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Prologue

 


The sun was setting
as Samuel Erickson walked the narrow alley in the Newport town, his
head hung low. The smell of the ocean danced in the air, which he
breathed in deep. He licked his lips, tasting the faint flavor of
peppermint from his makeout session with his boyfriend, Daniel. He
was heading home now, and with every step it felt like his feet
were growing heavier and heavier. His parents were religious
zealots, and he knew he would have to pretend to be the son they
wanted—the straight, athletic son
contemplating his choices of Ivy League colleges.

But he was not that
boy.

He was the kid who
doodled during class. The only reason he went to football practice
was because his dad would take away his phone if he didn’t. It was
all just so fucked up, and home didn’t feel like home anymore.
Maybe it never did. He breathed out a heavy sigh as he made it to
the front door of his small beach house with funky green paint and
blue shutters. His dad was staring at him from the window, and his
stomach dropped so hard he was surprised it didn’t break the
concrete.

When he opened the
door, his dad dragged him inside by his arm, his fingers digging
into the muscles of his biceps.

His father’s low
growl filled the small brick entryway. “What the hell have you been
doing? Your mom got a call that you were kissing another boy. You
better tell me that isn’t true.”

Since he couldn’t,
he remained silent. He wasn’t sure he could find the courage to
speak anyway. It was like his teeth had been sealed together.

When Samuel didn’t
answer, his dad grabbed his arms and shook him hard. Hard enough
that he was afraid his eyes would pop out of his head and roll onto
the floor. “What the hell is wrong with you?” His dad’s fingernails
dug into his muscles. “I raised you better than this. I want this
to end. Right. Now.”

The anger that
burned inside him must have melted the sealant that melded his
teeth together because he wrenched his mouth open. “No, I love
him.”

“You either shape up
or get the hell out of my house!” His dad stared at him, thinking
he would cave, and he just stared back.

It was strange how
he was eighteen, but he still felt like a little kid in front of
his father. And he was gay. It wasn’t like he could change it,
could alter the way his brain was wired. And, as he stood there in
front of his overcontrolling dad, he realized he was so damn sick
of putting up with the other man’s shit. Fine. He’d leave and they
could figure it out without him.

“Then I’m leaving.”
He resisted the urge to say, “So there.” So immature. Then again,
he was only eighteen, so maybe he was allowed to be immature.

“Fine.” His dad
shoved him out the door. “Figure out where you’re going to sleep
tonight because, as of now, you’re no longer my son.”

Samuel found himself
standing at the welcome mat once again, finding it ironic that the
sign on the side of the house said, “Love Makes the World Go
Round.” Well, fuck them. He whirled around and stomped away,
praying Daniel’s parents would be okay with him staying with them.
As adrenaline rushed through his veins, he felt the crushing weight
of being homeless weighing on his mind. If Daniel didn’t help him,
he didn’t know where else to turn.

As he walked down
the road, he saw the same man he’d passed on the way over. He was
thin, his face shrunken in and pockmarked. Just as he was passing
the guy, he cleared his throat.

“I heard all the
shit,” the guy said. “Tough break, kid.”

“I’ll be okay.” At
first he said the words with conviction, but then uncertainty, an
ugly eight-legged beast with beady eyes, came sneaking in. He would
be okay, right?

“Parents are a
drag.” The guy flashed him a smile, revealing the fact he was
missing several teeth. “Want a hit? It’ll make you feel better. I
promise.”

And suddenly, Samuel
wanted to feel better. Half of him was screaming at himself to say
no, but he felt so sick inside. During that moment, he would have
given anything to feel better. He swallowed thickly and nodded,
reaching out.


Chapter One

 


Fifteen Years
Later

The St. Mary’s
Convention Center was the meeting place for the people doing drug
rehab after intense in-person treatment. Samuel sat in one of the
chairs in the circle, though he wasn’t participating as much since
he’d been sober five years and intended to stay that way. He was
peer support for the Peer Pairs program where a peer was assigned
to a person fresh out of rehab to be their one-on-one guide. He’d
found that participating in things like this, even as a volunteer,
helped him stay sober.

The group leader
stood in the middle looking through a list and announcing names.
Samuel had to admit he wasn’t paying much attention until he said,
“Samuel, you’re with Kevin Harris.”

The teacher motioned
to a man—or rather, boy—sitting across from him. He was young, likely a few
years out of high school. His hair was dyed jet-black and he had
tattoos of snakes crawling up his arms. There were three piercings
in each ear and one on his eyebrow. He was wearing a death metal
t-shirt and had track marks on his arms from years of drugs. No
judgment. He had track marks too. Despite the man’s young age,
Samuel felt like someone had put a fishing hook in his stomach and
jerked up. The guy was hot, but he shook the thought from his
brain. He was too young and wild, and he preferred a mellower life
now. This pairing was probably not the greatest match, even for
just a peer and a mentor.

The guy made eye
contact with him and not the slightest bit of a smile crossed his
face. Still, Samuel managed a smile as he pushed his square glasses
a bit further up his nose and pulled his shirt down over his soft
belly. He headed over, hand extended, and for a horrifying moment,
Samuel was worried the other guy wouldn’t even shake it.

“I’m Sam,” Samuel
said as Kevin shook his hand.

“Kevin.” His voice
was a deep rumble. He stood, running his hand through his dark
hair, mussing it until it was spikey. Something about seeing it
like that was sexy, not that he’d ever tell anyone.

Samuel led him over
to one of the empty tables and sat down. The other guy, who was
thin, wiry, and tall as hell, peered down at him with his eyebrow
raised before taking a seat beside him. The smell of deodorant
filled his nostrils, and he leaned in, his eyes on Kevin’s blue
eyes.

“How long have you
been sober?” Samuel noticed that Kevin also had tattoos of chains
around his neck.

“Three months.”
Kevin cleared his throat. “And I started in my senior year of high
school. So damn stupid.”

“Worst mistake of my
life too.” He pressed his fingers against the track marks, his
tongue darting to the corner of his mouth. Kevin followed it with
his eyes. “I think the best advice I can give as a mentor is to
always be prepared. Temptation is everywhere. Stressful
situations can be a huge trigger. So just watch out. I’ll give you
my number so you can call at any time.”

“Shit, I don’t plan
to use ever again.” Fire burned in Kevin’s bright-blue eyes. He ran
his fingers over the chip marks in the old school cafeteria table.
“I lost my girlfriend and my baby girl because of all this shit.”
He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “The only way I can get
them back is to prove I can stop this stuff.”

“I know that
feeling.” Too well, in fact. “My boyfriend left me after, and I’m
still fighting to get him back fifteen years later.” Maybe he
should have been embarrassed by that fact, but he didn’t care.
“Meth ruined my chance at college, at everything.” He nodded at the
other man. “This will be your second chance. I’ll be there in
whatever way you need.”

“I don’t think I’ll
need you too much.” Shrugging, Kevin fiddled with what looked like
a banged-up iPhone. “I’m pretty self-reliant.”

“You’d be
surprised.” He stuck his phone in his pocket. “Just know I’m here
for you, okay?”

A small smile
crossed his face and Samuel’s heart did a weird skip beat. Too much
caffeine, he guessed. “So you’ve told me.”

It took Samuel a
moment to realize the other man was teasing him.

****

After working all
day as a telemarketing manager and then spending the evening
offering support to Kevin, Samuel was beat. But when he headed up
to his apartment, he saw he wasn’t alone. Daniel, who lived five
minutes away, was lounging against his door. The two of them
remained best friends, so it wasn’t a huge surprise he was there.
His umber hair hung in his face, mussed after a day on the job as
an accountant. His green eyes were trained on the floor. Daniel was
still wearing his business suit, but the top buttons were open,
revealing dark curls.

Samuel perked up at
the sight of him. “Hey, stranger.”

The words made a
smile cross Daniel’s face, and Samuel was happy to see that the
other man still liked him. Yeah, Samuel still loved him. The meth
thing and then Daniel’s past marriage to another guy had made it so
they could only be friends, but Samuel hoped every day to get back
what he’d lost.

“How was your
meeting?” Daniel asked as Samuel unlocked his door.

The two of them were
so used to each other Daniel followed him inside without asking.
The apartment was a nice one-room place with beige carpet and
off-white walls. He’d done his best to give the place some
personality by decorating with his crappy paintings. At least he
thought they were crappy.

Samuel realized
Daniel was waiting on him, so as he padded into the kitchen to pour
himself a bowl of sugar, he motioned for the other man to follow.
“It was good. I’m a new kid’s mentor. He reminds me a lot of myself
at that age.”

“You mean he’s
stupid as shit?” Daniel smirked at him.

“Shut up.” Samuel
snorted as he poured himself a bowl of puffs. Daniel had never been
kind about the whole meth addiction. That was probably what had
kept them apart for so long. “Want anything? I think I have chicken
nuggets.”

“No, thanks.” The
room was quiet for a moment as Daniel leaned over the counter. “So,
this kid … do you like him?”

“I think so.” It
sounded like the kid had his priorities straight, at least. Anyone
focused on getting their kid back was okay in his book. “He wants
his girlfriend and kid back.” He hesitated before being honest. “I
just worry he won’t ask for help when he needs it. He seems
determined to do it all on his own, and working together to beat it
really helps.” With a sigh, Samuel opened the fridge. “Beer?”

“Yeah.” Samuel
tossed him the beer. “So, would you?”

“Would I what?” he
said, even though he was pretty sure he knew what the other man was
talking about.

The two of them
played this stupid, immature game since high school where they
chose random guys and quizzed each other about whether they’d fuck
them. It used to be funny. Now it just felt juvenile. For a moment
he regarded Daniel, wondering why he was so hell-bent on getting
him back.

“You know, sleep
with him.” The other man popped open the beer. “Is he hot or
not?”

“Jesus Christ, Dan,
he’s just a kid. I’m not even sure if he’s twenty-one yet.”

Daniel’s grin
widened. “Stop avoiding the question. If he was gay, would you do
him?”

For a moment silence
fell as he realized he wasn’t getting out of this, as much as he
wanted to. He thought of Kevin, the way his messy hair fell in his
face. His skinny jeans had been tight on his thin hips and Samuel
could imagine digging his fingers into the other man’s back. The
thought that the other man had piercings in places unseen entered
his mind, and heat crawled up his neck. Damn Daniel, for putting
the images in his head.

“No response is
response enough.” Daniel stuck an elbow so hard into his rib he
worried he’d have to have surgery to extract it. “I love it.”

Rolling his eyes,
Samuel leaned over the counter, pushing the images to the back of
his mind where he hoped to never revisit them. No way did he think
he was anything to Kevin other than a support. Screw Daniel for
messing with him.

****

The bedroom door was
open as Samuel stood at the edge of his bed. He almost sat down and
collapsed like a deck of cards, but he heard noises on the outside
of his bedroom. He was going to check, but heard footsteps and
Kevin was there at his door, his blue eyes dark as they remained
trained on him. His soft-looking gray wifebeater shirt was tight
around his chest, and his tattoos covered his golden skin. At the
sight of him the other man ran a hand through his hair.

Once Samuel got over
the shock of seeing him, his cock stiffened, plumping in his soft
plaid pajama pants. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and
held the other man’s intense gaze. The other man’s tongue darted to
the corner of his mouth, making Samuel want to suck it. Under
normal circumstances, Samuel would have asked what the stranger was
doing in his apartment, but he didn’t ask. Instead he crossed the
room in three strides, a fucking predator, and cupped the other
man’s cheek.

He pressed his lips
against Kevin’s, tasting sweet peppermint. His mouth opened at
once, and Samuel ran his tongue over his, again and again. As he
explored Kevin’s mouth, he ground his hard dick against Kevin’s
thigh. The guy grabbed his ass, pressed him harder against him, and
Samuel moaned against his lips.

When they finally
broke apart, Kevin was watching him with the same dark eyes, giving
nothing away. A shiver ran down his spine as he pressed
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