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Before You Read

 

Here we are, the second book in the Famous on the Internet series is finally here! It’s been a rather long wait, I know, but I hope it has been worth it. 

As you know from the blurb, Travel and Spice features a travel blogger. What you might not know is that I’ve had a travel blog since 2008. A lot of my friends are travelers and some have a nomadic lifestyle, always moving from country to country.  This story is in part inspired by them and dedicated to their choice of career.  I wanted to show the appeal of traveling the world, but at the same time not shy away from the less pretty aspects of it or hide just how much work it entails. 

If you’re used to my darker, angstier stories, this one will seem lighthearted in comparison. Maybe because I felt the need to soften the blows real people had to endure? Or maybe it was time I dived in and wrote a feel-good romance. Take your pick!

As always, my family, my boyfriend, and my friends get the biggest of thanks for the ongoing support and for putting up with me when a deadline approaches and I am tired, grumpy, and behind with everything. Special hugs and thanks go to my friends, the two Alinas, who are responsible for the book cover and the proofreading. 

My amazing editor, L.E. Fitzpatrick, has done an amazing job and even abstained from crying over how little darkness there is in this book.  She’s also managed to work with my crazy schedule and the aforementioned state where I am behind and think I suck. 

To all of you who have picked up this book and are about to read it, an immense, heartfelt thank-you and lots of smoochy-hugs thank you. I truly appreciate every one of you and love reading your thoughts on my stories, and without you my author career would not be possible. 

 

Happy reading and feel free to drop me an email or say hi on social media if you want to chat!


Chapter One

DANTE STARED AT THE invitation, wondering what had happened to his old high school. Had it turned all gay in his absence? That e-card sure looked fabulous, all pink and blue pastels and a touch of glittering stars to make it shine. Well, the cheerleaders had been in charge, but Dante found it more pleasurable to think the former homophobic institution was now taken over by those damned queers they used to hate so much.

Still, he kind of wanted to go. When he’d left high school, he’d sworn he wouldn’t be caught dead going back there. Not the small little town he’d grew up in, not the high school, not all the hangouts he’d wanted to be in without weird stares. But now that he’d hit his thirties, melancholy drew him back. Or maybe it was stupidity.

Dante sighed, his mouse hovering over the ‘No’ RSVP option. Why bother? He’d have a hard time explaining to those dickheads what he did for a living now. Then again, what was so hard? He traveled the world and wrote about his adventures. He made money from sponsors, press trips, and ads he ran on his blog. He’d also published some off-the-beaten-path type of travel guides. Yeah, cause that explanation had gone so well before! It wasn’t like half of his acquaintances thought he was tricking money out of someone and just doing nothing all day.

“Oh, fuck it!” He clicked ‘yes’ and was redirected to a booking page. Fine, he’d pay for his meal and whatever else was needed. He’d see his parents on home turf for once. After college, he’d made damned sure to be too busy to go back there. They could visit him where he lived. Later, he’d fly them out to wherever he was so they could enjoy a vacation. 

Dante rubbed his jaw and groaned. So many years, so much effort put into avoiding that shitty little backward town. And now he was going home for his high school reunion. He’d look great, of course, he’d have stories of adventures around the world. But this wasn’t about bragging, was it? He wanted to go back and see people he’d grown up with. Maybe discover they were all doing great, the town was just fine, and he actually had somewhere he belonged. 

He jolted up when his flight was announced. Boarding would begin soon and he was on the priority list. He did his best to pack everything into the compact backpack he took onboard and headed to the boarding line. Damn, even for priority, it was long. At least there weren’t any fussy children on this flight. Yet! Dante’s luck dictated that a pair of haggard parents with one or more crying infants would make it to the boarding gate a minute before it closed. And they’d be seated close to him. 

Dante sighed and looked up, hoping it wouldn’t be the case this time around. He wanted a little quiet, a little sleep. Maybe even a decent meal. He would arrive late in Prague, and he’d have to wake up early for some private tour of the city. He had to upload a first-impressions post on the same day and post a few pictures on his social media. Then a restaurant to check out, some beer tasting or beer tour… he couldn’t remember, he’d have to check his itinerary. Man, these press trips were jam-packed!

He smiled at the airline employee that checked the boarding pass on his phone and walked through the gate. Thankfully, it was the kind of flight where you got straight into the plane. Dante hated to jump on a bus, then off and up the cramped stairs that led to the plane. Especially on a rainy day like today. Munich had turned on him, going from sunny weather to chilling rain overnight. 

A perky looking flight attendant greeted him and pointed him to his seat. Oh, lord, business class! He loved a good, cheap upgrade, especially when he was bone-tired and about to collapse. Munich had been a last-minute addition and had completely altered his three-week travel plans for Germany. Less sleep, more walking, and late nights keeping up with work. It had been worth it, though. The sights, the cool shots for his blog and social media. Especially the cute German guy he’d picked up at a club and brought back to his hotel. 

As he pulled up his laptop, Dante smiled at memories of the blond, muscular guy who’d been so shy and cute. That would make one spicy post! With a final sigh, he powered up his laptop and started working. He had a couple of hours of flight, so plenty of time to edit some photos and draft a post or two. 

By the time he made it to the Václav Havel Airport, Dante felt he’d been flying for half an hour max. It happened when he was engrossed in his work. He loved what he did to the point of obsessing over it. As he hurried through passport check and grabbing his bag, his mind was still focused on the blog post he’d been working on, more insider tip ideas lighting up. 

Dante almost went by the man holding up a sign with his name. Oh, cool, they’d sent a car to pick him up! That was always nice, and Dante wished more PR departments would do it. It went a long way if you made it easy for an exhausted traveler to get to his hotel. Especially after intercontinental flights, where there were always babies crying or adults being too hyper and loud. 

As it was late, the drive to his hotel was brief. The driver handed him his luggage and said a quick goodbye. Dante stood in front of the slick, modern international chain hotel, reasonably close to the historic city center. If he chose his accommodation, he went for smaller, chic boutique hotels, but he didn’t particularly mind the big chains. 

He stepped inside, greeted by an annoyingly bright-eyed doorman. God, he was exhausted and felt a bit of bitchiness trying to come through. A deep breath should fix that. 

“Good evening, Mr. Sandford. Welcome to our hotel.” The girl at reception smiled, all professional and restrained. She seemed young, so Dante guessed she needed to remind herself not to be too bubbly. 

“Good evening.” He returned the bright smile and leaned over the counter. He caught her colleague in the corner of his eye. Damn fine specimen, but seemingly uninterested. Oh, well, he’d have to hunt elsewhere for his local catch. 

“Our chef has prepared a special meal for you. Whenever you are ready, please visit our rooftop restaurant.”

“Thank you, I will be there in half an hour.” Dante picked up his key card and used it for a quirky salute to the young receptionist. She giggled, then caught herself. 

His evening had definitely improved. The hotel was a package deal with his press trip, but he wasn’t required to blog about it. They were working hard to squeeze some coverage. If they kept it up, it would be well deserved. 

A shower and a change of clothes later, Dante took the elevator to the top floor. The moment he stepped into the restaurant, he felt the breath pushed out of his lungs. Prague at night was gorgeous to start with. Seeing it all lit up from above was even more stunning. As he was led to his table, Dante felt himself relax. Who cared he was tired? The restaurant was almost empty, the view was gorgeous, and he was sure the meal would be great. He’d get his photo op, and maybe even chat up the chef for some extra nice content for his blog. This, right here, was the life!

***

Dante stretched before getting out of bed. He padded to the bathroom and turned on the shower, slowly stepping into the hot spray. He groaned at the feel of the water down his back, relaxing all his abused muscles. The morning tour had meant a few hours of walking around Prague, and that had been only the start of his day. It had ended well, he supposed, the catch of the day being none other than his private guide. They’d enjoyed a light evening meal and a whole lot of heavy fucking. 

As he wiped himself off, Dante couldn’t stop himself from smiling. The man had been insatiable in all the right ways. Well, at least now he had some idea of gay dating in Prague, even if his perspective was limited. 

Dante’s Skype started ringing just as he was stepping out of the bathroom. He sat at the small desk and accepted the call, a big smile plastered on his face. “Hi, Mom.”

Stella Sandford was still a gorgeous woman in an understated way.  The gray hairs peppering her golden locks and the deeper lines around her mouth and eyes only highlighted her beautiful, sharp features better. Her gray eyes were still sparkling with joy every time Dante saw her, and her full lips would still curve in that warm-filled smile, the very best in the whole wide world. 

“Is it true, are you coming home?” She held her palms pressed together, as if in prayer, the top of her fingers resting on her chin. 

Dante groaned and rolled his eyes. “I only accepted the invitation yesterday, Mom. How on earth did you find out?”

She shrugged and smiled. “I ran into Monica at the grocer’s and she told me all about it.” 

Great, the former queen bee was still a gossiping rock star. “I see.”

“So, you’re coming home?”

Dante nodded and winked at his mom. “Yup, I’ll be there in time for the reunion.”

Stella clapped and giggled. “Oh, that is wonderful. I can’t wait to have you here. I should clean up your room. And get a new bed, that one’s small. And bake something. Make all your favorite—”

“Mom.” Dante waved his hand at the screen trying to get her attention. “Don’t worry about it much, you’ll drive yourself insane.” Dad too. 

“Oh, shush. You haven’t been here since… well, since you left for college. I want it to be perfect for you.”

Dante smiled, feeling warmth spread through him. “Mom, I’ll be with you guys. Of course it’s going to be perfect.”

Just as Dante was wrapping up his conversation with his mom, a new notification popped in the bottom right corner of his screen. As usual, he cursed himself for having enabled desktop notifications for Facebook. They were such a nuisance at times, and it was never anything interesting. 

Except for this time. This invite was noteworthy. Tommy Clancy, the Tommy he’d lusted after all through high school. Tommy was a year older than Dante and he’d always been the star of everything he was part of. Their high school, the football team, the entire freaking town. He’d aged beautifully, to a drop-dead gorgeous example of a male. 

The invitation was for an event, their reunion. Dante ignored it at first, too busy checking Tommy’s profile. He clicked the button to add him as a friend and stood back, browsing through the guy’s pictures. God, he was delicious. He’d grown a little taller since Dante had last seen him. Those wide shoulders still made him feel weak in the knees. More so now with Tommy’s devilish grin that lit up his hazel eyes. 

To Dante’s delight, Tommy accepted his request. The messenger notification popped up, as expected, making his heart jump. He knew it was an automated message from Facebook, letting him know he could now chat with Tommy, but he still felt excited, his fingers itching. 

Hey.

Dante stared at the sent message, waiting for Tommy to see it change to read. 

Hey, D. How are you, man?

Great, thanks. You? 

Good, good. 

A long break followed, the animated dots signaling Tommy was typing doing crazy things to Dante. Why the hell was he so nervous? He’d been with enough hot guys to know he had nothing to be nervous about. Being good looking didn’t make you superhuman. 

Are you really coming to this thing? Or are you playing tricks on us?

No, I’m coming. 

Really?

Dante rolled his eyes before typing again. What was it with these questions? 

Yes, really. The gay one is coming to the reunion. Why are you going?

Huh?

Well, you’re a year older than us…

He sent a winky face! No way was Tommy sending winky face emoticons on Facebook! Yet, he had just done that. 

Remember my little sister was in your year? I was part of the organizing committee for our year’s reunion. She thought I did great, so she got me to be the senior advisor. 

LOL, that’s great! In case one reunion wasn’t cringy enough for you. 

Oh, it was better than I had expected it. You’ll see!

Yeah, no, I don’t expect anything of it. I just… I dunno, I guess I am curious.

I guarantee you’ll have fun. 

Of course, Tommy was going to be there. Ogling him should be entertainment enough for Dante. Everything else? He’d be surprised if he stayed for more than an hour. 

We’ll see about that. 

So, where are you now?

Dante’s eyes widened. He didn’t know how to take that question. Was Tommy asking where he lived, or where he was right now? If it was the latter, it meant Tommy knew Dante was a traveler. Which meant he’d kept tabs on him. Interesting!

Uhm, I live in New York right now.

Yeah, it says on your Facebook. I meant where are you traveling to right now. 

Well, that clarified it, Tommy knew what Dante was up to. His joy was squashed quickly when he remembered his own Facebook profile. His travel blog was listed prominently, and his bio said he was always traveling. Damn it, it had been nice to imagine Tommy had an interest in him. 

Oh, Prague. Leaving in a couple of days and going home to New York for a bit. 

Sounds cool. Have some Czech beer for me, will you?

Sure, will do, Tommy!

The conversation dwindled to goodbyes and see-yous, but Dante’s heart was still feeling funny. What was it about talking to Tommy? He always reverted to his awkward teen self. He’d worked so hard to forget that part of him, how shy and frail he was. How he’d been teased and borderline bullied for so long. 

Dante’s gayness had never been a secret. Not really. Despite the small-town upbringing, they were close enough to Hartford to not be completely backward. So, when he’d started talking about boys with his friends, all of them girls, it had been obvious. 

Riverbrook had always been a tight-knit community. Growing up gay hadn’t been brutal, it hadn’t scarred Dante. But it hadn’t been easy either. The LGBT community was almost non-existent, apart from some older dude who never talked about it, a couple of lesbians that spent their summers in town, and some crazy kids that were just passing through. Dante had little to no people to relate to, and the mean comments directed at him broke his confidence on a weekly basis. 

The only other openly different guy in town had been Tommy. But Tommy was bi, and he’d just happened to have a steady girlfriend through his last two years in high school. People had acted like everything had gone back to normal, and Dante was the only freak left. 

He wondered how they’d act now. With all the books and TV series and famous queers out there, would it be any better? Would he care either way? Deep down, he knew he would. Despite traveling the world and moving to New York City after college, Dante missed the small-town life. He missed not worrying about locking anything, or going for a run in the middle of the night, or walking home from anywhere. There was no crime to speak of in Riverbrook. No rapes or murders or muggings. Other than some petty thefts and some drunk and disorderly incidents, it was as quiet as one could ever hope. 

Maybe after facing his past, the rift between Dante and his home town would be mended. Or maybe he’d run away screaming, to never return. 

***

 Dante threw his bag in the cab’s trunk and got in. He’d taken an evening train to Hartford, so traffic wouldn’t be much of a problem. He expected he’d be at his parents’ house in less than an hour. 

It had been raining for most of the day, so everything looked chilly and muddy. Dante hoped the forecast hadn’t been complete fiction and they’d enjoy sunny weather over the weekend. He couldn’t stomach old class mates and shitty weather at the same time. 

Dante gave his address and slumped in the back seat, thwarting the driver’s attempts at small talk with one-word replies. He wasn’t usually this antisocial, but he was bone tired. He’d planned to stay home in between his Europe trip and the high school reunion, but he’d been asked to review some gay weekend cruise to Mexico. Dante could have said no, but a couple of days swimming and sunbathing on an all-gay, sleek cruise ship? Hell, yes! 

He’d partied hard, trying all the great food and colorful drinks, and making sure he sampled the most
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