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  Chapter one
Troy


I’ve finally made it. Out of home, away from the farm, into my new life. 
To be fair, I’ve got nothing against home, the farm, or my old life. It’s just that they weren’t me—well, not the whole of me anyway.
I grip the strap of my bag as I gaze up at the college buildings, the sun warming my face.
Yes, clichéd as it might sound, this day is the start of the rest of my life.
Everything combines into a crazy blur after that. Classes, tutors, classmates, building locations. I’m so thankful for the campus map, otherwise I would’ve got lost at least three times over!
Finally, I collapse onto my bed. My cheeks hurt from having smiled so much all day. I take in my small dorm room. It’s not much. A bed, a cupboard, a desk with drawers built into the side.
But it’s mine. Mine to make a fresh start. To put my mark on. To finally let myself be me.
I glance at the clock—it’s only six. I swing myself off the bed. It’s my first night, and I’m going to go grab a bite and explore.
My hand’s on the doorknob when I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I scan myself, then give an inspection sniff under an armpit.
Okay—dig through my bag, find my toiletries, spray on some ‘shower-in-a-can’ and change my t-shirt.
Fortunately, my hair is always short enough that I don’t need to do anything with that. Another glance in the mirror, grab some mints, and I am good to go.
Watch out, big city, I’m coming out!
Summer here hits a little differently than it does on the farm. I’m used to the heat, but home is a hot, dry burn while this is more humid. I’ve barely walked a block before my shirt is sticking to my back.
Suddenly, I’m not so worried about exploring, and I’m more interested in air conditioning.
 I check my phone and get directions to the nearest mall. One quick bus ride and I will be able to breathe more easily and sweat less.
As I’d hoped, once I’m inside, the air is crisp and nowhere near as suffocating. Although it certainly smells different. Home smells like wide-open spaces, grass, and animals. This is a head-turning combination of floral perfumes, mixed with sweet or savoury cooking smells. And the noise is a constant hum of talking, mall music, and advertisements. I didn’t think I’d miss the quiet of a paddock, or the simple song of a bird.
I sit for a while as people go by. Couples, groups, people alone—chatting, smiling, heads down in their phones, concentrating. It’s a smorgasbord of humanity, and I’m here watching the samples go by.
It’s a really refreshing difference from home. Greenwood Hollow’s a nice enough place—small town, quiet, safe—but there’s so much more happening here.
My best friend, Tom, had sent me a message earlier, reminding me to try to find a good ramen place. He’d found one when he moved overseas and swears by it.
I wander happily, reading the menus of the restaurants and cafes, and browsing the various shops.
Standing in the middle of the main food court, I turn slowly, scanning the usual burger chains, fried chicken, Chinese takeaways.
And there it is. The holy grail that I’ve been instructed to find. A ramen outlet.
I check Tom’s message again and head over.
A young Japanese man greets me with a slight bow and a smile. I return the greeting.
“Hi. Uh… could I please get… a pork ramen, with a soft-boiled egg?” I look up from my phone.
He grins as he takes my order. “First time trying ramen?”
“Yeah. Sorry.” I wave my screen at him as I slide onto a stool. “I was told to try it. We don’t have it back home.”
He tilts his head. “Where’s home?”
“Greenwood Hollow.”
“Oh, nice. Small there isn’t it?”
“Kind of. Nowhere near as big as this.” I indicate the mall.
He chuckles. “So, do you like double pork or single?”
“Not to sound thick, but the difference is…?”
“Double serving. Double the taste. Always better with two.” He smiles, a dimple creasing one cheek.
“Double the price? Struggling student here.” I pat my chest. “Better make it a single serving.”
“Double serving it is, then. On the house.” He begins to pour the soup into a bowl.
“Oh no, you don’t have to…” I start.
“In honour of your first bowl of ramen.” He pauses, looking at me, his dark eyes twinkling. “But hopefully not your last.”
“That’s very kind of you.”
“Oh, not really. The longer you sit here eating, the longer I get to talk to you.”
My cheeks heat and I glance at the counter. “Umm… okay.”
I lean forward a little and lower my voice while he’s layering the meat. “Do I… do I come across like I’m gay?”
He pauses and looks up. “You come across as cute. I’m just hoping you’re gay. If you’re not, no offence meant, and the double pork is still on the house.”
I smile. “Thank you. And yes, I am. I am gay. I’m just not…”
He frowns a little. “Not out? That’s okay.”
“No.” I bite my bottom lip as I try to think of how to phrase it. “I’m out. I know I’m gay, but I just don’t… I don’t make a big show of it. Does that make sense?”
He nods slowly as he places an egg in the centre of the bowl and hands it to me over the counter, followed by a spoon and serviette. “There’s no rule about being gay. No-one says you have to be a screaming queen, waving rainbow flags all over the place. I’m guessing your hometown didn’t have too many options available for you?”
“Not really. There’s a cruise club there, but I lived out of town, and then I moved here.”
His eyebrows drop a little. “Hey, you’re not underage, are you?”
I laugh. “Oh, hell no. I’m nineteen.”
He straightens up and smiles as he begins cleaning the bench. “Good. I’d hate to think I was chatting up jailbait.” I snort a laugh down in time, before I choke on my first mouthful. “Eat up.” He grins. “Let me know what you think.”
My tastebuds nearly catapult off my tongue. I’ve never had such a subtle yet intense savoury flavour. It’s salty, but the thin slices of pork add a strong meaty texture. I cut the egg with the spoon, the bright yellow yolk swirling into the pale broth. My eyes roll before I can stop them when I try this added taste. A groan slides its way up my throat.
“Do I take it you like it?” He leans back against the opposite bench and folds his arms, his smile dimpling both cheeks.
“Mmm…hmmmf.” I can only manage an incoherent mumble as I swallow and process this new level of sensory heaven.
His tongue sticks out just a little. “You keep enjoying. We can chat when you’ve recovered.” He turns and continues working as I continue having my idea of soup radically altered.
By the time I’m wiping my mouth, he’s talking to another staff member. He takes his apron off and comes around the counter, sitting on the stool next to me.
“Was it everything you hoped?”
I clutch my stomach. “And then some! I’ve never had anything like that before. It’s so…” I struggle to find some way to describe the combination of savoury, meat, and creaminess. “Wow.” My face sinks a little. “That’s a really poor description.”
“Oh no. I was watching you eat. Your face said it all. With every mouthful.”
I rub a hand on the back of my neck. “Okay.”
He touches my knee briefly. “Don’t be shy about it. It’s a compliment to see that someone enjoys their meal.
“Anyway, I’m Riku.” He holds out his hand and we shake.
“Troy,” I answer. “Nice to meet you.”
“What are you up to now?”
“Nothing, really. It’s my first night here, so I was going to try and see the sights, but the heat got to me and I made for the nearest mall and, here I am.”
“Well, thank you to hot summer nights and air conditioning.” Riku smiles. Seriously, those dimples are begging to be…
I bite my lip as I try not to think what I was starting to think. Sure, he’d said he was hoping I’m gay, but that doesn’t mean that we’re…
“Are you alright in there?” He tilts his head, eyebrows slightly raised.
“Uh, yes. Sorry.”
“You looked like you were away with the literal fairies.”
I nod as I glance at the floor. “Sorry. Way too many thoughts all running through my head at once.”
He gives a small nod. “So, what kind of curfew are you on?”
“None.” I shrug. “My first class isn’t till 10, although I don’t want to be late for it.”
“You still want to see some of the sights?”
I focus on the little sliver of tongue that licks across his lips and wonder if he tastes savoury and salty, like the ramen. I drag my eyes back up to his. “Yeah, sure. That’d be great. We’re not going to get sweaty though, are we?” I tug a little at the back of my shirt.
“Well, that depends on whether I play my cards right.” He winks as he slips off the stool, takes my hand and leads me out.
Fortunately, the buses are air-conditioned so the wait in the heat isn’t overwhelming. I keep looking down at our hands, where Riku still has mine in his, and back up to the quiet, confident smile he wears.
It should feel odd, and in a way it does, but it’s also so right. Like opening a door in a house that’s been shut forever, and finding that the room is actually the one you’ve been needing, to make your house a home.
Mind you, I’m not entirely sure what this is. I don’t think it’s a date. Although sitting here in the top section of the bus, the city lights flicking by, and listening to him as he points out different things to me, the way he leans his head in to me as he speaks, it feels like a date. His low voice, only a little above a whisper in my ear, certainly makes parts of me wish that it is.
I shuffle a little so that my hope isn’t too obvious in my pants.
His dark eyes find mine. “Everything okay?” he asks.
I smile. “Very much. This is…” I stare out the windows at the city going past. “It’s really, really nice. Thank you.”
He reaches up and strokes a thumb along my jaw, my skin tingling in his wake. I think I forget to breathe, my mouth pausing slightly open.
Riku leans into my ear. “I’d really like to kiss you.” His breath whispers against me, goosebumps racing down my neck.
I turn, and he’s right there, dark eyes reflecting the lights, watching me. I bite my lip and give a small nod.
His dimples rise as he smiles. He slips one hand gently behind my head and softly moves his lips to mine.
I close my eyes as my whole body ignites, radiating from my mouth outwards. Warmth spreads from my head and floods my veins as I push tentatively against him.
Then my mouth is cold, absent. I open my eyes and find Riku leaning back a little, looking. Oh God, it was horrible. I’m a terrible kisser. He doesn’t want to do this. “What’s wrong?” My voice sounds hollow.
He touches my cheek, and I struggle not to lean into it. “Nothing.” His smile lights up his eyes. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay?”
I nod, maybe a little too vigorously.
His smile widens. He turns in his seat so that he’s facing me. I shuffle to match him, and he leans in again.
This time I keep my eyes open as we kiss. I’d swear I see electricity arcing in his—I know I feel it all the way down my arms and through my fingers.
I clutch his hand, our fingers intertwined, little brush fires igniting where he rubs his thumb over mine.
His other hand, still behind my head, strokes small circles in my hair, shivers racing across my scalp.
As we pull apart, he licks his lips again, and I can’t draw myself away from it. I lean towards him and open my mouth against his. His tongue pushes in gently, soft and warm against mine.
I moan, then quickly turn my head, burying my face in his neck. “Sorry,” I whisper against his collar.
“For what?” He continues to rub my hair.
“For moaning into your mouth. That’s got to be the most unsexy thing anyone’s ever done.”
He leans back a little, amusement twinkling in his eyes. “For the record, that was not the most unsexy thing anyone’s ever done. And also, for the record—” he shifts his hand that’s been holding mine and pushes me down against his crotch, “—it was seriously bloody sexy.”
I gasp as I feel the hardness underneath my palm. On reflex I grasp it and look up at him, cold shock flooding me—but he’s grinning. From ear to ear. Heat begins to overtake the cold, and I give another squeeze. He throbs in my hand.
Biting my lip, I rub him slowly as he slides his hand up and down my arm, his fingers just brushing against me.
His other hand hasn’t stopped stroking through my hair, and shivers are still chasing goosebumps across my skin.
I lean forward and open my mouth. This time our tongues meet and dance a tango together. Back and forth. A touch, a desire, a need.
When I move back a little, I’m breathless, panting just a little. My smile matches his—wide and full.
I realise I haven’t stopped rubbing his shorts, and there’s a satisfying dampness forming under my hand.
“I’m so sorry.” I let go, the wetness only slightly visible.
“I’m not,” he says. “I can definitely think of a lot worse ways to finish a shift.”
He glances down the bus and I turn, seeing nothing.
“How much have you ever done? With a guy?” Riku asks.
“I messed around a bit back home, but not much.” I turn to the window.
Not much was no exaggeration. Greenwood Hollow is a small town, one where pretty much everyone knows everyone else—or at least their cousin. And I did not want to mess around with my cousins!
“So…?” Riku pauses, a question hanging in the air. His eyes look like danger, and power, and everything I want.
I look down at my feet, suddenly self-conscious, like my experience isn’t going to match up to any expectations he’ll have.
“Umm… I’ve jacked off some guys, and sucked one off.”
“You are too cute when you get all shy.” He reaches out and strokes my cheek again. I lean into it.
Any doubts go out the window, replaced by hot tingles under his touch. I breathe in a shudder. It’s almost too much, yet not enough at the same time. I want more, but am I really allowed to?
“So you’re not going to mind if I do this?” His eyebrows lift, not breaking eye contact, while both his hands slip down to my waist and loosen my belt.
I flick my eyes down and back up. “But…” I whip a look over my shoulder. He’s grinning when I turn back again, then all the words I’ve ever known slip out of my mind as he touches me.
His fingers are inside my boxers—holding me, stroking me, teasing me.
And now it’s his turn to look astonished. I’ve watched enough porn to know I’m not small. With his hand around me, I grow and thicken, and harden.
“Fuck,” he whispers, now staring at my cock, which has pushed out past my waistband, resting against my stomach. His gaze is almost reverent as he looks back at me. “I hope you can keep quiet.”
“What?”
“Shhh.” He leans in for a quick kiss, silencing any other words. Almost before I realise what he’s doing, he slides off his seat, pulls my shorts down a little so I’m upright in front of him, and slips his mouth over my head.
“Daaaaaaamn!” It’s all I can do to remember to be quiet as I go cross-eyed, fire and lightning and ecstasy flooding my cock and igniting my whole body.
Riku doesn’t stop. He flicks his tongue underneath and licks back up while he strokes me.
He tugs at my shorts, and I shuffle a little. With a yank, he drops them down to my ankles. I’m equal parts embarrassed and mortified, and fuckin’ horny and desperate.
He lifts off me and buries his nose into my balls. Yep, mortified is what I’m going with. I haven’t showered since this morning. I know how hot and sweaty I’ve been all day.
He moans and looks up at me while his thumb rubs circles over my tip, teasing pre-cum out of me. “My God, you smell so good!”
Okay. So not mortified then. My eyes widen as he licks, slowly, up my balls then up my shaft, never taking his eyes off me.
One hand guides me back into his mouth, and the warmth, the wetness, engulfs me while he grips my base with his other hand, keeping up a gentle pumping motion.
I clutch the edge of the seat as I stare outside—does anyone we’re driving past have the faintest clue what’s happening here?—and back down to Riku.
He’s setting a faster pace, his head bobbing up and down, gripping me while he sucks and rubs.
Sparks begin to ignite behind my eyes. My balls tighten.
“Oh God. Riku…” I bite my lip, trying to be quiet.
His eyes shine as he looks up at me, and he doesn’t stop. His strokes increase and his cheeks hollow as he sucks.
This gorgeous man. My cock in his mouth. The torture of this electric pleasure engulfing my body.
Everything overtakes me and I erupt—hot fire explodes through the centre of me as I shake like a tree in a storm. He sucks down as he swallows, but cum still slides down my shaft and around his fingers.
He pulls off me, but keeps rubbing, my cum lubing his hand. I shudder uncontrollably as he rubs the head.
There’s a positively wicked grin on his face when he slips back up onto the seat next to me, licking his lips. He leans in and kisses me.
Still catching my breath, I lean into him as his tongue teases across mine.
“Back to my place?” he breathes.
“Uh huh.” It takes some effort to nod.
“Good, ‘cause I’d really like to get these clothes off.”
“You’ve made a good start already,” I laugh quietly.
He pokes his tongue out as he grins. “You might want to pull your shorts up before we get off the bus though.”
Well, I can’t say I ‘want’ to, but it’s definitely what I need to do. We get off at his stop, and he leads me up to his apartment.
Once we’re inside, he’s true to his word, and both our clothes are off, and then what he started on the bus seems like it was only an appetiser.
The morning sun finds us sprawled utterly naked, arms and legs tangled around each other on his bed. We both smile sleepily at each other. I’m not sure we’ve had much more than an hour’s sleep.
“Coffee?” Riku asks, while his hand lazily strokes my arse.
“I’m going to need it to get through lectures today.” I laugh. “But I’ve got to say, I can’t think of a better reason to be tired.”
So that was my introduction to big-city life. While not every night is as intense as that, and I do try to balance study with ‘leisure time,’ I make the most of what leaving home has to offer.
Riku and I become great friends. We don’t date as such, but we certainly hook up a lot. He introduces me to his friends, takes me to parties and get-togethers where there are more LGBTQ+ people than I’ve ever dreamed of meeting.
It’s an interesting time. On the one hand, it’s incredibly freeing, liberating, being with people who I can just be myself with. I’m not second-guessing whether anyone will catch me checking out some guy’s package, not worried about how people might gossip.
On the other hand, I discover I’m much more of a one-on-one kind of guy. I go to parties because Riku is my friend (and then, of course, his friends become my friends), but I don’t really like crowds. I’m much happier sitting on the porch watching the stars and talking with one or two people—really getting to know them.
Midway through my second year, Riku’s visa expires. We all knew it was coming, but going with him to the airport and saying goodbye is probably one of the hardest things I think I’ll ever do.
His luggage is already checked through, and we’re sitting in a cafe for a last coffee before he goes.
I look into his impossibly deep brown eyes as mine begin to water.
“I don’t think I ever… thanked you for serving me my first ramen.” My words choke out a little.
He gives a smile, one of those beautiful dimples appearing. “I don’t think I ever thanked you for letting me blow you on the bus.”
We both laugh. “That was definitely a welcome I wasn’t expecting.”
“I should probably have said, ‘Please come again.’” His eyes twinkle.
“I’m pleased to say that I did.”
I lean forward. He pushes his cup to the side and leans towards me. We take each other's hands and just sit for a moment.
“Thank you, Riku. For everything. For being there. For being my friend. For listening to my crap and insecurities, and walking me through it all.”
He snorts. “It goes both way Troy. You’ve been a great friend to me too.” He glances at his phone. “I really need to go.”
I look down at the table. “I know.”
We both stand a little awkwardly. I move to his side and grab him in the fiercest hug. He wraps his arms around me, and we both stand there, not wanting the moment to end.
“I love you,” I whisper into his ear.
“I know. I love you too.” He kisses me gently on the lips, then steps back, wiping a tear from my cheek. “Don’t lose touch now. I want to hear all about the men you date, and who ends up stealing your heart.”
 “Same for you.” I smile at him. “Call me anytime. Every time.”
Both his dimples come out as he grins. “You too.”
We hug again. A final kiss, our lips touching softly like the whisper of a summer breeze in the field.
He grabs his carry-on and heads through the departure gate. He turns and waves, and blows me a kiss. I hold a fist to my chest as I wave until he turns the corner.
When I get back to the dorm, I sit with the lights off, flicking through my photos of us. My heart is hollow, every beat dropping into darkness. I’ve never felt like this for anyone.
I had no idea Riku meant this much to me. I know we’ve never been boyfriends, but we were definitely close. The only other person I’ve ever felt this close to is my old school friend, Tom. Although we never slept together—which is not to say I never wanted to—I just didn’t get that kind of vibe from him.
I contemplate ringing him, but what would I say? ‘Hey, it’s Troy. I’m feeling kinda bummed ‘cause a guy I really like, although we weren’t actually a thing, has just left to go home. And oh, by the way, yeah, I did say guy. I’m gay.’
No. That’s not a phone call I want to be having, even if I am feeling like crap.
It’s not that I’m ashamed of who I am. I’m not. Coming here has really helped to affirm that for me—meeting so many different types of people, all loving and supporting each other. It’s just that I’m not the type to shout it from the rooftops. I’m happy living my life and letting my friends live theirs.
I’ll just have an early night. My heart and my tear ducts could probably benefit from it.
The rest of my time at college is a bit of a blur. Riku and I keep in touch, but I don’t go out like I used to with him. I still hang out with our friends, just not as much.
Which doesn’t mean that I don’t see other guys. I do. And Riku and I share all the gory details in our chats. Strangely, I’m not so upset knowing that he’s seeing other guys—I’m really just happy to know that he’s happy.
It’s not too far off the end of my final year when Mum calls to find out what my plans are after I graduate.
“I know a lot of people like to take a year or two and go overseas,” she says, a slight twitch in her eyebrows.
I lean closer to my screen. “What’s up, Mum?”
She takes a breath and smiles. “Oh, you know. We’ve missed you. It’d be lovely if you could come back home before you… if you are thinking of going anywhere.”
I tilt my head. Her voice sounds a little tight. “I hadn’t been thinking of it. To be honest, I hadn’t thought about much past graduating. I’d always expected I’d come home and help you and Dad out with the farm.”
As she smiles, it looks like a cloud lifts off her shoulders. “Oh, that’ll be wonderful, dear. Your Dad won’t ever say so, but he’ll be so pleased for the extra help.”
“I’m looking forward to coming home.” I touch a kiss to my hand and onto the screen. “Love you. Love to Dad too.”
She returns the kiss. “Love you too. Good luck with your papers. Talk soon.”
I put the phone down and stare out the window. Something is off with whatever Mum wasn’t saying.
I grab my phone and flick off a text to Karla. She’s family, and she’ll know if there’s anything I need to worry about.


Hey cuz. Hope all's well. 

Just spoke to Mum-she seemed a bit off. 

Do you know if things are ok?



I lay down to wait. A while later, my phone pings. I check the message.

Good to hear from you. 
Things are good here-watching the water, but what's new?! 
Your folks are ok, but it'll be good to have you home when you can make it.


I chew on my lip for a moment, then put my phone down and close my eyes. The two women I trust the most have told me to relax, but also to come home.
Submitting my final papers basically means I’m no longer a student. Of course, there’s the wait for grading, final assessments to be tallied, and seeing if I actually graduate or not. However, I’ve been keeping on top of things so I don’t expect there’ll be any major curveballs.
It’s essentially a final countdown. There’s a farewell party. Most of the friends Riku had introduced me to are there. It’s a little bittersweet—memories of meeting them, with him. Now saying goodbye without him. I take photos with everyone so that I can send them later.
One very hot hook-up later, and I collapse onto my dorm bed for the last time.
Coming back home at the end of studies, back to the farm, is the start of something new—I’m just not sure what.
I’m more of me, although I’m still the little boy that used to head down to the stream to play. Still the little boy that used to pretend he was flying when I’d run down the hills, arms spread wide.
I lean on the fence and gaze out across the paddocks, over the stream, up the valley. Already people have been coming up to me, asking if I’m taking over, letting Mum and Dad retire. I just hope I can be the man they need me to be. I shift my weight against the fence, watching the wind move quietly through the grass.
Dad joins me, bumping my shoulder in a quiet greeting as he crosses his arms on a post. I smile. It’s been too long. I’m really looking forward to the slower pace of life here, connecting more fully with Dad and Mum.
“Has your Mum said anything?” Dad lifts his eyebrows as he half looks at me.
“Apart from how skinny she thinks I’ve got, and that city living obviously didn’t teach me anything about cooking?” We both chuckle. “No. Nothing particular.”
He turns to me, and I turn to face him. His smile disappears as he looks dead at me. A dread prickles my skin and my stomach seems to drop away. The world loses all sound except for his voice—still the most stable, secure thing I’ve ever known.
“There’s no easy way to say this, son. I’ve got cancer, and I don’t have a lot of time left.”






  
  Chapter two
Bryan


The house is quiet—the peaceful kind of end-of-evening hum that says all is right with the world. 
My dear wife, Lil, sits at the table opposite me, and hands me a glass of wine. The warm fruity scent sits peacefully between us as she smiles. It’s another happy ending to a hard, but rewarding day. I smile back.
“So,” she raises her glass to me, “when are you going to come out?”
Everything seems to short circuit. I blink against the sudden brightness. I vaguely register that my mouth is hanging open as I stare blankly at her. My eyes dart to the hallway—no, Chris is in bed—then back again. Somehow I manage to shut my mouth. I swallow, then swallow again ’cause I’m not quite sure what to do.
And all she’s doing is sitting there. Patiently. A quiet sip of her wine. And not an ounce of judgement on her face at all.
I bite my bottom lip a little then take a sip, no, screw it, a gulp of wine. I stay locked on her face. While she looks like an angel, all innocence and peace, I’m a demon hiding behind my eyes—wary and guarded, unsure of what to do or say.
Lil puts her glass down and stretches her hand out across the table. I reach out and take it, a lifeline I didn’t know I’d been missing.
“Honey, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to spring it on you like this. But honestly, how long are you going to pretend for yourself, that this is the best life’s ever going to be?”
I shake my head a little. “What do you mean?”
She smiles. “You know, any time there are workers here, like the boys doing the hay, you’re almost never around.” She shrugs. “I mean, you check on them, for sure, but you don’t really interact with them.
“Same for community events, sports days, barbecues. You turn up, you do your bit, but then you bugger off pretty quick too. Not in an offensive way.” She raises her hand—she must’ve seen the upset flash across my face. “Just in an… uncomfortable way.
“You spend more time in the fields, or tinkering in the shed than you do actually interacting with people. Other than us, of course.
“And don’t get me wrong, I love you, I love us, dearly. But, apart from you being incredibly sweet and considerate to my needs, we haven’t exactly been intimate in a long while. Not passionately.”
My stomach sinks. I can’t argue any of what’s she’s saying. I don’t exactly avoid social gatherings but I don’t hang around for long either. In the depth of me I know it’s because my eyes linger a little too long on the men there. Watching how they fill out their jeans, how their muscles move under their shirts. Wishing I could be held in their arms. Run my fingers over their lips.
I look back up at Lil. “You’re right,” I whisper. “We haven’t been… passionate for a long time. But it’s not ’cause I love you any less.” I rush the words in.
“Of course not. I know that.” She pats my hand.
“But why wouldn’t you think I’m having an affair or something?” My eyebrows furrow.
She leans back with a laugh. “Mr Barnes, you’re not capable of having an affair.” She tips her glass towards me. “You are far too honest, and so concerned with how people feel. You wouldn’t be able to do something like that to me, or to Chris.”
I nod slightly. She does have a point. “So, why do you think I’m gay then?” I hold my breath. Her answer is either going to make or break me—very possibly both.
She shakes her head before taking another sip of her wine. “Do you remember Josh Roberts, from high school?”
“Ended up playing rugby professionally.” I nod.
“Do you remember how good he looked in his shorts?”
My eyebrows rise before I have a chance to realise what I’m doing.
“See, my dear,” she says, “far too honest. Now that it’s out in the open, your mind is ready to stop hiding it.”
I drop my head, my shoulders slumping as my face crumples. “But… I love you,” I say quietly.
Lil just nods. “You do. But you’re not in love.”
“Isn’t love enough?” Tears threaten to break out. There’s a flood inside me battering a dam that’s been hiding there for a bloody long time. Surely love is enough? Surely love can hold it all together?
She takes my hand again and I grab it. We sit in silence for a while.
“Remember when we used to watch Josh play?” Lil says. “We’d laugh when he’d fumble a pass. He was so focused, so serious.”
“He was. Mind you, that commitment got him into the nationals.”
“Also made him oblivious too things too. Like that time he got half-tackled, his shorts came down, and he ran half the field without realising he was mooning the whole stadium.” She laughs.
I laugh with her, some of the tension lifting off my shoulders. “That was so funny. The poor guy.”
“It was one way to score a try, that’s for sure,” Lil says. “I think it was also when you began to realise that you were looking at guys just a little bit more.” A long breath escapes from somewhere I didn’t even know it’d been. “I know you love me, love our family”—she stretches over and cups my cheek—“but if you’re not whole, then neither is this family.”
The silence wraps around me like a reassuring blanket, like finally the words that haven’t been said are allowed their own space, their own place.
She takes my hands and squeezes them as tears spill through this stillness—the part of me she’s allowed to be safe enough to leave unguarded.
“It’ll be alright,” she whispers. “It’ll be alright.”
We agree to keep this quiet for the moment while we figure out exactly what we are. And Chris doesn’t need the stress while we work out what normal looks like for us.
Fortunately bedtime and our routine isn’t an issue. As an eleven-year-old pre-teen, Chris goes to bed way before we do, and isn’t up till well after I’m out on the farm. He doesn’t know that I’m sleeping in the spare room.
And Josh Roberts has become the subject of my fantasies again. I’m very thankful for social media, and online videos of his games—there’s plenty of him for me to watch at night.
Lil, God bless her, is so supportive. Even when I object, she buys me a dildo, a cock ring, a fleshlight, a vibrator.
Okay, I’ve got to admit, the vibrator I actually do like. It gives a whole new dimension to things that I’ve never felt before—not that I’m about to tell her that! I blush badly enough when she springs these surprises on me as it is.
About a month later, I’ve got stock to shift near the stream when singing unexpectedly breaks the usual afternoon peace.
I make sure the gates are shut after me, and walk under the cool of the trees towards the noise. It seems to be moving slowly. Probably one of the neighbourhood kids on an inner tube. Although, I can’t say I’ve heard singing like this before.
As I round a bend, I’m proved both right and wrong. It is a person on an inner tube, but not one of the kids from the valley. For that matter, not anyone I recognise from the valley. It’s a man, wearing only very short low-rise yellow Speedos.
And from the way he’s sprawled back on the tube, head tilted back as he floats lazily by, I can see he is very much all man.
The cut of the pouch contains him, but he fills it admirably, the outline of his cock blatantly obvious.
As I’m busy cataloguing his attributes, he opens an eye and hurriedly struggles to stand.
After some arm waving and leg splashing he manages to right himself, and stands awkwardly in the water, holding the tube.
I can’t help myself staring slowly at his body. His tight thighs, the full Speedos, his lean waist and defined abs, firm biceps, and the strong square jaw. The open friendly face that is currently smiling at me, looking slightly amused.
“Hello.” He bows his head a little.
“Hi.” I wave and rub a hand over the back of my neck, suddenly very aware of how hot it is in the sun, and how much I’m sweating.
“Your farm?” He waves a hand around him.
I nod.
“Sorry. I just… come down for a swim.”
“Come down,” I repeat. “From where?”
“Working. Mrs Crownthorpe.” He points back up the valley.
Of course. Summer staff. She usually employs foreign workers on an as-needs basis. They stay in her farm cottages and as a result, she saves a lot on wages.
“I’m Bryan.” I step forward, hand outstretched. “This is my farm. You’re welcome to enjoy the stream.”
He shakes my hand with an easy smile that reaches his light blue eyes. “Lukas,” he says, and something in his tone, and how his hand lingers in mine a moment longer than normal, sends a fire rushing through my veins.
I nod and smile, not sure of what to do.
“It is very hot,” he states.
“Too hot,” I agree.
“Maybe you need to swim too.” He rubs his hand across the front of his togs as he stares at me.
I’m now very conscious of how the sweat is making my shirt stick and ride up under my armpits. I pull at them, trying to make myself comfortable.
“Oh, I don’t have my togs.”
“Your… togs?”
“My swim shorts.” I wave at his, and notice that his cock is much harder now, the fabric tenting around him.
“Do not worry.” He smiles again as he looks down my body and back up again. “We do not have to use… togs.”
Before I can register any kind of protest he bends down and slips his off. As he stands, waving his Speedos and smiling, his cock stands firmly to attention.
Now I really can’t take my eyes off it. It’s full and thick. He’s uncut, but the head is just pushing through the foreskin. His balls hang low in the heat. He shaves. Actually, given by how smooth the skin looks, I’d say he waxes.
He drops his togs by his feet, and a hand slides down his groin, grasping the base of his shaft. “You would like?”
I force my eyes back up to his. There’s mischief and delight in them. And a promise of something wicked. “You would like, a swim?”
He turns and very purposefully bends over to pick up the inner tube, his butt spread open before me.
I suddenly remember to breathe, my breath dragging up from wherever it has decided to stop.
Lukas flicks the tube up onto the bank and steps further down into the water. “Water… very nice.” He turns around, the stream flowing around his hips, his cock standing tall above the flow. “Nice. Warm, not cold.” He splashes water up himself, dragging his hand slowly down his golden brown skin, over his stomach, pushing his cock down into the water. It springs back to splash against his skin when he releases it.
I’m not exactly sure when I take my shirt and shorts off, but I do realise when my feet touch the water. The sudden change from the searing heat of the day, to the cooler comfort swirling past me.
Lukas reaches a hand out, beaming encouragement. I take it and step carefully into the middle with him, shivers flying up my back as the temperature change wraps around my balls.
“See, much nicer.” His smile is all lips, and teeth, and wide-open eyes. I stare at him, down his body, and back up again.
“Yes. Much nicer.”
He looks down and takes my cock in his hand. I gasp, standing still. No-one, no man, has ever done this before. He softly rubs up and down.
“You like?” he asks.
Too many sensations are firing through my brain for me to answer. I can only nod.
“I like too.” He spits onto his palm then continues to stroke my shaft.
Waves of electricity spiral through my cock, down my legs, up my back, out through my fingers. I roll my eyes before I can fix them back on him. I reach forward then pause.
He doesn’t stop rubbing, but lifts his eyebrows as he nods. I touch his hard cock, tracing the vein running down the underside. It twitches. I take him in my hand and give a gentle stroke. My eyes widen as he throbs in my palm.
“Mmm. Much nicer.” His eyes fix on me as we both slowly rub each other.
The summer sun beats down on us, sweat beading on us. I lift my other hand and stroke across his shoulder, down his arm, marvelling at the softness of his skin and the firmness of his muscles.
My fingertips brush across his chest hesitating at his nipples, hard brown peaks. I rub them gently between my thumb and forefinger.
Lukas moans slightly. “Mmmm… harder.”
“Harder?” I glance at him.
“Mmm hmm.” He nods as he looks at me.
I pinch a little and he gasps, his head tilting back. He pulses in my hand as he jerks forward. Pre-cum spurts out of his cock, lubing my hand.
My God, I’m used to the feeling of my own cum, but that’s always after the fact. When I’m wiping it off my stomach and shaft. This silken liquid, this is pure magic. I grip tighter and slide my hand up and down his length.
A thought strikes me. It’s in some of the videos I’ve seen recently. I lift my hand to my mouth and lick my fingers. Salty. Not unpleasant. Not that I really had any idea what it’d be like, just that the guys in porn seem to enjoy it.
Lukas is beaming as he watches me. I bite my lip, focusing on his cock, glistening in the sun.
He leans forward and kisses me. My eyes widen as his tongue slips smoothly into my mouth, then I’m kissing him back just as deeply, and this moment feels so right.
It’s like the day has opened up with a light and warmth that I didn’t know has been missing from my life. This warmth spreads throughout my being. It’s not just confined to my cock, where Lukas is still softly rubbing me. This engulfs my thighs, my legs are light, almost jelly, my arms like they want to stop moving yet never finishing this moment. My heartbeat pounds so loud in my ears—not deafening, but a solid pounding that insists this is my path and my time.
Lukas lifts a hand and rubs my nipples. Now I understand why he wanted me to touch his—mine harden as he strokes them.
He smiles as he looks at me, and then it’s like the sun dims. He steps away a little, our bodies disconnecting. Disappointment floods me. My inexperience must be showing. I can’t give him the satisfaction he wants. I’ll be destined to be alone and frustrated out here on the farm. My hand strays back to my cock.
He grips himself tightly and rubs a couple of times, pre-cum coating his fingers. He looks me up and down, licking his lips as he stares at my cock.
“You want to fuck?” he says.
I freeze. I’ve watched this on porn. I’ve dreamed about doing it with Josh, but I never thought I’d be in the position to actually fuck.
I stare at him as he asks again. “You want to fuck me?” He turns around spreading his legs a little and bends slightly, his bare butt opening in front of me.
Suddenly I’m harder than I’ve ever been before. It’s almost painful. My cock is like a steel rod in my hands. I take a step forward as a million thoughts race through my brain.
I’m really about to do this. I’ve never done this before. What on earth am I doing? Damn, I really want to do this. Lukas is fucking hot! How the hell did I end up naked with him? Why would he want to do this with me? He’s so cute. He stripped off and asked me to join him. He rubbed my cock. He asked to fuck.
I’ve paused without realising, until he stands and turns around, his cock pressing against mine.
“Need this,” he says, as he uses both his hands to take mine and hold it tight against his. He thrusts, our cocks rubbing together and I’m in heaven. The impossible combination of rock hard and silky soft skin skyrockets my head.
My questions don’t matter any more. I’m naked here with Lukas, and he has my cock in his hand. He wants me naked with him.
I thrust up and down in his hand, and he beams at me.
“Need this,” he repeats, then rubs his pre-cum off himself and coats my shaft, his filmy white juice gleaming on my skin.
As he turns, he spits onto his hand, then wipes it up his butt. Pushing himself back against me, my cock slides into the valley between his cheeks. He bends down and without thinking I begin to rub myself against him.
Lukas pulls forward a little causing my head to nudge down. “Spit.” He turns his head and says over his shoulder.
I follow his instructions, spitting down onto myself and his perfect round butt. I use my cock to wipe it from him and direct myself towards his hole, moving gently into position.
He reaches back, grabbing me and pulling me to him. My head is right there, and then suddenly he swallows me. I’m in him. I stare—his beautiful round butt wrapped around me.
He stops a moment, a shudder running up his back. I trace my nails down his spine, watching goosebumps form under them. Then it’s my turn for goosebumps to envelope me as he pushes backwards and my cock disappears.
“So thick,” he groans, his head rolling from side to side—and in seconds he’s rocking himself back and forth on me. I rest my hands on his hips and watch as my shaft slides in and out.
It’s almost too much to process. My fantasies of being with a man. The desperate need to be held, to be touched, to connect. And now I’m here. With Lukas. And I’m in him. He’s taken me inside him. His body holding me, connecting me to him.
Every push rubs friction across my shaft. Fire floods me from somewhere deep in my stomach, spreading out through my whole body. It’s like the summer sun has lit my whole farm and crammed it inside me.
I don’t know if it’s seconds or minutes later but I’m soon pushing into him, pounding, gripping his waist. Water splashes against our thighs as we fuck. I really can’t call this anything more than that. It’s me reaching for his body, and his body taking hold of mine. It’s two men, naked, granting each other the power and the vulnerability to be exposed to each other, and to want each other.
And damn but I do want Lukas. I lean forward, pressing myself to his back—the sweat matted in my chest hair sliding across his smooth bronze skin. I wrap my arms around his chest, holding him as I thrust with intensity, purposefully filling him. God, I love how my crotch grinds against his butt as I push into him.
I slide a hand down his stomach and find his cock bouncing against him with every thrust. He’s wet with precum. My fingers play over his head, stroking and teasing him. He moans and tilts himself around to me, his mouth meeting mine.
We kiss, slowly, our tongues slipping across each other's lips. I slow my fucking, savouring this moment of naked tension—of being naked and holding him naked against me.
Lukas wraps his hand around mine, directing me to pump his cock faster. His smooth precum glides between my fingers as he thrusts into my fist.
He begins to move his hips, his butt gyrating around me. His muscles clench, holding me tighter inside. His head arches back, resting on my shoulder.
A moan sighs past his lips when I squeeze his cock and rub my thumb over his head. I do this again and he bounces back on me harder and faster.
I lean back a little, watching as my bare shaft disappears and reappears with every motion from him and me.
I don’t let go of him as I begin to fuck him again, taking control of the thrusts. Long, slow, intentional. The fire begins to build again. Deeper. Intense. His arse is quivering and his cock is wet in my hand.
I let go for a moment, enjoying the sound of his hard shaft slapping his stomach each time I pound against him.
Before I grab him, I lick my fingers—savouring the salty taste of him again—then slip them into his mouth. He sucks on me like I’m the only water left in the world.
I grab his cock and slide my hand down his length, making sure he’s coated with his own pre-cum, then start the hard, fast jerking that I know will tip him over the edge.
It’s only seconds later, his moaning becomes short, desperate gasps. His arse clenches around my shaft and he cries out as his cum sprays, dripping around my fingers.
This tight grip, massaging my cock, is too much. I thrust harder, shuddering as the insane pleasure builds. Waves crash over each other as I cum, pulsing deep into him. Fire and light explode in my brain, tumbling down my body like an earthquake controlling me. I keep fucking and fucking, gripping his waist hard as I lean back, willing my cock to bury itself further.
I throb, over and over again, even after I know I’m drained. It’s like my body is desperate to pour everything into this hot naked young man who’s surrendered his body to me.
I rub his back gently and he looks back at me, his eyes beaming like luminous sapphires. “Is good, yes?”
I’m still trying to remember how to breathe properly. “Very good.” I nod. “Incredible.”
He grins and pushes himself back, wiggling his butt against my crotch. My eyes roll as he clenches, and I thrust involuntarily.
“Is very good,” he says as he grinds against me.
I let go of his cock, and look at my hand in awe. His cum is a beautiful sticky white mess on my palm. A man has wanted me. Has shared himself with me. Has given me his cum.
And I’ve shot my load deep into him. He’s wanted it. Taken me. Accepted and acknowledged that my body, me—as a man—is something that he wants. Desires.
I gaze at his body, gently dragging my fingernails down his back till I reach his butt, then watch as I slowly pull out.
I’m not normally still intensely hard like this. My cock throbs when my head slips out from him.
Lukas turns around, takes me in his hand and strokes me as he licks his lips. “Still so hard. So nice.” He takes my hand, still dripping with his cum and places it onto my shaft. He guides me to stroke myself and this is as equally insanely hot. His wet juice, coating my hard cock, as he makes me wank myself. He’s still hard and throbbing as I rub in front of him.
He turns around, grabs my wet cock and moves me to his butt. “You fuck me. Again.”
There’s no question in his voice. And no hesitation in my response. With his cum lubing me I push back in.
That afternoon really confirms for me that I need to have a space of my own.
I run an extra mortgage against the farm and buy Lil a home of her own in town. It is fairer on her and me—she can’t put her life on hold just because I’ve come out. She deserves a time and place that she can be happy too, that she can find love for herself. Plus her parents are in town, and she’ll be closer for work.
The valley gossip mill gets into quick swing when she leaves, but they’re not even close to knowing why we’ve separated—not that it’s anyone’s business, anyway.
My neighbours, David and Emma Matuku, are a Godsend, popping in to make sure I’m okay, and lending a hand, with patience and good humour, when I’m just a little too stubborn to ask. They’re good folks—they remind me of my parents—and they quickly become family to me, never wanting anything in return.
So it comes a little out of the blue when David turns up unannounced with his son one morning, asking if I can help him out.
“Absolutely!” I agree, as I pour them a coffee. “Anything.” I pause before handing him his mug. “As long as it’s legal, anyway.”
He smiles, a twinkle in his dark eyes. “It’s totally legal. Bryan, this is my son, Troy.” We shake hands as I hand him a coffee too. “He’s finished Uni and come back to help out with the farm. I’d just like you to keep an eye on things as he steps in, help him and his Mum out if they need.”
“Okay?” I shake my head, not quite sure where or why this is headed.
He breathes in his coffee before taking a sip, then cradles it in both hands. Troy drops his head, and a strange coldness wraps around my arms. “I’ve got cancer, Bryan, and I don’t have a lot longer to go.”
The warmth from my mug seeps into my hands, but I can’t feel it properly—like my body’s a step behind. Troy doesn’t look up. David just watches me, a calmness on his face, like he’s already made peace with this injustice.
What keeps running through my head is, ‘Not him too.’
It’s like a sucker punch that hits my chest instead of my gut and it hits harder than it probably should.
I shouldn’t be grieving their loss because it’s not mine.
But it feels like it is.
The dull hollow opens back up in my heart, the same one that’s echoed there since Lil packed up the last of her things. Since the house stopped sounding like a family and started sounding like… nothing.
I swallow, my throat tight. “I’m… I’m so sorry, mate.”
David nods like he expected nothing else. Like sorry is enough.
But it isn’t, and it never can be.
I can see it already—the shape of what will come. Troy losing his father. Emma losing her husband. Their farm… shifting, hollowing out, becoming something new, something less.
Their home, no longer feeling like home.
I know that feeling.
The loss that takes up residence. The pain that doesn’t ask permission.
I glance at Troy again. He’s still staring into his coffee like if he doesn’t breathe, none of this will be real.
That pain that’s waiting to come, twists deep in my chest.
I can’t hold my own family together.
Can’t be the man Lil needs.
Can’t keep us whole.
But this I can do.
It won’t fix anything—for them or for me.
But it’s something.
“Yeah,” I say finally, my voice catching. “Of course. I’ll keep an eye on things. On both of them.”
David gives a small nod, a lightness settling around his eyes.
I realise, as the silence settles around us, that this isn’t just about helping them.
It’s about being the last one left in an empty house—listening for something that isn’t coming back.






  
  Thank you


Thank you for taking the time to come down Valley Road. 
The valley is full of stories, and Troy and Bryan's is only the beginning. There are more neighbours to meet, more romances to discover, and more lives waiting to intertwine beneath the hills and stars of Greenwood Hollow.
Thank you for being here, and welcome to the Valley Road family.
— Dion Woode






  
  Keep in touch


Keep in touch 
Join my newsletter for exclusive stories, bonus scenes, and updates on new releases.
Follow me on social media:
BlueSky: https://bsky.app/profile/dionwoodeauthor.bsky.social
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/dion_woode_author?igsh=cWM4ZGtsaXZzbzhs&utm_source=qr
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/dion.woode.author
TikTok: https://www.instagram.com/dion_woode_author?igsh=cWM4ZGtsaXZzbzhs&utm_source=qr
Website: https://tinyurl.com/Dion-Woode
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