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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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Levi’s Love

Unrequited love hurts like hell

Levi Brown has loved Noah White since he was a teenager, but Noah isn’t looking for a relationship. Every time Levi sees him, his heart aches for what it cannot have. Because dear Lord, he wants Noah, in his life, in his bed.

Especially in his bed. The only reason Levi is still a virgin is because he was waiting for Noah. Except Noah doesn’t want him. Maybe it’s time for Levi to finally accept the situation and move on.

Something stirs for the first time

Noah White doesn’t find people unattractive – he just doesn’t want to jump into bed with any of them. He and Levi have been like brothers most of their lives, and when shocking news rocks Levi’s world, Noah is there for him. When their relationship intensifies, Noah is exhilarated and excited – and confused. It’s kind of fitting that the first person he finds himself wanting is his best friend, but not if Levi doesn’t want him that way.

How long before Levi and Noah see what’s right under their noses?

Maybe it’s time for an intervention...
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Prologue
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From Finn’s Fantasy:

Joel followed him into the tiny dining room where the table had been covered by a sheet. On it sat several pieces of shaped wood in different sizes. “What’s this?”

“I’m making a rocking chair for Levi’s grandmother. It’s her seventieth birthday soon, and he commissioned me to make it.” Finn smiled. “As if I’d say no.”

Joel stroked one of the pieces. “I think you’re very talented. I also think it’s a great idea.” He frowned. “This the same person Lynne was talking about? The one who makes cookies?”

Finn smiled. “That’s Grammy. She’s a very special lady. Not many people would do what she did.”

Joel was intrigued. “What did she do?” Finn bit his lip, and Joel regretted his curiosity. “Look, if you don’t want to tell me, that’s okay. It’s none of my business.”

Finn sighed. “It’s not a secret—I mean, all Levi’s closest friends know, and so does most of Wells, if it comes to that, because you know how things get around—but Levi doesn’t talk about it much.” He pulled out a chair and gestured to the one facing it. “Please, have a seat.” Joel did as instructed, Bramble beside him, his nose on Joel’s knee. “The thing is... Levi’s mom got into bad habits when she was younger. We’re talking younger than Nate, by the way. Bad habits—and worse friends.”

“What kind of habits are we talking about?” Joel asked cautiously. Not that he didn’t already have an idea.

Finn’s gaze met his. “You do know Maine has an enormous drug crisis going on, right? It’s in the news often enough. It’s been that way for years, but I think it’s worse in inland areas.”

Joel nodded. “I think drugs are becoming a bigger problem wherever you live in this country.” He knew Nate was sensible, but Joel hoped to God his son didn’t start along that particular road. It has to be a temptation, right? One he prayed Nate was strong enough and wise enough to resist.

“Anyway, when Levi’s mom was eighteen, she left home. She made a whole lot of excuses about feeling trapped and having no freedom, and she was of age, so there wasn’t a whole lot her parents could do. She got herself a job, moved away from Wells, and sort of stayed in touch.”

“How do you know all this?”

Finn shrugged. “Levi told me. He shared it with all of us. He said Grammy was worried sick. And then the day came when his mom turned up on Grammy’s doorstep, pregnant.”

“Oh God.”

“Yeah. She didn’t know who the father was—or at least that’s what she said—and she swore to Grammy she’d turn things around.”

“Why do I get the idea that didn’t happen?”

Finn met his gaze. “Because you’ve seen enough to know how these situations usually work out? And you’re right, of course. It wasn’t long before she slipped back into her old ways.”

“But... she was pregnant.” Joel couldn’t understand how any woman could abuse their body with drugs when they knew there was a life growing inside them.

Finn nodded, his face somber. “Apparently, she stuck around for a while, then moved back to wherever she’d been living. Grammy was going out of her mind. So when they woke up one morning to find a baby on the doorstep, with a note saying he’d be better off with them, they weren’t really surprised.”

“Did they try to find her, to make sure she was okay?”

“Yeah. Grammy had social services working on it, and she even went so far as to hire a private detective. But the thing is, most social services are in the southern Maine/Portland areas. That’s a very small part of a very large state. People living outside the area don’t often have access to the help they need.”

“Did they eventually find her?”

Finn shook his head. “No one in Wells has heard from her since she left Levi with Grammy. Levi doesn’t know if his mom is alive or dead.”

Joel’s heart went out to Finn’s friend. He’d burned his bridges with his own parents when he and Carrie had divorced, but at least Nate and Laura still had a relationship with their grandparents. “So Levi’s grandmother raised him?”

Finn nodded. “She became the mom he needed. Which got tougher when his grandfather died, not long after Levi was born. Levi said it was his grandfather’s heart condition that killed him. I’m not so sure.”

“No wonder you hold her in such high regard. It sounds like you saw a lot of her when you were growing up.”

Finn smiled. “I spent most of my time at Levi’s house. I guess we’re more like brothers than friends.”
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Early June, 2008

Levi Brown tilted his head and relished the sun’s warmth on his face. Only fifteen minutes remained before his next class, and it was too nice a day to stay in the noisy cafeteria once he’d eaten his lunch. Besides, Noah White was sitting alone at the top of the bleachers, his long, pale legs straddling the bench, his attention on the magazine spread out before him.

For God’s sake, just go over there and talk to him.

Yeah, like it was that easy.

Levi could chat with his best friends Finn and Seb for hours, but the thought of engaging Noah in a simple conversation tied his tongue in knots, sent his heartbeat into overdrive, and made his hands clammy.

You’re not going to shake hands with him, you’re just going to say hi.

Even that felt beyond him. Noah had joined Levi’s English class at the start of ninth grade, and they’d barely exchanged greetings. And here they were, the last day of the school year coming right at him, and summer vacation right around the corner.

So get your ass over there and talk to him before it’s too late.

Levi knew why he’d kept his distance. There was no freakin’ way he was going to let Noah know just how much Levi was crushing on him, and he didn’t trust his mouth to function. Hell, he couldn’t give a talk to his class without his cheeks burning and his words tumbling out all wrong. And that was exactly what would happen when Levi got too close to Noah. It didn’t matter that Noah was all arms and legs, a tall, gangly student with sharp elbows and even sharper cheekbones, his blue eyes hidden behind glasses, a recent thing.

Noah was beautiful.

Noah was all the proof Levi needed that at fourteen years old, he was most definitely gay.

Noah was looking right at him.

Shit.

Levi took a deep breath and walked over to the bleachers, ignoring the cries and shouts from the boys practicing their football skills out on the field. He held his chin high, and Noah didn’t break eye contact as he approached.

Then he closed his magazine, and attempted to stuff it into his backpack.

Interesting.

Levi came to a halt at the foot of the bleachers. “Hey.” Noah gave a single nod, and Levi’s heart thumped. “Can I join you?”

“Sure. It’s a free country.”

Levi climbed up to where Noah sat. “What were you reading just now?”

Noah blinked. “Excuse me?”

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

Noah’s eyes gleamed. “What did you think I was reading?”

Oh God. “Maybe something you didn’t want anyone to see.” Levi still had no clue where Seb had gotten that gay magazine from that one time, and he didn’t want to know, but Seb hadn’t tried to hide it.

That’s because Seb really doesn’t give a shit.

Noah bit his lip, and Levi couldn’t tear his gaze away, fascinated to watch his full lower lip become redder and even more full. Then Noah reached into his backpack, removed the magazine, and handed it to Levi.

He stared at the glossy cover, and it took him a moment to realize it showed an intricate, beautifully painted layout. “Model Railroader?”

Noah coughed. “Anything wrong with that?”

“God, no, absolutely nothing. I mean, whatever floats your boat, right?”

Noah snatched it back. “I get these from my grandpa. He’s really into his trains.”

“I guess you are too,” Levi surmised.

Noah’s cheeks pinked. “Yeah. I go there most weekends and help him run the trains. He’s got this amazing layout. Takes over a whole bedroom.”

“I bet your grandmother loves that.”

Noah chuckled. “She doesn’t mind. She’s used to him.” He cocked his head to one side. “Didn’t you ever play with trains when you were little?”

“Not that I remember.”

“Not even Thomas the Tank Engine?”

Levi shrugged. “Can’t say I was ever interested.”

“Oh.” Noah folded the magazine and replaced it in his backpack, then leaned back on his arms. “You don’t talk much, do you? I think this is the most I’ve ever heard you say.”

“I get nervous around people, I guess. Until I get to know them better.”

Noah nodded toward Levi’s right shoulder. “He’s one of your friends, isn’t he?”

Levi twisted to look, and found Finn striding toward the bleachers. “Yeah, that’s Finn Anderson.” And now he’d finally gotten enough courage to break the ice with Noah, Finn’s timing sucked. Then he berated himself for his mean thought.

“Hey. Been looking for you.” Finn flopped onto the bench below them. He gave Noah a smile and a nod. “You’re Noah, right? I sit three rows behind you in math. You’re the smart one.”

Noah laughed. “I like math.”

Finn grimaced. “No one likes math.” He peered at Levi. “Whatcha doin’ tomorrow?”

“You mean, apart from Grammy dragging me around Hannaford’s? And doing my homework, of course.” He grinned. “Or have you already done yours?”

Yeah right. Finn was a last-minute kinda guy.

Finn rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on. The only homework we’ve got is the pile of summer reading for English, and I’m sure as shit not gonna start that yet. Anyhow, it’s the weekend. Me and Seb are going to the Leavitt. Come with us.”

“What’s showing?”

“Iron Man. I was telling you about it last week.”

Levi grinned. “Sounds good. I’ll ask Grammy when I get home, but she won’t mind.” Grammy liked Finn and Seb. She said Seb reminded her of someone she knew when she was younger.

“I was going to see that myself.”

Finn smiled at Noah. “Then why don’t you come with us three?”

That was one of the many things Levi loved about Finn—his generous nature.

“Really? But—”

Finn folded his arms. “Look, we’re going there anyway. What you gonna do, sit on your own, or sit with us?” His eyes sparkled. “That way, you get to share Grammy’s cookies.”

Noah frowned. “Whose cookies?”

Finn pointed at Levi. “His grandmother makes the most awesome cookies. Every time we go to watch a movie, she sends Levi with a bag of them.” There was a glint in his eyes. “Unless you don’t like chocolate chip cookies.”

Levi sighed. “Ignore Finn. You don’t have to come with us just because he says so, or because he’s bribing you with cookies. You might have plans of your own.” Like visiting his grandfather and running his trains.

Noah’s cheeks grew pink again. “You know what? I’d love to come.”

Finn beamed. “Great. We’ll meet outside Harbor Candy. I think it’s showing at two-thirty, so let’s meet up there by two.”

“I’ll be there. And I’ll buy popcorn for us.”

“Now you’re talking.” Finn’s brow furrowed as Noah got to his feet. “Where you going?”

“Just remembered. There’s a book I’ve gotta get from the library.” He nodded toward Levi. “See you in English.”

“Sure.” Levi waited until Noah reached the bottom of the bleachers, taking long strides, before sagging.

I did it. And I didn’t screw up.

Not only that, there was also the prospect of an afternoon with Noah at the movies. Levi didn’t know if the idea thrilled him—or terrified him.

“So...” Finn glanced at him. “Is he gonna be one of us?” When Levi gave him a puzzled look, Finn rolled his eyes again. “You know, the three gay musketeers. Are we gonna be four?”

“No clue about the gay part, but I wouldn’t say no to him hanging around with us. Would you be okay with that?” Levi’s heartbeat quickened.

“Sure, why not? He seems okay. I kinda like him.”

Levi watched as Noah reached the school building and disappeared from view. “I like him too.” The simple statement didn’t come close to how he really felt, but that was going to be his secret. Because if Seb found out...

My first crush.

The thought of sitting next to Noah in a darkened movie theater sent trickles of anticipation up and down his spine, and he decided to make sure that happened.

Just being close to him would be enough.
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Sunday, June 13, 2021

Noah White took his bottle of beer and wandered over to the summerhouse. It was five o’clock, and the temperature had to be in the high seventies, with scattered clouds drifting in greater numbers across the blue sky. He glanced back to where the others sat around the fire pit, talking and laughing. Noah liked how Dean draped his arm across Aaron’s shoulders, as natural as breathing, making it appear as if it had always belonged there.

Well, what do you know? Aaron I’m-straight turns out to be Aaron I’m-bi.

Noah was happy for him. Dean seemed like a great guy, and Noah had never seen Aaron look so content. Who would have thought so much could change in one year? Finn and Joel had been talking about the wedding, and the light in their eyes was beautiful to behold. The joy on Levi’s face when Finn asked him to be his best man... It made sense. Those two had been friends since forever.

Our first wedding. Noah gazed at the couples, wondering who would be next. Not that everyone had to get married, but none of his friends seemed averse to the idea. Give it time. He was sure about one thing: Finn and Joel might be the first, but they wouldn’t be the last.

The French doors opened, and Grammy stepped out onto the patio. The others greeted her, and Levi got up to get her something to drink.

Noah remembered why he’d left them. He stared through the glass windows of the summerhouse, taking in the sofas, the table, and the extra folded chairs Grammy kept in there. His heart sank.

Damn it, I was right. This is not going to work. It had been a wonderful idea in principle, but now he saw the available space, he knew he’d have to come up with an alternative.

“Lookin’ kinda thoughtful, Noah.” Grammy came to stand beside him. “You imaginin’ your trains in there?”

There was no point putting it off.

“That’s just it, Grammy. I appreciate the offer, I really do, but being practical... it won’t work.”

Her brow furrowed. “Why not? I can find somewhere else for the furniture. All you need is a big table, right?”

Noah sighed. “No. I mean, the layout could go on a table, but then there’s all the wiring, the stuff you don’t see under the layout.” He surveyed the summerhouse’s interior. “There’s not enough space either.” He patted her arm. “So thank you, but I need to come up with another solution. The most I could do in there is store everything, and the point was to have a place where I could run the trains.”

Grammy gazed at the summerhouse, deep in thought. She pursed her lips. “An’ what if I have a solution?”

He smiled. “You’re a great lady to have offered me the space in the first place. Don’t worry about it. I’ll think of something.”

She crooked her finger. “You come with me. I might just surprise you.” She picked her way over the stone slabs marking the path to the patio, then headed for the house, pausing at the French doors. “Levi? Can I borrow you for a second?”

“Sure.” Levi got up from his chair and joined them. “What’s up?”

“Something I want to run by you.” Grammy walked through the house, and Noah and Levi followed her up the carpet-covered staircase to the second floor. She paused at the door to the attic. “Now, I want you both to have an open mind for a second.” Grammy opened the door, switched on the light, and climbed the narrow stairs that turned, opening out into the attic with its peaked roof, the brick chimney breast poking through its center. She frowned at the opening where they’d emerged. “Damn thing needs a rail around it.”

“Why? We never come up here, except for those.” Levi pointed to the boxes piled near the top of the stairs, from which spilled tinsel, strings of lights, and other Christmas paraphernalia.

Grammy snorted. “I haven’t been up here in years.”

“So why are we here now?” Levi asked.

Noah got where she was headed. “You think I could store my trains up here? There’s enough space, sure...” Except there were a lot of boxes.

“Wasn’t quite what I had in mind.” Grammy flung out her arm to encompass the clutter. “I was thinkin’ more ’bout goin’ through all of this stuff—an’ most of it will prob’ly end up in the trash or Goodwill—and then you settin’ up your trains.”

He blinked. “Here?” Noah glanced at the space. He imagined it would get real cold in winter.

“Why not? It’d need some work doin’ first,” Grammy admitted. “Startin’ with insulatin’ the roof. Levi’s grandpa put up that fiberglass waddin’ between the rafters and secured it with wire nettin’, but I’m thinkin’ sheetrock would be better. You boys must know someone who could tackle that, or at least advise you on how to go about it. What about Finn? He’s handy.” She pointed to the chimney. “I know that’s kinda in the middle of everything, but... you could make it into a... what’s the word? ... a feature.”

Noah’s mouth fell open. A whole attic? Dear Lord, the possibilities...

She grinned. “That’s given you something to think about.”

“What about power, Grammy?” Levi frowned. “And lights. We’ve only got two bare bulbs up here.”

“I’m just puttin’ it out there as a solution. Of course, there’s a ton of work to be done first, but after that...” Her eyes gleamed in the light from the bulb. “Well, Noah?” She gestured to the cluttered space. “I know there’s a whole lotta crap, but try to see beyond that, see what it could look like.” She grinned. “Hell, you could put together a small town up here. What do you think?”

His throat tightened. “I love it.” His mind was already turning over ideas.

“Ah, but you haven’t heard the catch yet.”

Noah figured there had to be one. “And what is that?”

“You two boys will need to go through all these boxes. I’ll leave it up to you to decide what stays an’ what goes.”

“But Grammy,” Levi protested. “They contain your life. And Grandpa’s. Don’t you want a hand in making those decisions?”

She gave him a sweet smile. “Child, it’s been decades since I went through any of this. If I haven’t looked for something in all these years, it’s not worth my time. But sure, if you find something you think I need to consider keepin’, show it to me by all means. As for the rest, I’ll abide by your decision.” Grammy pointed to the stairs. “But before you do anythin’ else, get Finn to put a rail around that openin’. I don’t want either of you boys to go sailin’ ass over tea kettle down them stairs. You’ll break your necks.”

Levi kissed her cheek. “I’ll go get him. Let’s see what he has to say about it.” He hurried toward the stairs.

Noah couldn’t stop smiling. “Grammy, you’re awesome.”

She waved a hand. “It was just a thought.”

“But it was a good one.” He gave her a hug. “Thank you.”

When he released her, Grammy was smiling too. “Then you’ll do it? You’ll use the attic?”

“I’d be crazy to say no.”

“That’s settled then.” She beamed. “I suppose we’re gonna be seein’ a lot more of you around here. Not that I’m complainin’ ’bout that. You’ve been part of this family since you were barely in your teens.” She shook her head. “An’ this family just keeps on growin’.”

Noah wasn’t complaining either. Any chance to spend more time around his best friend... When Walt had suggested him moving into one of the rental apartments, Noah had seized the opportunity of living within walking distance of Levi’s house. Wellington Manor wasn’t ideal, however. As the season got into full swing, the noise level rose in direct proportion to the number of vacationers staying there. Working from home was a pain, and more often than not, Noah drove to Inn on the Blues at Short Sands Beach. He could sit on the upper deck with his laptop, enjoying the breeze off the ocean. The manager, Stacey, was a friend, and as long as he bought the occasional beverage or snack, she was happy to let him work there.

Except he knew it would get noisier there too once the season really got going. More traffic, more people on the beach...

Noah had no plans to move out of the rental apartment until he absolutely had to, and that wouldn’t be until August. Two months of being a stone’s throw from Levi. But the prospect of using the attic for his trains brought him even closer to the person dearest to him in the whole world, the guy he thought of as his brother.

Only, hadn’t there been a couple of times when he’d seen Levi as more than that?

Noah shut down those recollections. They didn’t fit into the box. They weren’t him.

“Where’d you go, boy?” Grammy’s voice broke through.

“Sorry. I zoned out for a sec.”

She cackled. “You’re already plannin’, ain’t ya?”

Yeah, something like that.
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Aaron watched as Levi and Noah followed Grammy into the house. I wonder what that’s all about?

Seb cleared his throat, leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “Okay. We all know what’s coming, right?”

Aaron frowned. “Maybe you do, but I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

Seb rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on.” He inclined his head toward the French doors. “Those two.”

“What about them?” Aaron kept a straight face but his heartbeat quickened. Damn Seb and his intuition.

Seb’s eyebrows went skyward. “You don’t think they’re made for each other? Lord, even their names match. Brown and White.” He gave an exaggerated shiver. “Gives me chills. Like they were meant to be.”

Marcus coughed. “You missed your vocation, sweetheart. You have this innate desire to matchmake, don’t you?”

“Hey, it worked last time, didn’t it?” Seb gestured to Aaron and Dean. “Look at these two. Proof.” He sat back, his arms folded.

Aaron couldn’t suppress his smile. “So I started dating Dean because of you? Sorry, dude—I started dating Dean because he was Dean.”

“I know where Seb’s coming from.” Finn nodded. “Levi and Noah, a couple? Makes sense. It’d be the next logical step for them.”

“So we’d all be paired off, is that it? Everyone gets their Happy Ever After, everything tied up neatly in a big red bow?” Aaron forced himself to take deep breaths. He couldn’t lose his shit over this. “You can’t just push them together. Not if one of them doesn’t want that.”

In the silence that followed, Aaron’s stomach clenched. Aw fuck.

Ben’s eyes gleamed. “You know something. ’Fess up.”

Aaron leaned back, arms across his chest. “I have nothing to say.” He’d already said way too much.

Dylan whistled. “One of them has the hots for the other? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I told you, I’m not saying anything.”

“But you’re thinking plenty. You think they should be together, same as Seb does.”

Before Aaron could utter a response, Finn rejoined the conversation. “Like I said, it makes sense. They’ve always been close.”

Shaun’s eyes widened. “Oh shit. Dylan nailed it, didn’t he? Only, it’s Levi who has the hots for Noah. Doesn’t make sense to be the other way round, not after what Noah said last summer. He doesn’t have the hots for anyone.”

“Doesn’t mean it has to stay like that,” Ben mused. “All they need is a little push.” His eyes sparkled.

Aaron lost it. “Hell no. You’d be as subtle as a train wreck.” His heart pounded. They could be back any second. “We can’t talk about this here.”

“But we are gonna talk about it?” Shaun countered.

Aaron knew when he was licked. “Fine. Yeah. I’ll text you, and we’ll meet at my place. Anyone who’s interested in helping these two see what’s right under their noses is welcome to come along.” He froze as the French door opened and Levi appeared.

“Finn, you got a minute?”

“Sure.” Finn got up and went over to him. They disappeared inside.

Seb rubbed his hands together gleefully. “An intervention. I like it.”

Aaron didn’t. He knew they meant well, but judging by the glances from Mark, Joel, Marcus, and Nathan, not everyone was enamored by the prospect. Maybe age had given them more insight than their partners.

I’ve got a bad feeling about this.

And he had no one to blame but himself.
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Chapter Three
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“So what do you think?” Levi pointed to the roof. “Grammy said it needs sheetrock.”

“And she’s right,” Finn remarked. He grinned. “As usual.”

Grammy waved a hand. “I’ll leave you boys to work out the details. I’m gonna see if my guests have eaten every scrap of food in the house.” She headed for the stairs.

Levi waited until he heard the door to the attic close. “Then when can you start?”

Finn laughed. “Whoa there. You’re gonna have to hold your water. I have a lot of jobs I’m working on right now. You know, like building a house for me and Joel? It isn’t anywhere near finished, and we get married next month, or did you forget that part?” His grin widened. “Which reminds me, Mr. Best Man... you’d better start writing your speech.”

“You want me to do that?” In his delight at being asked, Levi had clean forgotten the duties of a best man. And now he thought about it... “I’m no good at speeches. You remember what I was like in English class when I had to give a talk? I’m okay with you guys, but put me in front of an audience, and I get tongue-tied.” He swallowed. “Maybe you should choose one of the other guys.”

Finn snorted. “Like Seb? Hell no. Can you imagine the kind of stuff he’d come out with?”

“Don’t you worry about your speech. I’ll help you,” Noah assured him.

Levi blinked. “Really?”

Noah smiled, and warmth barreled through him. “You saw every performance I ever gave in high school. You think I can’t coach you? Just leave it to me. I’ll have you word-perfect in time for the wedding.” His confident air settled the waves of anxiety rolling through Levi’s stomach.

“There,” Finn said triumphantly. “Noah will take care of you. And speaking of Noah...” Finn turned to him. “You’re gonna have to wait a while before you can set your trains up. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. Work is piling up right now, so that’s the last thing on my mind.” Noah glanced at their surroundings. “I still can’t believe she’s letting me use all this space.”

“Don’t forget we have a job to do before that can happen.” Levi pointed to all the boxes. “God knows what we’re going to find in those.”

Noah’s eyes glittered. “Grammy’s secret past. Who knows what she got up to when she was younger?”

Levi chuckled. “You mean, we discover Grammy was a spy? A secret agent? Hate to burst your bubble, but I don’t think she’s ever taken a step out of Maine.”

Noah gaped. “Seriously?”

“Pretty sure. At least, I can’t remember her ever traveling out of state.”

“She had a life before you, you know,” Finn observed. “And I know it’s difficult to believe, but she was our age once.” He grinned. “Why do I have this image of Grammy in the sixties, flowers in her long hair, knee-high boots, sunglasses...”

Noah’s eyes widened. “Oh my God. Now I want to see photos.”

“We’d better get back to the party too.” Levi didn’t want Grammy tiring herself out. For as long as he could remember, she’d been a ball of energy, but this past year there’d been a change. Before, Grammy would have scoffed at the idea of taking a nap, but now they were becoming more frequent. She claimed she was fit as a flea—God knew where she got that phrase from—and Levi regretted not going with her to her most recent checkup. Not that he thought she’d lie to him, but—

Who am I kidding? Of course she’d keep information from me, especially if it was bad news, but only because she wants to protect me. And that would be down to her stubborn independence more than anything.

That did it. Her next appointment, he was going with her, whether she liked it or not.
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Shaun nudged Levi’s arm. “Look at those two,” he murmured, inclining his head to where Aaron and Dean strolled around the yard hand-in-hand. “I remember how damn good that felt, knowing I was at the start of something that promised to be amazing.”

“And is it?” Not that Levi needed to ask. Shaun had never looked happier. It seemed as if the weight of the last ten years had rolled off him, revealing a man who smiled more, laughed more, and stared at Nathan as though he hung the moon. Now and then Shaun would twitch his shoulders.

He feels lighter.

Levi wasn’t one for envy—he had little time for negative emotions—but Lord, it had been creeping into his mind lately.

Shaun sighed. “It’s not only amazing, it’s perfect.” Then he gave Levi another nudge. “Look over there.” He was staring at Nathan, who stood in a little group comprising Joel, Marcus, and Mark. Shaun’s eyes sparkled. “Why do I think they’re up to something?”

Levi understood his reaction. He wasn’t close enough to hear their conversation, but their occasional glances toward their partners gave the gathering a secretive air. “Joel’s getting married too, remember? Maybe he wants to arrange a bachelor party with guys his own age.” The thought wasn’t that far out of left field. Levi figured Finn’s idea of the perfect party would be whooping it up in Ogunquit, probably at Maine Street. And that’ll be a first. Levi had heard some of them talk about the gay bar often, but he hadn’t even crossed its threshold. Not that he’d shared that piece of information.

But Joel and his present company? Levi couldn’t see them getting down on the dance floor. They were all in their forties, and while not one of them acted as if they were ready for a pipe and slippers, they had more gravitas than their respective partners. Levi could picture them going out for dinner someplace quiet, a much more low-key event.

He gazed at Noah, who was telling the others about Grammy’s offer. Noah’s face glowed, his eyes twinkled, and the joy in his voice was unmissable.

Levi’s heart sank, his limbs numb and heavy. It was time to face the truth.

He’ll never look at me with that same light in his eyes.

He watched Ben and Wade as they leaned into each other, noting Ben’s hand on Wade’s neck as they kissed.

He watched Dylan and Mark casting longing glances toward the fence that marked the boundary between Grammy’s house and theirs.

He watched Seb whisper in Marcus’s ear, noting the way Marcus squirmed a little in his chair, accompanied by Seb’s rough, dirty chuckle.

He watched as Shaun strolled over to Nathan, only to be gathered into his arms, Nathan kissing the top of Shaun’s head.

Levi didn’t need to be a mind reader to guess at the thoughts that passed between them all.

They can’t wait to be alone.

The man he loved—the man he’d waited for since he was fourteen years old, surely too young an age to know what he felt was love, but Levi had known, balls to bones—stood there oblivious to Levi’s turmoil. If Noah had so much as glanced once in Levi’s direction with an ounce of that same longing Levi saw in his friends’ expressions, Levi’s heart would have done a somersault.

He doesn’t want me.

Okay. Enough torture. His friends were moving on, finding love.

It was time for Levi to make a break with the past and move on too.
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Noah closed the door and gazed at the apartment. It wasn’t much—one bed, one bath, and most of the space was taken up with boxes containing his belongings—but at least it was just him. No interrogations, no dramas...

And speaking of dramas.... Yet another gathering where there had been revelations.

He smiled to himself. Despite Aaron’s protestations that he wasn’t looking for love, it appeared love had had other ideas. Dean seemed like a great guy, and judging by the performance they’d given in the truck outside Levi’s, things were already getting hot and heavy.

His phone vibrated, and one glance at the screen was enough to make his stomach clench into a tight little ball. Ignoring it was not an option. She’d keep calling until he answered, and then there was always the ball-shrinking thought that she’d turn up on his doorstep.

Hell no to that.

“Hey Mom.” He steeled himself for whatever was coming right at him.

“Are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“So you’re going to stay there?”

Another roil of his stomach. “Mom, we talked about this.”

“I don’t see why you felt you had to move out in the first place.”

Because you were driving me crazy.

“Mom, I’m almost twenty-seven. Don’t you think it was time I moved out? None of my friends live with their parents.”

“What about Levi? He lives with his grandmother.”

“And? What’s your point?” He sighed heavily. “Is this why you called, to ask if I’m staying put?”

“Actually, your father had a question for you. He wants to know when you’re going to collect your trains. And everything else that’s above the garage.”

Noah’s head was spinning. “Talk about a one-eighty. First you want to know why I moved out, and then you tell me to pick up the rest of my stuff? Which is it, Mom?”

“He thinks like you do, that it’s time you moved out. So he wants the space. He’s talking about making it into a craft room. God knows I’d be glad to get all his toolboxes out of the way. Can’t walk through the garage without tripping over something.” She paused. “So... are you seeing anyone?”

“Mom, we talked about this too. I—”

“You moved out over two months ago. I thought that was because you wanted privacy.”

“Mom... No, I’m not seeing anyone, okay? And right now, I don’t have time to see anyone. I’m snowed under with work.”

“It’s not tax time. Why would people need a bookkeeper at this time of year?”

“Because not everyone is like you and dad. A lot of small businesses do their taxes as they go along, so that they don’t fly into a panic at tax time. I’m not complaining.”

“I see.” Another pause. “Then you’ll come over and pick up your stuff?”

Noah thought quickly. He could store the boxes in Grammy’s summerhouse until the attic was ready. It wasn’t the best solution, but it would have to do.

“Yeah. How about next Saturday?” He’d need a day to dismantle the layouts, box up the trains, and sort out the cables.

“That works. And if you want to stay the night...”

He chuckled. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m thinking of going out Saturday night.” He needed a night of dancing, of losing himself in heavy, pulsing music.

And whatever else Maine Street had to offer.

He wasn’t averse to the idea of a hookup—there had been a few of those—and it had been a while. And Maine Street was the place to meet guys who would be up for getting off.

Noah’s mind went back to Aaron’s cookout the previous summer. Sharing his asexuality had consumed him for so long, and yet his friends had readily accepted it as part of him. But he doubted he could make them understand the complexity of his sex life. He loved a good orgasm as much as the next man. He could appreciate porn. He didn’t feel attracted to the guys who blew him or those he fucked, but that didn’t detract from his enjoyment of it. Not that he’d had many opportunities to enjoy it.

A memory surfaced. An earnest guy who’d engaged him in deep conversation one night, asking if Noah just hadn’t found the right person yet. He’d seemed appalled that Noah hadn’t experienced sexual attraction.

But that’s not true, is it? What about—

There had been brief pangs as Noah labeled them, in the past, brief moments where yes, he’d felt something that might have been sexual attraction, but he’d logicked his way through them. Those feelings didn’t fit into the box he’d created for himself, so it was easy to dismiss them. They didn’t conform to his view of who he was.

What was less easy to dismiss was the fact those feelings centered around one person—Levi.

Noah wasn’t stupid. He’d moved to Wellington Manor to be closer to Levi. He’d jumped at the idea of using the attic because while it would give him space, it would also mean spending more time with Levi.

He’s part of my life. Of course I want to be near him. That was all it was.

Wasn’t it?
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Chapter Four
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Saturday, June 19

Levi took a last look in the mirror, and his heart raced. That isn’t me. Not that he was wearing anything out of the ordinary.

Except that wasn’t true. His new skinny jeans clung to his legs like a second skin, and God help him if he got a hard on, because no one would be able to miss it. His equally new black tank top was a loose fit, with larger openings for his arms that showed off his torso. He’d trimmed his beard too.

Nobody there will know this is my first time at a gay bar. Nobody there will even know me.

Levi was about to step out of his comfort zone big time, and the prospect terrified him. That didn’t mean he was going to chicken out. A new look for a new Levi, remember?

He glanced at his phone. It was too late to call Aaron and ask him to go, even though they’d discussed it. If I’d wanted him with me, I would’ve called him at some point during the past week.

This was a solo mission, one requiring every bit of courage he possessed, and he didn’t want any of his friends around to see him, just in case it turned out to be an epic fail. After all, I’m nothing special. Who’s going to be interested in me? He could understand why guys had flocked to Seb. The man was
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