sly grin.


"I know how that ends. No," Sam told him and gave
him a warning scowl that turned into a smile.


"No reasonable person would expect me to keep my hands
off you," Wyatt told him, but as Lara came over to them, she disagreed.


"More working, less flirting, you guys," she
scolded them.


"We're done," Wyatt told her.


"That means you're off duty now. Thanks for everything.
See you tomorrow," she said and noted something on her clipboard.


After she left, Wyatt told him. "I'll grab the kids and
we'll come with you to have lunch at the cafe. That way I can spend a little
more time with you."


Sam smiled at that and looked beautiful. He made Wyatt's
heart ache for him.


 


When they got the kids, they had to pick out bits of paper
from their hair. They said they had to test the confetti to see if it worked
then they laughed. Obviously they had fun, but Wyatt didn't envy whoever was on
clean up duty.


 


Arriving at the café, Sam pointed out an empty table in his
section. "How does curried chicken stew sound?" he asked all three of
them as they sat down. "It comes with flatbread triangles for dipping.
It's the special today and it's really good."


"Sounds great," Wyatt told him.


"I'll just go and change and I'll put in your
order," Sam said.


Soon after that, Mrs. Del Rio stopped by their table.
"So you're back from volunteering? I guess Sam is too."


"Us too," Riley said like she couldn't see them
sitting right there. "We made confetti."


"You must have worked hard. I bet you'll need a good
lunch," she said.


"Sam is bringing us the special," Wyatt told her.
"I heard that you're letting him have time off to volunteer. That's really
nice of you."


"Is that why I'm doing it?" she said like she had
to think about it then she winked at Wyatt.


"She winked," Riley said. "I can wink
too." He then proceeded to do a whole bunch of random blinking and making
faces.


"I can do it better," DJ said. He did manage to
close one eye, but it involved a lot of effort, tilting his head to one side
and scrunching up one whole side of his face.


"You've outdone me, boys," Mrs. Del Rio said and
tried not to laugh. "But I don't mind since you're my favorite
customers."


"You did it good too," Riley told her.


That's when Rico came over. "Sam is back, so I'm off to
volunteer," he told his grandmother.


The man in question was coming over with their order and
smiling at all of them like an angel. He smiled at Rico too then shot Wyatt a
significant look, daring him to get jealous.


"Here you go. Enjoy it, guys," Sam said as he
balanced his tray and set the food in front of them.


Wyatt gave him a long, meaningful look, and the whole time
made sure not to even glance at Rico. He was on his way and out the door
anyway.


"We'll be seeing you soon, right?" Wyatt asked
Sam. He missed him terribly.


"Soon," Sam confirmed.


Sam had to keep working, and Wyatt always kept him in his
field of vision. When he noticed him put in an order at the window then stop to
get a drink of water, Wyatt went over to him. "Don't mind me. I'm just
here bugging you while you work," he told Sam.





"You're a customer, you can bug me all you want,"
Sam said.


Wyatt grimaced, displeased. "I thought I might have
more privileges than a mere customer."


"But the customer is always right," Sam told him
with a grin.


"OK then. Think about coming over tonight. It's been
too long since we've been alone."


"Maybe," Sam said. Then he looked over at the
kids. "What's going on with the boys?"


Wyatt looked back and saw that they had their heads together
and their expressions were very serious.


"I don't know. I'll find out what's on their
minds," Wyatt said and he went back to their table.


The kids perked up when they saw him. As he sat down across
from them at the table again, Wyatt looked from DJ to Riley.


"What's up, guys? Why the frowny faces?" he asked
them and saw their expressions turn gloomy again. Any time he saw them upset,
he felt his heart constrict painfully.


"Someone said you're going to go back," Riley said
and he looked sad.


"Back where?" Wyatt wondered.


"Where you used to live before," Riley told him.


"Europe," DJ said, pronouncing the word carefully,
like he wasn't sure what it meant.


"Who said this?" Wyatt asked.


"Simon, one of the bigger kids," DJ said.


"He's not big," Riley objected.


"No, he isn't, and he doesn't know anything,"
Wyatt said, but he wondered if this Simon had overheard people talking.
"I'm not going anywhere without you guys. If I go somewhere, you're coming
with me. Where I go, you go. OK?"


"You'll take me and DJ with you and Barney and
Brownie," Riley asked.


"All of you guys," Wyatt told him.


"OK," Riley said happy now.


DJ still looked uneasy though. "I'll have to go to a
different school?"


"So you like this school in Peach Tree?" Wyatt
asked him since he had been nervous about it only this morning.


"I guess," DJ said shyly and Wyatt reached across
the table and ruffled his hair. "Going to Europe is going to be a fun
adventure for you guys, I promise." Wyatt wasn't planning to move, but
they might visit one day. Since he didn't know what the future might hold, he
didn't want to tell them outright that they weren't moving. He didn't want the
kids thinking of it as some terrible thing and being afraid.


Right now, he couldn't imagine going anywhere. After all Sam
was right here. Wyatt spotted him over at a nearby table taking an order and he
smiled. For a moment Sam held his gaze but there wasn't even a hint of a smile
in his expression. It left Wyatt to wonder what that look meant.







Chapter 22


 


Wyatt and the boys had gone home a while ago, and now Sam
was doing his work like a zombie. He shouldn't have been surprised at what he
overheard. Of course Wyatt was going to be moving back to Europe. Sam was
stupid to think otherwise.


"What's worrying you, sweetheart?" Mrs. Del Rio
asked him suddenly.


Sam hadn't noticed her there. Clearly he couldn't hide his
state of mind from her, but he didn't want to talk about the main thing that
was on his mind. But there was something else that had worried him earlier
today when he was at the school.


"Sandra was taking pictures. I think she might put them
online," he told Mrs. Del Rio. "I know there is only a slim chance of
Brian seeing them. But..."


Mrs. Del Rio nodded with understanding. "No use taking chances,"
she said.


"I want to help with the work for the festival, but now
I don't know." The truth was he was trying to keep his distance from
Wyatt, and not volunteering to work with him was one way to do that. He didn't
want to go back on his commitment to help out though, so he thought about how
he could still pitch in. "I can volunteer to clean up after everyone is
done. That way they'll all be gone and I won't have to worry about any
photos."


"That's too drastic by half," Mrs. Del Rio told
him with a shake of her head. "I'll take care of it. The pictures will
never see the light of day, and I'll make sure you can do your work with no
trouble. Don't you worry."


As she patted his arm, Sam told her he was grateful. He
wanted to tell her that he already had a solution, and she didn't need to do
anything, but she was already leaving to deal with something else. Sam sighed.
It looked like he wouldn't be able to avoid working with Wyatt.


That didn't mean he couldn't keep his distance in other
ways. All he had to do was stop feeling everything he felt for Wyatt. Like that
was even possible. But somehow he had to lock away his heart to keep it safe.
He had to.


 


Sam had a bad night plagued by nightmares about abandonment
and dark empty places that had no end. He woke up in darkness, drenched in a
cold sweat, fighting for every breath. There was no sleeping after that. Dawn
arrived to find him shaky and tired of being in that little room alone.


Since he was up early anyway, Sam went into the café to help
with breakfast prep. He wanted to make it up to Mrs. Del Rio for giving him all
the time off so he could volunteer.


He wasn't the only one who was there to help out. Rico was
there at the dishwashing station. He greeted Sam with a grimace. "Did you
party too hard or what?"


"No. Just had trouble sleeping," Sam told him as
he got to work.


"Don't you have a boyfriend who should be keeping you
up all night?" Rico asked and Sam flinched.


"Not a boyfriend," Sam said and he felt like he
would choke on those words.


"Didn't mean to pry," Rico said, lowering his
voice.


Sam wasn't doing a good job hiding how wretched he felt.
"Don't worry about it. And thanks for filling in for me."


"It's no problem. I'm kind of looking forward to the
festival. I used to love it when I was a kid, but then this other kid at school
told me I wasn't supposed to like flowers because I was a boy. It took me a few
years to get sick of people telling me everything I wanted and everything I
liked was wrong. That's why I'm fighting with my dad now," Rico said, and
Sam was reminded of Wyatt and his family.


"Because you're gay?" Sam asked him then realized
maybe he shouldn't have.


"No. It's about what I want to be when I grow up. My
dad is a dentist. I figured, what the heck, I'll follow in his footsteps then
changed my mind. I'm a big disappointment all around. Grandma always wanted me
to be a singer, an actor, any kind of performer. She wants to see someone in
the family do something exciting with their life, but we're all a bunch of
boring fucks," Rico said.


"Boring is good," Sam said and Rico groaned.


He then frowned deeply at Sam and said, "You must have
had it rough to think that way." After a pause, he reconsidered. "I'm
not prying or anything. Sorry if I put my foot in it again."


"No, you're right," Sam admitted. He didn't really
want Rico to censor himself around him. His directness reminded Sam of his
grandmother, and he knew Rico was a good guy.


Sam found that working in the kitchen while Rico was
chattering next to him soothed his nerves, but then there wasn't any more for
him to do. Once he was out of there, Sam wondered how he would keep himself
from obsessing about Wyatt leaving.


 


As he came out from the back, he saw that Lara had come into
the cafe and went over to her. "Good morning."


"Good morning. You know about the special assignment
for you and Wyatt?" Lara said.


Sam shook his head and wondered if that was something Mrs.
Del Rio had arranged.


"There's a float that's ready to be painted. I estimate
that's a two-man job, just right for you and Wyatt," she said with a
wiggle of her eyebrows. "The Smiths' kid is an art student. She did the
drawing, but she didn't have time to paint it in. There is a color chart and
you'll pick up the paints over at the school. We stashed the float at the
Lubbock's old barn. You know where that is?"


"No, sorry," Sam said.


"I already told Wyatt all about it. He has the
directions. He'll be by to pick you up. He was happy to hear about it. You can
take the boys over there and you can have the dogs with you too," she said
and looked at him questioningly since he wasn't reacting the way she expected.
"Something wrong?"


"No. Sounds good," Sam said with a vague smile.
Honestly, he didn't know how he felt about this. All he knew was that his heart
hurt.


He would get to be with Wyatt today and for a little while
longer until he was gone. That was something, but it wasn't enough. He would
just have to make the best of it and make sure he didn't get in too deep.


Oh fuck. That thought made him want to laugh, and it made
him feel sick at the same time. He was already in too deep and this was
hopeless.


 


Pulling up in front of the café, Wyatt arrived with a car
full of kids and dogs and they all headed for the school to pick up supplies.
Sam was glad for the distraction of kids chattering and the dogs poking their
heads out the windows. Being alone with Wyatt right now would have been agony.


"You feeling OK?" Wyatt asked him as they arrived
to park on the side of a dirt road that led to the barn.


Sam told him the truth or at least a part of it. "Just
didn't sleep well."


Walking the rest of the way with the supplies, they arrived
at the barn where the float was. The barn was huge, like an airplane hangar
with big doors on both sides to give them plenty of light. In there, they saw
the peach blossom honey float with drawings of the usual peach flowers but also
bees, beehives and jars of honey.


"They've marked off the colors for us. We just have to
slap on some paint," Wyatt said as he set down the box with the paint
canisters.


"Slap on some paint? You mean color it in
precisely," Sam told him as he went over and looked at the drawings. They
were good, skillfully done but not too serious.


"Ouch. I didn't realize it would be so detailed,"
Wyatt said as he took a closer look at the drawings.


"We can do it. This is nice work. We have to do it
justice," Sam told him.


"We will, as long as you don't distract me with your
hotness," Wyatt said and he grinned at Sam.


Under Wyatt's teasing gaze, Sam did feel hot, as in
overheated. He had no idea how he was going to manage working with him and
staying aloof at the same time. He was sure to fail. But then he saw some hope
when the kids and the dogs came in.


"We'll need to keep the dogs away from the paint. OK,
guys?" Wyatt told them.


"Are we gonna paint?" DJ asked.


"No, sorry," Wyatt told the boys.


Seeing that they looked disappointed, Sam told them
"This is painting for grown-ups. It's not going to be a lot of fun."


"What are me and Ry gonna do?" DJ wondered.


"We wanna volunteer," Riley told them.


"You two can supervise us and make sure we don't slack
off and that we do a really good job," Wyatt told them.


After they got to work with the kids watching them closely,
Riley figured out what they were doing and he exclaimed, "You're
coloring!"


"That kid knows coloring when he sees it," Wyatt
said and grinned at Sam.


"We are coloring," Sam confirmed.


"Coloring is not for grown-ups," DJ pointed out
and frowned at him.


"We wanna help," Riley insisted.


"You help by staying away from these paint buckets and
keeping the dogs from knocking them over. I don't want paint flying
everywhere," Wyatt told them.


The boys grumbled but stayed back.


"I'll let you use the brush when I'm doing the big
middle part. But first I have to go around the edge," Sam said. He then
held each of the boys' hands while they held the brush. "See, it's
boring."


"It is boring," Riley agreed.


"Why don't you go play outside? Don't let the dogs eat
anything weird," Wyatt told them. Once the kids were gone, he turned to
Sam. "Maybe you want to hold my hand and show me how to paint. I'm having
trouble with this part here."


Sam refused to even look at him. He knew how seductive his
eyes were as well as the rest of him. "Is that why you sent the kids out
of here?" he asked Wyatt in his most accusing tone.


"Like we can get up to anything serious in here,"
Wyatt said, making it clear that he would if only the kids weren't right
outside. "Want to come over tonight? Or we can go out to that burger place
then you can come over. What do you say?"


Sam felt crushed as he realized how hard it was to say no to
Wyatt. "I'm working late to make up the time I'm losing on volunteering.
Sorry."


"You can come over afterward. Any time," Wyatt
said.


"I'll be tired. I'll just want to crash," Sam
said, but he didn't dare even glance in Wyatt's direction or he wouldn't be
able to hide from him that there was more to it than that.


 


Later, around midmorning, they took a break. Stepping
through the big barn opening, they both stretched and took in the view. There
was a small, overgrown field and some woods beyond it. The day was sunny and
the kids and the dogs were running around chasing each other.


"We can sit on that log," Wyatt said and pointed
it out. The log looked like it had been trimmed off and placed next to the barn
for just that reason. As they went out there, Wyatt called out to DJ and Riley.
"We're taking a break. Can you guys grab us all some drinks. The dogs
too."


"The drinks are in the car," DJ told him as the
boys ran over.


"Oh, right," Wyatt said. They had a lot to carry
and had left the cooler to bring in later. "Then we better go get them.
Volunteering is thirsty work."


"We forgot the dishes for Barney and Brownie in the
car. They are volunteers too," Riley claimed.


"I can see them hard at work over there, sniffing
things," Wyatt said then he and Riley went to the car to get the cooler
with their drinks.


That left Sam and DJ to go and sit on the log and watch the
dogs hard at work.


"It's a dog's job to sniff things, and bark at things,
and sit next to you when you're sad," DJ said to Sam.


"That's right." Sam was kind of amazed at this
little guy but a little worried too. "Do the dogs sit with you when you're
sad?"


"Brownie did, and she leaned her head on my foot,"
DJ said and pointed at his foot.


"I'm sorry you were sad," Sam told him.
"Whenever you're sad, you can always go and talk to your uncle and maybe
get a hug from him."


DJ looked like he would consider it.


"Trust me. Wyatt would like that. He wants to be a good
uncle to you and your brother," Sam assured him. "So make sure you
talk to him any time something is bothering you."


"OK," DJ said. "He is a good uncle."


"Did I just hear someone praise me?" Wyatt asked
as he came back with the cooler while Riley carried the water dishes for the
dogs.


"Sam did," DJ said and pointed an accusing finger
at him.


As Wyatt came over and handed him a bottle of water, Sam
blushed. It was the way Wyatt was looking at him with insinuating eyes like Sam
had praised him as a stud, not as a good uncle.


The boys were pouring water for the dogs, who drank
greedily. DJ and Riley then came over to sit with Wyatt and Sam, and he was
glad to have their company so he wouldn't have to be alone with Wyatt. DJ sat
next to Wyatt, but Riley wedged himself between Sam and Wyatt then laughed.


"Is that the best seat, right there?" Wyatt asked
him.


"Yes!" Riley said like he was celebrating some
victory while DJ leaned over and made a face at him.


"This is a really nice place. It's so hidden away, I
didn't come across it before," Sam said as he took in all the green and a
sense of happy neglect of the place.


"The only thing is we can't see Peach Tree Hill from
here," Wyatt said. The woods blocked the view of it.


"That hill is why I moved here," Sam said to the
kids. "When she was a young girl, my great-grandmother saw Peach Tree
Hill. That was a long time ago when she was taking a car trip with her family.
She saw the hill with all the peach trees in bloom, and she always remember it
as a beautiful place. After she told me about it, I thought it sounded so nice,
I decided to come here."


"Yay!" Riley said cheering Sam's decision.


"Where is your great-grandma? Does she live far
away?" DJ asked.


"She's gone. She died," Sam told him. He didn't
mean to make the boys sad, but he could see that he had. "But she lived
for a very long time."


With his head down, DJ came over and sat next to Sam. After
whispering "sorry" in a small, shaky voice, DJ put his arms around
him and leaned his head on Sam's arm.


"Thank you," Sam told him then felt Riley do the
same thing from the other side.


Leaning over, Wyatt put his arms around all of them. He
kissed the top of Riley's head then he said, "Look at us slacking off.
Let's get to work."


The kids jumped up, and Wyatt stood up and turned to Sam.
Silently, he offered Sam his hand. Sam knew he shouldn't take it, but his hand
went up anyway. He clasped Wyatt's hand, felt all his strength and warmth and
wanted to beg him not to leave.







Chapter 23


 


Wyatt was making vegetables, rice and sausage for dinner
with the help of a seasoned rice mix and the recipe on the back of the box. The
whole time he was missing Sam and wondering why he had seemed so distant all
day.


Sam was always kind of shy but not like today. He avoided
looking at Wyatt and wouldn't be drawn into conversation. Maybe it was just
because he didn't sleep well, like he said. There were dark shadows under his
eyes. But Wyatt didn't think that was the whole story. This was different from
when Sam was mad at him. Sam seemed more distant and that scared him.


At dinner Wyatt found out that he wasn't the only one who
was missing Sam. He had told the boys he wouldn't be coming over, but now that
they were almost finished with dinner, Riley was saying that Sam might come to
eat dessert with them.


Dessert was peanut butter ice cream, and Wyatt didn't expect
Sam would show up to share it with them. "Sorry, boys. Sam isn't coming
tonight, but we can look at some pictures. What do you say?"


"Pictures of you and Barney?" Riley asked eagerly.
"I want to see the one with the boat when Barney put his nose in the
water."


Those were the pictures from Wyatt's trip to Lake Achensee,
and the boys couldn't get enough of the pictures of Barney though they got to
see him every day.


"Some of those, but I have some pictures of your dad
too." Wyatt wanted to look at some old pictures with the boys and hoped he
wouldn't start crying over them.


"Pictures of Dad?" DJ said and right away his
expression turned mournful.


"Right. When we were younger," Wyatt said. He
wasn't sure how he would handle the emotions that were already welling up
inside him, and now he wondered if the boys would be OK.


 


First they had the ice cream then he and the boys sat on the
couch together. Wyatt sat between them with his iPad in front of him. Showing
them old pictures from his childhood, he tried not to get teary eyed. He wasn't
sure if he could hold it together for long. He figured if he started to get too
emotional, he would just say they had to stop because it was time to go to get
ready for bed.


First Wyatt showed them pictures of Lloyd before Wyatt was
born, and Riley said. "He's an only brother."


"Your dad was four when I was born," Wyatt said
and they looked at pictures of him as a baby. Next came the pictures from his
school, and Wyatt noticed that there were fewer pictures all the time. Their
dad didn't take photos of them very often.


While Wyatt was wishing he had more pictures of Lloyd to
show them, a particular photo had caught Riley's attention. Leaning forward,
Riley looked at the picture very closely and asked, "Is that really you,
Uncle Wyatt?" He was pointing his little finger at a picture of the small
boy Wyatt had once been. He was standing in front of their house with Lloyd,
and he was about seven or so.


"Yes, That's me," Wyatt confirmed.


Now Riley's eyes went wide like he just couldn't believe it.
"Uncle Wyatt, you're the boy in the puffy vest!" he exclaimed.


"A puffy vest?" Wyatt said, not sure what he
meant.


"A puffy, red vest," Riley said.


"In the picture," DJ added as he figured out what
his brother meant.


"Oh," Wyatt said remembering that he used to have
a vest like that when he was a kid. There used to be a few pictures of him in
it. "Where did you see it?"


"Over there," Riley pointed toward a cabinet
drawer. He opened it and pulled out an old photo album. Lloyd had told him that
their mother started it, but there were no pictures of her in it. Over the
years, Lloyd added pictures to it. Even their father added a few.


Wyatt flipped through it and tried not to cry as he saw
pictures of his father and brother. Finally he came across the picture of
himself as a kid wearing that red, puffy vest. Riley pointed it out excitedly.


It was the three of them -- Wyatt, his father in the middle,
then Lloyd. Their father had his arms around both of them and a big smile. Anyone
would know that was a man who was proud of his boys. Wyatt's father wasn't a
man who smiled often though, so this was a special picture and somehow Riley
recognized that.


"Do you have a picture like that with your dad?"
he asked Riley and DJ.


"With a red vest?" Riley said.


"No. With your dad and he has his arms around you guys
and a big smile on his face," Wyatt explained.


"Yes!" DJ said. "And with ducks too. It's on
the laptop."


Going over to the desk in a nook by the kitchen, Wyatt got
the laptop that Lloyd and his wife had shared. DJ showed Wyatt a photo of Lloyd
crouching with the boys on either side of him. They were on the riverside and
some grayish ducklings were passing in front of them. Riley was very little in
that picture, and from the look on his face now as he gazed at the photo, he
didn't remember when it was taken.


"Should we print it up?" Wyatt asked.


The boys nodded then watched as the picture came out of the
printer.


"We'll have to buy a frame for it." Wyatt was also
thinking they might buy an album and fill it with pictures. "I have an
idea. Every week we're going to print a different picture and put it in an
album. What do you think?"


"Yes," Riley said right away while DJ only nodded.
He was staring at the picture in his hand and blinking back tears. Wyatt put an
arm around him and kissed the top of his head then he did the same to Riley so
they would be even.


They went to sit back on the couch together and looked at
more photos on Wyatt's iPad.


"You were the little brother then you got to be the big
brother," Riley said as he saw little Wyatt next to Lloyd turn into a
bigger version of himself standing shoulder to shoulder with his brother until
he gained a few inches on him. He used to tease Lloyd about that. "Who's
the big bro now?"


But in his heart Wyatt knew Lloyd would always be his big
brother, the one he could lean on no matter what, the one who broke his heart
when he couldn't accept him and proved him wrong.


"Lloyd was always the big brother. I just got a little
bit taller," Wyatt told the boys, but DJ still looked at Riley like he
suspected he might launch into a growth spurt any minute and overtake him.


Watching them, Wyatt hoped their relationship would always
stay strong and loving, that they would never experience betrayal or loss.


 


That night Wyatt had too many things rolling through his
head to get any sleep. He thought about his family, losing them and finding out
he had two wonderful nephews. He thought about Sam and wondered what was going
on with him.


Reaching across his empty bed, he imagined what it would be
like to have Sam there, not for just one night, but always. Was that kind of
thing his dream now? It must have been because he never dreamed of anyone else
any more, and he couldn't stop wishing for Sam to be there with him, to hold
him through a sleepless night.







Chapter 24


 


The day before, Wyatt had noticed that Sam seemed off. He
was troubled and distant, and he wouldn't open up to Wyatt. That's why he
wanted so badly for Sam to come over last night, but he refused.


Today they weren't on the schedule to volunteer, and Wyatt
planned to spend the day working. But by lunchtime, he was obsessed with
talking to Sam. He had tried texting him, but only got the briefest of replies
back. Picking up his phone, Wyatt was thinking of calling him instead, but then
he decided he wanted to talk to him face to face.


The kids were happy to have lunch in town, but they were a
little disappointed that they couldn't talk Wyatt into taking the dogs along
with them. The day was a little cloudy so they drove. That would save Wyatt
some time since he needed to get back to work.


When they arrived at the café, all the tables were taken.
That wasn't the only bad luck. Sam wasn't anywhere in sight. As soon as two
spots at the counter opened up, Wyatt had the boys take them. Magda agreed to
keep an eye on them, so Wyatt ordered their lunch and went in search of Sam.


Instead of Sam, he found Mrs. Del Rio. "I'm glad the
boys get to help out with the work you and Sam are doing. It's good for them to
keep busy. I don't even know how such little things bear up under so much
grief," she said with a big sigh.


"They're amazing," Wyatt said and looked back at
them.


"They sure are, and so are you, sweetheart. You really
stepped up. But I bet you're looking for Sam," she said. "He's around
here somewhere. He still seems spooked. I was hoping he'd be more at ease with
you guys working where it's quiet and where Sandra won't be running around
snapping pictures like some paparazzo."


"Right," Wyatt said though he wasn't sure what she
was talking about.


"I just hope some actual work is getting done,"
she said with a teasing smile.


"And this thing with Sandra...?" Wyatt started to
ask.


"Those pictures won't make it online. I made sure of
that. Sam's dirtbag of an ex won't be finding him that way," she assured
Wyatt.


"I didn't need to worry, I guess," Wyatt said as
he realized that must have been why Sam was acting odd.


"But it's sweet that you did. You just keep looking out
after our Sam," Mrs. Del Rio said and patted his arm approvingly. Then she
went off to talk to some other customers.


That left Wyatt to wonder why Sam didn't talk to him about
what was bothering him. There was nothing he would like better than to look out
for Sam, but he would first need to know what was going on.


After popping in to check on the boys, Wyatt went looking
for Sam again. A bunch of people told him he was around, maybe in the kitchen.
Since he couldn't barge in on him in there, Wyatt went outside and to the back.


He parked himself by the cafe's back door and leaned against
the wall. Next he texted Sam to let him know he was waiting for him there. He
expected to have to wait a little while, but Sam showed up right away.


As he came out, Wyatt could smell all sorts of good things
cooking. Then Sam shut the door behind him and stood a few feet from Wyatt.


"What's going on?" he asked while only glancing at
Wyatt briefly like he didn't want to look at him full on.


"Just wanted to talk to you. I knew something was on
your mind. Now I know what it was. You could have told me what was bothering
you," Wyatt said and Sam looked taken aback, like he didn't want him to
know even now. "Yesterday, I noticed you were talking to the boys more
than you were to me. I wish you had talked to me then. Why didn't you?"


"I didn't see the point," Sam said in a dour way.


"Couldn't you talk to me now?" Wyatt asked. He
wasn't trying to be demanding, but he felt like Sam was shutting him out and
that hurt and it scared him. What if he was pulling away? What if he didn't
want to see him any more?


"I don't think..." Sam started to say while
shaking his head.


Wyatt could tell he was going to refuse, so he decided to
fill him in on what he knew and then Sam could fill in the blanks. "I
talked to Mrs. Del Rio. She thought I already knew all about it, like I should
have. If that photo worried you so much, you should have told me."


Sam blinked a few times then he smiled in a way that Wyatt
couldn't decipher. "Why involve you?" Sam said. His voice was low,
his expression unreadable. Wyatt felt like he didn't have a clue what was going
on with him.


"What the hell, Sam? You didn't want to involve me? Why
didn't you want to talk to me about this? Are you mad at me?" Wyatt wanted
to know.


"Why would I be? You don't owe me anything," Sam
said.


"What? I want to help you and to be there for
you," Wyatt stated though he couldn't keep the rising anger out of his
voice.


"For now," Sam said flatly.


"What are you saying? What is this about?" Wyatt
demanded.


Sam took a shaky breath then he told him. "I heard you
at the cafe. You told the boys you would be going back to Europe."


"That is not what I said. I was telling them that I
would be taking then with me. So they wouldn't worry."


"I know. I heard you. Now leave me alone, Wyatt,"
Sam said and turned away to go back in.


"I'm not going anywhere, maybe not for a long
time," Wyatt yelled after him but Sam didn't want to hear it.


He went inside and shut the door. For a second Wyatt was
going to follow him inside, but then he realized he wouldn't be doing Sam a
favor if he made a scene at his place of work.


Feeling frustrated and confused, he sighed and went around
to the front then joined the boys inside. They were eating their lunch with
Mrs. Del Rio leaning next to them and laughing at something. Wyatt smiled as he
went over, but he had to get his lunch to go.


He just didn't feel like eating at all right now. He felt
like he would never want to eat another bite until he settled this thing with
Sam. On his way out, he spotted him at a table and went over. He whispered to
him. "I'm going on a hunger strike until you feed me something."


Sam jumped at that and gaped at him. To let him know he
wasn't giving up, Wyatt eyed him seriously as he left. He wasn't going to lose
him no matter what.


In contrast to his intensity, the kids were waving
cheerfully to Sam as they went out the door. For the kids Sam had a smile, but
for Wyatt he only had a pained expression.


 


Since his concentration was shot anyway, Wyatt decided to
call Raquel. He needed a sympathetic ear.


"How come you're calling?" she asked instead of
saying hello.


"Where's the love?" Wyatt asked and leaned back in
his office chair. He let his head fall back until he was staring at the
ceiling.


"Hey now," Raquel told him in a conciliatory tone.
"I always want to hear from you. I know it must be hard for you."


"I won't argue with that," Wyatt said with a sigh.


"So what's wrong?" she asked gently. When he
didn't answer right away, she turned more demanding. "I know something is
up, so spill it."


"I guess you're psychic. I had my first and my second
fight with Sam," Wyatt confessed. "I never thought that kind of thing
was a big deal, but it's different with him."


"Because you're head over heels. Want to tell me what
the fight was about?" she said.


"He thinks I'm going to leave, go back to Vienna or
somewhere," Wyatt summed up.


There was a thoughtful silence on the other end before
Raquel spoke. "Well, you are living in that tiny, little town. That's not
you."


"I know, but this is where the boys need to be. And I
think I'm fitting in OK. At first, it was kind of weird being in my brother's
house when he's gone, but the place is feeling kind of like home lately,"
Wyatt told her.


"So you're thinking of staying?" Raquel said.


"I want to be where Sam is," Wyatt stated simply.


Another pause from Raquel followed. "Wow. So did you
tell him that?"


"I didn't get a chance. He didn't want to listen to
anything I said," Wyatt complained.


"I'm sure once you talk, you'll clear it up."


"I hope. But it scares me. The way he's turning away
from me. What if he decides I'm too much of a gamble?" Wyatt said
worriedly. "Sam is coming off a bad relationship. He doesn't want turmoil
in his life. He likes this place because it's peaceful."


"And you tend to turn things upside down," Raquel
said.


"What? I'm not some kind of troublemaker," Wyatt
said getting a little defensive.


"It does sound like you might be starting to settle
down. I guess raising kids will do that to you," she said. "So how
are your nephews doing?"


"They are brave little guys," Wyatt said feeling
so proud of them.


"They have you so they'll be OK."


"When you come down, you'll get to meet them and Sam,
and see this place. And I can't wait to see you. We didn't get to spend much
time together, and I was so rushed and out of it when I arrived," Wyatt
reminded her.


"I can't wait either," Raquel said.


After he hung up and went back to work, he realized that
talking to Raquel cheered him up a little. But too soon after that, Wyatt found
himself brooding about Sam once again. He needed to straighten this out as soon
as possible, but he didn't want Sam to feel cornered or pressured.


Wyatt wanted to be considerate, but he just couldn't let go
of the fear that all this turmoil might be too much for Sam. He might make his
case only for Sam to reject him. After all the bad things in his life, Sam
needed someone he could trust. What if he decided Wyatt wasn't the man for him?







Chapter 25


 


Growing up Sam tried not to think about his parents too much
once they were gone. They were at the center of everything he lost, a painful
brightness that hurt his eyes, all the good in his life he could never get
back. But he could never forget the good feeling of being with them, the warmth
and the security.


After they were gone, he made so few good memories until he
met Wyatt. But how long before memories were all he had of him too.


He was already hurting just from the thought of Wyatt
leaving. When it actually happened, he knew it would tear him to pieces.


He could always choose to leave first. Why let Wyatt do this
to him? Sam could pick any other place to go to, why not? Another job waiting
tables, another rented room somewhere. Could he do it, leave Wyatt and those
boys? He didn't think he could, not even to save himself.


 


Sam couldn't figure out any way to spare himself the pain.
He couldn't even figure out if he might manage to eat something. That's when he
got the call from Wyatt.


He must have decided that a hunger strike wasn't good
enough. Sam thought about not answering, but he knew he would regret not
hearing Wyatt's voice at least one more time today.


On his third try, Sam answered his phone to hear Wyatt's
deep, urgent voice. "I need to talk to you. Now or after dinner, whenever
you want. I'll ask Lara to watch the kids and I'll come to you. I'll meet you
anywhere you want."


Sam groaned. He didn't want to cause all that disruption.
"You don't need to do that. I'll come over there," he told him
knowing that it was the only way to stop him.


"You sure?" Wyatt asked.


"Yes. I'll be there soon," Sam said curtly then he
hung up and just stared at his phone. Did he just agree to go see Wyatt? Damn
it, he had no willpower at all.


One minute he was swearing off spending time with Wyatt then
the next thing he knew he was buying ingredients for chicken Marsala and
linguine and taking them over to Wyatt's house so he could make him dinner.


In all seriousness, Sam had to wonder if he had a
self-destructive streak. Even knowing it would hurt him once he left, he
couldn't stay away from Wyatt.


It was all Wyatt's fault. He was too tempting to give up --
handsome, funny, strong but gentle and loving. Sam wanted to be with him as
long as he could.


Could he do that, just enjoy his time with Wyatt even if it
was coming to an end, not dwell on the future, on losing him? Sam doubted it,
but he just couldn't stay away from Wyatt even if he ended up breaking his
heart.


 


Driving to Wyatt's then going up to his door. Sam took a few
deep breaths then got ready to knock. He got as far as raising his hand. The
door opened to Wyatt smiling uncertainly, dogs jumping and barking, and boys
chattering.


"Hi everyone," Sam said and tried not to pay any
more attention to Wyatt than he did to the dogs or the furniture.


"Can I take those?" Wyatt asked and nodded toward
his shopping bags, but Sam shook his head and walked past him with the boys and
the dogs leading the way into the kitchen.


The dogs went straight for the back door and Wyatt saw that
as a signal that they needed to go out. The boys went out with them, and Sam
and Wyatt were left alone. This was when they should have flown at each other
for a proper greeting -- a passionate embrace while breathlessly saying how
much they missed each other between hot kisses.


Just thinking about it caused the pain inside Sam to put
down deeper roots. Turning away from that gorgeous source of his pain, Sam set
down the shopping bags on the counter.


He would focus on cooking nothing more, but first he wanted
to make one thing clear to Wyatt. He braced himself then turned to face him.
"I'm here to visit with those guys and those guys," Sam said while
pointing at the boys and the dogs playing outside on the back porch. "Not
you." He glared at Wyatt then turned back to the shopping bags and started
pulling things out and setting them on the counter noisily.


"Can I help?" Wyatt asked as he hovered.


"You can help and learn. I'm making chicken Marsala,
but I'm only putting the wine sauce on ours," Sam informed him.


"OK. I'm ready to work," Wyatt said.


"Good. Pay attention. This is how you wash mushrooms,"
Sam told him.


"I guess you know that I like mushrooms," Wyatt
said while standing too close and watching what Sam was doing.


"You ordered a dish with mushrooms at Lenny & Lou's
Barbeque, so you figured you didn't hate them," Sam told him. He didn't want
to admit that he was paying attention to Wyatt's likes and dislikes.


"So you hate me, but you're cooking me some of my
favorite food?" Wyatt needled him.


Sam refused to admit anything. "It's a
coincidence."


"What? You just said..."


"That I'm not here for you," Sam reminded him.


"So you're hate-cooking for me? OK. What can I do to
help?" Wyatt asked.


Forgetting for a second how close Wyatt was standing, Sam
turned too quickly and found himself inches away from him, close enough to
breathe him in. So gorgeous and so near, Wyatt overwhelmed him. For a moment
Sam forgot everything and swayed, instinctively angling his face for a kiss. At
the last second, he quickly looked away.


"I don't think you hate me," Wyatt said and kissed
him on the cheek.


"You sure about that? I'm about to make you chop
onions," Sam informed him though he didn't buy any.


"I still don't think you hate me," Wyatt said, his
voice mellow and deep, and so seductive.


"I wish I could," Sam said very quietly.


"What? Why?" Wyatt asked with a look of concern in
his eyes.


Taking in a long, painful breath as his chest constricted,
Sam decided to tell him the simple truth. "It's going to destroy me when
you leave."


"I'm not leaving," Wyatt told him and lightly
touched his hand.


"Not yet," Sam said and turned back to the cutting
board to slice the mushrooms.


"Oh, for God's sake," Wyatt said in exasperation.
He took the mushrooms away from Sam and made him put down the knife. Grabbing
him by the arms, he spun him around and made Sam face him.


"Wyatt," Sam objected but didn't try to pull away.


"Listen up now. I'm going to tell you the same thing I
told the boys. I'm not going anywhere without you," Wyatt stated in a
stern tone.


"You're just saying that," Sam said and he tried
to draw back from him. He couldn't afford to believe him.


"The fuck I am. I wouldn't make a promise like that if
I didn't mean it," Wyatt said then he looked toward the back where the
boys were still playing outside with the dogs.


"A promise?" Sam said in a hushed voice. "Is
that what that was?"


Wyatt was looking at him again, staring deep into his eyes
as he said. "Yes. A solemn promise from me to you."


Sam bit his lower lip and hung his head. Wyatt sounded so
completely sincere, but Sam was afraid to believe him. It didn't seem to matter
though. He let out a shaky laugh. "I'm always here anyway. I can't seem to
help myself. So go ahead and break my heart. What the hell."


"Don't you listen? I just told you..." Wyatt
started to say but Sam shut him up with a kiss.


As he pulled away, he told Wyatt, "My heart already
feels half-broken. Saying I believe you is more than it can take."


"But you do believe me a little?" Wyatt asked.


"Let's cook some food," Sam told him.


"And you'll stay over tonight?" Wyatt asked.


"Don't jump ahead," Sam told him and went back to
slicing mushrooms.


"But you will, right?" Wyatt said. From behind
him, he placed his hands on Sam's hips and kissed the nape of his neck. Sliding
his hands around to lock his arms around Sam's waist, he nuzzled his neck then
rested his chin against his shoulder. Feeling Wyatt's whole body, his
heartbeat, his chest rising and falling with his breathing, Sam heard him
whisper, "You're more precious to me than you know. I'm not letting you
go."


 


Sam wasn't sure how much time passed between that moment and
when he heard the boys coming up noisily onto the back porch. He knew that
nothing got done during that time, and maybe he didn't take a single breath and
his heart might have stopped beating.


 


Despite the constant distraction of Wyatt "helping",
dinner turned out well though the kids pushed the mushrooms to the edges of
their plates. Wyatt scooped them up from there and ate them. "Mushrooms
are good," he told the kids. "And these are extra good because Sam
made them with all of us helping."


"Are you gonna be mad if we don't eat the
mushrooms?" DJ asked leaning over the table toward Sam.


"No. You don't have to eat them," Sam told him and
Riley then he caught Wyatt smiling at him. His smiles left Sam helpless to him.


 


After dinner, the kids insisted on feeding him peanut butter
ice cream since he missed out on it the day before. The boys scolded him for
not coming over.


"Big people get busy," Wyatt told them.


But Riley still scowled at Sam. "You missed peanut
butter ice cream," he said like it was a terrible tragedy.


"And we missed you," Wyatt added and grinned at
Sam.


Wyatt was perfectly willing to let the kids have the ice
cream again, but Sam decided to turn it into a peanut butter ice cream and
banana smoothies so it was a little bit healthier. They all walked the dogs
together afterward. The stars were just starting to come out in a darkening sky
and the air was fresh and cool.
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