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Maine Men

Levi, Noah, Aaron, Ben, Dylan, Finn, Seb, and Shaun.

Eight friends who met in high school in Wells, Maine.

Different backgrounds, different paths, but one thing remains solid, even eight years after they graduated – their friendship. Holidays, weddings, funerals, birthdays, parties – any chance they get to meet up, they take it. It’s an opportunity to share what’s going on in their lives, especially their love lives.

Back in high school, they knew four of them were gay or bi, so maybe it was more than coincidence that they gravitated to one another. Along the way, there were revelations and realizations, some more of a surprise than others. And what none of the others knew was that Levi was in love with one of them...
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Ben’s Boss

“Pearson’s a common name.”

“It can’t be him.”

“God wouldn’t be that cruel.”

A painful history

Walking into the job interview confirms Ben White’s worst fears. It’s been eight years since high school, yet he can still recall Wade Pearson’s taunts. 

There’s always a chance Wade isn’t the same homophobic asshole Ben knew. Yeah right.

Except the boy Ben remembers has grown into one seriously hot, brooding man. In another life, Ben would have climbed him like a tree. Wade’s gaze still makes Ben shiver – although now for entirely different reasons.

A secret longing

As soon as Wade read Ben’s application, he knew he had to see him. Ben’s still as gorgeous as Wade remembers. It’s obvious he doesn’t expect to get the job, given their history.

But Wade has an agenda. He has to make it up to Ben for treating him so badly – not that Ben will ever know why he acted like he did. Seeing him every day only heightens Wade’s regret. If he’d had more courage back then, maybe he and Ben could have been something.

The least he can do is show Ben he’s changed.

There’s no way Wade can get what he really wants – Ben’s heart.
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Prologue
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From Finn’s Fantasy:

“Guys, I almost forgot.” Ben’s eyes sparkled. “I’ve got a job interview next week.”

Joel loved the hoots and whoops of obvious delight that filled the night air.

“That’s great,” Levi exclaimed. “What’s the job?”

“Working in a gift store—and it’s right on my doorstep, in Camden. Apparently, this place has been owned by the same family for eighty years. Not that I’ve ever been in there. What do I want with a gift store for tourists? It’s owned by the Pearsons.” He grimaced. “That’s a popular Maine name, right?”

Noah widened his eyes. “Oh God, I hope so.”

Joel frowned. “Am I missing something?”

Finn scowled. “There was an asshole in high school—Wade Pearson—who made Ben’s life hell, all because he got it into his fat head that Ben was gay.”

When Joel gave Finn a puzzled glance, Ben burst out laughing. “Okay, so I am gay—now—but back then I was still figuring stuff out. Fucking homophobic asshole.” His eyes gleamed. “Pity he was such a good-looking homophobic asshole, because in another life, I would’ve been all over that guy like a rash. And I’m not even gonna entertain the possibility that these Pearsons are remotely related to him. God wouldn’t be that cruel.”

Noah shook his head. “Which God are we talking about here?”

Seb held up his hands. “Nope. We are not gonna talk religion.”

“Not even to say a quick prayer?” Ben asked. “Because I need this job, guys.”

Seb raised his eyes heavenward. “Hey, God? Make sure Ben gets this job. And while You’re at it, don’t let whoever’s gonna interview Ben be in any way connected to that asshole Wade Pearson. You got that?” He gave Ben a smug smile. “That oughta do it.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Yeah, thanks for that, Seb.”

Finn laughed. “If Grammy heard you, Seb, she’d take her broom to your ass.”

Seb looked quickly toward the window behind them. “She sleeps on the other side of the house, right?” Everyone laughed. He peered at Aaron. “Must be getting into your busy season right about now.”

Aaron snorted. “Don’t I know it. What is it about the summer that brings out all the idiots?”

“Aaron’s a ranger at Acadia National Park,” Finn told Joel. He grinned. “I think he’s lost count of how many times visitors makes jokes about Thunder Hole.”

Joel blinked. “Seriously? That’s a place?” He’d heard the name before. When the kids were growing up vacations were a visit to Boise to stay with his parents. They hadn’t explored much of the northern part of Maine, much to his regret.

Aaron nodded. “It’s a giant cave that belches seawater up in the air, sometimes as high as thirty or forty feet.” He snickered. “Sort of like a college frat party.” He shook his head. “All those forests and miles of rugged coastline, and that’s all people talk about?”

Noah got to his feet. “I’m going to get another beer.” He touched Levi lightly on the arm. “You want something?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Levi told him with a smile.

“You gonna ask us too?” Seb grinned. “’Cause I sure could down another cold one.” He tapped the label on his bottle. “Specifically, this one. Somebody actually brought some decent brew to this shindig.”

Joel bit back a smile. “Oh, I don’t know. Some folks are happy with a Bud.”

Seb snorted. “Training beer, I call that. Tastes like—”

“Don’t!” Shaun interjected. “We all know what you think.”

“And why do we know?” Finn grinned. “Because you’ve only told us about a million times. And I happen to like Bud, so shut the fuck up.” That raised more chuckles.

“Hey, Seb. School’s out for summer, right?” Aaron asked.

“You know it. I spent the last week there, getting all my stuff ready for the next semester. So now it’s time to kick back and party all summer long.”

“Well, you can’t party on your own. Hey, Joel?” Dylan laced his hands behind his head, and Joel steeled himself. “Know anyone else your age who might be interested in Seb?” His eyes gleamed. “Because we all know Seb wants a Daddy.”

Both Finn and Seb glared at him, but Joel laughed. “Okay, I’m no Daddy, and I wouldn’t dream of assuming to know what kind of guy Seb likes.” He gave Seb a sideways glance. “Although after seeing him in action, I do have an idea.”

“Okay, we’re done here.” Finn got to his feet. “Time we were going to the hotel.”

Ben cackled. “Which translates as... Finn has an itch, and he wants Joel to scratch it.” Everyone laughed, including Finn and Joel.

“It was good to meet you all,” Joel said as he stood. “Finn talks about you a lot.”

“Whereas we didn’t have a clue you existed until today,” Shaun said with a smile.

“Speak for yourself.” Seb’s smile was still smug. He looked at Finn. “Are you guys coming to my place for lunch tomorrow? There’ll be plenty of food. And then we can talk some more.”

Finn glanced at Joel, and he nodded. “We’d love to.” Now he’d dipped his toes in the water the idea of going deeper caused no trepidation. He grinned. “But now we’ll leave you to talk about us behind our backs.”

There was a moment of silence which was broken by Finn’s laughter, and the others joined in.

“Okay, he’ll do,” Aaron said with an emphatic nod to Finn, who rolled his eyes.

“Gee, thanks. Not that I need your approval, but hey, don’t let that stop you.” Finn grabbed Joel’s hand. “See you tomorrow.”

“Enjoy the hotel,” Ben called out to them as they walked toward the house.

“We will,” Finn murmured.
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Chapter One
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June

Ben White had lost count of how many beers he’d drunk, but he didn’t care. Grammy wasn’t going to give him grief about it—she’d gone to bed—and it wasn’t as if he was shitfaced, right? He’d gone to Grammy’s birthday bash with the goal of getting mellow with the guys, but at some point, the booze had worn off.

He could pinpoint the moment too.

Jesus, eight years since I last laid eyes on the asshole, and he still haunts me.

Except haunt was an exaggeration, and he knew it. He did his best not to think about that dickhead.

Ben leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, the neck of his half-empty beer bottle held loosely between thumb and forefinger. The fire pit was still going strong, and its warmth combated the chill in the night air. Finn had been the first to leave, but no one appeared surprised by that. If Ben had brought a gorgeous guy to the party, and had the prospect of a sexy night between hotel sheets, he’d have left early too. Joel seemed like a nice guy, and it was obvious—to Ben, at least—they were a good fit.

If he can survive a grilling by this lot, he’s a keeper.

“Where’d everyone disappear to?” Dylan sat in the chair next to Ben’s, a bottle in his hand. “I only went to take a leak.”

Ben leaned back, the bottle between his thighs. “Shaun had to go.”

Dylan sighed. “Poor guy. I was surprised to see him, to be honest.”

“I hadn’t seen him since Teresa’s wedding. Had you?”

Dylan shook his head. “I don’t think he gets much time to himself, what with all the hours he works, and looking after his dad. It’s no life, taking care of someone. My mom used to say that. When my grandmother got sick, she moved in with us. I was just a kid. Mom gave up her job to look after her. All I can remember about that period is her looking tired all the time.” He drank from his bottle. “Okay, we know where Finn is.” He chuckled. “Did you know about Joel?”

“Not a word. Talk about a dark horse.”

“So what do you think? Is he hot?”

Ben snorted. “You got eyes, don’t ya? What do you think?”

“How would I know if he’s hot?” Dylan retorted. “I’m not gay.”

“So what? I think Jessica Biel is hot, and I’m not straight.” Ben grinned. “Okay, yeah, he’s hot, in an older man kinda way.” Then he laughed out loud. “Seb liked him.”

Dylan frowned. “Did he leave too?”

“Nah, he’s in the house. He got a call. Levi and Noah are in the kitchen, clearing up.”

“Ah. I didn’t look in there. And I don’t know where Seb went to take his call, because I didn’t see him.” Dylan glanced at the now empty yard. “What about Aaron?”

Ben cackled. “He got a better offer.” When Dylan gave him a puzzled glance, he leaned in. “You know Grammy’s neighbors? The old couple who are always doing something to their front yard? Well, they were at the party—and they brought along their granddaughter, who’s staying with them.”

Dylan grinned. “Seriously? So where’s he gone?” His eyes widened. “If he’s taken her to the guest room, Grammy will pitch a fit. What was her number one saying when Levi was a teenager?”

Together they intoned, “Not under my roof, boy!”

Dylan chuckled. “I hope she’s not still saying that. Levi’ll never get laid.” Then he stilled. “Hey, you don’t suppose... I mean, he can’t still be... you know, a virgin.”

Ben gaped at him. “Excuse me? So what if he is? It’s none of our beeswax.” Not that he hadn’t thought about it too. “And no, Aaron hasn’t taken her to a bedroom. He’s being a gentleman and walking her home.” He bit back a smile. “All the way to next door.” They laughed.

Dylan glanced toward the house. “I just don’t ever remember Levi going on any dates, that’s all.”

“Christ, will you stop that? Just because we don’t know the ins and outs of his sex life—”

Dylan snorted. “‘Ins and outs’.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Jesus, it’s like talking to a twelve-year-old. What I’m saying is, Levi’s not Seb. He’s not Finn. He doesn’t broadcast his feelings, his conquests—although, that’s more in Seb’s line than Finn’s. Levi is—” He struggled to come up with a word that would encapsulate one of his dearest friends, and fell at the first hurdle. There was no label for Levi. They all knew he was gay, but the word didn’t define him.

“Levi is the best.” Dylan raised his beer. “So here’s to him.”

Ben copied him, and the glass bottles clinked. After Ben had taken a swig, he gazed with interest at Dylan. “Levi’s not the only one around here who’s secretive.”

Dylan blinked. “Meaning?”

He grinned. “You keep your cards pretty close to your chest too.”

“Hey, we can’t all be Seb, right?” Dylan sighed. “Nothing to tell, to be honest. Can’t remember the last time I got some action.”

Ben clinked bottles again. “I hear ya, dude. I’m in the same boat.”

Dylan took a long drink. “Bet Finn’s having a great night.”

The remark stopped Ben dead in his tracks. “You know, for a straight guy, you sure do a lot of thinking about what goes on in gay guys’ bedrooms.” But that was Dylan, even when they’d been in their teens. He asked so many goddamn questions.

“Just curious, that’s all.” Dylan lowered his gaze. He cleared his throat. “Why did you take so long to come out? I mean, Levi, Seb, Finn, they knew pretty much from the start.”

He laughed. “I was twenty-one. And just because some guys like to bring it all out into the open, doesn’t mean everyone goes down the same path. When I was fifteen I knew I liked girls. So that made me straight, right? Not that I was interested in any of ’em, but hey...” He swallowed. “Then everything changed.” He drained the rest of his beer, and peered at the bucket on the other side of Dylan’s chair. “Any of these left?”

Dylan took a look. “One. I think it’s got your name on it.” He lifted it from the melted ice that had filled the bucket, and handed it over. “Here.” He picked up the bottle opener and gave it to Ben.

Ben popped the cap and took a long, cool drink. “When I was in junior high, there was always some asshole or other who wanted to redecorate my face with his fists. I thought things would get better in high school, but they didn’t.”

“That’s because the whole concept of high school is totally fucked up. I remember something Levi said, right before we graduated. It was something along the lines that high school was a microcosm, some kind of science experiment, where they stuck a whole bunch of people together to see who would migrate to whom, and why. And that once they were out in the real world, none of what happened back then was actually relevant.”

Ben huffed. “He nailed it, all right.” Another swallow of beer. “Except some of the things that happened back then don’t go away. They linger. At least, the memory of them does.”

“I guess you’re speaking from experience.”

He nodded. “That asshole I was talking about earlier. Wade fucking Pearson. Except he didn’t hurt me with his fists. He did just fine with only his words.” And his looks. Don’t forget those.

As if he could.

“Which you don’t need to repeat. I remember them.”

So did Ben. They were burned into his memory.

“You know what? I think maybe I did have a tiny inkling back then that I might like boys. Some quiet little voice in the dim recesses of my mind. So quiet that I thought it was insignificant. And then when Wade started on me...” Ben drank some more.

“You don’t have to talk about this if it makes you feel bad,” Dylan murmured.

Ben snorted. “We’re past that. Talking about that interview tonight brought it all back. The thing is, Wade made me feel I was broken. That liking boys was wrong. That being gay was the worst thing on earth. That I had to push down deep on such feelings.” He shuddered out a breath. “Then I got around Levi and the others, and I learned that being gay wasn’t wrong. Because how could my best friends be wrong?” Ben sighed. “You wanna know what’s really fucked up? When I was seventeen, I had my first crush. My first real clue that I wasn’t straight.”

Dylan frowned. “I don’t get it. What’s fucked up about that?”

Ben stared into the flames. “The problem was who I was crushing on. Because being attracted to a guy who obviously thought I was dog-shit to be scraped off his boots went way beyond fucked up. Talk about being a masochist.”

Dylan widened his eyes. “Christ. Wade?”

He nodded. “It didn’t make any sense, for God’s sake. I mean, he was good-looking, sure. And big.” Wade had carried a lot of weight, most of it muscle. “But he was an asshole. Who hated gays. Why would my screwed-up brain decide he was attractive?” Maybe it had been the muscles. The solidness of him.

And there he goes again, creeping into my thoughts.

Ben cleared his throat. “Anyhow, that was it. I was done. I took whatever I was feeling, and I fucking buried it.”

“Only to dig it up when you got into your twenties?”

Ben chuckled. “That was when I thought, ‘Fuck it.’ My mom was always asking when I was gonna bring a girl home, and I’d reached the point where I could be honest with myself, and know it was never gonna happen. And that meant being honest with everyone. So...” He took a drink. “You do not repeat this, okay?”

“You got my word.”

Ben glanced toward the house, but there was still no sign of Seb. “One weekend, I called Seb up, and asked him if I could go with him to that bar in Ogunquit—MaineStreet. Within ten minutes of walking out onto the patio, I’d hooked up with a guy, and a half hour after that, I wasn’t a virgin anymore.”

“Oh my God. That was fast work.”

“I know, right?” Ben chuckled. “Even Seb said that. He also said I had to be a contortionist to fuck in one of the restroom stalls.” He grinned. “What can I say? I’m flexible. Not to mention an exhibitionist. And just to prove I was still a fucked-up little puppy, that first guy looked a lot like Wade. A lot leaner, but he had these amber eyes, and muscles...”

For fuck’s sake. Telling them about his interview had opened up a kind of Pandora’s Box, and everything was spilling out of it.

“Okay, you’ve sold me.” Dylan raised his bottle. “Here’s to you, the most fucked-up guy I know.”

Ben laughed as they clinked. “A therapist would have a field day with me. Is there a complex for crushing on the guy who bullies you?” He grinned. “Hey, maybe I’m the first one to have it. I’m Patient Zero.”

“At least you can joke about it now.” Dylan stared. “You don’t suppose he is connected to the Pearson family that owns that gift store?” His eyes became huge. “What if you walk in there for your interview, and it’s him?”

“It’s not.”

“How do you know?”

“Because for one thing, I peered through the window last week, and there was only an old guy at the cash register. And for another, like I said before, God would not be that cruel.”

“But why do you want to work there? You have a job, right?”

“Sure. I work in a supermarket. And I’m sick of stacking shelves with cans of soup and shit like that. This is a cute little gift store, filled with really quirky stuff. I took a peek in the window one day as I was passing, and what can I say? I liked the look of the place. Then I saw they were hiring, so I put in an application. The lady in the store said they’d had a lot of interest, so I’m stoked to get an interview. This is a new year-round full-time job, and that’s way better than what I’ve got going for me at Hannaford.”

They fell silent, the only sounds the crackle of the fire pit and the hooting of night birds. Then the silence was broken as Seb burst through the doors.

“Christ on a cracker, I do not fucking believe this!”

“Seb. You’ll wake Grammy,” Ben said. “Get over here. What’s wrong?”

Seb strode over to where they were sitting, his hands clenched, his hair unruly. “That was my mom on the phone.” His chest rose and fell rapidly.

“Breathe, dude.” Ben had never seen Seb in such a state. “Now calmly... what happened?”

Seb made an obvious effort to comply. “My uncle Gary went and broke his goddamn pelvis, that’s what happened.” He scraped his fingers through his hair, not for the first time, Ben suspected.

Ben frowned. “Are you and he close? Is that why you’re so upset?” Except Seb wasn’t upset—he looked pissed, to the point where he was visibly vibrating with rage.

“No, we’re not close. Wait—we were, when I was a kid, but I haven’t seen much of him. We kinda drifted apart. And what’s happened is that my mom told my uncle I’d help him out. Because I’m the only one who can, apparently.”

“You’re not making any sense,” Ben told him.

Seb sat on the nearest chair and leaned forward, his head in his hands. “I had plans, goddamn it. I was gonna chill out, get laid, get laid some more...” He took a deep breath. “Uncle Gary has his own fishing business, down in this tiny little place along the coast. Cape Porpoise. Cute name, huh? It’s exactly how it sounds. Cute, quaint, idyllic—and quiet. Like, deathly quiet, because there’s nothing going on. And Mom told Uncle Gary I’d go stay with him for the rest of my summer vacation, and take over for him.”

Ben bit his lip. “You’re gonna fish?” He shouldn’t laugh. He really shouldn’t.

Fuck, it was hilarious.

Seb jerked his head up, his eyes wild. “It’s not funny, dude.”

“It is from where I’m sitting. I remember when you were younger, that summer you went and helped out. That’s what all the family did, wasn’t it? You took turns being a deckhand for the summer.” Ben grinned. “And you bitched and complained, then said that was the last time anyone would ever get you on a fishing boat.”

Seb gaped. “What makes it worse? I’m gonna be doing it for free. You should’ve heard my mom. ‘You’re a teacher, you’re already getting paid. You don’t need the money.’ Like fuck I don’t. ‘Take over for him,’ she says. Yeah, right. Can you really see me getting up at the crack of whenever, to go out in some boat and be a glorified deckhand? Because that’s all I’d be.” He straightened in his chair. “You know what? I’m not even gonna think about it. Because that would be like talking it into existence, and it ain’t happening. Gary can find some other schmuck.” He got up. “Sorry, guys. I’m outta here. That call has given me a sour taste in my mouth. I’ll call ya, soon.” And with that, he strode back into the house.

A moment later, both Ben and Dylan burst into laughter.

“We shouldn’t,” Dylan said, wiping his eyes.

“No, we shouldn’t,” Ben agreed, his sides aching. Then he stilled. “Hey. We’re supposed to be staying at Seb’s tonight. He was gonna give us a ride.”

“And we were all going over there for lunch tomorrow too.”

“You never know. He might’ve calmed down by then.”

Levi walked out onto the patio. “Guys? You wanna stay here tonight? I just told Seb.”

“Really?”

Levi smiled. “I don’t think he would be much company right now, do you? I’ll make up the bed in the guest room. You’ll have to share it though.”

Ben laughed. “As if we haven’t done that before. Thanks, Levi. If you’re sure we’re not putting you out. What about Aaron? He was staying at Seb’s too.”

“I can make up the camp bed for him and put him in with you guys—if he comes back.” Levi’s eyes twinkled. “He’s been a while saying goodnight to Angie.” He peered at the dead bottles standing around the fire pit. “I’ll clear these up in the morning. Put out the fire, Dylan, would ya? Then we’ll call it a night.” He gazed at them. “You two been chewing the fat?”

“Raking over stuff best forgotten, actually.” Ben smiled. “So I’m gonna forget I ever mentioned a certain asshole.”

As if he could forget.
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Chapter Two
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Ben took one last glimpse at his reflection in the bookstore window to check his appearance. God, my hair. It was longish and straggly, and he’d brushed it furiously in an attempt to get it to behave. No way was he getting it cut though. And if someone says, ‘Hey, if you wanna work here, get a haircut’? What then, dipshit?

He’d deal with that situation if it arose. At least his suit was presentable. It was the one he’d bought for Teresa’s wedding. Maybe a suit was going overboard for a job working in a tourist gift shop, but he wanted to make a favorable impression.

He stood for a moment and took in Main Street with its striped awnings and cedar shakes-covered storefronts, not to mention the white railing where tourists could gaze down into the Megunticook River before it went under the street. Camden was a pretty town, there was no denying it. Ben had first fallen in love with the place several years ago when he’d accompanied his friends on a camping trip to Acadia National Park.  They’d stopped in Camden as it was the halfway point between Wells and Bar Harbor.

One look was all it had taken. The quaintness of the place had captivated Ben from the start. He’d kept an eye out on Monster.com for any jobs in the area, and when one had turned up at long last, he’d sent in his résumé the same day. That had been three or four jobs ago. The latest was in a supermarket on the street where he lived, so getting to work was easy.

And speaking of work...

He crossed the street and stood in the wide-open doorway of Mainely Treasures. A chalkboard sign provided a colorful invitation to browse the store, and he stepped into the interior, catching the scent of lavender and balsam fir from the candle display.

This store has everything.

There was the usual stuff for the tourists: hats, belts, tote bags, jewelry, collectibles, and even sleepwear, covered in mini lobsters, of course. Blankets and throws with images of Maine on them were folded neatly, and bags hung from the ceiling. A set of building blocks that produced a mini lighthouse made him smile, as did the cute seal plushy perched on top of a pile of children’s books. He gazed at the wall of T-shirts, chuckling at the one with the three cartoon lobsters rolling across it, and the words Lobster Roll Maine. There were boxer shorts too, and he laughed out loud when he saw one particular design.

“Oh, I gotta get me one of these,” he murmured.

“Which one?”

Ben almost jumped out of his skin, and the middle-aged lady next to him widened her eyes. “Oh my. I startled you. I’m so sorry.” Her warm brown eyes sparkled, and the skin around them crinkled into laughter lines. “Apparently I make a habit of it. My son says I’m part ninja.”

He smiled. “Your son nailed it, ma’am.” He recognized her instantly as the lady from his previous visit.

“I’m Mrs. Pearson, and judging by that elegant suit, you’re here for an interview.”

Ben held out his hand. “Ben White.” And yay, she likes the suit. He was off to a good start.

She shook it, then pointed to the boxers. “So, which one caught your eye?”

He bit his lip. “That one.” He pointed to a pair of black shorts with a comical duck on each cheek, and the words Butt Quack in the center.

Mrs. Pearson laughed. “Ah. That’s a popular line with the younger people who come in here.”

His gaze drifted to the rack of coasters, and he scanned the cute, sweet, or just plain funny wording on them. My exercise routine consists of doing nothing but diddly squats made him smile, but he burst into laughter when he saw the last one on its row. “That’s it. I gotta buy that one.” He picked it up. On it was written My boss hates it when I shorten his name to Dick, especially since his name is Steve.

Mrs. Pearson laughed too. “Then I’ll put it aside for you. I’ll even give you ten percent discount.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Ben protested as she took it from him and placed it next to the cash register.

“Nonsense. You obviously love it. I can see that by the look in your eyes. The laughter was a bit of a giveaway too.” She tilted her head to one side. “I remember you. I was here when you brought in your résumé and application form.” That sparkle was back. “I remember that smile.”

Ben gestured to the shop. “It’s hard not to smile when you’re surrounded by all this.” He meant it. The shop was a treasure trove of adorable trinkets and quirky, cute souvenirs.

She studied him for a moment. “You like this store, don’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am—I mean, Mrs. Pearson—I do. It’s such a different atmosphere to where I work now.” He wondered when the interview would begin, and where. He couldn’t see it taking place on the shop floor.

“Have you seen our back porch?” When Ben shook his head, her smile widened. “Then let me show you.” He followed her through the store, through the rear door, and onto a porch that ran the length of the building.

“Oh wow.” Before him were the Megunticook Falls, where the river tumbled and cascaded over rocks, bubbling its way into Camden Harbor. To the left was a place he recognized as Harbor Park, an expanse of green space overlooking the river and the harbor. Moored boats of all shapes and sizes were everywhere.

He noticed the troughs fastened to the porch’s wooden railings, brimming over with flowers in vibrant colors. To one side of the porch stood a small table, covered on one side by a hot plate on which sat a kettle, and on the other by polystyrene cups, plus several Maine mugs containing stirrers, tea bags and packets of coffee, powdered creamer, sugar, and sweetener.

“We provide free tea and coffee for anyone who wants to sit out here and enjoy the view.”

Ben filled his lungs with the flowers’ sweet-smelling perfume. “I imagine a lot of your customers do that. It’s a beautiful view.” He was sorry when she turned to go back into the store. He’d almost forgotten he had an interview. Mrs. Pearson had put him at his ease, and that had to be a good sign.

When they got back inside, a family was browsing the mugs display. Mrs. Pearson patted Ben on the arm. “If you wait here, my son will be out in a moment to take you into the office.”

He frowned. “Your son? But aren’t you...?”

“Me? Oh no, dear, I’m not interviewing you. My son is the general manager. He’ll be conducting it.” Another pat on the arm. “I wouldn’t worry. I told Wade I got a good feeling about you when you came by with your résumé.”

Wade. Oh... shit. The warmth of Mrs. Pearson’s smile was not enough to counteract the flood of ice that filled Ben’s veins.

He pasted on a smile. “Oh, I see. I thought you ran the store. Or maybe an older gentleman I saw here once.” Please, tell me I’m right. Please.

“That would be my father-in-law, Wade’s grandfather. We both help out here, and we have seasonal staff too, but we need someone full-time.” She gazed at him, her brow furrowed. “You’ll be fine,” she said in a soothing tone. “Wade’s a sweetheart. You two will get along just great.”

If you only knew...

Then a door opened behind him, and he froze.

Mrs. Pearson beamed over his shoulder. “Here’s Wade now.”

Ben couldn’t turn, couldn’t even twitch, weighed down by the heavy feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Mr. White?”

Oh dear Lord, that voice.

He had to do something, if only to keep up the illusion of normality for Wade’s mom. Ben took a deep breath, steeled himself, and turned to—

Holy fuck.

Wade Pearson had grown into a vision of hotness.

He’d lost weight since the last time Ben had laid eyes on him, morphing into a lean, muscled, walking wet dream. No fucking lie. If sex had legs, he would be it. Every single part of him was ticking every button Ben possessed, from his artfully mussed coiffed hair to his broad shoulders and equally broad chest, his open, crisp pressed shirt revealing a glimpse of hair. But what stilled Ben’s heart was not the dark beard that hugged Wade’s jawline, or that full pink lower lip.

It was his eyes.

All he had to do back then was look at me, and I’d shiver. Well, fuck, Ben was shivering now, but for an entirely different reason.

Somewhere, God was laughing His ass off.

For a moment Ben was stunned into silence, incapable of a response. Not that he would’ve had a clue what to say. Nothing his brain came up with was even close to appropriate in the circumstances.

Hello, asshole. Long time no see.

You’re looking good.

You’re hot AF.

Hey, Wade. Made anyone’s life hell recently?

Do you even remember how you treated me?

What came to mind last was that there was no fucking way Ben was going to get this job.

He cleared his throat, searching for words, any words. “Good morning.”

Wade strolled over to him, his hand extended. Ben had no choice but to shake it. Wade’s grip was firm. He still towered over Ben, but so did most people: Ben had been five-feet-six since he was sixteen.

Wade gestured to the office. “Would you follow me please, Mr. White?” Wade’s voice cracked on his surname, and he gave a short cough.

Sure. Not that this is going anywhere and we both know that, right?

Ben nodded, the only response he could manage, and Wade headed for the office he’d just exited, Ben behind him. Ben’s legs shook, and his stomach was a roiling mass. Wade pushed the door open and stood aside, waiting for him to enter.

This is a mistake.

Why don’t I just turn around, and leave now?

Except Ben knew he wasn’t going to give Wade the satisfaction.

He edged past Wade into the small office, and stood by the desk, awaiting further instructions, his chin held high.

Wade closed the door. “Please, take a seat.” After a moment’s hesitation, he added, “Ben.”

He’d thought Mr. White had sounded awkward as fuck, but Wade using his first name had it beat, and he had no clue why. He sat in the plastic chair facing the desk. “It’s been a while.”

Wade blinked. “I wasn’t sure if you’d remember me.” He went to the only other chair and sat, his hands clasped on the desk.

Big hands. Long fingers.

Why the fuck am I fixating on his hands?

Then Wade’s words registered. Are you fucking kidding? Ben swallowed. “Trust me. I couldn’t forget you.” This was a farce. Wade wasn’t going to give him the job, so why were they prolonging the inevitable?

Then he got it.

He’s waiting for me to throw in the towel. Well, fuck all over that.

“You’re looking well,” Wade commented.

Ben wanted to say You too, but he was afraid how much those two words would give away. Instead, he ignored the compliment and headed for safer ground. “Your mom says you’re the general manager.” I can do this.

For once in his life, Ben was going to adult. So what if he’d lost the job? He was going to prove to Wade he wasn’t that scared, mixed-up kid anymore.

Wade nodded. “We’ve got four shops now. My job is to oversee them all.” Ben gave a polite nod, and Wade peered at the sheet in front of him.

Ben guessed the small talk was over.

“I see you’ve had a lot of experience in retail. Why did you apply for this job? You’re working at Hannaford. You don’t like the job?”

Duh. Why else would I be trying to get the hell out of there?

Ben remembered the golden rule—never diss an employer. It looked bad. “It’s okay. The clientele is a little different here, and that might be a big motivation.”

“What do you mean?”

“People shopping for groceries are usually in a hurry. They get stressed out if they find you’ve moved the aisles around, and they can’t find their favorite brand of jelly. Or they get annoyed if you run out of something they specifically came into the store for.” He pointed to the door. “Out there is a shop where people come to buy memories. They’re on vacation. They’re relaxed. And working here would be more than stacking shelves and being yelled at.”

Wade stroked his bearded chin. “So what do you think your most important role would be—if you got the position?”

And I think we both know that’s a pretty humungous if.

“Well, it’s obviously more than ringing up purchases. You want customers to feel welcome, to feel like they can come back any time. I’ll bet you have customers who come back here, year after year.”

Wade smiled. “We do.”

Ben nodded. “And you have no time for employees who stand around looking useless. You want staff who will talk to the customers, maybe tell them about places they might not have visited. I can do that. I’m a people person.”

Wade chuckled. “You certainly charmed my mom. She doesn’t remember everyone who came in here for a job, but she remembers you.”

Ben shrugged. “What can I say? I’m memorable.” He couldn’t resist. “Hey, you remembered me, right?”

Wade erupted into a cough, and Ben smiled inwardly. Score one for me.

“I assume you read the job description, and I don’t think there’d be anything you haven’t already experienced, given your past positions. Do you have any questions?”

So many, Ben had lost count, but none of them were to do with the current situation.

“You said you manage four shops. How often would you be working here?” Not that he harbored any illusions. No way was Wade going to take him on. Ben was past caring about that. He was on a mission to show Wade he was made of stronger stuff than the kid Wade had taunted and teased and—

Enough.

“I pop in and out all the time,” Wade told him. “My mom works here part-time, and my grandfather can’t keep away from the place. But I guess that’s understandable when a shop has been in the family for so long. Mom is the one who trains our staff.”

“Mrs. Pearson said you have seasonal staff too?”

Wade nodded. “We have a number of staff who work with us every summer, so it would be very unlikely you’d find yourself alone in the store.” A hint of a smile lurked around his lips. “You know, in case there was something you didn’t know how to do, or if the shop got too busy.”

Ben had the impression he’d just been insulted. “I’m sure I’d cope just fine once I’ve been trained.”

Wade gave Ben’s application form another glance. “I have all your contact details. Thank you for attending today. I’ll be in touch.”

And that was apparently the end of the interview. Ben had never been so relieved.

He got to his feet, his hand extended. “Thank you.” Yay me. Ben the grownup.

Wade rose too, and they shook. Wade came around the desk and opened the door for him. Ben strode out, his head held high, smiling at Mrs. Pearson as he passed her. “Goodbye,” he said.

She returned his smile. “I hope to see you again.” Then she went back to talking
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