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 For the readers who wanted more... 

Fanning the Flames, 


a sequel to The Match Before Christmas
 


by Eden Winters

How It All Began... 

Barry Richards sympathized with his sister's 

parenting woes for a full half hour, hoping to learn a thing or two. He wondered if he'd ever be able to so skillfully juggle a full-time job, housework, unfinished homework assignments, skinned knees, and a toddler's grief over a dead goldfish. As a gay man, hearing the words, "Love you, Daddy," might never happen for him, but he wanted them to, some day. Until then, "Love you, Uncle Barry," would suffice. 

Karen's "day in the life" ended with, "Anyhow, what's up with you? You still treating Mr. Cutie Professor right? He's a keeper, and if you let him get away, we'll have words, brother mine, words!" 

"We're doing good," Barry answered, unwilling to commit to more and possibly jinx his newfound 

happiness. 

"Good? Just good? Listen, it's not enough to light the fire, now you gotta fan the flames." 

That brought a wry smile to Barry's face, offering the perfect lead-in to why he'd called. "Yes, ma'am, and I bow to your wisdom on flame-fanning, oh she-who's-Fanning the Flames - 2 

been-happily-married-for-twelve-years. What are you getting Jack for Valentine's Day?" 

Karen replied, "I got him passes to the new golf course in town, when it gets warm enough to play again, that is. Right now, all eighteen holes are buried under three inches of snow." 

Damn. This wouldn't be easy. He'd hoped to copy 

Karen's gift and be done with it. Sadly, his boyfriend, Adam, didn't play golf, knocking him back to square one, with no gift and no ideas. His budding relationship, going well right now, was still too new for presents that might scare Adam off by hinting at how badly Barry hoped for permanence. Until Adam broached the 

subject, Barry felt it prudent to refrain from offers of drawer space and color-coordinated his and his hangers for the closet. 

The men had met two months prior on the GLBT 

dating site GetaDate.com, and while both of their 

profiles listed a common goal of "long-term relationship," that didn’t necessarily guarantee Barry the honors with Adam. Look at how many frogs he'd kissed to even find a prince. 

Hmmm... Did Adam see Barry as a frog or a prince? 

Barry mentally ticked off his warts, "slightly sloppy housekeeper" heading the list. Or did his obsessive nature about all things other than housekeeping take top honors? 

"Barry? Barry? Are you still there?" 

Barry snapped back to the present. Time enough to worry about Adam's feelings for him later. Oh wait! 

Maybe worrying should head his "Why Barry is Far From Perfect" list -- along with "attention deficit." 

"Oh, sorry, Karen," he replied, switching tactics. 

"What does Jack normally get you?" 
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Karen chuckled. "Now you know good and well that he always gives me jewelry." Even without a visual, Barry readily conjured the dreamy expression on her face that accompanied talk of her husband -- and jewelry. "We started dating in March, making it nearly a year before our first Valentine's Day. He proposed and gave me an engagement ring. Now, every occasion, he gives me shiny pretties. Earrings, bracelets, necklaces; anything from garnets to diamonds." 

How could Barry have forgotten? The official 

Richards' family Christmas joke was: "What's the difference between Karen and a Christmas tree?" 

The answer? "Karen's better decorated." 

Good for her, but that wasn't helping Barry any. In his way of thinking, a present involving diamonds after only two months of dating might cause running for the hills, unless it involved tickets to a baseball game. And ballgames, while exciting, weren't really romantic enough for his and Adam's first Valentine's Day. 

He'd promised Adam they'd take things slow, and 

since that time, found himself putting on the brakes several times a week, determined to keep his word. 

Thank goodness Adam had relaxed the "take it slow" 

rule enough for their relationship to escalate physically. 

Karen's heavy sigh preceded, "Jack won't be here this year. His boss has him in Montréal for three weeks, and to be honest, after being a single parent for going on eight days, what I'd like most is a little girly time. I love my boys, but I need a break to relax, you know? We haven't even been to see Mom and Dad in a month." 

A month? Barry counted back, shocked that he hadn't seen his folks either. Living three hours away was a poor excuse not to have visited since New Year's Day, the only time he'd gotten together with his parents since they returned from a holiday cruise. They'd probably Fanning the Flames - 4 

neatly arranged all their photos into thematic slideshows by now, and were waiting for a chance to share them. Of course, he'd been busy himself, seeing as much of Adam as possible without crossing any boundaries. 

He wondered what his parents were getting each 

other for Valentine's Day and if he could steal their ideas. 

As if reading his mind, his sister asked, "What are you getting my new brother-in-law?" 

Barry cringed, hoping Adam didn't find out Karen called him that, or that Barry occasionally slipped up, referring to him as "my better half."  Slow, slow, we must take it slow. "I haven't a clue," he confessed. 

"Well, you better get cracking! It's only a few days away." Karen blew air kisses into the phone. "Speaking of which... I need to go if I'm gonna pick the kids up from school. It's Monday; family night at Paulo's Pizza." 

She singsonged, "I don't have to cook, I don't have to cook!" 

Barry hung up the phone, disappointed that Karen hadn't said, "I know exactly what you should get; Adam will love it!" 

He'd lucked out with the perfect Christmas present, tickets to see  Tutankhamen and the Golden Age of the Pharaohs  at the Denver Art Museum. Adam had loved it, leaving Barry with the need to top his previous gift-giving efforts. And he couldn't repeat that gift because, even to a little-experienced dater like Barry, three-thousand-year-old dead bodies didn't seem that 

romantic. 

He paused a moment, considering. Who did he know who excelled at giving presents? Ah ha! A wedding photographer should know all about the perfect romantic gift, right? His hope rebounding, he called Pat, a lesbian friend he'd met when the online dating service 
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mistakenly paired them up. Once they stopped laughing, they'd become good friends. Surely she'd have some answers. 

"Hey, Barry, how's it going?" Pat's greeting lacked its usual cheer. 

"Did I call at a bad time?" 

"No." A heavy exhale wafted from the phone. "I'm sorry, Barry. It's Kit." 

Barry swallowed hard, feeling somewhat responsible for his friend's current woes, since his suggestion had prompted Pat to contact Kit in the first place, after another of GetaDate.com's "We've found the perfect lesbian for you!" blunders. Trying for a light, I'm-not-prying tone, he stuck his nose firmly into his friend's business. "Trouble in paradise?" His sister often used that phrase to nudge information out of reluctant people, with great success at times -- especially with Barry. 

"Oh, no!" Pat quickly assured him. "Things are perfect. It's just that I looked forward to Valentine's Day now that there's someone special to spend it with, and Kit left this morning for Cleveland to repair some smart-alecky hacker's damage to a department store's security system. I don't expect her back until the sixteenth." 

A problem easily enough fixed, or so Barry thought. 

"Why not go to Cleveland? Surprise her?" 

"Are you kidding? Valentine's is a hectic time in the matrimony business. I've got three weddings to 

photograph this weekend." 

Out of practice in the romance department, if he'd ever even been  in practice, Barry wondered if he'd earn a smack for suggesting, "Wait until she gets back, then do something special. It's the thought that counts, not that actual day, right?" He didn’t get a lecture on "It's Valentine's Day! You can't postpone Valentine's Day!" 
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so he soldiered on. "Did you have anything particular in mind?" 

As excited as he'd ever heard the woman, bowl 

games notwithstanding, Pat gushed, "Oh, I'm dying to take her to Sebastian's. Since she's fairly new to the city, she's never been and..." Pat paused before continuing in a husky purr, "And I really wanted to see her in that little black dress she's got hanging in the closet." 

Barry held his breath, listening closely. Was she blushing? Blushes didn't make noise, did they? 

And Sebastian's? Yes, it was nice, but he personally worried about going there and dredging up the memory of a controlling date, or worse yet, seeing the date himself, leading some other poor soul around by an invisible leash. With the right company, however, Barry supposed he'd like the restaurant much better. Especially if he got to order his own entrée. And beverage. Or was allowed to contribute to the conversation. He shuddered, recalling one horrid night. 

"Enough about me; what are you getting Hot Stuff?" 

And the conversational door swung open. "I'm not sure yet. That's why I called, for advice. I really want to go all out. What's your ideal Valentine's gift?" 

"That's easy," Pat replied, "I'd want to be flat-out ruined." 

 Do what?  "Say again?" 

A giggle sounded over his phone's tiny speaker. 

"Pampered. As in massaged, facialed, pedicured to within an inch of my life. You know -- spoiled silly." 

Now there was a suggestion. And Barry knew just the place. "Thanks, Pat. You've given me a great idea." 

"Glad to help. Now if only something would come up so I wouldn't have to spend Valentine's alone." 

Barry's heart went out to his friend. Just two short months ago, he'd been facing a lonely holiday himself Fanning the Flames - 7 

before meeting Adam mere weeks before Christmas. "If there's anything I can do... " 

"Thanks, but don't worry about it. Like you said, we'll go out after she gets back." Pat didn't sound very thrilled at the prospect. 

Barry hung up the phone, sad for Pat and Kit, but elated at the suggestion for the perfect gift for his guy. 

Ironically, he wouldn't even have to go out of his way to make the appointment. 
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Putting Plans into Action 

"Hi, Simone," Barry called, stepping into A Day by the Sea spa. A soft background track of ocean waves and crying gulls set the mood inside the tiny lobby of one of the town's fastest-growing businesses. Cool blues decorated the room, very restful to the eyes, and the faint scent of jasmine incense hung in the air. A painted mural of golden sand, frothy whitecaps, and a perfect sunny day covered one wall. 

Soon all of it would change, thanks to him. He'd really miss the mural and hoped to dismantle the sheetrock carefully, preserving the relaxing image. How odd to be staring at a painting of summertime while brushing snow from the shoulder of his jacket. 

"Barry!" A petite brunette peeled her eyes away from her BlackBerry, greeting him with a wide smile. "Right on time." She rose up on tiptoe to buss his cheek with brightly glossed lips. "Do you have the plans?" 

He held up a stack of rolled-up papers, and she 

motioned him to the cashier's counter, unrolling them to run a blood-red nail along the diagram of her spa -- the way it would look in a little over a month. "Oh, I like the changes," she said, eyes lighting up. "This is really going to be amazing." A tiny frown line appeared between her eyes. "The skylights?" 

Barry smiled, caught up in his client's enthusiasm. 

"Just like you wanted... only..." his finger joined hers on the paper, "they need to go here and here, instead of there and there. Otherwise, the afternoon sun will be too harsh." 

She studied the blueprint, nodding. "Ah, yes. I didn't think about that. You're absolutely right. This is much better." 
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While Simone hmmm'd and ahhh'd over his proposed enlargement of her domain, Barry perused the little shop, noticing a huge, Cupid-shaped poster that 

proclaimed, "Sweethearts' special, two for the price of one. Let us spoil you and your sweetie." 

What? Not just Adam, but him, too? Yeah, that'd 

work. "Simone?" 

"Mmmmm..." She squinted up from her position a full foot below him. 

"That special, do you have to come in on Valentine's Day?" 

"Since it falls on a Sunday this year, when many businesses are closed, most flower and candy deliveries will go out on Friday. We're issuing Valentine's Day passes, letting the customers set a convenient 

appointment." She eyed him up and down, a lazy smile spreading across her face. "I've got an opening for Saturday. It's about time I got to meet your boyfriend." 

She reached over the stack of papers, pulling a laptop closer and peering at the screen. "How does two o'clock on Saturday afternoon work for you?" 

"Perfect," Barry replied, glad she'd clued him into that whole "celebrate two days early" thing. He'd have never known otherwise. 

"We have several packages. Our bestseller is the full deal -- mani, pedi, facial, and full body massage." 

Barry had never indulged in any of those options; it might be fun. Pat sure seemed to think so. 

"Two full deals," he agreed, handing over his credit card without any regard to the price. Adam was worth every penny, and then some. 

He left an hour later, finalized plans tucked under one arm, with a whistle on his lips and a spring in his step, imagining Adam's surprise. Their relationship might be new, but to Barry that didn't matter. He saw long-term Fanning the Flames - 10 

every time he looked at his blond-haired, blue-eyed professor. 

A gray sky hung overhead, lowered clouds 

threatening more snow. They did little to dampen Barry's mood. Suddenly, realization smacked into him and his elation fell. If Simone were right, all around the university Adam's colleagues would be celebrating on Friday, while Adam's spoiling appointment wasn't until Saturday. Maybe some small token of esteem to tide him over might be in order. 

Barry entered the offices of Richards' General 

Contracting to find his secretary wringing her hands, staring at her computer with a horrified expression that suggested,  It grew fangs and horns! 

The gray-haired damsel in distress rushed to his side. 

"Oh, Barry! I'm so glad you're here! I've got that blue screen again, and rebooting just doesn't help." 

Barry huffed out an aggravated breath. Damn. He'd been meaning to call his friend Otis at Geeks 'R Us for over a week. Thank goodness that Estelle insisted on daily backups, minimizing the damage. "I'll make the call now," he said, disappearing into his office and closing the door. The poor, dear lady, as good a secretary as he could ask for, showed distinct signs of terror every time her temperamental computer acted up. 

He'd put it off long enough; time for an upgrade. 

A pleasant tenor answered on the second ring, "Geeks 

'R Us, how may we slay your cyber-dragons today?" 

instead of the rich, deep baritone he'd expected. 

Barry laughed. "Hey, Garret. You and Otis been gaming again, haven't you?" 

"How'd you know? I still haven’t been able to beat him yet." Garret snickered. "Although losing does have its advantages." 
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Oh, no! Apparently, they'd been playing "strip video games" again. Sweet, friendly Otis often overshared information. 

"What are you doing hanging out with the geeks? 

Too much of a good thing is bad for you, you know," 

Barry said. Garret made no bones about his penchant for computer nerds. 

"I took the day off to come hang out. You want me to get Otis?" 

On second thought, Garret might be the better one to ask. Otis, computer whiz extraordinaire, otherwise socially inept, may not even realize Valentine's Day loomed on the horizon. 

"Nah, that's okay. I have a question for you, though, if don't mind my asking." 

"Ask away." 

"What are you getting the big guy for Valentine's Day?" 

"That's easy. He collects comic books, and I found this sweet 1974  Batman #258 on eBay. He's gonna love it, I just know it." If the affection in Garret's voice rang true, Barry had done good the night he'd changed Otis' 

heavily enhanced (okay, so the whole thing lied) profile 

on GetaDate.com. The real Otis, extra weight, uni-brow 

and all, had matched Garret's checklist for the perfect mate. Garret, who openly adored a man others might overlook as physically imperfect, had stolen Otis' heart in a matter of days. Barry felt a smug bit of pride at having had a hand in their happily ever after. 

That he knew of, though, Adam wasn't into comic 

books or any other collectibles. "Any idea what Otis is getting you?" 

"Me? Oh, man! I hope he gives me chocolate. There's this place at the mall that sells the best, and they'll custom-make a gift box." His words sounded a bit moist. 
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Was Garret drooling? "Their chocolate-dipped strawberries are to die for!" 

Chocolate-dipped strawberries? Those sounded pretty good to Barry, too. "Thanks," he said. 

"Don't mention it. I hope Adam likes them, if that's what you decide to get." Smart man, Garret. "Tell him he's welcome to share if he wants to." 

About to hang up, Barry remembered why he'd 

called. "Oh! Do you mind passing on a message? Tell Otis that the time has finally come to buy a new computer for my office. We've already discussed the particulars. Ask him to go ahead and place the order." 

Garret snickered. "Otis would definitely approve of new hardware being the perfect Valentine's gift. I'll be sure to let him know." 

Okay, diamonds, no, chocolates, yes. This wasn't going to be as hard as he'd originally thought. 

Barry headed to the mall, a man on a mission. No time like the present, he figured, especially since Adam taught classes late that night. They wouldn't be getting together, darn the luck. 

Directions weren't necessary at the seldom-visited-by-Barry mall; he simply followed his nose to the candy store Garret had suggested. Pink, red, and white streamers festooned the front windows, and heart-shaped banners proclaimed, "Valentine's Day, February 14th" 

and "Happy Valentine's Day!" Trays of sinful treats beckoned from the display case, decorated with cutout Cupids. 

Staring at tray after tray of confections, Barry's mouth watered. If Garret frequented this store, how did he stay in shape? And how could anyone work here without gaining weight from the thick, rich scent of chocolate alone? 
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"Anything in particular you're looking for?" a young woman asked, hurrying to the front counter from some place in the back. Rock music followed her entrance, cut off when the door closed behind her: a lone warrior driving back the evils of mall music, if only 

momentarily. 

"Errr... I'm not sure," Barry began. The last time he'd bought a Valentine's present for a lover, he'd been in college, and pizza and a six-pack summed up Chuck's concept of the ideal gift, both for giving and receiving. 

History professor Adam struck Barry as more 

discerning. Besides, Adam preferred wine and Chinese food. 

The girl beamed. "Let me guess, you're looking for something special for Valentine's Day, aren't you? Don't worry; I've been getting guys like you in here all afternoon. I promise we'll create something that'll make your lady very happy." 

He thought it best not to correct her. 

"Any idea what you'd like to include?" 

Barry perused the display, stomach growling. "I think some chocolate-covered strawberries might be nice," he said, taking Garret’s advice. 

The girl, who couldn't be more than eighteen, reached into the display with a pair of tongs to extract a strawberry, top half plain, with green leaves intact. A layering of dark chocolate covered the lower half. She dropped the prize into a little plastic cup and handed it to Barry. "Have a sample. We also offer these in milk chocolate and white chocolate," she said, waving a hand to indicate the mentioned treats, resting on a shelf beneath the dark chocolates. 

Barry bit into the succulent strawberry, the ripe, juicy fruit mixing with the sweet and slight tanginess of the Fanning the Flames - 14 

chocolate. He moaned. "Oh, this is good! This is  really good!" 

The girl smiled so widely that her cheeks had to ache. 

"They're our bestseller." Her eyes took on a business-like glint. "What size box would you like?" She reached under the counter and brought out the biggest candy box Barry'd ever seen. "This is our large." She produced a slightly smaller box, declaring it "Medium," and then presented an even smaller one. "Small." All were heart-shaped. She frowned, wrinkling her nose. "Can't get enough in that one, if you ask me." 

Pushing the small box back under the counter with one hand, she waved the largest under Barry's nose with the other. "This is our most popular size," she affirmed. 

"And only the best for your lady, right?" 

Man, what a natural-born saleswoman, even if Barry did wince at the word "lady" being used to describe his boyfriend. "I'll take the large." Nothing was too good for Adam. 

The bright smile shifted into a grin. "Now, let's choose a cover." She handed a photo album across the counter, containing pictures of box lids decorated in ribbons, bows, and roses. All were entirely too frilly for a man. 

"Do you have anything... well..." Barry glanced around, making sure the elderly couple who'd just entered the store weren't close enough to overhear. "Do you have anything less frou-frou?" He met the girl's eyes, willing her to understand. 

"Ah..." she said, apparently getting the gist of his message. Returning the heart-shaped box under the counter, she pulled out a rectangular one, equally large. 

The lid bore the name  Candy Kingdom and the inscription, "A Gift for You." Much better. 

"How many strawberries will it hold?" Barry asked. 
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The girl shook her hair-net crowned head. "Oh, no. 

You don't want to do all one kind. You'll want to include a variety." 

Damn. Every time he thought he had the problem 

whipped, it fought back. "What do you suggest?" 

In the end, he followed the advice of someone who apparently knew her chocolate. A partition would segregate the largest part of the box for chocolate strawberries, dark, milk, and white. Cream-filled ganache, colorful petits fours, rich nougats, and chocolate-caramel bon-bons would fill out the box. 

"Now, the strawberries aren't dipped until you need them, so unless you're planning to take them today, we can either arrange delivery or you can pick them up later." 

Barry paid, arranging for pickup on Friday, and 

hopefully, to impress his lover. 

His confidence thrived until he arrived at work the next day. "Valentine's Day will be here soon. Are you getting your fella flowers?" Estelle asked, looking up from a spiral-bound ledger, resorting to the old-fashioned way of bookkeeping in the absence of 

technology. Funny, she looked far more comfortable without the computer, peering at an open page over the top of her bifocals. 

Flowers? Did Adam even like flowers? The woman 

who'd kept Barry's life running smoothly for the past five years sighed. "My late husband used to send me flowers every year, God rest his soul. I really miss him, and them." She sighed again. "Don't get me wrong, I'm seeing a wonderful man now, but Frank just isn't the hearts and roses type like my James." Her wistful smile tugged at Barry's heartstrings. 

On lunch break, Barry dashed out to the corner 

florist.  Just to look, he told himself. As in the candy Fanning the Flames - 16 

store, the flower shop nearly overdid reminders that Valentine's Day prowled just around the corner, ready to pounce on the unwary. 

"May I help you?" A young man bounced up to the counter, continuing to bounce in place once he got there. 

 And how much coffee have we drunk today?  Barry wanted to ask. 

All around the tiny space that Barry itched to enlarge (extending the outer wall six feet being his first choice), vases and colorful arrangements vied for attention. What could he get Adam that wasn't too feminine? He eyed a dozen red roses in a vase. Too overdone. Next he studied an arrangement of carnations. A tiny white Teddy Bear held a red satin heart that said, "Be mine." 

Too teenagerish. The carnations also reminded him of funeral flowers, and he simply couldn't look at gladiolas without thinking of his late grandmother, who'd adored them. "I'm hoping to find something out of the ordinary," he said, deciding to rely on a professional -- a professional far younger than most of Barry's socks. 

Without batting an eyelash, the young man asked, 

"For a man or woman?" 

Just as unflinching, Barry replied, "A man. A very special man." 

The kid grinned. "I have just the thing." He led Barry into the workroom. Sitting in the middle of a table, surrounded by florist tape and baby's breath, was an absolutely stunning arrangement. A single, fully open stargazer lily sat in the base of a round, shallow bowl, with an opening bud climbing above it. A green stalk he couldn't identify, bare but for frilly ruffs every few inches, curved over the lilies. Baby's breath filled in the bare areas, and small yellow flowers that resembled pincushions hid the foam at the base of the lilies. 

Simple, elegant, and understated. Just like Adam. 
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"It's one of my own designs," the young man said, pride in his voice and in the squared set of his shoulders. 

"My grandma owns the place, and lets me experiment every now and then." He leaned in and whispered, "This one is for her, but she doesn't know it yet." 

What a rousing endorsement. "That's exactly what I'm looking for," Barry said, extremely impressed. 

With the florist's help, he picked out a card. He thought long and hard about what to write. Was it too soon to say, "I love you with all my heart, please say you'll stay forever?"  Take it slow, and he won't go,  his conscience chided. He'd wasted four cards before deciding on, "To Adam, the best thing ever found on the Internet, from the package you unwrapped at 

Christmas." 

After handing over his credit card once more, and being assured that the shop made deliveries to the university all the time, he headed back to his office, safe and secure in the knowledge of a Valentine's Day done deal. Leaving the clerk his business card, he parted with, 

"Please give this to your grandmother, in case she ever thinks about enlarging the shop." 

The kid laughed, nodding and placing the card by the register. 

Excitement caused the rest of the day to fly by. Barry passed by the nearest Chinese restaurant (ripe with memories of another horrifying date), stopping at the next-closest one. He ordered his favorite menu items, which, as luck would have it, were also Adam's. A visit to a package store and a bottle of wine later, he hurried home to tidy up before Adam came over. 
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Domestic Bliss 

"What a day!" Adam stamped the snow off his shoes, hanging his too-light, I'm-from-Georgia-where-it's-not-this-bleeping-cold jacket in the closet. He slipped off his loafers and glided across the hardwood floor in sock feet, acquiescing to Barry's quirk of no shoes in the house. Only someone in the construction business could truly appreciate the workmanship of real hardwood floors, in Barry's opinion. 

The moment Adam plopped down on the couch, two 

mounds of black fur animated at the far end, pushing their way into his lap. "Hey, boys, you miss me?" 

From the kitchen, Barry watched, enthralled by 

Adam delivering ear scratches to Tom I and Tom II. 

How perfectly Adam fit into his life -- and his home. A BYU game provided a fitting soundtrack for their evening of domesticity. 

Barry served up Chinese takeout on two plates, 

bringing them into the living room. "Hey, ... Adam." He barely cut off the "Hon" that tried to escape. What the hell? Where'd that reminder of his parents' endearment come from? Thirty-one was far too young to turn into his dad. Wasn't it? 

Adam tilted his face up for a kiss, pushing the two cats off his lap. "How did your day go?" he asked, breaking the kiss to get up and enter the kitchen, turning his back to wash his hands. "Anything interesting happen?" 

What a loaded question. Barry studied Adam's face when he returned, which gave nothing away. Did he suspect? 

Easing down onto the couch, Barry replied, "Same ol', same ol'," attempting, and failing, nonchalance. He Fanning the Flames - 19 

stuffed an egg roll into his mouth to prevent, "I got you great gifts!" from popping out. What was up with that? 

"You do know Valentine's Day is coming up, right?" 

Barry nearly choked on his egg roll. Oh, shit! Forget suspect, did Adam  know?  Barry took a mental inventory. Had he left a receipt lying around? Had he let something slip over the phone? "Yes, I believe it is," he squeaked out. 

"There's this restaurant downtown that some of the faculty keep talking about, called Sebastian's. I've heard the food is good." Adam turned a look on Barry that could easily seduce away the keys to Barry's SUV. And his house. His heart was long gone already. "I made a reservation for us for Friday night at eight. Is that all right?" 

Barry's previous dining experience at Sebastian's might be a real mood breaker if he mentioned it now. 

"That'd be great," he replied, wondering where he'd put his tie after that painful evening. 

"I've heard nothing but good things about the place," 

Adam continued. 

 That's only because I haven't talked to you about it yet.  However, if Barry had gone with Adam the last time, it probably would have been a most memorable evening -- in a good way. Choosing to say something nice or nothing at all, Barry allowed, "It's gotten some outstanding ratings in the local papers." 

"Good. If you don't mind, I'll swing by here around six after work and get spruced up a bit before we go." A raised eyebrow and smirk hinted at what "getting spruced up" entailed. Worked for Barry. Cleaning up tended to be more fun if you took the time to get messy first. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Barry admired the view during dinner. When he'd first seen Adam's profile Fanning the Flames - 20 

picture on GetaDate.com, he'd thought the man nice looking, yet rather plain. Sneaking glances at the striking profile, he swallowed hard. How had he ever thought Adam anything less than gorgeous? 

Sure, Adam's nose was long and slightly pointed, and lines formed around his eyes when he smiled, but that smile also lit the world. There wasn't much Barry wouldn't do to see that smile. 

"What 'cha thinking?" Adam asked, catching Barry off guard. Oops! Busted. 

"Oh, nothing," Barry blurted, ducking away. 

Adam placed his plate on the coffee table and cupped Barry's face in his hands, bestowing a sweet and sour flavored kiss. "Thanks for dinner," he said. "I'll handle cleanup." 

Barry put his feet up, watching the game and 

listening to the sounds of clanking dishes from the kitchen, knowing better than to argue or offer help. He'd heard, "I'm not helpless," often enough until they'd established a comfortable he-who-provides-dinner-doesn’t-wash-dishes-afterward rule. 

A short while later Adam appeared in the doorway, leaning provocatively against the frame. Once he had Barry's attention, he stretched, deliberately causing his shirt to ride up his belly. A sultry smile played across his lips. Blatant showing of skin, followed by a subtle invitation -- Adam's private signals for "I wanna play." 

Crossing the floor in a few hurried steps, Barry slid a hand underneath Adam's shirt, a light dusting of hair teasing his fingers. Adam's smile shifted into a full-blown, come-hither enticement, and a hunger unsatisfied by fried rice and chow mein turned those sky-blue eyes smoky. No words were needed. 
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closed and Adam pressed him against it, hot breath fluttering over Barry's jaw. "Been thinking about you all day," Adam whispered, hands working furiously to strip off Barry's belt, and unbutton and unzip his jeans. Barry pressed his cock into Adam's cupped hand, rocking his hips forward with the need for more contact. 

Rising up slightly, Adam fused their mouths together while his fingers fumbled with the buttons on Barry’s shirt. All thoughts of gifts, holidays, and "did I do the right thing?" vanished, replaced by a passionate lover demanding attention. Who could ever have guessed that this strait-laced, buttoned-down southern gentleman burned fiery hot behind closed doors? 

Adam's mouth found Barry's neck, licking, sucking, teeth lightly scraping, his hands working up Barry's lightly muscled pecs. Moist heat caressed Barry's ear, and he rubbed his cock against Adam's thigh. 

Adam's hands roamed lower, squeezing Barry's 

glutes. Adam squatted, working denim down Barry's thighs. Barry lifted first one foot, then the other for Adam to remove jeans, socks, and briefs. One good shrug slipped his shirt from his shoulders. He stood naked, shivering in anticipation, before a fully clothed Adam. 

That mouth, that glorious mouth, licked and sucked at Barry's abdomen, teasing lower and lower. Adam dropped to both knees, flattening his tongue to swipe up Barry's shaft from base to tip. 

"Ahhh... shit!" Barry exclaimed, grasping a double handful of blond hair to steady himself. Adam hummed while he licked, the vibrations against Barry's eager flesh causing a shiver. 

Adam blew on Barry's damp skin. When Barry 

thought he couldn't bear the teasing a moment longer, Adam opened wide, taking Barry's cock deep. Working Fanning the Flames - 22 

slowly and methodically, Adam brought Barry to the edge time and again, only to back off, leaving him hanging. 

"Please," Barry pleaded. 

Adam laughed, a low, rich chuckle that trailed up Barry's spine. "Please what?" 

"Finish me." 

"All in good time." Adam unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt, pulling it off over his head. It joined Barry's on the floor. In an erotic strip tease, Adam rose, gyrating his hips and easing his pants zipper down. He popped the button open, eyes locked with Barry's. With agonizing slowness, inch by inch, he pushed down his pants, revealing a pair of tight, low-rise AussieBums, a dark spot staining the front of the light blue fabric. The front panel bulged. He stepped out of one pant leg, then the other, grinding in time with commercial music from the television down the hall. 

A hand on Barry's lower back urged him toward the bed, encouraging him to lie down. Adam, still wearing briefs and socks, climbed on top, rocking their groins together. Barry pushed up, locking both legs around Adam's thighs, joining the amorous dance set to "We're the folks to see when you rent an RV!" from the living room. 

Once more Adam claimed his mouth, hands lightly 

thumbing Barry's nipples. One hand disappeared, the sound of rummaging coming from the drawer of the bedside table betraying its whereabouts. How Barry longed for a day when that drawer contained only lube and not reminders of the risks of his formerly casual lifestyle. "Casual" -- he'd like to strike that word forever from his vocabulary. 

Breaking the kiss, Adam asked, "What's your pleasure tonight?" while slipping off his briefs. Given Fanning the Flames - 23 

Adam's dominance up to this point, if it wasn't broke, Barry wouldn't try fixing it. 

"You. In me," he managed to gasp. Adam's hand stroking his cock stole his ability to say anything more. 

The soft sound of cellophane ripping preceded the pop of a bottle top. Placing both of Barry's feet on his shoulders, Adam worked a finger into Barry's hole, advancing and retreating, giving too much to let Barry's erection subside, not enough to bring release. Barry moaned, arching up to meet the gentle probing, wanting to speed things up. At long last, Adam lined up, pushing into Barry with shallow thrusts. 

Barry met him halfway. They moaned in harmony. 

Dayum, that felt right. Fused together, hands exploring each other's bodies, Barry breathed out, "I lo... " 

changing the sound to "ahhhhh... " when he realized, just in time, what he'd been about to say.  Too soon, soon soon,  his conscience chided.  He wants to take it slow, don't scare him off! 

That single moment of rational thought cost Barry momentum, taking the edge off his fast-approaching climax. Adam, curling over him, tongue lapping at his mouth, restored the faltering rhythm. 

"How close are you?" Adam panted. He reared back, grasping Barry's thighs, movements now awkward and jerky. 

Barry grabbed his cock, pumping hard. "Right with you!" 

Head thrown back, eyes tightly closed, Adam made a magnificent sight. Barry stroked with one hand, 

grasping Adam's hand with the other, and let loose. 

Adam stiffened, crying out at the same moment that spatters rained on Barry's chest. 
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Adam collapsed, warming Barry's neck with his 

labored breaths. They lay tangled together for a moment, Barry incapable of coherent speech. 

He vaguely remembered being wiped down, rolled to his side, and an arm pulling him back to spoon against Adam's chest. "Good night," Adam said, drawing the covers over them. 

Barry's last fuzzy thought before sleep claimed him was,  There aren't enough flowers in the world to tell this man how I feel. 
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And It All Falls Apart 

Somehow Barry managed to keep his secret for the next few days (mostly due to a stranglehold by his overly aggressive conscience), but on Friday his anxiety won the battle, begging to hear Adam's pleasure at receiving flowers. Adam would like the flowers, 

wouldn't he? Wouldn't he? Oh, my God! What if he didn't? 

 Wait! Let Adam make the call, saying, "They're gorgeous! Thank you,"  his conscience argued. Working as a team, Barry and his anxiety wrestled the protesting voice of reason to the ground, making short work of the binding and gagging. 

Knowing Adam had a break between classes at ten, Barry watched the big hand's sluggish progression around the clock face, dialing at precisely one minute past. Instead of excitement, he heard, "  Cough, cough. 

Hewwo." Adam's nose and throat sounded packed with cotton. 

"Adam? Are you all right?" He'd been fine the night before. 

 Cough, cough. Sniffle. "Yeah, it's jus' allergies." 

 Achoo! "Florists have been swarming the place all morning, bringing deliveries. I'll be all right." 

Voice scratchy and dry, it didn't sound like he'd be all right. Wait! Allergies! Oh, shit! "Errr... Are you allergic to all flowers, or certain ones?" Barry's hope held its breath. Barry, thinking that advisable, held his breath, too. 

In the language of extreme stuffy-headedness, Adam responded, "I'm not really sure, so I avoid them all. 

Definitely grass, pine pollen, hay, and about a zillion other things set me off. It was hell growing up on a farm, let me tell you." 
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 Told ya!  his anxiety yelled at his captive conscience. 

"Soaps, shampoos?" 

"Dye-free, unscented." 

"Cologne?" 

"There's a few kinds that don't bother me." 

"What about the boys?" Barry asked, worried that hard decisions lay in his future. 

"Cats are fine." Adam won additional points by adding, "If they weren't, I'd finally break down and see an allergist." 

Recalling Adam's scentless shampoo, sitting on the shelf next to his "botanical extracts" enhanced bottle, Barry realized that he needed to stop the florist before they reached the university, adding to Adam's misery. 

"Ummm..." He searched for a way to end the call quickly. 

Adam provided one. "I'm sorry, but there's a student waiting to see me. Can I call you back?" 

Gusting a sigh of relief, Barry replied, "Yeah, sure. 

Talk to you later." He barely bit off saying, "Love you!" 

 Too soon, too soon. You'll scare him off! 

The moment he'd disconnected from Adam, Barry 

punched in the number for the florist, snapping his phone closed and trying again when, in his agitation, he misdialed the first time. He tapped his fingers against his desk as the phone rang once, twice, three times, four times...  Answer the phone, damn it! 

"All About the Flowers," a chipper voice answered. 

"How may I brighten your world today?" 

"Thank heavens! Look, this is Barry Richards, and you were supposed to make a delivery for me today." 

"Calm down, Mr. Richards. It's early yet. Your arrangement is on the truck and I can promise you it'll be delivered by noon." 

"No!" Barry barked. "It can't!" 
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Silence, then, "I'm afraid I don't understand." 

"I just found out that the person I ordered those flowers for is allergic! You can't take them to him." 

The clerk spoke slowly and clearly, probably 

envisioning a psychopath. "Mr. Richards, you've already paid for the flowers. We can only offer a refund if they weren't delivered on time or if something were wrong with the arrangement." 

Shit. What to do, what to do? Inspiration struck. "Can you call the driver?" 

"Yes." 

"Would it be possible to send those flowers somewhere else?" 

The smile returned to the young man's voice. "Sure, I'd hate to waste one of my best creations." 

Whew! "Can you deliver them to 416 Rivermont Place? Richards' General Contracting?" 

"As a matter of fact, that's on the current delivery route. No problem at all. I suppose you'll want to change the card?" 

Oh, right. The card. "Have it say, 'To Estelle, the best secre...' ah, I think the going term is administrative assistant," he mused out loud, correcting with, "'To Estelle, the best administrative assistant on the planet.'" 

Now, instead of Adam's wide, wondering eyes, he 

pictured Estelle's, moistened with tears from reliving pleasant memories. 

"No problem. She's gonna love the arrangement. It turned out even better than the one you saw when you were in here. Delivery will still be before noon." 

That settled, Barry headed to A Day by the Sea, 

delivering the sheet rock subcontractor’s sad verdict that the beautiful mural couldn't be saved. He considered hiring the original artist to do another one. Simone put him at ease. "As much as I love that painting, my Fanning the Flames - 28 

husband doesn't care for the constant reminder of an ex-boyfriend staring him in the face every time he stops by. 

Once the Valentine's specials are over, it's outta here." 

Okay, scratch the mural. Barry stopped by the mall to retrieve the chocolates. He'd no sooner placed them on the passenger seat of his SUV when his phone rang, bringing a smile to his face. "Mr. Right" appeared on the phone's display. 

"Hey, Adam. Feeling better?" 

Pure misery drifted from the speaker.  Cough cough. 

 Sneeze.  "'Fraid not. In fact, it's worse. I did a bad, bad thing." 

Adam, a shining example of near-perfection, in 

Barry's book, didn't do bad things. Yeah, he snored, but Barry found it cute. And he left the top off the toothpaste. That kept Barry from having to remove it. 

And he hogged the covers whenever he stayed over, giving Barry reason to snuggle close. Even Adam's 

"bad" was good. 

"I find that hard to believe. What did you do?" 

"Just one little piece is all, I swear!"   Cough, cough. 

"Huh! One little piece of what?" Images of a player named John, from Barry's laughable attempts at dating, flashed briefly in his mind. 

"Chocolate! A colleague offered me a chocolate-dipped strawberry, and I thought that one little bite wouldn't hurt..." 

Barry's heart slammed against his ribs. NO! NO! NO! 

It couldn't be! He gulped around the uncertainly clogging his throat. "You're allergic to chocolate?"  Say it ain't so! 

"Strawberries, too, I'm afraid." Adam would have sounded utterly defeated even without the stuffy nose. 

Cautiously venturing, "What do they do to you?" 

Barry braced for the worst. 
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"I broke out in a rash and I'm itching like crazy, I can't breathe from the flowers, and I'm coughing my head off." He sighed. "The rash is my own damned fault. 

I knew better."  Sniff. 

Torn between horror at the inappropriate gift 

currently residing next to him (looking as forlorn as Adam sounded), and wanting to comfort Adam, the 

choice was once again wrested from his grasp by the call of duty. "Sorry to whine on you. I still plan to take you to Sebastian's tonight. Look, I gotta run. I've got class in ten minutes." 

Barry slunk in to work, dejected and carrying the box of chocolates he no longer knew what to do with. Eating them himself was always an option, Lord knew he could use the mood boost, but he'd gone through a lot of effort for those treats. They were made to impress and be enjoyed by some unsuspecting recipient. 

"Oh, Barry! They're beautiful!" Estelle screeched, pulling him into an iron grasp the moment he opened the door. For such a petite-looking woman, she tackled like a Raider. "Thank you, thank you, thank you," mantra'd from her mouth. 

He grasped Estelle's shoulder, holding her wriggling form at arm's length. "What's beautiful?" 

"Like you don't know." She stepped aside, allowing him to properly enter the office. A vision of lilies and baby's breath hid half her desk. Oh, my. The florist hadn't lied. Beautiful didn't begin to describe the arrangement. Seeing Estelle's happy tears, Barry came to realize that it shouldn't have taken an accident for him to present her with a gift. She more than deserved it. 

The phone rang and Estelle turned misty eyes to 

Barry. "Thank you," she said again, rushing to answer the call. 
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His misery at the gift gone wrong lifted in the face of Estelle's happiness. Now, to find a home for the chocolates. Estelle was diabetic, so no help there. 

His answer arrived at the office at three o'clock, lugging boxes filled with computer components. "The cavalry has arrived," Otis announced, shaking snow from his hoodie. "Man, it's really coming down out there!" 

"Hey, Otis. Glad you made it. Not that I'm 

complaining, but why the personal touch? You usually send one of your techs." 

Otis jerked at thumb at the glass-paneled front door. 

Huge, white flakes fell, mounding up on the other side. 

"School got canceled for the day; Griffin stayed home with his kids. Steve took a few days to go skiing. 

Thankfully, Garret cashed in some vacation time to come over and help answer the phones this week." 

For the next hour, Barry stared over his friend's shoulder, watching boxes being emptied and the new brains of his outfit taking shape on Estelle's desk. Nearly finished, Otis finally noticed the flowers he'd been working next to. "Hey, those are nice." He peered up from under the desk at Estelle, who stood observing from a safe distance on the other side. "Is it your birthday?" 

"No." The grandmotherly matron positively glowed. 

"Barry sent them to me for Valentine's Day, after I told him how much I missed the arrangements my late 

husband used to send." 

Otis' bushy uni-brow sought oneness with his 

hairline. "Valentine's Day!" he gasped, eyes wide. He shot a look of horror at Barry. "It's Valentine's Day? Oh, shit!" He turned a contrite face to Estelle. "Sorry, ma'am, but I forgot all about Valentine's Day! I didn't get Garret anything!" 
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"Well... technically, it's not until Sunday," Barry tried to interject, but Otis, on a roll, didn't notice. 

"How did I forget? It's our very first Valentine's Day. 

Oh, he'll be so disappointed. He loves chocolates from that place at the mall." Otis glanced at the door again and at the snow gathering in drifts against it. "Oh, darn! 

The mall's on the other side of town. I'll never make it in time in this. He's coming over at six! What'll I do?" 

Barry left Otis raving and packing up empty boxes, calmly entering his office and returning with the gift from Candy Kingdom. 

Otis, still gesturing wildly and ranting on and on about how he didn't deserve a wonderful man like Garret, held the box Barry slipped into his hand for a good two minutes before he quieted and looked down. 

"Candy Kingdom? That's Garret's favorite place on earth. I'll never understand how he can eat so many chocolates and never gain an ounce." Otis patted his rounded stomach. "Unlike some people I could name." 

"All I ask is that you don't tell Garret or Adam where they came from." 

"You're giving this to me?" One side of Otis' brow quirked up. "I take it there's a story?" 

Barry nodded. "I just found out that Adam is allergic." 

The recipient of the "up for grabs" gift appeared genuinely saddened. "I'm so sorry. Here, let me pay you for these." Otis dug into his pants' pocket, pulling out a wallet. 

Barry stilled him with a hand on his arm. "Put that away. They'd only go to waste if you didn't take them." 

"Are you sure?" The disbelief on Otis' face reminded 

Barry of the time GetaDate.com fixed him up with Otis' 

cyber alter-ego, "Vincent." They'd never actually dated, but a true friendship began the night they'd tried. 
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"I'm sure." 

Otis flashed inch-deep dimples. "In that case, installation is free and let's call it even." 

They shook hands, and Barry helped Otis pack up his tools. He carried the chocolates outside, strapping them into the Geeks 'R Us van. "Thanks again, man," Otis said, pulling Barry into a hug. Barry knew Garret would enjoy the gift, and Otis would reap the benefits. There'd be no need for "strip video games" tonight. 

Next, he helped Estelle to her car, securing the flowers in the seat beside her. "Now, you be careful driving home. Sure you don't want me to drive you?" 

"I'm sure. I only live two blocks away, after all. 

Thank you again, Barry. You'll never know how much this means to me." One wrinkled, age-spotted hand gently caressed the lily bud. "It reminds me of my good times with James." 

Barry watched her drive away and then started the Tahoe to warm up. He headed back inside to call and check on Adam. The snow fell fast and furious. 

"Lo?" Adam's voice sounded even hoarser and scratchier than before, unlike his normal smooth southern drawl. 

"Are you okay?" 

Adam coughed, violently. That sounded painful! He rasped, "Today's been a comedy of errors." 

Oh, no. What now? "Did something else happen?" 

"The thirteenth came early," Adam said, "for it's surely been Friday the thirteenth for me." 

"What else went wrong?" As if allergies to flowers, chocolates, and strawberries weren't enough. 

"Remember the itching I told about?" Man, it must be a real effort for Adam to force those low, screeching words out. Was he losing his voice? 

"Yeah, I remember." 
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"Hives! I have hives! Great big ugly welts!" The conversation dissolved into a series of wracking coughs. 

The poor man sounded terrible. 

"Look, why don't you come over and rest? We don't have to go out tonight." 

"No, that's all right. We're still going to Sebastian's. 

That is, if you don't mind being seen with me." 

"Seen with you? I don't care if you're striped purple! 

I'd still be honored to go out with you." 

"Good to know, 'cause I'm striped purple." Adam attempted a laugh that dissolved into more coughing. 

"I'm finishing up and should be at your house before six." 

Your house. Barry longed to hear him say "our house." Maybe one day. 

Barry locked up and crunched through the snow to slide into his SUV, pushing a receipt for A Day by the Sea out of his seat. He stared at it, horrified. "Errr... 

Adam? How long do you suppose those hives will last?" 

"The nurse here gave me some meds. With any luck, they'll be gone in a few days." 

A few days. Not tomorrow. Shit. "Drive careful, okay? It's really snowing hard." He wanted to say, 

"Ditch your Hyundai and let me come get you," but didn't want to imply that Adam couldn't take care of himself. Instead, he offered, "If you need to, don't hesitate to call. I have four-wheel drive and grew up driving in this stuff. I don't imagine it snowed much in Macon." 

"No, it didn't. Don't worry, I'll be all right. If I can drive in Georgia clay, I can drive in anything." Adam coughed again as he hung up the phone. Barry 

immediately called Simone, visions of Adam's world of stuffy noses and rashes, and Simone's incense-scented empire, colliding. 
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"A Day by the Sea, how may I help you?" 

"Simone, it's Barry. 

"Oh, hi, Barry, what's up? 

"That appointment I made for Saturday. Can I cancel that?" 

Simone hesitated before answering. "Sure, but if it's inconvenient, you can always reschedule. Due to the construction coming up, late March is the earliest available, though. I only had the Saturday appointment open because of a customer's scheduling conflict. Is something wrong? Did you change your mind?" Was that hurt hiding in her voice? 

Damn, damn, damn. Barry only scheduled the 

appointment as Adam's Valentine's gift. March would be too late for that. Still, Simone wasn't only a customer, but also a good friend, and he didn't want to offend her. 

If not himself and Adam, who could go? His sister's lament came to mind. "Never mind, Simone. Is it all right if I send my sister and Mom? Adam and I can't make it." 

"I'm sure they'll enjoy the pampering, Barry; we've started doing sea salt scrubs with the facials," Simone replied, all bubbly and perky again. "They'll be thrilled. 

What a wonderful brother and son you are." 

Sea salt facials? Barry shuddered. People actually paid to have salt rubbed on their skin? That sounded too much like sandblasting to him, even without a rash. 

"Thanks, Simone," he said.  I think. 

Barry hung up, calling his sister next. "Remember how you said you need some girly time?" 

Karen laughed. "Still do!" 

"And how you haven't seen Mom and Dad?" 

"Yep." 

He took a deep breath, preparing to give away 

Adam's last gift. "You and Mom are signed up for a Fanning the Flames - 35 

Valentine's Day spa package. Why don’t you round up the folks and all come down tomorrow, providing the roads are clear. The appointment is at two. Me, Dad, and Adam can hang out with the boys while you and Mom get pampered. Stay the night, and we'll have a big Sunday dinner like we used to when we were kids." 

Barry jerked the phone away from his ear at Karen's excited squeal. "Oh my God, Barry! Thank you so much! Oh my God, oh my God! You are the sweetest brother ever!" 

As with Estelle earlier, Barry wondered why he 

hadn't thought of this on his own, treating his mom and sister to something special. The boys wouldn't be a problem to babysit, and Dad's hints about wanting to get to know Adam better were gradually escalating into demands. 

Uh-oh. Would Adam be feeling up to a house full of company? He intended to stay the weekend, right? 

Barry'd have to ask, hoping for a yes. Did Adam even like kids? Visions of the family Barry hoped to one day have danced in his head. 

What if Adam didn't want kids? Sure, he was a 

teacher, but he taught adults. Damn, Barry should have asked  before extending the invitation. This relationship stuff took some getting used to. 

Barry took his time driving home, grateful that the snow had stopped. If the weatherman spoke the truth, it'd be mostly gone tomorrow, thanks to sunny skies and temperatures climbing into the upper forties. 

He stomped into his house, piles of melting snow forming at his feet. His two felines met him at the door, meowing a greeting and twining around his legs. 

Depositing his boots on a throw rug, he stumbled four times on his way to the kitchen to fill his boys' food bowls. 
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"If you trip me and kill me, you won't get any kibble," he scolded. Neither Tom paid any attention. 

They never did. 
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Fanning the Flames 

Leaving Tom I and Tom II to their meals, Barry 

turned on the shower to prepare for his own. He took special care while bathing, determined to make this night special, even without a gift. As an added measure of thoughtfulness, he reached past his normal, strongly scented deodorant soap in favor of the bar Adam had brought over.  Sniff sniff.  No smell. Why hadn't he noticed earlier? 

Dressing in charcoal dress pants and the shirt a sales clerk had declared the perfect match, he located his lone tie (also chosen by the clerk), reserved for special occasions. It took four tries to tie it right. If Adam felt up to some fun and games, he may be retying it again soon anyway. He brushed out the jacket he hadn’t worn since his last ghastly visit to Sebastian's, in the company of that control freak. Oh, the horrors! If only he'd known Adam back then. 

Glancing at the clock, Barry did a double-take. It couldn't be that late. Checking his watch confirmed that it was indeed after six. Where was Adam? He should have been there by now. A call to Adam's cell phone went straight to voice mail. 

Nervously glancing out the window every few 

seconds, Barry wondered if he should go looking. To kill time, he put in a load of towels to wash. Still no Adam. He threw them into the dryer, listening for car doors slamming. Making a third pass with a lint brush over his jacket sleeves, more to keep busy than to remove stubborn cat hair (an exercise in futility), he heard a knock at the door. 

He glanced outside again. No Adam's car. He opened the door on a huddled mass of frozen boyfriend. "Cc... 
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doorframe, teeth chattering violently. Time for Adam to have his own key. 

Barry pulled his lover-cicle into the warm house. 

"Wait right here!" he said, darting into the laundry room. 

He returned with an armload of towels, fresh from the dryer. He laid them on the couch, shooing away the two cats, who thought the warm bed a gift. 

He peeled off Adam's light jacket first, trying to rub warmth back into the man's frozen body while pulling off the remaining soggy clothes. When the last soaked garment hit the floor, leaving Adam shivering in his briefs, Barry settled him onto the couch, wrapping him in warm towels and then covering the towels with a favorite throw. 

Barry sat on the floor by the couch, brushing damp hair from Adam's forehead. When Adam stopped 

shaking, Barry asked, "What happened? Where's your car?" 

"Choked out, wouldn't restart," Adam croaked. 

"Walked, tripped, and fell into a snow bank." 

"You walked! How far?" Barry asked, horrified. No one should be out walking on such a night. Not in the snow, and definitely not in loafers and a windbreaker. 

"Left it... corner... Jefferson and Ryan." Adam snuggled down into the blanket, clearly exhausted. 

"Jefferson and Ryan? That's three miles away! You walked three miles in this?" 

As defensive as a man unable to hold his head up could be, Adam, argued, "I run five miles on the treadmill every other day." The last vestiges of his voice were a faint rasp. 

"In a warm gym! Not in cold, wet snow! You should have called me," Barry shot back, coming to realize his boyfriend's stubborn streak extended further than previously believed. 
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"Phone died. No car charger." Adam looked to be fading fast. Even his cough sounded weak. 

"Why didn't you go the other way, then? There's a convenience store on Sullivan, two blocks from there." 

Adam's next statement warmed Barry and chilled him at the same time. "Sick, wanted you." 

Barry brushed his lips across Adam's forehead, the way his mother used to check for fever. Good, no excessive warmth. 

"Will you be okay for awhile?" Barry asked. 

"Where you going?" that poor, abused voice asked. 

"To check on your car. We can't leave it there. Do you need anything else?" 

"Something for allergies, please. The stuff at school makes me feel bad. Swimmy headed. Can't think 

straight." Well, that might explain why Adam thought walking was a good idea. 

Barry bypassed the dress shoes and wool coat he'd planned to wear tonight in favor of more practical boots and a heavy, hooded work jacket. The cuffs of his dress pants refused to fit over the tops of his steel-toed brogans. Oh, well. 

"Favor?" wheezed from within the mound of warm linen. 

"Anything." Barry looked down at his boots, then at his lovely hardwood, shoe-free-zone-flooring.  Screw it. 

He crossed back over to the couch, leaning down to listen to the faint whispers his lover made in lieu of proper speech. 

"Not up to going out. Cancel reservation?" Adam cast his eyes down. "Sorry. 'Sides, left suit in car." 

"Don't worry 'bout it." Feeling bold and protective, Barry eased out onto thin ice. "We'll have plenty of other Valentine's Days to celebrate." He held his breath, waiting. 
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"Yes, we will," Adam murmured. "Plenty." 

What a relief! Maybe they should stop going slow and start planning the future. A good long talk was in order -- once Adam felt better. "I'll be back soon." Barry grabbed the house phone and set it on the coffee table. 

"If you need me, call." 

He headed out into the night, preparing to call 

Sebastian's, impressed at Adam's thoughtfulness. Many folks he knew wouldn't bother to cancel, just leave the restaurant with an open table on a busy night until someone figured it out. Now, a lucky couple could reap the benefits of that kindness. His phone rang as he crawled into his Tahoe, and he snatched it from his pocket, thinking it might be Adam. "Pat" displayed on the screen. 

"Hello?" 

"Barry!" Pat cried. "I don't know what to do!" 

What was this, crisis day? "What's wrong?" 

"Kit got the problem solved and came home early," 

Pat wailed. 

Barry scratched his head, confused. "But isn't that a good thing? I thought you wanted her home." 

"It is! Only, I wanted to take her someplace special tonight, and it's too late to get a reservation anywhere." 

He pictured her disgusted, scrunched face. "I  am not settling for fast food." 

He would have thought the situation too bizarre if the recent turn of events hadn't been in keeping with the rest of his day. "Umm... Pat?" 

"Yes?" 

"Can you two be ready and downtown by eight?" 

"That's pushing it, but I suppose so. Why?" 

"There's a reservation for two at Sebastian's, under the name Adam Collins. Adam and I decided not to go." 

No need to bore someone else with his problems. 
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Besides, Pat might need that time to get dressed up. It took her hours to get ready for Otis' Super Bowl party, what with rechecking the iron twenty times to ensure she'd turned it off. Who ironed to chug beer and munch pizza? 

For the second time that day, he pulled the phone away from his ear to avoid permanent injury from a woman's ecstatic screech. "Sebastian's? Oh, Barry, thank you, thank you, thank you! You're the best!" 

How strange that making friends happy made him 

happy, too, despite his disappointment in failing to make the day perfect for Adam. Since Barry didn't really like Sebastian's much, Pat and Kit were bound to enjoy it more. However, at some point in the future, he'd try it again -- with Adam. He supposed that after two months, it'd be all right to bring up the subject of his disastrous love life and restaurants he'd like to avoid. And cafés. 

And movie theaters. And chiropractic clinics. Maybe they'd find a new place, a cozy little diner that they'd later call "our special place." Yeah, nice ring to that. 

He found Adam's car with little difficulty. Head stuck deep under the hood, he barely heard the whine of a big engine slowing to a stop until he looked up at a familiar white pickup truck, "Mason's Drywall" emblazoned on the side in big green letters. 

"What 'cha doin' there, Bossman?" his favorite drywall subcontractor, Keith Mason, asked, stepping up alongside to gaze under the hood. 

"Needs a new battery." Two more men piled out of the truck, the rest of Mason's crew, hired to rip out and replace the walls at A Day by the Sea ,  among numerous other projects. 

"Weeeell," Keith said, drawing out his words in a thick Texas drawl, "Sonny's Parts is only a mile or two. 

Want me and the boys to take care of this for you?" 
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Barry glanced from one eager face to the next. "None of you have plans tonight? I wouldn't want to keep you." 

Keith laughed. "Nah, we're a bunch of old bachelors. 

Valentine's Day don't mean much to us." He waggled his brows. "Saint Patrick's Day is more our holiday. Love that green beer. Goes well with nachos." 

Could something in this hellish day finally go right for a change? "Only if you're sure." 

"Yeah, we're sure. Don't think we don't know whose car this is, or that a certain someone is waiting for you somewhere. Now go on and git. Me and the boys'll handle this." 

Barry's company dealt with Sonny's regularly via a charge account, and if Keith said, "I'll handle this," he'd consider it done. Barry handed over the keys. "We'll bring her to your house when we get her running," the big man assured him. 

First hurdle successfully jumped, Barry gratefully climbed back into his warm vehicle, pausing long enough to thaw his chilled fingers over the heater vent. 

Once feeling returned, he drove to the nearest drug store. 

The plows must have been running non-stop. The closer to downtown he got, the better the driving. 

He pulled in to the pharmacy parking lot, spotting Mountain Man Outdoor Gear right next door. In the window, a mannequin displayed a navy blue parka, complete with fur-lined hood. Definitely better than the poor excuse for a coat Adam had been wearing tonight, and the man did look good in blue. 

Barry darted into the store. The jacket looked even better up close. Thick and quilted with goose-down, double zippers holding in a plush, removable lining to seal in heat, it'd definitely keep a body warm. Barry tried it on. He and Adam were roughly the same size, chest-wise if not height-wise, and the coat fit Barry perfectly. 
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It was high time for Adam to admit that he wasn't in Georgia anymore and start dressing appropriately for the weather. 

Recalling a cold, wet Adam shivering in the 

doorway, Barry added gloves and a knit hat to the mix, never batting an eye at the price. Whatever it took to take care of his man. They'd have to come back for boots later, when Adam could try them on. Storing his purchases in the Tahoe, he tramped through the slushy parking lot to the drug store. 

He stood before a display of allergy medicines, 

clutching an empty shopping basket and feeling totally lost. So many to choose from. What if he got the wrong one? His puzzled frown acting as an "I'm clueless and need help" beacon, a young lady wearing a white jacket approached before he'd gotten the chance to guess wrong. Her badge said, "Pharmacist." Judging by the purse slung over her shoulder, she must have been either coming to work or leaving. 

She ran assessing eyes up and down Barry, taking in the rugged work boots, one pant leg tucked in, one out, the heavy, paint-splattered work jacket, and the tails of his suit coat hanging beneath. His tie hung over the top of the jacket. He'd been pulling at his hair in frustration for the last five minutes; no telling what it looked like now. 

"I had to run out unexpectedly," Barry explained, attempting to free his tie from his jacket zipper one-handed. He gave up, cheeks flushing. 

Amusement danced in the woman's eyes. "Don't worry, sir; if the fashion police arrive, I'll create a diversion while you get to safety." 

Barry laughed in spite of himself. 
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More seriously, she asked, "Are you finding everything all right?" Her sideways look conveyed doubts. 

He shook his head. "My boyfri... errr... my friend has allergies, and wants something that doesn't make him feel woozy." 

"Oh, then you want non-drowsy formula. What's he allergic to?" 

"Flowers, chocolate, and strawberries." 

The woman winced. "Not a good day to be him, then." She reached around Barry, snagging a box labeled 

"Loratadine." "One of these daily should do the trick." 

Barry stared at the box, reading the directions. 

Sniffling, sneezing, watery eyes, rashes... "Hives. He has hives, too." 

"Those will help, but for immediate relief, try this." 

She walked halfway down the aisle, returning with a box of oatmeal bath soak. "This will help with the itching and with the general achiness. Oh, and if the hives aren't at least getting better in three days, or if he experiences any of the side effects listed on the box, call his doctor." 

"Wow! You're really helpful!" 

The pharmacist ducked her head, giving a bashful smile. "My boyfriend gets bad allergies, too." She winked, and they shared knowing smiles. "How's his appetite? I have to threaten forced feeding when my guy is ill or he won't eat a bite." 

"I don't know." 

"Come with me, please, while I become my mother for five minutes." The pharmacist led him to the store's food section. "Ginger ale and ginger tea, if he'll drink it. 

Gotta keep him hydrated. Oh, and plenty of chicken noodle soup. Mom used to serve it to me when I had a cold, but it's good anytime the patient doesn't feel much like eating. The important thing is to get some nutrition Fanning the Flames - 45 

into him, though I would get the low salt variety if I were you." 

Barry piled the suggested items into his basket. 

"Thank you so much." 

"Don't mention it. Now get home and play doctor." 

She giggled and, duty done, left the way she'd come. 

Waiting in line at the checkout counter, Barry saw a display of teddy bears similar to the ones in the floral shop, holding red satin hearts full of mushy sentiment. 

At the far end were other animals. A black cat caught his eye. Its heart said, "My Good Luck Charm." Given the direction of Adam's luck today, plus the toy being a replica of the two Toms, it seemed appropriate. Barry stuck it in the basket and sniffed a rather realistic-looking silk rose. Good, no scent. He added it to his growing pile of purchases, not wanting to go home empty-handed. Adam deserved a Valentine's present. 

He spotted a clearance rack near the register filled with CDs, various stationary items, a few assorted candies, and car chargers for cell phones. He scrambled through the jumbled mess, finding a charger designed to fit Adam's Blackberry. No more needing to make a call and not being able to. 

He'd driven two blocks when he passed one of his favorite home-cooking restaurants.  Ah, now there's an idea!  Pulling into Country Come to Town, he rushed inside, checking the chalkboard by the register for the day's specials. Hmmm... chicken and dumplings, sorta like chicken noodle soup, only more filling, and most likely a lot tastier then the canned stuff Barry had bought from the drug store. He ordered two servings to go, then rushed back out into the cold, hoping Adam was okay but afraid to call lest he wake the man up. 

Adam needed rest more than anything right now. 
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Keith pulled in behind Barry just past the city limit sign, driving Adam's car, and he parked next to the Tahoe in the driveway. The company truck pulled up to the curb a moment later, idling. "Here ya go, Bossman," 

Keith said, handing over the keys. "Good as new." 

"Where are you boys going now?" Barry asked. 

"We’re gonna get a pizza and go back to my house, play cards." 

Barry pulled a few twenties from his wallet. Keith stepped back, hands raised. "No need for all that. We're good ol' boys. We help folks out 'cause that's how our mamas raised us." 

Barry pushed the twenties into Keith's coat pocket. 

"And my mother raised me to appreciate that help. 

Tonight's pizza is on me. I'll see you and your crew bright and early Monday morning." 

"Mighty kind of you, sir. We'll drink one for you tonight." 

The truck pulled away into the night, and Barry, arms loaded with bags, made his way into the house. 
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That's  Amore 

Barry tiptoed into the house, placing his packages by the door to remove his coat and boots. The tie took some time to work free of the zipper, and emerged a total goner. Oh, well, he hadn't particularly liked it anyway. 

Soft snores escaped Adam's cocoon. Both Toms, one on either side of Adam, blinked owlishly at Barry. 

Adam snorted and jerked, eyes popping open. He 

relaxed, baby-blues disappearing behind closed lids again. "Hey, there," he murmured in a sandpapery rasp. 

"Have I been out long?" Yawning and stretching, he stopped mid-motion, sniffing the air. "Oh, something smells good." His stomach growled, and he laughed and patted it. “Hey! I can smell again!” 

"Feeling better?" Barry asked. 

"A bit." 

"Think you could eat?" He remembered the pharmacist saying her boyfriend lost appetite with allergies. 

"It'll be the first thing I've eaten all day since the chocolate." 

Barry pushed and pulled a weak-as-a-kitten Adam 

into a sitting position. He retreated to the kitchen, emptying the dumplings into two bowls, and poured two glasses of ginger ale, making several trips to get the food and his packages to the coffee table. 

"How long has it been since you took something?" he asked, pulling the cell phone charger from the drug store bag and setting it aside to get to the box of allergy medicine. 

"Long enough to need another dose. What I took only lasts six hours. Diphendydramine was all they had at work. I normally take loratadine." 

"Good, 'cause that's what I got you." 
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Barry shook out a pill onto his palm, handing it to Adam, who took it with a sip of ginger ale. A smile spread across his lips. "How did you know ginger ale is what Mama used to give me when I got like this?" 

"Lucky guess?" He spooned up some chicken and dumplings, pleased that Adam agreed to let Barry feed him, even if the man only managed a few bites. Barry cleaned his own bowl and then carried them both back to the kitchen. 

He checked on Adam, cuddled up with the pair of 

purring Toms, and slipped down the hall to the 

bathroom. After a tough day, nothing beat a good, long soak. Barry filled the tub, adjusting the temperature to 

"warm but not scalding." 

Returning to the living room, he snatched the drug store package from the coffee table and helped Adam into the bathroom. After lacing the water liberally with oatmeal soak, per package directions, he peeled off his lover's briefs, ignoring all protests of "I'm not helpless," 

and lowered him into the bath. Adam's sweet moans of pleasure were all the thanks Barry needed. 

Next came a cup of hot ginger tea, served in the tub. 

Long, angry purplish streaks, finger length and width, marred Adam's pale skin, interspersed with light patches of rosy red bumps. "The pharmacist at the drug store said the oatmeal bath helped rashes." 

Lying back in the tub, eyes closed in pleasure and voice less strained than before, Adam murmured, 

"You're so good to me." 

"No, I'm not," Barry replied. "I don't even have a Valentine's gift for you." He pushed the bag containing the stuffed toy and fake rose behind the toilet with his foot. They seemed so inadequate now. 
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Adam cracked open one blue eye, appearing 

surprised. "What do you mean you didn't get me anything for Valentine's Day?" 

Unable to meet his lover's eyes, Barry explained, "I tried to get you flowers and found you were allergic; ditto with chocolate; and we won't even go into how painful a full body massage and salt scrub would have been tomorrow." 

Barry looked up when Adam took one of his hands, lacing their fingers together. "Let me tell you something," Adam said. "You haven't met my family yet because they live so far away, not because I'm not dying to show you off." He gently stroked the back of Barry's hand with his thumb. "My oldest sister married fresh out of high school." He paused long enough for a healthy draft of tea. "After about a year, she stopped coming around. Then one day I saw her on the street and she ran." Adam closed his eyes tightly, as if in pain. 

"What did she do that for?" 

"I still remember it like yesterday. I chased her down and caught up with her. One of her eyes was yellow from a bruise, and hiding under her long sleeves were more bruises. I got pissed and demanded that she leave her asshole husband and come home. Know what she said to me?" 

Unease squirmed to life in Barry's gut. What if that happened to Karen? His eyes narrowed. He'd beat the living shit out of Jack, that's what, even if he did like the guy. "What did she say?" 

"She said she couldn't leave because he loved her, that he proved it by buying her flowers. He treats her like shit ninety percent of the time, and a lousy dozen roses every blue moon convinces her that he loves her." 

For a moment Barry worried about Estelle, but no, he didn't think she'd been mistreated by her late, much Fanning the Flames - 50 

lamented husband. However, Barry wanted to go find Adam's brother-in-law. Five minutes. That's all he wanted. Five minutes. "Is she still with him?" 

"Last I heard there's not one damned thing I can do about it, which sucks big time." 

Barry fully understood Karen possessed a mind of her own, too. 

"Thank God they didn't bring kids into that mess." 

Yeah, thank God. If kids were involved, a trip to Georgia, and possible arrest for attempted murder, loomed in Barry's future. Wait! Wasn't "he needed killing" a plausible defense in the south? 

Adam wasn't finished. "Then there's this lady I work with, the one I got the chocolate from 'cause I didn't have the heart to turn her down. I've only known her a few months. In that time, she's caught her husband cheating twice, and keeps taking him back 'for the kids.' 

Personally, I believe she's scared to be alone and thinks she can't make it on her own. I'd also be willing the bet her husband put those fears in her head to begin with. 

He sent her a measly box of chocolates, and she acted as though he's the best husband in the world, showing off the box and offering everyone a candy." 

Neither spoke for a time. Barry occupied himself with a washcloth, taking great care with his lover's body, especially the sinister-looking welts. Touching like this, without it being blatantly sexual, was surprisingly intimate. He liked it. A lot. 

Adam broke the silence. "Since we didn't go to dinner, I didn't get you anything, either." 

"But you wanted to." 

"Yes, I did. So did you. And you followed through." 

"Why do you say that?" 

A small, tired smile turned up the corners of Adam's lips. "I peeked into the bags you left in the living room. 
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Since you already have a warm coat and gloves, and green's your favorite color, am I to assume the blue coat, hat, and gloves are for me?" 

"That's different. That's not a Valentine's Day gift. I got those for you because you needed them." 

"And since it doesn't fit your phone and does fit mine, I'm assuming you bought me a car charger, too. 

Thanks." 

Barry ducked his head. "It's nothing." 

"You still don't get it, do you?" 

"Apparently not." 

"Barry, gifts given to get what you want or to appease someone aren't true gifts. Look at all you've given me today. I'm willing to bet that the problem with my car is now fixed, and it's in your driveway. Am I right?" 

How the hell did Adam know that? 

"You bought me a warm coat after I almost froze to death, 'cause I'm too stubborn to admit I needed one, got me a car charger because I kept forgetting to pick one up, bought bath soak and whatever else you thought of to make me feel better, and you're not expecting anything in return, are you?" 

"Just for you to get well." 

"Why?" 

"Why what?" 

"Why do you want me to get well? So you can fuck me?" 

"No!" Barry drew back, horrified that Adam had even said such a thing. 

"So I'll leave and go home?" 

Again Barry reeled as if hit. "Oh, hell no! You can stay as long as you like! Move in, even!" His eyes went wide and he slapped a hand over his mouth. Oh, shit, he'd said too much. 
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Adam's hand cupped Barry's cheek. "See what I mean? You don't ask anything but for me to be a part of your life, as it should be. And you actually care how I feel. That's all the gift I ever want." He leaned up in the water, brushing his lips across Barry's nose. "We’ve never said the words, but your every action today said them louder than your mouth could. Coats, car chargers, chicken and dumplings, and warm towels. You'll have to redo that whole load, but you couldn't care less, could you?" 

"No. They're not important, you are." 

"My point exactly. Now, you gonna join me in here?" 

Barry didn't need to be asked twice. He stripped down in record time, easing between Adam's legs, grateful that even in bachelorhood, he'd been optimistic enough to purchase a tub big enough for two. 

He leaned back against his lover's no longer freezing body, sighing in contentment. For a day shot to hell and back, it might wind up on a high note. 

Adam's hand lightly stroked his chest. "Did you mean that about me moving in?" His lips brushed against Barry's hair. 

"Yes, but you said you wanted to take it slow." 

"I'm not talking about tonight, tomorrow, or even next week. While we talk about a lot of things, you always dance around the subject of a relationship." 

Adam cut off Barry's attempt to protest. "I already told you that your actions speak louder than words. Still, every now and then, we need to touch base, make sure we're moving in the right direction. You're an action man, I’m better with words." 

"Do you foresee us living together some day? I really like having you here, and the boys love you." A gross understatement. Tom I and Tom II showered more 

affection on Adam than they did on Barry, who 
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suspected the man of wearing catnip-laced cologne. 

Wait. Was catnip another trigger for Adam's allergies? 

"It's crossed my mind, but this is still pretty new. 

Let's give it time. We're in no hurry." 

Barry's hope started composing a "goodbye, cruel world" letter until Adam added, "My lease is up in August. That gives us plenty of time to decide, and this summer I'd like to take you down to Georgia, introduce you to my family." 

Barry's alpha-male-protector tendencies spoke up. 

"Could we go again in the fall? Maybe during hunting season?" 

"You're a hunter?" 

"No, but that doesn't stop me from wanting to take your brother-in-law out in the woods with guns and ammo involved." Barry twisted around toward Adam, missing the contact but needing to see the man's face. 

"My family is gonna love you," Adam said, grinning. 

Without so much as batting an eye, he added, "I know I sure do." 

"You do?" 

"Yeah, I do." 

That lopsided, little-boy grin warmed Barry's heart. 

"Good to know. It'll make things less painful for you when I lock you in this house and refuse to let you leave."  What the hell? When did you become a stalker? 

his conscience screamed. He told it to shut up. 

Oh, crap. Adam had said "family." 

Barry cringed, chewing at his bottom lip. "Speaking of family, I sorta invited mine down tomorrow, roads permitting. I volunteered us men to watch the kids while Karen and Mom get a break." He watched for Adam's reaction. "Dad's been asking to spend some time with you. Get to know you. Pry into my personal life." He Fanning the Flames - 54 

shrugged. "I'm sure you know how that goes. Think you'll be up to it?" 

"I'd love to," Adam replied. 

Barry released the breath he'd been holding. 

During the past two hours, Adam's hoarseness had slowly lessened. "As long as we're not taking your nephews bowling or ice skating, or anything strenuous. 

A few hours of video games will be all right." 

Barry soaped a washcloth, making short work of 

cleaning up. "Let's go to bed," he suggested, reluctantly leaving the pleasant-scented bath. He mentally added more of that oatmeal bath stuff to his "need to buy" list, batting Adam's hand away from the towel rack. "Allow me." 

"I'm not helpless." 

"No one said you were. You've had a rough day, and I want to take care of you." 

Adam allowed Barry to dry him off but hung back 

when Barry opened the door. "I gotta, you know..." He glanced at the toilet, then back at Barry. 

"Oh! In that case..." Barry gave Adam some privacy, hurrying into the bedroom to turn the covers back and fluff the bed pillows. 

Adam stepped out of the bathroom a few minutes 

later, holding... Oh shit! He'd found the bag! "Uh, mind telling me why this was stuffed behind the toilet?" 

"Uhmm..." If Barry's cheeks flamed any hotter, he'd spontaneously combust. "I, errr... " He sighed, running his hand through his hair. "They were for you, but you deserve better than cheap, last-minute gifts." 

"For me?" Adam's entire face lit up. "I saw them in the living room but wasn't sure they were mine." He grinned as if he'd been given gold and pulled the rose from the bag, gazing at the silk petals with an admiring eye. "No one's ever given me a rose before!" Reaching Fanning the Flames - 55 

in again, he removed the stuffed cat. "Awww... He looks just like the boys!" As excited as any child at Christmas, he exclaimed, "I'm naming him Tom III and putting him on my desk at work." Wrapping Barry in a hug, he murmured, "Thank you. Every time I see them, they'll be another reason to think about you." 

Barry relaxed into the embrace, repeating, "You deserve better." 

The words Barry had spoken to Pat days ago came 

back to him. "It's the thought that counts. Besides, I think they're great. They came from you, didn't they?" 

Regrets chased away by Adam's obvious delight, 

Barry pressed their foreheads together. Hey! Adam looked good even as a Cyclops! They nuzzled noses and shared goofy grins. "We've got it bad, don't we?" Adam asked. 

"Define 'bad.'" 

In answer, Adam leaned in, connecting them mouth to mouth. The kiss started slow and sweet, a faint brushing of lips, and ended on a contented sigh. 

"Yup, definitely bad," quipped Barry. "And if that's bad, I don't want to be good ever again." 

A sleepy yawn stretched Adam's mouth, and Barry 

led him to the bed, tucking him in. "I'll be right back," 

he said. 

He made the rounds, shutting off lights, securing the house for the night, and setting the alarm system. When he returned to the bed, Tom I and Tom II were curled at the foot. They usually spent the night (actually, the majority of their lives) on the couch. Maybe Adam did wear catnip. The rose and stuffed cat sat on the dresser. 

Sliding beneath the covers, Barry turned off the light, spooning against his lover's back. "Good night, I love you," he whispered, planting the lightest of kisses against Adam's neck. 
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Snuggling in, he heard, "Love you, too." 

In years to come, hopefully he'd get better at all this romance and gift-giving stuff, but at that moment, he couldn't imagine a better Valentine's Day. 

Oh, right. Officially, February fourteenth wasn't until Sunday. He still had time. 
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