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Chapter 1

	"Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday dear, Mercer. Happy birthday to you."

	Mercer Easten had no idea his friends and fellow employes were going to throw him a birthday party on Coney Island Beach. His best friend, DJ Harper, had arranged everything.

	Today he turned eighteen. In the eyes of the law and his father he was an adult.

	Although Mercer appreciated everything DJ had done for him, he had bigger things on his mind, like what he was going to do with the rest of his life. Plus, he needed to find a place to live since his father had made it very clear that he was tired of financially supporting his faggot son. Mercer already had a job, but it didn't pay enough to move out. He supposed he was going to end up in a shelter or worse, homeless.

	Mercer blew out his candles with a swish of his right hand, then cut the first piece. After eating his slice, his friends were free to devour the rest of the cake.

	"Let's go for a swim before it gets too late," one of the others suggested.

	Mercer gazed down at this cell phone. It was nearly eight at night. Normally he didn't like to get into the water when it was dark, but there would be others around. They were stripping out of their street clothing. He also had on swimming trunks. When you grow up in a beach town it was normal to have them on under street clothing.

	DJ was already swimming. The sun was sinking faster. Mercer entered the water and began swimming. Five minutes out there he was sorry. Even though it was early summer the water still felt cold. It got colder the further he swam. The cramp in his calf came without warning. "Ow!" Maybe he should have done some stretches first.

	Mercer couldn't stand the pain any longer. There was no one nearby to call for help. He tried waiting for the spasm to subside. When it didn't, he started panicking. The pain made its way past his knee and up his thigh. Mercer couldn't stay afloat and started to sink beneath the water. He was going to die on his birthday.

	* * * *

	"Someone is drowning!"

	Torin Colter was on a beach celebrating after finishing officer's boot camp when he saw a guy floundering in the water. He was far away, but there was no mistake that this person was in trouble.

	Torin, a trained lifeguard, kicked out of his sandals quickly, removed his shirt and shorts and ran toward the ocean. It was dark and the waves were rough, but luckily, he remembered the spot where he seen the person sank. Torin swam like a fish. Seconds counted. He saw the person go down for a second time. Torin went under. It was dark, but he could make out the image. He got to him before he went down again. He pulled him up and they surfaced. "Hold on, buddy. I have to get us back to the shore."

	The other guy didn't seem too tall or heavy. Torin was a strong swimmer and was used to rescuing people. He had worked as a lifeguard for the Coney Island Amusement Park and Beach for five years. It would all be coming to an end soon because he was leaving for Japan at the end of the summer.

	Torin made it to land. Others came running over to help. The guy had lost his trunks in the water. Torin got a towel and covered him.

	"Does anyone know who he is?" Torin asked as he began the Heimlich maneuver on the victim. The guy was still alive, but unconscious.

	"His name is Mercer Easten," someone told him. "He's a friend of ours and works at the Lazy Days Hot Dog Stand on the boardwalk. I don't know what happened. Mercer is a very good swimmer."

	"Even the best of swimmers drown sometimes," Torin said. "Especially in rough currents." He went back to work on the young man. Finally, the water sprayed from the lungs. He choked, then started coughing.

	Torin looked down and had to catch his breath. Ooh lordy. This guy was quite handsome, which slick black hair and green peepers. The visuals were stunning.

	"Where am I?" he asked.

	The voice was heavenly, too.

	"On the beach. I saw you go under the water. Do you remember what happened?"

	"I got a cramp, that quickly turned into a spasm from the calf to the thigh. The pain was unbearable. Thanks for rescuing me."

	"You're welcome."

	"Do you want me to call an ambulance?" one of the other lifeguards asked.

	"No, I'm okay," the young man answered.

	One of Mercer's friends came over with his clothes and shoes.

	Torin helped him dress while still covering him with the towel. Then Torin helped him to his feet. Torin nearly lost his heart as he got his first good look at Mercer. Not only was the young man gorgeous, but he had a nice build. "How do you feel?"

	"Not bad for someone who almost drowned," Mercer answered.

	Another lifeguard brought Torin's things. He quickly dried off and dressed.

	One of the guys handed Mercer his cellphone. "This is my friend, DJ," Mercer said to Torin.

	They both looked young. DJ was a blond with brown eyes. He was about an inch taller than Mercer, who was about three of four inches shorter than Torin. "Do you work at the hot dog stand, too?"

	DJ nodded. "We're off and were celebrating Mercer's birthday before we got into the water."

	"Is today your birthday?" Torin asked Mercer.

	Mercer nodded. "My eighteenth."

	Eighteen, wow.

	"What's your name?" DJ asked.

	"Torin Colter."

	"You're a lifeguard?" Mercer asked.

	Torin nodded. DJ was checking him out. "Yes, but I don't officially start working until this weekend. But I've worked this beach every summer since I was seventeen."

	"I'm so glad you happened to be on the beach today. Who knows what would have happened to me?"

	Torin knew but didn't want to keep this in his head.

	"We better get home before we miss the last bus," DJ said to Mercer.

	Mercer looked down at his cell phone that DJ had brought to him.

	"You guys need a ride home?" Torin asked. He remembered his youth and his experience with public transportation.

	"No," Mercer answered.

	"Yes," DJ answered.

	"Which one is it?" Torin asked.

	"Mercer is just shy," DJ said.

	"I've been enough trouble," Mercer said.

	"Mercer, saving a life is not trouble," Torin said. "I can drop you guys off home."

	"Okay," Mercer said, smiling at him.

	Torin sighed. If he didn't stop doing that, he feared he'd kiss him. "Come on."

	They followed him over to the lifeguard stand, where he'd left his cell phone and car keys. His friend Donovan was on duty.

	"Excellent job," Donovan said to him.

	"This is our lead lifeguard. His name is Donovan Peters," Torin told them. "Donovan, this is DJ and Mercer."

	"Is Mercer the one you rescued?" Donovan asked.

	"Yes," Torin answered.

	"You're a very lucky young man," Donovan said to Mercer. "Torin is one of our best lifeguards. What happened out there?"

	"A leg cramp," Torin answered.

	"It was in my calf, then it quickly traveled up to my thigh," Mercer said.

	"Have you ever suffered with muscle cramps before?" Donovan asked.

	"Yes, especially when I have on something tight or sit down for a long period of time," Mercer answered.

	"You might want to talk to your doctor about that. You might have a magnesium deficiency."

	"Thank you. I'll remember that," Mercer said.

	"I'm going to drive them home," Torin said. "They came by bus."

	"Okay, I'll see you Saturday," Donovan said.

	"Right this way, gentlemen," Torin said to Mercer and DJ.

	The two younger men followed him to his SUV. Luckily, he'd cleaned out the backseat and the trunk earlier.

	DJ hopped in the back, leaving his merman to sit in the front next to him.

	"What's your address, DJ?" Torin asked.

	DJ told him.

	Torin put it in the GPS system. He had been born and raised in this town and literally knew his way around. He had also worked as a gig worker to help pay his way through college, along with being a lifeguard. He started up the car, adjusted the air conditioner, and headed to the address. "Do you live near him?" Torin asked Mercer.

	Mercer nodded. "Yes. A few blocks away. I can walk from his place."

	"Nonsense. You've had a traumatic experience. I will bring you directly to your door." He put on some music.

	DJ was rocking out on the back seat.

	Mercer was moving his head to the beat.

	Torin wasn't much older than these guys so it wasn't strange that they liked the same type of music.

	"Have you graduated from high school yet?"

	"Last month," Mercer answered.

	"You plan on working at the hot dog stand in the fall or go to college?"

	"College," DJ answered.

	"Work," Mercer answered.

	"You don't want to attend college?" Torin asked him.

	Mercer shook his head. "I need to work."

	Torin didn't pry. Everyone didn't get scholarships, or come from rich families, or wanted to be in debt the rest of their lives.

	"Are you a college student?" DJ asked Torin.

	"I've graduated already. And I just returned from boot camp."

	"You're in the army?" Mercer asked.

	"No, the Marine Corps."

	"What's the difference?" Mercer asked.

	Torin chuckled weakly. "Never asked that question around Marines." They arrived at DJ's house. It was an average-looking two-story family home. There was a sedan parked under the carport.

	"Thanks for the ride," DJ said.

	"You're welcome."

	DJ got out.

	Torin watched until he was safely inside the house before driving off. "Which way to your house?" Torin asked.

	Mercer pointed to the right.

	Torin had to turn around in DJ's driveway to go in the opposite direction. Two blocks later the scenery changed from homes to a trailer park. It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure out why Mercer couldn't go to college.

	There was a man seated on the steps when they arrived.

	"Is that your father?"

	Mercer nodded. "So, my mom tells me. Thanks for saving my life and for the ride home."

	"You're quite welcome." He paused. "Let me see your phone."

	Mercer handed his phone over to Torin.

	"This is my contact information. If you need a ride somewhere or just need to talk, please do not hesitate to call."

	"Thank you again." He got out of the car.

	Torin was about to drive off when he saw something out of the corner of his eye. He looked just in time to see the man punch Mercer in the face and knock him down.

	Torin turned off his car and quickly got out. Everything in him told him not to interfere, but his heart told him to do the right thing. He encountered the foulest language he'd ever heard, and he'd trained with seasoned sailors and Marines. Beer cans and liquor bottles littered the ground.

	"Who is that? Is that your boyfriend, faggot?" the man asked.

	Ooh. That wasn't nice.

	"You're eighteen now. So, you think you can show up with your man and I'll accept it."

	Mercer had gotten to his feet, but wasn't answering.

	"Are you okay?" Torin asked.

	Mercer nodded.

	The man walked up. Alcohol rolled off his skin. Then he turned around and walked back up the stairs. He came back out carrying filled black trash bags. "I packed your things. You're eighteen now. Get the fuck out." He tossed the bags at Mercer.

	"Where am I supposed to go?" Mercer asked.

	"I don't care where you go, but you have to get the fuck away from here. Go live with your boyfriend."

	"He isn't my boyfriend. I nearly drowned at the beach and he rescued me. He's a lifeguard."

	"He should have let you drown," the man said. "One less faggot in the world."

	Mercer grabbed his bags and starting walking away. He was clean past Torin's car when Torin caught up with him.

	Common sense told Torin not to interfere, but his conscious told him to do the right thing. He ran behind Mercer, grabbed one of the bags, then hauled him to the car. "Get in."

	"Where are we going?" Mercer asked.

	"Away from here."

	Torin had no idea what he was doing. But he hadn't saved Mercer's life to have him end up homeless or dead.

	They got back into the car.

	Torin couldn't take Mercer home with him. Torin was enough for his parents to deal with. He knew of a place near the boardwalk. It wasn't anything fancy, but at least Mercer could get to work. Hopefully it wasn't all booked up with tourists.

	Tears seeped down Mercer's cheek. He was angrily brushing them away. It was getting late. His merman needed to be fed and put to bed. "Are you okay?"

	Mercer nodded.

	"Do you have anywhere else to stay?"

	"No," Mercer said.

	"I'm bringing you to a motel near the boardwalk. You can stay there for a couple of weeks until you get on your feet."

	Mercer just nodded.

	"Was that guy really your father?"

	Mercer didn't respond.

	"You don't have to answer, but does he not like you because you're gay?"

	"That's one of the reasons," Mercer answered. "I've never brought a girl home, so he automatically assumes I'm gay."

	"Is that the only reason he thinks that?"

	"No. He overheard a conversation I had with DJ once when we were around twelve. I had been having feelings about another guy we went to school with. He beat the shit out of me."

	"Are you gay?"

	Mercer shrugged. "Ever since then I haven't tried to find out."

	"Why not?"

	"Because it was safer."

	"What does your mother think about all of this?" Torin asked.

	"She stood up for me for a while. Now she just tells me to don't make waves."

	Torin didn't talk down about Mercer's father even though he thought the man was an ass.

	They arrived at the motel. Torin parked. "You can wait here. I'll go register you." He left the air and the music on, but he took his keys and locked Mercer in. There was a room available. Torin paid for a month. He went back out and got into his car.

	Mercer was sitting there just where he left him.

	Torin drove to the motel room. He and Mercer got out.

	"What if someone sees us? They'd think we're here for...you know."

	Torin chuckled. "You mean sex?"

	Mercer blushed.

	Torin saw it even under the moonlight. "I'm twenty-two years old and I don't care what others think of me." He took two of the bags out of the back seat and handed Mercer the other. He led the way to the door and opened it with the key the guy at the registration desk had given him. Then he reached in and turned on the light. The scent of disinfectant wafted out through the opened door. He entered first.

	Mercer followed him in.

	It was just a room, nothing fancy. It had a king-sized bed, two nightstands, some lamps, a television and a table with two chairs. It had a kitchenette, with a refrigerator and a microwave, but not a stove.

	Torin put Mercer's bags on the bed while he checked out the rest of the place. There was a functioning bathroom with a shower instead of a tub. He looked into the cabinet. There were a couple of rolls of toilet paper and some dingy towels. There were two pillows and a blanket. He saw some hangers and a place for Mercer to put his things. "It's not much, but it's better than being on the street."

	"Thank you," Mercer said. He stood in the same spot where he entered. He also put his bag on the bed and looked around. He found the remote and turned on the television. It worked.

	"Do you like pizza?" Torin asked.

	Mercer nodded.

	"What kind?"

	"Cheese."

	"Soda?"

	"Coke."

	Torin took out his cell phone and searched for the nearest pizza joint. He found one. It didn't deliver to this neighborhood, so he would have to go and pick it up. "Don't open the door for anyone. I will call you when I get back. Understand?"

	"Yes."

	"Don't unpack or get comfortable until I get back to sterilize this place," Torin said. "Do you need anything while I'm gone?"

	Mercer shook his head.

	Torin left. But before he picked up the pizza he went to Target and picked up somethings Mercer would need that he knew hadn't be packed in those trash bags, like toiletries and hygiene products. Luckily, he was a guy and knew what another guy needed. He picked up the food on the way in. Then he called Mercer. "It's me, Torin. You can open the door."

	Mercer opened the door.

	Torin had already made it out of the driver's seat. He walked around to the other side, took out the pizzas and handed the food to Mercer. "Please take these in while I'm getting the other stuff."

	Mercer looked at him oddly, but did as he was told.

	The younger man was quiet, shy and kind of lost. How could a parent put such an innocent on these dangerous streets?

	Mercer came back out and helped him with the other bags. He grabbed two and Torin got the other two. He locked up his car and set the alarm.

	"What's all this?"

	"Why don't you start unloading and see," Torin told him. He opened one of the bags. "I'm going to sanitize the bathroom." When he came back, he found Mercer in tears. "Why are you crying?"

	"I can't afford to pay you back for all that you've done for
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