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        For my grandparents, Gammy and Grandy, who taught me about family and the importance of tradition. For my friends and family who live or summer on the Cape, and all the amazing memories we’ve shared.

      

        

      
        East Falmouth, and especially Davisville, will always be  “The Real Cape Cod” to me. The next round of stuffies and Portuguese sweetbread is on me.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to Boston’s Logan Airport. On behalf of your handsome pilots and the charming and witty flight crew, I’d like to thank you folks for flying with us today. The next time you have the urge to go blasting through the skies in a pressurized metal tube, we hope you’ll think of us. Remember to take all of your belongings, but if you do decide to leave something behind, just make sure it’s something we’d like to have. Enjoy your day.”

      There was a round of laughter, muted in that weird way everything was while your ears were still adjusting after landing. Scott turned off Airplane Mode on his phone, so it would update from California time to Eastern, and checked his texts. He didn’t expect any, but he did have a couple from his sister.

      Have a safe flight!

      Can’t wait to see you, it’s been so long.

      Have you landed yet?

      He looked up from his phone to find the aisle still full and moving slowly. Everyone was always in a hurry to get off an airplane, so there was nowhere for him to go yet. He was too damn tall to stand up and wait the way some people did, stooping slightly under the overhead luggage compartment, so he sat there in his window seat and waited for the plane to clear out enough for him to get up.

      It wasn’t like he was in a hurry. He didn’t have any plans, didn’t have anywhere to be. He was just…headed home.

      Just landed, he texted back.

      Yay! See you soon!

      Well, at least Kate would be glad to see him. And Ma. Ma would be too, in her stoic New England way. He told himself that after an awkward moment where they’d all acknowledge that he hadn’t been home to visit his family on Cape Cod in years, things would relax and be more normal. Whatever normal was.

      He’d hide behind Kate if he had to.

      By the time he’d visited the men’s room, grabbed a very necessary cup of coffee, and found the baggage carousel, the luggage was coming up. He didn’t have to wait too long; his black suitcase arrived on the conveyor belt and right into his hands as if it had seen him first.

      He got a little turned around trying to find the rental cars, but eventually he and his coffee were in the driver’s seat of a shiny black SUV, and he was on his way.

      The drive out of Boston wasn’t so bad, even with it being rush hour, but it took him almost two hours to finally roll over the Sagamore Bridge. He knew the route well, but he’d made one slight miscalculation in his planning: two hours in traffic was a long time to be alone with your thoughts. He played with the radio and figured out how to Bluetooth his phone to the car so he could dig up a playlist. He sang along, drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and marveled at the vacationers with their bike racks and box carriers, paddleboards, kayaks, and coolers. Vehicles so packed to the gills you couldn’t see out the rear window. So many people trying to make the most of this last week of a lazy summer before schools started up again and the reality of fall set in.

      His had never been one of those families. Scott was a townie, born and raised in East Falmouth, graduate of Falmouth High.

      Go Clippers.

      He’d been one of the local kids that watched those cars full of tourists come and go every weekend all summer long, hoping one of them would bring him a friend, a summer fling, or even just someone different and interesting to hang out on the beach with. He’d made new friends every summer and said good-bye to them every September.

      His coffee ran out long before he crossed the bridge, but he made it onto the Cape and hit the drive-through at McDonald’s. There was a long line, but he got in it. He was all in now, right?

      Headed home for good.
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      Scott.

      Scott Borden.

      Well…shit.

      “Yeah. Kate was telling me he’s expected for their family reunion this weekend.”

      “Well, that’s—I’m sure she’ll be happy to see him.” Jarlath cringed inside and hid behind the case of lemons Nadine had just handed him off the bed of his truck. He’d assumed Scott would miss the reunion just like every other family event his former friend had blown off since he’d left town. “Ma will be glad, too. It’s been a while.”

      “Yeah, Kate said his mom is excited to have him back home. Five years, she said.”

      “No, shit. Really?” Jarlath had given up hope when Scott didn’t make it home the second Christmas in a row. He should have let it go a lot sooner, but Scott wasn’t easy to forget. He couldn’t believe it had been five years already.

      That little voice in his head called him a liar.

      Fine.

      Okay, so that was a lie. He knew how many years it had been; it was the months and days he’d stopped counting.

      Roughly eleven months ago.

      Nadine handed him a case of limes. “Kate said he made a ton of money out in California, huh?”

      “I guess. Good for him.” Jarlath sat the limes on top of the lemons on his hand truck. He didn’t really know how he felt about this news yet; it was the first he’d heard that Scott would be home. He was conflicted, for sure. It would be awkward, and mostly he hated the idea. He just wished Scott would stay away because—and it was ridiculous after all this time, he knew—but a big part of him was still hurt and angry.

      Part of him wanted to see that smile again, though, and that was what was causing the weird, fluttery, nervous feeling in his gut.

      He missed that smile.

      “So, you’re over him, I guess, huh?”

      Ouch. “Over him? We never dated, Nadine.”

      “No, I know. But everyone knew you guys were…you know.”

      He snorted. “Our options were limited.” They hadn’t really been fucking. It was just a lot of fooling around, getting off, and trading blowjobs.

      Though a few times he’d let Scott…you know.

      Just a handful of times. But it had been good. He and Scott hadn’t officially dated, but they hadn’t been just friends either.

      “I’m sure he’ll be here at the pub with everyone on Monday.”

      I hope not. He shrugged. “Who knows if Scott will still be in town? The reunion is Saturday, right?” Jarlath knew damn well when the reunion was. He wasn’t blood family, but he’d been invited and was expected to be there. Scott’s parents were like his own, after all. Amy had been like a mother to him since high school—even more so, lately—and he’d been helping out with Ned after the stroke. They’d been Ma and Dad to him forever.

      “Yeah. Saturday. Like, tomorrow?”

      “Right. Tomorrow.”

      Fuck. He was definitely not ready to see Scott tomorrow.

      He rolled the hand truck through the back door and straight into the walk-in. This was Labor Day weekend and the pub he owned would be crazy busy, especially after the parade on Monday. Every summer weekend was busy, but the weeks between the Falmouth Road Race in mid-August and Labor Day weekend could be pretty damn insane. It was the final hoorah for the tourist season. Once the vacationers cleared out, the quieter off-season would begin to set in.

      O’Connolly’s was the name his father had given the pub, and Jarlath didn’t plan on changing it. It was right on the parade route, and his little pub was a pre- and post-parade tradition, packed during the festivities and a line out the door and down the block afterward. It was always a banner day.

      “You’re going, aren’t you?”

      “Going?”

      “To the reunion? Ezra said we were holding down the fort on Saturday.” Nadine was more than capable of managing the floor while Ezra covered the bar. It was all hands on deck all weekend, so they’d have plenty of staff.

      “Yeah. I’m going. Ma insisted.”

      “Of course she did!” Nadine snorted and shook her head. “Don’t you worry, we’ll be fine.”

      “I know you will.” That wasn’t lip service. He’d learned from his dad that the best way to run a business was never to be the only one that could be depended on to work it. He worked when he could, or when he was needed on a crazy night, and sure, paying two managers bit into his bottom line some, but Nadine and Ezra were good at their jobs and he liked it that way.

      But…if going to the reunion meant running into Scott, maybe he shouldn’t go. Except Ma would be upset, and he wasn’t going to ruin this for her. He’d suck it up and go, say hi to Scott, and steer clear the rest of the night. He’d promised to pick Ned up from the home, because he had a truck. And neither Ma nor Kate could lift Dad anyway.

      Though if Scott actually made it home, maybe Ma would ask him to do it instead.

      He unloaded and went back with the hand truck to find Nadine had loaded another one up already. Cherries, olives, a couple of cases of juices, a box of little American flag stirrers. “I got that.”

      Nadine snorted at him. “There’s a case of oranges and some paper goods and we’re done.” She rocked the hand truck onto its wheels and rolled it right past him.

      Okay, then.

      He grinned and hopped onto the truck bed to grab the remaining boxes. He had some calls to make and orders to place. Work was busy. He didn’t have time to worry about Scott Borden.

      Much.
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      Scott parked the flashy rental SUV in the driveway, next to Ma’s sensible sedan, and peered at the house through the windshield, stunned by how little had changed. The bushes were bushier, the trees a bit taller, and the house had been painted, but Ma hadn’t changed the color. It was still the same slate blue that it had been his whole life, with black shutters and a white garage door. He didn’t know why he expected it to be different—maybe because he knew he’d missed so many things being gone so long.

      He shut off the car and grabbed his suitcase, rolling it up the packed shells and sand front walk—something else that hadn’t changed—and rang the doorbell.

      It took a minute, but once Ma got to the door, it opened quickly and her smile was warm and broad. “Scotty!” She threw her arms wide and he went right into them, hugging her tight.

      “Hey, Ma.”

      “Oh, Scotty. I’m so glad you got here safely. Come in, come in. Let me look at you.”

      He didn’t think he’d changed much. He was still the same tall guy he was when he moved away, not much of the football player left in his shoulders maybe, but he did still run. He set his suitcase aside and ran his fingers through his blond hair, straightening himself up for Ma’s inspection.

      “My handsome boy. I have missed you so much.”

      “I missed you too, Ma. I know it probably doesn’t seem like it, but⁠—”

      Ma held her hand up. “It doesn’t matter, Scotty. It’s not important. I’m just so glad you’re here now.”

      He nodded and hugged Ma again.

      “Are you hungry? I’ve got some macaroni in the refrigerator you could warm up.”

      “That sounds great, Ma. Is it okay if I take a quick shower first?”

      “Of course. I made your room up for you.”

      “Thanks, Ma. I’ll take my stuff up and shower quickly, and then we can have something to eat and talk. Sound good?”

      Ma smiled. “That sounds wonderful. Go on ahead.”

      “Thanks, Ma.” He kissed her cheek, grabbed his suitcase, and went up the staircase, which felt even narrower than it used to, to his room, which was essentially the same room he’d grown up in.

      He sat on his bed with a sigh. It was weird not having Dad there, though his reception probably wouldn’t have been as warm. He wondered if Dad would be able to come to the reunion. He assumed not, but he’d have to ask Ma to be sure.

      He looked around the room, remembering everything: his high school football trophies, several of them; his one elementary school spelling bee ribbon; his Star Wars action figures; books and journals; a shelf of CDs.

      Pictures of him in his football uniform. His graduation party. A picture of him and—and Jarlath. There were a bunch of those. Some in high school and some after, when he was tending bar at O’Connolly’s.

      Jar had been so handsome. He doubted that had changed either.

      In his heart, he’d known Ma would forgive him for staying away so long. He figured everyone would eventually, except maybe Jar. And that was going to be tough because he wanted Jar’s forgiveness most of all.

      Jesus, he felt like a fuckup. He’d followed his dream job out to California, the startup took off like a rocket, then crashed and burned like one too. And now what? He didn’t have much money, he didn’t have a job, and he didn’t have any idea what was next.

      He’d stay for a while and see how it worked out, but if Jarlath didn’t—well, he had a feeling this wouldn’t be the right place for him anymore.

      Okay. Enough stumbling down memory lane. He had a hot shower and a big bowl of Ma’s mac and cheese calling his name.

      Everything else—even Jarlath—could wait.
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      “Can you grab me a bottle of Bushmills, Boss?”

      “Really? You’re out?” Jarlath looked up from his laptop.

      “Only of the one I need.” Ezra shot him a toothy grin as the lanky bartender leaned into his office, one hand on the doorknob and the other braced in the jamb.

      Jarlath pushed back from his desk. “That’s how it goes, right? Which one?”

      “Sixteen. Got a suit at the bar looking for the good stuff.”

      Bushmills 16 was pretty good stuff. The sixteen-year-old single malt scotch sold for eight dollars a shot even at his little neighborhood Irish pub. The twenty-one-year was even better, but Jarlath didn’t stock that for patrons. The only bottle he had was the one he kept in a desk drawer for himself. He only had a couple of regulars that asked for it specifically, and once in a while he’d serve it up from his desk, but he just didn’t sell enough of anything that high-end to make it worth stocking.

      He got up and unlocked a storage cabinet by the door. “A suit, huh?” He chuckled. “It’s Friday night. Tell him to relax and live a little.”

      “I haven’t seen him before. Probably in town on business.” Ezra waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “All alone and handsome.”

      He handed Ezra the bottle of 16. “That’s a winning combination.”

      “You should come say hello. Offer to give him a tour.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “Back to work and quit trying to play matchmaker.”

      Ezra laughed. “You’re no fun.”

      “Watch him stiff you on the tip.”

      “You said stiff.”

      “Get out of here.” Jarlath gave Ezra a playful shove and closed his office door again. He was only half joking. It seemed like the tourists who looked like they had money were often the first to be stingy with a tip.

      He sat back down at his desk and finished the food order he’d been working on when Ezra had interrupted him. He’d be getting a big delivery early tomorrow morning, so he was going to have to come into work for a while before picking up Ned and going to the reunion. He needed to stock up for the crowds this weekend.

      He finished his orders and submitted them. In a couple of weeks, he’d be ordering the more traditional Irish fare the locals preferred in the off-season, but for now there would still be plenty of demand for stuffed quahogs and steamed little necks, chowder and crab cakes, flatbread pizzas and lobster mac and cheese.

      Or chowdah and lobstah as his dad would have said. Jarlath didn’t really have the pronounced salty Cape Cod accent. Most of his friends didn’t either. Maybe all the summer visitors from New York made the local accent less of a thing when they were growing up? Or maybe the teasing about pahking the cah in Havahd Yahd had finally just gotten to them. Whatever it was, people seemed to be able to tell he was from the Cape, and maybe he did stretch his r’s some, but he thought it was more about what he said than how he said it.

      He closed his laptop and considered pouring himself a taste from that bottle in his drawer, but decided that because Ezra was closing, he’d save it for home. It was damn near ten o’clock, and he’d been at the pub since eight in the morning, so he needed to get some sleep. It was going to be a long-ass weekend of work with a bunch of late nights in a row, even with a time-out for the Borden family shindig, and he was going to need all the patience he could muster.

      Jarlath grabbed his hoodie and pulled it on as he made his way out to the bar to touch base with Ezra about his schedule for tomorrow. Secretly, he was kind of hoping to get a glimpse of the handsome suit sitting at the bar too, maybe see something he could fantasize about later.

      He could hear the conversation and laughter of the decent-sized crowd before he got there. George Thorogood was on the jukebox, and that made the little hairs stand up on the back of his neck. God, he hated that song. Every time he heard that song it would make him think of⁠—

      Make him…

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. Tonight?

      “Headed home, Boss?” Ezra had never met Scott, had he?

      His stomach twisted, and everything started to move in slow motion as Jarlath approached the bar. The fucking Thorogood song warped painfully, and Ezra’s voice dropped into a deep slur like in the movies.

      A pair of bright-blue eyes he hadn’t seen in five years locked on to his.

      Blue like the summer sky. Blue like he hadn’t seen since Scott left town. And fuck if he didn’t fall for Scott all over again right there.

      Goddamn it.

      “You okay, Boss?”

      Oh, fuck me. It didn’t matter that he’d known he would run into Scott eventually. It was still like seeing a ghost. A hot fucking ghost.

      Scott’s smile hadn’t changed; it was just as confident and cocky as ever, with that little sarcastic lift tugging at one corner.

      No. He told himself stubbornly. Nope. This wasn’t happening. Jarlath rubbed at his chest as if that might stop his heart from pounding, and the room abruptly returned to normal.

      Jesus Christ, look at him. Scott Fucking-Blue-Eyed Borden in a sharply tailored suit with the same perfect hair and that goddamn knowing smile. Back at the pub. His pub. Shit.

      “Hey, Jar.”

      He wished he’d had that shot of scotch in his office after all. “Scott. This is…a surprise.” Okay, it wasn’t really a surprise.

      “Family thing. I’m sure you’ve heard.” Scott’s smile changed slightly, growing less sarcastic and more sentimental. It was real; Jarlath could see it in his ex’s eyes. “I was hoping I’d run into you. Do you have time for a drink with me?”

      No. He needed the drink, just not with Scott. But, just like before, just like always, “no” wasn’t what came out of this mouth. “Sure.”

      Ezra topped off Scott’s drink, put an empty glass on the bar, and poured a couple of fingers of whiskey in it for Jarlath.

      “Thanks.” He picked up the glass gratefully and took a sip, half hoping the initial burn would wake him from this nightmare. No such luck. “Ezra, this is Scott Borden. Scott, this is Ezra Macintyre. I hired him after you quit.”

      “Gave notice.”

      Jarlath arched one eyebrow. “Four days isn’t notice.”

      “Things move fast in my industry, Jar. I told you. I didn’t have two weeks.”

      Jesus Christ. You haven’t changed one bit. What the hell was Scott’s “industry” anyway? He’d never been sure. Tech-blah, blah-Silicon Valley, blah-blah. “Isn’t this where we left off?”

      “Almost. I couldn’t afford good whiskey back then.” Scott winked at him and took a sip.

      He raised an eyebrow. Asshole. “Glad it worked out so well for you.” Now get out of my pub.

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Ezra set the bottle down on the bar between them and disappeared into the stockroom.

      Fuck. This would be fun to explain to Ezra tomorrow. “I do know about the reunion, but I didn’t think you’d show.”

      “I decided to take a vacation.” Scott rested a forearm on the bar, and Jarlath couldn’t help but notice the pair of platinum-and-onyx cufflinks that stood out against Scott’s crisp, white shirt cuff. “I missed the place.”

      Oh, bullshit. Jarlath shrugged, straightened the hoodie on his shoulders, and took another sip of his drink. Something was up. You didn’t come back to a little nowhere tourist town on vacation after five years in an “industry.”

      Scott must have sensed his disbelief. “Actually, Ma basically threatened to disown me if I didn’t show. But sweetly. You know how she is.”

      Now that he could believe. Amy Borden wasn’t a woman to take no for an answer. She was a force to be reckoned with, and Jarlath had always loved her. “Sounds like her.”

      But that meant Scott might be in town for more than a day or two.

      Dammit.

      “You know, I’ll be looking to get out of the house this weekend if you need some help around here.”

      “You might wrinkle that expensive suit.” There was no way he was asking Scott for help.

      “Funny.” Scott rolled his eyes and finished off his drink. “You’d be doing me a favor.” They stared at each other for a long moment, and he wondered if Scott was doing exactly what he was doing—trying to figure out what to say. And how much. “You want to take a walk on the beach?”

      God, yes. But, no. Really no. He had to say no. “Thanks. I was just heading home.”

      Scott watched him, head tilting slightly. “Okay…can I offer you a ride?”

      “No, I have my truck. Thanks.” Though in fairness, he’d been all about his bicycle the last time Scott saw him, so the offer wasn’t as out of place as it seemed.

      Scott pulled out his wallet, dropped cash on the bar, and set a business card on top of it. “My cell is there.”

      He didn’t look at it, and he wasn’t going to pick it up. Not while Scott was watching, at least. “Give my best to your mom.”

      “Sure…night.” Scott sighed and slid off the barstool, only glancing back at him once before leaving.

      Good fucking God.

      Scott was five years hotter than he’d been when he left town.

      “Excuse me?”

      A wave down the bar caught his eye and he snapped out of it. “Hey, sorry. You caught me daydreaming.” He pulled Scott’s cash off the bar and dropped it into the tip jar, but he kept the business card. “What can I get you?”

      He spent the next few minutes covering for Ezra and not minding one bit. It was a welcome distraction and kept his mind off the business card burning a hole in his pocket. An hour and not one single question about Scott later, Ezra elbowed him. “Am I still closing?”

      Ezra was paid hourly and needed the cash. Jarlath understood what he was asking. “Yeah. Sorry. I was just headed out.”

      “You okay?”

      He nodded. “Just don’t quit on me with four days’ notice.”

      “Gotcha.” Ezra laughed. “Have a good night, Boss.”

      “You too.”

      Ezra had been with the bar since Scott left and was a damn good bartender. So reliable that Jarlath promoted him to assistant manager two years ago, then gave the guy a raise when he got married right after the new year. They were coworkers, and they were friends at this point too.

      But there were some things he didn’t tell anyone, even his friends.

      Sure, he was pissed about Scott’s lack of notice, but that had been five years ago and even he couldn’t hold a grudge that long. What he was feeling now had nothing to do with a bartender taking off without warning. This was something else. Something he didn’t expect to be feeling and he didn’t want to name it just yet. But he was feeling a lot of it right now.

      A lot.

      A lot of things he’d thought were in the rearview mirror until those eyes showed up at the pub again.

      He sighed and pulled his hoodie back on. That ship sailed years ago, he reminded himself sternly. Scott had made his choice clear by not coming home at all, not even keeping in touch. It was better for everyone if they believed he was still upset about Scott bailing on the job.

      Jarlath had already closed up his office, so he headed straight for the back door and got into his truck. He’d had it for years, and it was still in great shape despite that scrape along his front passenger-side hubcap. He’d accidentally hit something one winter when Grand Ave along Falmouth Heights Beach washed over with a storm. Probably a curb, but he’d never been sure what it was. That was a storm he wouldn’t forget, though. They hadn’t had a hurricane hit like that in a long while.

      He made his way home, past Acapesket and out Menauhant Road to Davisville. He loved driving over the bridge at Green Pond Harbor and seeing all the sailboats bobbing on their moorings in the moonlight. His family owned a mooring there that he’d used for his own sailboat forever, and like always, he gave her a nod as he drove by.

      Jarlath lived just off Menauhant Road, right on Bournes Pond. If you weren’t from the area, or maybe a descendant of the Algonquian tribe—Were there any of those left?—you’d have no idea how to pronounce half the roads in the area. It was one of a handful of things that marked you as a local and not a tourist.

      Meh-nought. Born. A-ca-pes-ket.

      Even Scott in his fancy suit would get them right.

      Dammit.

      Distracting himself from his thoughts of Scott was the reason he’d let his mind wander off on a tangent to begin with. He should have known better.

      He parked in the sandy driveway and walked straight through the house to the back porch, dumping his keys on the hall table and grabbing a beer from the fridge on the way. It was a little chilly at this hour to be hanging out in a rocker maybe, but he wanted a little bracing. He had things to sort out. He needed to clear his head before he saw Scott again at the reunion tomorrow.

      He needed a distraction. Maybe he needed a dog.
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      Saturday morning was busy. Despite the jet lag and slight hangover from the night before, Scott had hauled his ass out of bed at eight to drop off his rental car downtown, and then help Ma with the last-minute reunion preparations.

      “Scotty, have you finished your coffee?” Ma draped an arm over his shoulders and kissed the top of his head. “Would you mind putting the beer out?”

      “Yes. Sure, no problem.”

      “Thank you, son. Kate will be here soon to help, but neither of us can really carry⁠—”

      “No, of course. I got it, Ma.” He took the last sip of coffee from his mug.

      “There are a couple of coolers in the garage, and you’ll see the cases along the wall that Jarlath delivered yesterday.”

      Jarlath.

      “I’ll find it.” He had lived here once. He got up and kissed Ma’s cheek, then put his coffee mug in the dishwasher.

      “It’s good to have you home, Scotty. I do wish you hadn’t stayed away so long, but I am glad you’re here now.”

      “Thanks, Ma.” He knew there was probably more he should say, but nothing he wanted to get into on the morning of a huge family party, so he left it at that, gave her a nod, and headed for the garage.

      Honestly, he wasn’t sure how glad he was to be here. He’d felt a little more hopeful when Kate told him that Jarlath was single, but the
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