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A hurricane, a cat, and a secret.

Nelson Dunn’s settled in his routines— a security job, days off for his therapy dogs, occasional club sex, and good books. So when Hurricane Lauris strands Caleb Robertson at his house, Nelson has mixed feelings about having an attractive guy in his space. Caleb’s presence is a tease, a frustration, when nothing more can happen. But with the storm raging, trying to reassure three dogs and a very wet cat in a small space, it becomes hard to keep a logical distance from a kind, interesting guy like Caleb. Maybe it’s time for something in Nelson’s life to change.

This is a rerelease of the MLR novella in the “Storming Love” series.

A 27,000-word opposites- (and sometimes too-much-alikes-) attract story
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If you enjoyed Nelson & Caleb, you can find free short fiction, plus news and book reviews and more on my Facebook group – Kaje’s Conversation Corner.

Or sign up for my newsletter and get a free copy of my friends-to-lovers second chance novel A Midnight Clear.

And you might like Sole Support; older main characters, first-times, life-gets-in-the-way, and a bossy cat.

Chapter One

“Awww, Mikey likes it.” Mike’s sister ruffled his hair from behind, making him jump and drop his spoon.

He shrugged away from her touch and hunched over his bowl. “Doesn’t that ever get old?”

“Not till you stop eating kid cereal for dinner.”

“It’s quick and easy.”

Corinne pulled out the chair next to his and sat. “If you’d come out of your internet trance two hours ago, you could’ve had stroganoff with Dale and me. Even easier. All you needed was a clean plate. Plus showing up at the table.”

“I’m sorry. Did you call me? I honestly didn’t hear you.”

“No problem. We know how obsessed you get. Were you at least having fun?”

“Yeah. I found a great freebie story.” Mike sighed. Moving in with his sister and her husband had seemed like such a logical move. They had plenty of room, now the kids had moved out. He got cheap rent, they got extra cash to put their youngest through college. Win-win.

In theory, he also got someone to talk to, instead of huddling alone over his computer screen. But he’d spent two decades answering to no one but himself. He was set in his ways. “You could’ve come up and yelled at me.”

“Mike, don’t sweat it. Leftovers reheat. In fact, I’ll heat some for you now, if you’d like it better than Frosted Flakes.”

Mike shook his head. “No. This is good.” He didn’t want a big meal right before bed anyway.

Corinne’s husband Dale wandered into the kitchen, yawning. He gave Mike a friendly nod. “The hermit descends from his garret. Found something good, I gather?”

“Yeah.” It was embarrassing how caught up in a story he could get. Reading had always been his escape, but he should be able to put a book down to eat like a normal person. “Sorry I missed dinner.”

“No worries. More for the rest of us. Now I’m heading to bed.” He came over and bent to kiss Corinne slowly and thoroughly. “What about you, babe? Turning in soon?”

She grinned at him. “I think it just moved up on my agenda.”

Mike turned away, pretending his teeth weren’t clenched against a wave of envy. That was the other problem he hadn’t anticipated. Over the last few years he’d found his familiar bachelor space growing increasingly empty. More and more, he’d ended up dropping by the house to visit Corinne and Dale, hovering around the edges of their full family life. He’d had these… wishes.

But Mike also knew his own limits. He wasn’t a go-out-and-find-a-relationship type of guy, and never would be. Wishing was futile. Moving into the newly-vacant third-floor rooms, spending more time with Corinne and Dale, should’ve been the best answer.

And so it was, except… except. They were still a couple, still in love after twenty-six years and three kids. Sometimes he was so freaking jealous it made his eyes cross. What was worse, he had a suspicion he wasn’t managing to hide that from his big sister.

Even now, instead of gazing sappily up at her husband, she eyed Mike speculatively. “So, did you arrange to meet Kellen?”

“Who’s that?” Dale said.

“Mike’s online friend. Mike found out he lives right here in town. I told him they should meet up.”

“I don’t think so,” Mike muttered. “Kellen might think I was looking for more than just conversation.”

“Well, aren’t you?” Corinne cocked an eyebrow at him. “He is gay, right?”

“Yeah, I think so.” Mike knew so. They’d only chatted in the mystery books group, but Kellen used his same avatar in the LGBT one, unlike Mike, who kept those things separate. He wasn’t in the closet, exactly. But once he’d finally got up the nerve to delurk in the gay group and start commenting, he’d given himself a new identity to do it with.

Being “Miller” was freeing. He’d said stuff he would never have dared to post as himself. Kellen was clearly a much more secure person. “Even if he is gay, I’m hardly likely to be his type. I don’t even know what his type is. For all I know, he could be in a relationship. We’ve never talked about that.”

“You’re kidding me.” Corinne stared at him. “You told me you chat basically every day. What do you talk about?”

“Books. We talk about books, and sometimes movies. Or current events. Or science. Stuff. We talk about stuff.”

“You could ask him.” Corinne leaned forward. “Sound him out. Ask if he has a boyfriend, and if he says no, start talking about celebrities you like, who’s hot. Sound out his tastes. How could it hurt?”

Terminal embarrassment? And if he started hitting on Kellen, Kellen might get uncomfortable and take his IM chat elsewhere. He couldn’t risk it. Those conversations had become the highlight of his evenings. “It’s just not that important.”

“You should get out more.” Corinne touched his arm. “I worry about you. Even if you don’t date, you should have some fun.”

“I am having fun.” Mike shook her hand off irritably. “My own way.”

“Have you ever even had a boyfriend? Because the little bit you’ve told me about Kellen is the most I’ve heard you say about a guy, in, like, ever.”

Dale must have noticed the look on Mike’s face, because he put a hand under his wife’s elbow and urged her to her feet. “Your brother’s a big boy, hon. He can handle his love life on his own.” Dale kissed Corinne again. “I think it’s time you handled my love life. Let’s go to bed.”

She grinned at Dale and followed him across the kitchen, but in the doorway, she paused to look back. “Mikey. Mike. I’m sorry if I’m getting into your business. I just want you to be happy, you know?”

“I know.”

“You’ll turn off the lights when you go upstairs?”

“Of course.”

“Good night, then.”

“Good night.”

Mike listened to them climbing the stairs to the second floor. There was a stumble and a pause, and he suspected an urgent kiss in the dim stairway. Then their bedroom door opened and shut. Silently, he blessed the sturdy construction of the old house. That was his sister. He so did not need to hear that.

The kitchen clock ticked in muted rhythm. Somewhere outside, a car door slammed, then engine noise receded in the distance. He looked down at his bowl of soggy cereal, then pushed it aside.

Molly, Corinne’s arthritic Golden Retriever, appeared at the table as if out of nowhere, guided by her leftover-food ESP. She wagged her moth-eaten tail slowly, her gaze fixed on the bowl. He rubbed her head and she leaned into his hand, her fur warm under his fingers. How sad is it, when patting the dog is the most affectionate touch I’ve managed to give anyone lately? At least she was appreciative. He scratched her ear until she groaned in canine pleasure.

He didn’t need Corinne pointing out how pathetic he was. Thirty-seven years old, and no, he’d never had a boyfriend. Never done a whole lot of anything much. Back in school, he’d been short and geeky, with glasses and bad acne. He’d bounced between frozen silences and erratically running off at the mouth, especially in the face of any kind of stress. He’d felt so out of his depth. Sometimes just sitting behind Drew Anderson in algebra had meant a quick run to the bathroom to change his sweat-soaked T-shirt.

Sadly, not a lot had changed. He was still short. Still a major geek. His perspiration stopped its Niagara Falls imitation around the time he hit thirty, and his skin had mostly cleared up. He’d bought better-looking glasses. He’d even learned to stick to silence in groups, and his tendency to blurt things out only occasionally tripped him up. But he was still weird Mikey Gilliam, who’d spent his whole life looking on from the outside.

Corinne was right, damn her. He should get out more, go someplace other than work. The closest he had to relationships were the two-dimensional ones of the net, where the person on the other end felt like an intimate friend and yet could be some lying creep. He’d stayed smart enough to guard himself and keep things superficial in the land of avatars and catfishing. Except with Kellen, who’d somehow moved into real-friend territory.

Mike took his bowl to the sink and rinsed the beige glop down the disposal. Molly’s ears drooped in disappointment, and she whined softly. He hardened his heart. She was already much fatter than was good for her. “Sorry, girl. You’ll have to wait till breakfast.” She sighed in almost human resignation, hefted her butt up off the floor and ambled to her bed beside the back door. Mike paused there to rub her silky ears in apology, before heading upstairs to his room.

When he signed back into the computer on his desk, a flashing icon in the corner of the screen indicated a waiting message. He took a long sip of coffee and clicked it.

~Hi. You up tonight? The IM time was listed as half an hour ago. Kellen might’ve given up. Or not.

He typed ~Sure. You know me. Night owl.

In just a few seconds, Kellen’s reply came up on his screen. ~I was beginning to wonder. So, have you read the new Plakcy mystery yet?

~Not yet. He paused. If he was going to quit being so pathetic, here was a chance to start. He added, ~I do love Kimo, though. What a great character. Then he hesitated, hovering over the keyboard, because that was closer to out than he’d ever been
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