
        
            
                
            
        

    
	

	Home Sweet Home

	By Sarah Hadley Brook

	Published by JMS Books LLC

	Visit jms-books.com for more information.

	Copyright 2026 Sarah Hadley Brook

	ISBN 9798896023012

	* * * *

	Cover Design: Written Ink Designs | written-ink.com

	Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free License.

	All rights reserved.

	WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

	No portion of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts used for the purposes of review.

	This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files where they cannot be accessed by minors.

	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are solely the product of the author's imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	Published in the United States of America.

	* * * *

	For Everyone Searching for Love

	* * * *

	Home Sweet Home

	By Sarah Hadley Brook

	


Chapter 1

	Gus

	If somebody didn't shut off that damn ear-splitting beep-beep-beep he was going to kick someone's ass. What kind of masochist sets such an obnoxious alarm? The steady pounding behind his eyes gave rise to memories of a not-so-distant past, but he shoved them down. He'd dropped his partying ways years ago and had no desire to return to that kind of chaos. He didn't--and wouldn't--put himself in a situation where he could lose control. Not anymore.

	So then, why did his body hurt like he'd spent the night doing exactly that? Rough sheets scratched at his legs and he shifted, searching for a softer spot, and pain twisted through his lower abdomen, sharp and unexpected. He groaned, willing it to pass, gritting his teeth until the pain morphed into a dull throb. He inhaled slowly through his nose and wrinkled it at the faint whiff of bleach, vaguely wondering if he'd left the disinfectant wipes open again. He'd dried out an entire tub last month.

	His eyes fluttered open, then closed at the too-bright sunshine streaming in through a window on his left. Nope. He was most definitely not in his bed. The room-darkening curtains on which he'd splurged kept away even a drop of sunlight until he'd squeezed out every last second of sleep possible.

	Damn. Had he gone home with someone last night? If so, he'd broken one of his cardinal rules. Oh, God...had he been drinking? Taken something? His mind reeled at the possibility of throwing away three years of hard work.

	Light footsteps sounded and he gave another go at opening his eyes, squinting against the brilliance invading the room.

	"Welcome back. Nice to see you awake."

	Someone was entirely too cheery. He despised morning people.

	He narrowed his eyes until his blurry vision cleared enough to see an older woman adjusting something next to him. A dial? Knob? What the hell was going on? But hallelujah, the alarm finally stopped.

	"Where am I?" he croaked, his throat rough and dry.

	She whirled toward him and the messy gray bun atop her head tilted dangerously. "You're in the hospital, Mr. Mullins. You had emergency surgery last night." She leaned over him, pale blue eyes peering intently at him over brilliant red frames.

	He wasn't sure what she was looking at, but she was apparently satisfied with what she saw, because she stepped back and nodded--bun dancing along--as she skimmed her fingers over his forearm, checking something. Was that an IV? He instinctively pulled away and she removed her hand before glancing around the room.

	"Where did your boyfriend go? He was here all night. So worried about you, I don't think he slept a wink. Such a nice young man."

	Boyfriend?

	"I'll be back in a few minutes, hon. I need to let the doctor know you're awake."

	As his eyes continued adjusting to the daylight, he tried to remember anything from last night but came up empty. Panic bubbled up inside, tightening his chest. Had he been in an accident? Had someone hurt him? What surgery? Questions piled up, one after another as his panic escalated. His body shook as he tried to focus on his breathing. His gaze darted around the room, landing on an oversized white plastic cup on a table next to the bed. He started to reach for it but groaned when pain shot through his gut again, sending him into a tailspin. He closed his eyes as his skin broke out in a cold sweat and stars flashed behind his eyelids. He shivered and he sagged back against the pillow, desperate to understand what was happening to him.

	"Hey. Hey there, hang one. Let me help you."

	Gus watched as the huge-ass man with the deep baritone voice moved to stand next to the bed, lifting the cup and bringing the straw to Gus's lips. He sucked greedily, nearly crying when the cool water hit his throat. When he'd had his fill, he pushed out the straw with his tongue and the guy set it on the table. The pain had dulled again, and the simple act of drinking had distracted him enough that his shaking had lessened and what could have turned into a full-blown panic attack had developed into a much smaller low-key kind of freak-out--which was much more manageable.

	It was too bad he felt like shit, because this guy had miles of gorgeous muscles, which was kind of Gus's kryptonite. Kind of? Riiight. Any other time, he'd be eager to climb the man like a spider monkey and lick every inch of him. Now? His poor dick didn't even twitch. Which was...worrying. Add in the broad shoulders, dark hair and close beard, and more hair peeking out at the collar and he was a walking dream. Shit, Gus even spied a tattoo on his forearm but couldn't make it out. Hottest. Nurse. Ever.

	"Thanks," he said quietly, realizing he was staring and glancing away. At least his voice sounded a little smoother.

	"You're welcome. You feeling any better? Not gonna lie--you had everyone scared last night." The guy ran his hand through his thick hair, messing it up and Gus's fingers itched to smooth it out.

	He shrugged. "What happened? I can't remember," he admitted, feeling a little foolish.

	The nurse cocked an eyebrow, his whiskey brown eyes widening, and he pursed his lips as he watched Gus, searching his face. "You don't remember anything?"

	Gus shook his head slightly and grimaced because even that small movement hurt.

	The guy reached for Gus, his large hand hovering over Gus's arm, but pulled away. "We should probably wait for the doctor to fill you in. But listen...there's something you should know. I--" He flinched when he was interrupted.

	"Well, Nurse Morrison tells me you're awake, so I had to come check it out for myself. You had us all a bit worried." Another cheery voice. Was everyone here a morning person? He watched the older man in the white coat, his wire-rimmed glasses sliding down his nose, as he scrolled through a tablet, nodding at whatever he was reading. "You were lucky, Mr. Mullins. If your boyfriend hadn't brought you in so quickly, you could have died. A burst appendix isn't something to ignore. When you arrived, your fever was one hundred and four point seven."

	There was that word again. What boyfriend? Gus was very single and preferred it that way, thank you very much. He furrowed his brow at the doctor.

	"So, you're going to stay another night, possibly two. We need to make sure there's no infection. But you already look much better. Some color in your cheeks." He turned to the male nurse and patted his arm. "I'll check back in on him in an hour or so. You just keep taking care of him and let me or Nurse Morrison know if you guys need anything."

	"Got it. Thanks Dr. Andrews."

	"You're welcome. He's lucky to have you, you know. You probably saved his life."

	As the doctor left, Gus turned his attention back to the hot nurse, his eyebrows raised. "You saved my life?"

	A pale blush covered the guy's cheeks and he gave Gus a tight smile. "That's what I was about to tell you. When I brought you to the ER, you--"

	"What do you mean you brought me to the ER? Don't you work here?" His words came out sharper than he intended, but Gus had been surprised to hear this man had brought him to the hospital.

	He shook his head as his eyes darted around the room, landing anywhere but on Gus. He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck before sliding his gaze back to Gus. "No, I don't work at the hospital. My name is Todd. Todd Yardley. We met at Charlie's last night." He furrowed his brow and crossed his arms across his chest. "You really don't remember anything?"

	Gus shrugged, nodding slowly. "Well, now that you've reminded me, I do remember going to Charlie's...kind of. But...no, nothing else. It's all hazy...like I'm trying to see through frosted glass." He rubbed at his temples, the effort to recall the events from last night only adding to the drumbeat still sounding in his head.

	"You just woke up. Give yourself some time. I'm sure it will all come back to you."

	"Maybe." Gus wasn't too sure about that, but Todd's reassurance soothed him. "But how did you end up here? With me? How did I end up here?"

	Todd moved to stand closer and Gus caught a whiff of musk and something woodsy. Pine maybe. And oddly, a hint of chocolate. A strange combination, but it seriously worked for the guy. He eyed Todd and it finally dawned on Gus the man wasn't wearing scrubs, which of course he would have been wearing if he was a nurse. His gaze raked over the gray top stretching across Todd's broad chest and the painted-on black jeans covering thick muscular thighs, and he swallowed hard. Todd was so sexy, he was on a whole other level of hot. Hot with a capital H. Shit. Even as he lay in a hospital bed, Gus wanted to dip his fingers into the neckline of Todd's shirt and stroke all that curly dark hair.

	Todd chuckled low and Gus knew he'd been busted checking him out. Todd watched him, a smirk playing at his lips, as if he knew exactly what Gus was thinking. "Yeah, I'm still wearing my club clothes. I haven't gone home to change, yet."

	As Gus's skin heated, he raised his eyes to meet Todd's warm brown ones and tried to focus on their conversation, ignoring the flutters in his chest. "You've really been here all night?"

	"Yeah. I-I...look it all happened so fast. You and I had been dancing and then you went to the men's room and when you didn't come back...I was worried. So I went in and found you puking your guts out. At the time I figured you either drank too much or took something--"

	Gus interrupted. "I don't drink or take drugs. Not in over three years," he said firmly. There was no way he would have thrown all his work down the drain for a night of partying. He may have had a moment of doubt when he first woke up, but he knew he wouldn't have destroyed the life he'd been building.

	Todd held up his hands, palms out. "Hey, I'd never met you. I didn't know what was going on. You were swaying when you walked and I convinced you to hand over your keys. I debated whether I should drive you home in your car or take my truck, but I realized I didn't even know which car belonged to you. I tried to get you to tell me but by then you were kind of...well, you weren't making sense. Like nothing you said made sense. Something about cows. And then the moon. And shit, I swear you went on and on about silverware."

	Gus gave him a sheepish smile. "I think I was talking about that poem about the cow going over the moon. Maybe it's a nursery rhyme, not a poem? You know, the one where the dish runs away with the spoon? I'm not sure why I was talking about it, though."

	A grin spread across Todd's face and his dark eyes sparkled. "Oh, wow. I can see that now. And you know what? There are a couple of neon moons hanging on the wall at Charlies. Maybe that's why you were thinking about it?"

	"Mmm. Probably so. My grandma used to read that to me. It was my favorite." Damn. He never shared things like that with anyone, let alone a stranger--even if that stranger had apparently saved him. "So then?" he prodded, still struck by the fact he'd just shared something so personal with Todd. He didn't usually lower his guard like that.

	Todd raked his hand through his hair and nodded. "Yeah. Um, when I got you into my vehicle, honest to God, I was just going to take you home and make sure you were okay, but you passed out. Cold. Before I even pulled out of the parking lot. When I reached over to pat your cheek--to try and wake you up--that's when I discovered you were burning up with a fever."

	Fuck.

	"I still thought maybe you were on something, but since I couldn't wake you up, and you were so hot, I knew I had to get you to the hospital."

	"You think I'm hot," Gus teased. It was right there, he kind of had to say it.

	Todd's eyes widened and he laughed. "I meant your fever was high, but yes, you're hot. Like you need to be told." He rolled his eyes.

	Gus smiled, feeling slightly better than when he woke up. Flirting with a sexy man would boost anyone's mood.

	"When I carried you into the ER--"

	"You carried me? Seriously?" He gaped at Todd.

	"Of course...did you not hear me say you were out cold? I didn't want to wait for someone to roll a wheelchair out for you. For all I knew, you were dying. So yes, I carried you in."

	"Can't believe I missed that," he grumbled.

	Todd chuckled low. "Then they said I couldn't stay with you, so I said I was your...umm, your boyfriend...and the nurse took pity on me and let me sit with you," Todd admitted, blushing.

	"Why?"

	He looked taken aback. "Why did I stay with you? Why was I worried that someone I'd just been dancing with might die?"

	"Yes. I mean, we don't know each other, right? We didn't have...oh, shit...did we hook up at the club?"

	"No." Todd glanced at the door. "Keep your voice down. Shit." He raked his large hand through his hair. "Let me get the whole story out, Gus."

	"Sorry. Grouchy much?"

	He narrowed his eyes. "You were not this difficult last night."

	"You mean when I was unconscious?"

	He rolled his eyes again and huffed out his breath, settling his hands on his hips. "Look, I just...I wanted to make sure you were okay. I felt responsible for you since you passed out in my car. The doctor figured out pretty quickly your appendix had burst." His eyes roamed Gus's face. "He said you had to have been in agony. Were you?"

	Gus shook his head and thought back. "No. I mean, I guess my stomach has been upset for a couple of days but no real pain." At Todd's skeptical expression, he went on. "I'm serious. I wouldn't go out dancing if I was in pain or sick and...Oh, my God!" He covered his mouth with his hand.

	"What? Do you need the doctor?" Todd leaned over him, concern etching his features.

	"No. Oh, God, I was supposed to work today. What time is it?"

	Todd glanced at his smart watch. "It's 5:32 P.M."

	Huh. So not morning. "Fuck. I thought it was still morning--late morning, maybe, but evening? I'm sooo going to be fired. Where's my phone? I need to call them. I can't lose this job. I can't!" Panic rose up inside as he frantically scanned the room for his phone. Had he left it at the club?

	Todd pointed to a plastic bag on the rolling tray. "It's right here," he said as he pulled out the phone.

	"Thanks." Gus turned it on and groaned. "Crap. They've texted and called. I am so screwed." He liked his job. He needed his job.

	"You had a medical emergency, Gus. Surely, they won't fire you."

	"Shit. Shit. Shit! My phone just died. And I don't have my charger." This was not his day. Not at all.

	"Do you want to borrow mine?"

	"Yes! Thank you!"

	Todd handed over his phone and Gus dialed the restaurant. One ring. Two. Three. Crap. "They're not answering, which means they're swamped and short-handed. I am so fucking fired." He hung up and sagged against the pillow again, his body already hurting from moving.

	"Where do you work?"

	"BJ's Cantina. I bartend there and help out in the kitchen when we're short."

	Todd's eyes lit up, crinkling at the edges as he beamed at Gus. "Hey, my house is only two blocks away from BJ's. I order from there all the time. Great food."

	Gus nodded and sighed deep. "It was a good job."

	"So, how about I run over there and let them know what's going on. It's on my way home anyway."

	Gus eyed him dubiously. "You'd do that? After you've already gone way above and beyond?"

	"Of course."

	Gus shook his head in disbelief. He couldn't think of anyone he'd ever met who was as nice as this guy. Gus hadn't known people like him existed. At least not in the real world. Not in Gus's world. "Admit it. You secretly wear a cape, rescuing men around town."

	"Just the really cute ones," Todd said with a wink.

	Gus shook his head, ignoring the way his skin buzzed at Todd's words. "That would be fantastic. You going to BJ's Cantina, I mean. If you really don't mind," he added. At Todd's reassuring smile, Gus filled him in on who he needed to talk to at the restaurant.

	"Sounds good. I'll text you when I'm done to let you know what they say. If you want me to?"

	"Thank you. Wow. Just wow. Thank you, Todd." He rattled off his number and Todd entered it into his phone. "I can see if the hospital has a charger. If not, I won't see the message until I get out of here, but thank you. Thank you so much."

	Todd nodded and gently patted the blanket over Gus's thigh. "It's fine. And...I'm really glad you're going to be okay."

	As Todd walked toward the door, Gus's chest tightened. His throat felt thick and a kind of desperation filled him; a sense he was losing something--or someone. Which was crazy. He didn't even know Todd. Besides that, Gus didn't do relationships.

	"You really saved my life, didn't you?" he asked softly.

	Todd gave a slight shrug. "I'm not sure. The doctor said if we'd waited much longer you could have died. But after watching you fight death all night and day, my money is on you. You're...I don't even know how to describe you." He lifted his arms, palms up before dropping them. "You're vibrant, Gus. You have this energy for life--I saw it at Charlie's. I know this sounds like a cliché, but when you dance, you do it as if nobody is watching. As if you have this joy that can't be contained. I couldn't have stayed away even if I wanted to."

	Gus's jaw dropped as Todd smiled, then disappeared through the door.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Todd

	Based on the plain off-white stucco exterior, you wouldn't expect the interior of BJ's Cantina to be much different, but that assessment would be wrong. Stepping inside, customers were met with rich teals, bright reds, and sunny yellows, with splashes of complimentary colors everywhere you looked.

	The large wall to the left of the entrance boasted an impressive mural of a desert dotted with cacti and rock formations. In the background, massive mountains met an azure sky, while wild horses ran free, kicking up sand and dirt as they flew across the land. The paint had faded over the years, but the artist had returned to touch it up a few months back and it looked fresh and bright now. The story had even made the local news.

	His boots clicked across the tiled floor as he made his way past the crowd of people either picking up an order or waiting for a table to open. He wasn't surprised to see it was busy; the place was a favorite in town. They had damn good food and it was Saturday night, which meant date night in Cherry Orchard.

	The scent of peppers and onions and spices wafted through the air and his mouth watered. The only food he'd had in the last twenty or so hours had come out of the vending machine at the hospital and he was ravenous.

	When he stepped up to the young hostess, she looked up from the paper on the small wooden counter and shook her head, her dyed-blue hair fluttering around her face. "I'm sorry, it's going to be at least half an hour. Probably longer."

	"Uh, no, I'm not here to eat. I need to talk to Mr. Jones. Is he in?"

	She sighed and nodded. "He's here, but we're majorly short-staffed and he's helping out in the kitchen. Is there something I can do?"

	"No. I'm sorry, but I think I need to speak with him directly. I don't mind waiting, though. Can you just tell him Todd Yardley is here. He doesn't know me, but it's important I speak with him."

	She sighed dramatically, as most teenagers did, and he bit back a smile. He remembered when small things used to feel massive at that age.

	"Okay, but like I said, it will probably be a while," she said, emphasizing the last three words.

	He nodded. "I understand. I can wait in the bar area if that's okay?"

	"Sure." Another dramatic sigh.

	While she made a beeline toward the kitchen to let her boss know some irritating stranger needed to talk to him, Todd strolled to the bar and slipped onto a stool.

	A cute guy with short blond hair gave him a cheeky smile as he finished up with another customer farther down. He sauntered over and leaned his elbows on the bar top, his crystal blue eyes roaming Todd's face before giving him a flirty wink.

	Any other time, Todd probably would have been interested, but all he could think of was the guy he'd just left at the hospital. The sexy guy with stunning gray eyes, a mop of curly golden-brown hair, and a lean, compact body that fit perfectly against Todd's when they'd danced. Ignoring the wink, he ordered a soda and offered a polite smile.

	The guy stepped back and nodded, his eyes meeting Todd's, clearly reading the not-interested message. "Got it. Be right back," he said.

	While the guy wasn't necessarily his type, Todd could appreciate his tight body as he walked away. Especially the little sway in his hips. He groaned and raked a hand through his hair. What was he doing? He didn't even know Gus and he was already turning down other possibilities. Surprised at himself, he rubbed his hand across his face, stroking the stubble. He wasn't looking for a relationship, but he didn't usually turn away a hook-up.

	He chuckled. God, the bartender had looked at him, not propositioned him. Maybe Todd needed to get some food into his stomach to get his brain functioning again. So, when the guy returned with Todd's drink, he asked about placing an order to go. "Can I do that here? Or do I need to go back out to the lobby?"

	He waved his hand. "Naw. I can take the order here. What do you want?"

	"Special is tacos, right?" Todd asked, pointing at the small acrylic sign on the bar.

	"Yep. With beans and rice."

	"Great. I'll take that, add two more tacos, and chips and queso. Salsa, too."

	"You got it. I'll go put the order in." He rapped his knuckles on the bar and stepped away.

	Todd caught sight of a short, stocky older gentleman with hair that had clearly been dyed jet black--why did people do that?--making his way over, so Todd stood and offered his hand.

	He accepted Todd's hand and shook. "Mr. Yardley? I'm Mark Jones. I was told you wanted to speak with me?"

	"Yes. Thank you for seeing me."

	"Yes. But as you can see, we're very busy. What is so important?" There was a bit of impatience in his voice.

	"I understand. I just need to let you know Gus Mullins is in the hospital."

	Mr. Jones gasped and his eyes widened. "Oh, no! What happened? We've been trying to get hold of him all day."

	Todd nodded. "His appendix burst and he had emergency surgery late last night. He's been out most of the day and when he woke up, he realized you were probably wondering where he was. Unfortunately, his phone died and he did try to call from my phone, but there was no answer."

	"Yes. I am so sorry." Mr. Jones waved his hand toward the dining area. "We've been swamped. I also had two other employees who didn't show up today. They're younger, so I'm used to that happening in this industry." He shrugged and rolled his eyes. "But Gus is an exceptional employee--he rarely even takes a day off, so I was shocked when he didn't come in or call."

	Even though he'd just met Gus the night before, it didn't surprise Todd to hear he was a conscientious worker. "I'm sure you were. When he realized he'd been out of contact all day, he was nearly beside himself. Unfortunately, his doctor said he's going to be in the hospital for a couple of days and, to be honest, I have no idea how long he'll need to be off work. I'm sure he'll let you know as soon as he has more information."

	"Of course. Let him know his job is safe when you talk to him again." He paused and furrowed his brow. "Are you a...relative?"

	Todd shook his head. "No. Just a friend." Hmm. Friend. Why did that label feel wrong?

	The bartender set his to-go bag on the bar and Todd pulled his wallet out from his back pocket, handing over his card.

	Mr. Jones gripped Todd's arm and squeezed. "I've got to get back to work. I appreciate you stopping in. Please let Gus know to keep me updated."

	"Sure thing." Todd took back his card from the bartender and grabbed the bag of food. "Thank you," he said with a nod and headed for the door.

	* * * *

	He dropped his bag onto the kitchen island and sighed. He was exhausted. After he slipped out of his coat, he pulled out his phone and texted his friend, Ethan, to let him know he was home. Ethan had stopped by and picked up his dog late last night when Todd let him know he was with a friend at the hospital. Of course, Todd hadn't explained he'd just met the guy.

	Todd: I'm home. Give me about forty-five minutes and I'll stop over to get Jake.

	He really should have picked him up on the way home, but he felt out of sorts and tired and hadn't planned very well.

	Ethan: No problem. He and Sophie are having a ball.

	He smiled. Sophie was Ethan's adorable border collie and Todd's dog loved her. He felt a little better about stopping at his house to eat first after texting with his friend. Todd perched on a stool and started pulling everything out of the bag, laughing when he counted the seemingly endless pile of tacos. Had he really ordered eight tacos? He certainly didn't think so, but still, there they were.

	His stomach growled and he dived in, devouring a couple before taking a moment to text Gus.

	Todd: Spoke with your boss. He says your job is safe. Not to worry and to keep him updated.

	Knowing his phone was dead, Todd hadn't expected a reply, so he was pleasantly surprised when he received a text almost immediately.

	Gus: Thank you so so so so so so much!! Nurse got me a charger. They have lots of extras. Apparently, everyone needs one when they're at the hospital.

	Todd: You're welcome. Great about the charger. Now stop worrying and get some rest.

	Gus: Bossy!

	He laughed. Yeah, he guessed he was being a bit bossy.

	Todd: Somebody has to take care of you!

	Crap. He'd sent that without thinking. He was too tired and wasn't regulating his thoughts, so they were just flying out through his fingers.

	Gus: Oh, I see how it is. Geez, you let a guy save your life just once and suddenly he's trying to get you to rest. Next he'll be telling me I better listen to the doc.

	Gus had added an eye-rolling smiley face emoji at the end.

	Todd: You better listen to the doctor! And the nurses!

	Gus: Ugh. I am NOT a good patient. I hate being cooped up.

	Todd: Your body needs rest to heal. Listen to the doctor and you'll be home soon.

	Gus: Fine. Ugh.

	Gus: Also, where's my car?

	Todd: Charlie's.

	Gus: Okay.

	Todd smiled. He knew Gus couldn't be feeling too great, but he had a feeling the guy was also bored out of his mind.

	Todd: Want me to go get your car tomorrow? Just realized I still have your keys! Oops. I could have a friend pick me up from your place after I drop the car off. If you want.

	Gus: Seriously...you must secretly wear a cape! Who are you? Some kind of superhero?? You just go around helping people in distress?

	Todd: Like I said, just the incredibly cute ones. With beautiful gray eyes.

	Gus sent a blushing face emoji and Todd laughed.

	Todd: Text me your address and I'll get the car tomorrow and then I can drop your keys at the hospital. Oh! And your car info. I have no idea what you drive!

	Gus: Black Honda Civic. Thank you. Again.

	Todd wolfed down another taco, then put the leftovers in the refrigerator, eager to pick up Jake.

	* * * *

	His phone pinged as he pulled up to Ethan's and he checked the message as soon as he'd parked. Seeing Gus's name brought a smile to his face--and a warm buzzy feeling to his skin.

	Gus: Can't sleep. What are you doing?

	Todd: Picking up my dog from a friend's house.

	Gus: Aww! Pic please!

	As Todd got out, Ethan's door opened and his dog, a Golden Retriever, came barreling out, pulling the leash hard enough that Ethan was running to keep up.

	"Jake! Slow down," Todd told him, but Jake was too excited to see him.

	"Sorry. He heard the truck and I swear he knew it was you. He was at the door, barking instantly."

	Todd laughed, crouched, and scratched his fingers through his dog's thick fur. "Who's a good boy? Who's a good boy, Jake? Did you miss me?"

	His tail wagged and he ran a circle around Todd.

	Ethan laughed and handed him the leash. "I fed him dinner and he's been out already, too." He shook his head at Jake. "I know he missed you, but I promise he really did have a good time."

	"I don't doubt it. Surprised he allowed himself to be pulled away from Sophie."

	"Yeah. I think the two of them are soulmates," Ethan told him with a grin.

	"Thank you. Really. I appreciate you taking care of him." He pressed his lips together and stared at Ethan, wondering if he could ask him another favor.

	"What?" Ethan knitted his eyebrows and watched him. "Do I have something on my face?"

	Todd rubbed the back of his neck and blew out a long breath. "Umm, would you mind taking a pic of me and Jake?"

	"Sure."

	Todd handed him his phone and Ethan took several shots and handed it back.

	"Thanks. A friend wanted a pic of Jake."

	Ethan raised an eyebrow, his deep brown eyes crinkling. "A friend? The same friend you were with at the hospital? Which would also be the same one you've never mentioned to me before?"

	Todd's cheeks heated, but his lips quirked up in a small smile. "Yes. That friend."

	Ethan laughed. "Okay, I see how you are. I won't pry...for now."

	His smile turned into a grin as he opened the door of his truck and Jake jumped in, settling in the front passenger seat. "I promise to fill you in when...if...anything develops. Thanks again, Ethan. Talk to you soon."

	Ethan waved as Todd pulled out of the drive. He waved back, but his mind was on those pictures. Gus had most likely meant a picture of Jake when he'd asked. Why then had Todd asked Ethan to take a picture of the two of them?

	Damn. He was too tired to think clearly. Spending the night in a chair next to a hospital bed was not conducive to sleeping, but Todd had felt an intense need to be there. Something told him not to leave Gus alone and, if he was being honest with himself, even leaving him tonight had been difficult. But his brain was too fried to contemplate what that might mean.

	As soon as he was home and Jake had settled in his bed, Todd sank into his recliner and scrolled through the pictures Ethan had taken. In each, Todd was crouching next to his dog, his arm around Jake's back, but one in particular made him laugh at the way Jake was almost smiling at the camera. He sent it to Gus, along with the words, Me and Jake.

	He wasn't sure what to think when Gus texted back a heart. Was it for the dog? For him? Oh, God. He was losing his mind.

	Before he could dive too deep into it, another text came through with a picture of Gus in his hospital bed. Damn, even on death's doorstep, this guy was sexy. His curly hair was a mess, his pewter gray eyes sparkled against his pale skin, and his pretty pink lips curved up in a sweet smile.

	Todd sent back the same heart he'd received and he wasn't sure what to think about that, either.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	Gus

	Hospital food sucked, especially when you were on a bland liquid diet. Not that he was hungry anyway--he was too uncomfortable to think about food. Too tired as well, since he'd struggled to fall into any kind of restful sleep the night before. If he'd been given a choice between the hard ground littered with rocks and his current hospital bed, he'd have chosen the ground, no question. He was in pain, exhausted, couldn't get comfortable, had no privacy, and the acrid smell of disinfectant permeated everything, triggering a headache. What he wouldn't give to have one of his vanilla-scented candles with him.

	By noon, his misery had reached a new level, and Gus was growling at anyone who dared to enter his room, which only made him feel worse. He wasn't normally a grouch. Rationally he knew the staff were there only to do their jobs, but it seemed someone walked in on him every fifteen minutes, making him feel like he was a goldfish trapped in a bowl.

	He rubbed his temples and closed his eyes, trying to relax. Imagined azure skies with fluffy clouds floating by. When that didn't work, he moved on to some deep-breathing exercises. He soon gave up on that particular endeavor and tried listening to some rain sounds from his playlist, something that usually helped him relax. But today nothing took the edge off. God, he really was the worst patient.

	The only thing preventing him from falling into utter despondency was knowing Todd was dropping by later with his car keys. After Todd had sent the text the night before saying Gus was cute--incredibly cute--his heart had done weird, fluttery things, which simultaneously thrilled and terrified Gus.

	Then he'd woken to find a couple of funny texts from Todd that morning, which had momentarily lifted his spirits--before he'd started over-analyzing everything until his addled brain couldn't take it any longer and he was practically coming out of his skin.

	He was completely off his game. A few texts from a hot guy shouldn't rattle him like this. Normally he'd flirt back, have some fun, then move on. But something in his gut told him Todd was special. Obviously, he was special. Most men would have left Gus in the bathroom at Charlie's. And he couldn't think of any man who would have spent the night at the hospital watching over a stranger, as Todd had done.

	What did it all mean? Did Todd feel something for Gus? And why did Gus actually miss the guy?

	Irritation at his overthinking only increased his crankiness until exhaustion overtook him and he was finally--finally!--able to turn off his brain. His sleep was short, more of a cat nap, but when he awoke, he'd felt better--enough he'd even sent Todd a few flirty texts, because why not?

	He stared at his phone for a while, hoping for a reply, but fatigue was still his companion, and he dozed again, repeating the process all morning. Doze a while. Stare at the phone. And round and round he went, his mind wandering back to Todd each time his eyes opened. He thought it was probably weird to look forward to seeing someone he barely knew, but Gus couldn't help it--couldn't stop thinking about the man. Of course, he happened to have a lot of extra time on his hands, what with being stuck in a hospital and all. Oodles of time to stare at the picture Todd had sent him. Sexy and an adorable dog? Kind of perfect.

	He still couldn't believe Todd had carried him into the ER--like some kind of epic knight-in-shining-armor--and he'd missed it.

	After a few more interruptions from the nurses, frustration built again, making his skin itch. With nothing on which to focus--other than Todd's upcoming visit--he was alone with his thoughts, which was never a good idea, especially when he was feeling low. It inevitably led him to contemplate his life, which then led him to admit he was lonely. Which he wasn't. He wasn't.

	Gus had friends, though admittedly, most were casual acquaintances. His best friend, Carrie, had married and moved to Colorado last spring, leaving a Carrie-sized hole in his life. He still hadn't figured out how to be without her. It was true they still texted and talked a lot, but he didn't kid himself--she was starting a new life, meeting new friends, planning on having kids sometime in the next couple of years. They were living in separate states and experiencing different chapters of their lives.

	She'd been his lifeline when he'd struggled, staying around when everyone else had given up on him years before. Carrie had helped him turn his life around when he'd reached the lowest point in his life, the bottom of the barrel, as it were. She'd been his rock. He'd spent the last three years moving forward--leaving his old life behind and there was a small part of him that feared, without her, he could blow it again. That being accountable to her had kept him on the straight and narrow, even though he knew what truly mattered was for him to be accountable to himself. He knew nobody else was responsible for him--because in life, he'd learned the only person you could rely on was yourself.

	Carrie had supported him as he'd made necessary changes to his life. Been there for him whenever he needed her. He owed her a debt he knew he could never repay and he would do almost anything for her. As much as he loved her, he'd never allowed himself to drop all of his carefully crafted walls for her, though. Never let her see everything--even as he suspected she saw more than he'd meant to share.

	Once in a great while, he wondered what it would feel like to do that--to fully let someone in and see all the flaws--but the idea terrified him. What if he did, only to find out he wasn't good enough. Wasn't someone worthy of another's trust. Or time. Too many times in his life, someone he'd trusted, someone on which he'd depended, had failed him. Left him. No, it was easier to keep up the walls and guard his heart.

	But his worry--his fear--about slipping up and not having Carrie there to help him get back on track was genuine. He'd admitted that to her just last week.

	"Honey, stop thinking like that. You're doing great. You know what you need to keep doing. You don't want that old life. Drugs and alcohol and never knowing where you were going to wake up. Why would you want to go back to that? You don't want to end up like your mom."

	He'd flinched, because Carrie never minced words--and she'd been right, of course.

	Now that he had his life together, a job he liked, an apartment--albeit a tiny crappy apartment--lately, he'd started to feel something was missing. Or rather, someone. Which was confusing because he wasn't looking for a relationship nor did he ever want one. He'd decided long ago he would stay single. The one man he'd fallen for in his early twenties had cheated on him. Repeatedly. Although, fallen for was probably being generous. It hadn't been love--more like puppy love--but at the time, he'd had hopes it could turn into more.

	Which was why, whenever thoughts of being lonely or the idea of dating someone came up, he pushed them down deep. Ignored the longings for something more.

	Hook-ups were easier, anyway. Less mess. No feelings involved. No chance of getting hurt. Get off and move on. That's why he'd set out for Charlie's on Friday night. At a minimum, he'd wanted to blow off some energy, but he'd also hoped to find a man to take his mind off feeling lonely. Which he wasn't. Just for one night.

	Who knew he'd be saved by a sexy superhero? Again, he couldn't believe he'd been unconscious while Todd carried him into the hospital. The very idea of being in his arms sent a spark of electricity zinging through Gus. The guy was gorgeous and had so many muscles, Gus wanted to climb him. Wrap his legs around Todd's hips and hold on tight. Preferably naked.

	Shit. He really needed to get laid.

	After he'd healed, of course. Because even though Todd was a sex-god/superhero who'd clearly stepped out of the pages of some erotic novel, Gus's body--or rather a specific part of his body--was struggling to respond. Which was not something he'd ever dealt with. Ever. And the catheter certainly didn't help matters.

	Memories from Friday had begun to surface, uneven and broken. Jagged images with missing pieces of time. Todd standing at the bar, openly admiring Gus as he danced. Gus crooking his finger until Todd joined him on the floor. Dancing close, Todd's big hands gripping Gus's hips. His own hands sliding up under Todd's shirt. Searing heat as Todd cupped Gus's ass. Grinding against each other. Sweat dripping down their skin. Shirts clinging to their bodies. The way Gus felt small, but so safe, in Todd's arms.

	Rushing to the men's room before they'd even had a chance to kiss. Sharp pain. Doubling over. The cold hard tile of the bathroom floor on his cheek.

	An icy chill traveled down his spine as he thought about how, if not for Todd, things could have turned out differently. Gus really could have died in that bathroom. Most people would have left him there on the ground, expecting someone else to take care of the drunk guy--not even bothering to find out he wasn't drunk. Strangers living their lives and not wanting to get involved.

	So lost in his head, the knock at his door startled him, jolting him back to the present. His heart fluttered as he hoped it was Todd.

	The door opened a crack. "You decent?"

	Nope. Not Todd. He tamped down the disappointment and called to his friend. "Brad? Come on in." God, his voice sounded weak--which made sense, he guessed, since his entire body felt like he'd been run over by a semi.

	Brad strolled in. Their eyes met and Gus smiled. Even though it hadn't been Todd at the door, it was good to see Brad. Nice to know someone cared enough to stop by. "Hey. What are you doing here? How did you even know I was here?"

	"You know small towns, Gus. Everybody knows everything," Brad said with a chuckle.

	"Mmm. True." Cherry Orchard was a great place, but everyone kind of knew everyone else's business. Irritating at times, but in a way, it also felt nice. They were close enough to larger cities, like Kansas City, where people could hit the night life, but smaller and far enough away they were also in their own bubble.

	"Teasing. Kind of. But really, I was up at BJ's Cantina setting up a catering order for an event coming up and your boss told me you were here. How are you doing? He didn't share too much with me."

	Brad was the executive director at the local community center and had his finger on the pulse of the town. Through their activities and fundraisers, the center did a lot of good for Cherry Orchard.

	He pulled an empty chair closer to the bed and settled in, his shaggy brown hair falling across his forehead. The green and black plaid shirt pulled tight against Brad's shoulders as he folded his arms across his torso and Gus bit back a smile. He'd always reminded Gus of the lumberjack mascot for those paper towels--even more so when he wore flannel as he did today.

	Gus had a thing for large, muscular men and Brad fit that bill to a T, yet strangely he'd never felt a pull to Brad in that way. Not that he couldn't still appreciate Brad. It was a moot point anyway, as Brad had a boyfriend.

	"Yeah. It happened Friday night. My appendix burst." He shrugged. "I guess I passed out. I don't even remember it."

	"Shit. Where were you? Home?"

	"Um, no. I was at Charlie's."

	Brad gave him a knowing smile. "I may have been there a time or two," he admitted with a wink.

	Gus smiled back. "You should come with me some night. You and Theo."

	He shook his head. "I doubt Theo would like it. Clubs aren't his thing. Plus, and yes, I know I sound sappy but I don't care, I would rather stay home with him than go out."

	An unexpected ache in Gus's chest had him absently rubbing his hand across his heart as he took in Brad's dreamy expression. The guy was totally in love with Theo. As in head-over-heels, can't-live-without-him kind of love. They'd moved in together and there was already talk about a wedding someday.

	Gus shook his head, not sure from where the surge of jealousy came. That whole domestic-bliss thing wasn't what he wanted. "I'm glad you're happy, Brad. That kind of life isn't for me. No-strings-attached is how I live. Too independent." He cringed inwardly at his words because even Gus knew he doth protest too much.

	Brad didn't call him out, but he laughed, his eyes dancing. "You just wait, Gus. You'll change your mind one day."

	Gus made a face and Brad laughed again before changing the subject. "So, the surgery went well?"

	He nodded. "According to the doctor, yes. It's so crazy...I have no memory of coming to the hospital. But I wake up yesterday and they tell me I've had surgery. Kind of wild." Gus gestured to his abdomen. "With an incision and everything!"

	Brad kindly didn't point out that that was what happened when someone had surgery. "Must have been scary waking up here and not knowing what was going on. So sorry you're going through all this, Gus. Kind of puts your life on hold, huh? When something like this happens, there's nothing you can do but take the time to heal."

	"I'm realizing that. Can't do much from a hospital bed."

	"Well, don't try to push yourself because your body will only fight you."

	"Yes, oh, wise one," Gus teased, but sobered. "But yes, I get it. I do. Even though I have a hard time sitting still and I'm already losing my mind here, I know I'm basically down for a while. It helps that I'm too exhausted to even think about defying the doctor. God, I'm so tired, I feel like an old man."

	"I think that's normal after a major surgery. It'll probably take a while to build your strength back. When do you think they'll send you home?"

	"Doctor told me I'd probably get out of here in a day or two. He's coming by at some point this afternoon to see how I'm doing." He gestured to the IV in his hand. "They're giving me antibiotics through this to prevent
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