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Steamy summer nights with a hot older man aren’t the smooth sailing Seb expects.

A mysterious older guy

Seb Williams has one plan for the hot, sultry nights of his summer vacation—to get laid. What isn’t on the agenda? Running his uncle’s fishing business. Seb has no choice but to help his family. So it’s goodbye, Ogunquit’s gay bars and hook-ups.
And it’s hello, Cape Porpoise, a quaint, quiet fishing harbor. A small town that promises to be boring AF until he meets Marcus Gilbert. His summer prospects start to look promising. Silver fox—hell yeah. Hot bod? Check. Slow sultry gaze? Oh yes! 
Only one problem. Marcus Gilbert plays hard to get.

A hot distraction

Cape Porpoise is exactly how Marcus remembers it from long-past childhood, and just what he needs. A sabbatical to get his life back on track, and work on his book. Peaceful surroundings. The calm of the ocean. 

Perfect—until Marcus’s boat is well and truly rocked by a hot, younger guy.

Marcus can’t ignore the lure of Seb’s lean frame and gorgeous eyes. One night can’t hurt, right?

Except one night leads to another, and another.

It’s just a summer fling—until it isn’t, and the pair are suddenly in uncharted waters.

Because now, Marcus’s past threatens to tear apart their future.
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For Jack Parton
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From Ben’s Boss:

“Christ on a cracker, I do not fucking believe this!”

“Seb. You’ll wake Grammy,” Ben said. “Get over here. What’s wrong?”

Seb strode over to where they were sitting, his hands clenched, his hair unruly. “That was my mom on the phone.” His chest rose and fell rapidly.

“Breathe, dude.” Ben had never seen Seb in such a state. “Now calmly... what happened?”

Seb made an obvious effort to comply. “My uncle Gary went and broke his goddamn pelvis, that’s what happened.” He scraped his fingers through his hair, not for the first time, Ben suspected.

Ben frowned. “Are you and he close? Is that why you’re so upset?” Except Seb wasn’t upset—he looked pissed, to the point where he was visibly vibrating with rage.

“No, we’re not close. Wait—we were, when I was a kid, but I haven’t seen much of him. We kinda drifted apart. And what’s happened is that my mom told my uncle I’d help him out. Because I’m the only one who can, apparently.”

“You’re not making any sense,” Ben told him.

Seb sat on the nearest chair and leaned forward, his head in his hands. “I had plans, goddamn it. I was gonna chill out, get laid, get laid some more...” He took a deep breath. “Uncle Gary has his own fishing business, down in this tiny little place along the coast. Cape Porpoise. Cute name, huh? It’s exactly how it sounds. Cute, quaint, idyllic—and quiet. Like, deathly quiet, because there’s nothing going on. And Mom told Uncle Gary I’d go stay with him for the rest of my summer vacation, and take over for him.”

Ben bit his lip. “You’re gonna fish?” He shouldn’t laugh. He really shouldn’t.

Fuck, it was hilarious.

Seb jerked his head up, his eyes wild. “It’s not funny, dude.”

“It is from where I’m sitting. I remember when you were younger, that summer you went and helped out. That’s what all the family did, wasn’t it? You took turns being a deckhand for the summer.” Ben grinned. “And you bitched and complained, then said that was the last time anyone would ever get you on a fishing boat.”

Seb gaped. “What makes it worse? I’m gonna be doing it for free. You should’ve heard my mom. ‘You’re a teacher, you’re already getting paid. You don’t need the money.’ Like fuck I don’t. ‘Take over for him,’ she says. Yeah, right. Can you really see me getting up at the crack of whenever, to go out in some boat and be a glorified deckhand? Because that’s all I’d be.” He straightened in his chair. “You know what? I’m not even gonna think about it. Because that would be like talking it into existence, and it ain’t happening. Gary can find some other schmuck.” He got up. “Sorry, guys. I’m outta here. That call has given me a sour taste in my mouth. I’ll call ya, soon.” And with that, he strode back into the house.
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June 13

Whatever Seb Williams was feeling right that second went way beyond pissed. And all it had taken to get him there was one phone call from his mom.

He strode back into the house, stopping short of slamming the door at the last second, because the logical part of his brain kicked in and reminded him he’d wake Grammy if he did that.

The nerve of my mom. He still couldn’t believe she’d come out with all that crap. Uncle Gary must’ve put her up to it. It’s revenge, that’s what it is. Revenge for that time he took me out on the boat when I was just a kid, and I barfed all over the deck. Well, no fucking way was this guy gonna spend his long-awaited, dreamed-of, fantasized-about summer vacation cleaning buoys, prepping bait, hauling traps, and securing lobster claws. It horrified him that he even knew about all that shit. Those tasks were burned into his memory.

Uncle Gary scarred me for life.

Levi came out of the kitchen as Seb was grabbing his jacket from the hooks by the door. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Seb forced himself to breathe deeply before he spoke. “Hey dude. Great party, but I’m outta here. I just finished a really bad call from my mom, and if I stay, I’m gonna ruin it for everyone. I’ll call, okay?” Then he was out of the house and heading for his car, thankful he hadn’t been on the booze all night. He’d had a beer about two hours ago, but that call had rendered him stone cold sober in a heartbeat.

He unlocked the door, got behind the wheel, and resisted the urge to let loose with a yell. Fuck you, Uncle Gary. You are not gonna ruin my summer. His phone rang, and he squirmed in the seat, trying to free it from his jeans pocket.

“Did you forget something?” Levi asked as the call connected.

“Apart from my manners? Don’t think so.” He shouldn’t have left like that.

“How about your overnight guests? Aren’t Ben, Dylan, and Aaron staying with you tonight?”

Aw fuck. “Shit, yeah.” He’d forgotten about them completely. Duh. That’s why you weren’t drinking tonight, you dickhead.

Before he could get another word out, Levi got in first. “Look, don’t worry about it. They can stay here tonight. I’ll make up the guest bed.”

That sweet guy. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Yeah, I do. I don’t think you’re in any mood to entertain guests. Text me when you get back to your place, okay? Just so I know you didn’t wrap your car around a tree or something.”

“Sure. Thanks, Levi.” He disconnected. Thank God for Levi. Then Seb recalled the rest of his weekend plans. The guys were coming over for lunch.

We’ll see. If he could shift this mood, then maybe.

He drove back to Ogunquit in almost total silence, except for the odd vehement “fuck!” yelled here and there. By the time he was home, his rage had subsided to a simmer.

Not gonna get mad about this. I’m just gonna tell Uncle Gary it ain’t happening, no matter what my mom says. Seb had worked his ass off. He needed to recharge his batteries, and the way he was feeling, it would take until school started again at the end of August to accomplish that.

He opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of beer. When his phone buzzed on the table, he peered at the screen with trepidation. If that’s Mom, I don’t think I can pull my punches. He breathed easier when he saw it wasn’t her—it was an unknown caller. Seb picked it up and hit Answer, waiting for whoever was on the other end to speak first. If it was a spam caller, he was in the perfect mood to blast them.

“Seb? You there?”

He recognized his uncle’s voice immediately. “Hey, Uncle Gary.” Aw fuck. It looked like shit was about to get real.

A wry chuckle filled his ears. “Jesus, kid, you’re a bit old for that uncle crap. Call me Gary.” His voice sounded strained.

Seb had to agree. It felt as though he was eight years old again. “Mom called. Said you’ve had some bad luck.” He pulled out a chair at the small kitchen table and sat.

Gary snorted. “Fuck, you can say that again. Pardon my French if my fuckin’ language offends your delicate ears.”

Despite his mood, Seb laughed. Gary hadn’t changed. “So how did you break your pelvis? Don’t tell me. You slipped on a fish. Oh, I know—a lobster tripped you up with its claw.”

“Har har. Funny man. I wiped out on my friggin’ motorcycle. And it’s not a break, it’s a fracture. Trust your mom to exaggerate the fuck outta this.” Seb caught a muffled voice in the background, followed by Gary’s growl. “No, I will not stop cussin’ in my own friggin’ home. Christ on a cracker, woman, I’m gonna be in your clutches for eight weeks or more. You’d better get used to my cussin’, ’cause I don’t aim on lettin’ up anytime soon.”

“Who’s there with you?”

Gary groaned. “Your Aunt Annie—and she’s bein’ a royal pain in the ass!” Seb caught Aunt Annie’s raised voice, then what sounded like a scuffle.

“Hi, Seb. Annie here.”

“Did you just wrestle Gary for the phone?”

“Stupid ol’ mule.” He didn’t miss the affection in her tone, however.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad enough that they had to use screws to pin him back together. And don’t listen to a word he says. Fracture, my ass.” She groaned. “Now he’s got me cussing too. Five minutes around him, and I’m swearing like a sailor. Now, what he needs is complete bed rest. The doctors said it could take eight to twelve weeks for him to fully recover, so I’m taking him home with me. He can’t very well stay here. Besides, you’ll have enough on your plate, without being a nursemaid to a cantankerous old—”

“Hey!”

“Oh hush. You know I’m right. Besides, if you stay, all you’ll do is pull-haul everything Seb does. Tim knows what he’s doing, right?” Seb caught Gary’s muttered, grudging agreement. “Well, that’s fine. You leave Tim in charge, Seb will do what he’s told, and you get to heal up.” Another pause.

“Go make me some tea,” Gary barked out. Annie’s voice dimmed, and Gary sighed. “She means well. I know why she’s doin’ it. All your cousins have quit the nest, and she has to have someone to mother, right? And she will look after me.”

If you don’t kill each other first. “You in pain?”

“Are you kiddin’? They’ve got me on these painkillers that got me high as a fuckin’ kite, till they wear off.” There was a pause. “Look, I’m sorry ’bout this. You were the only one I could think of.”

Seb pushed out a heavy sigh. “I get it. Mom already laid out the whole you’re-free-for-the-summer argument. And Annie’s right. At least she’ll be able to take care of you.”

“So what time can you get here in the morning?”

Wait—what? “Excuse me?”

“There’s stuff I need to tell ya before she whisks me away on her broomstick.” Annie’s voice rumbled in the background. “Hush yourself. I’m talkin’ to Seb, and it’s important. So yeah, I’ve got stuff I need to go over with you, so you’re ready to start Monday.”

And just like that, Seb was back to being pissed. Looks like lunch with the guys is canceled.

“I’ll send her out in the morning with a grocery list over’t Bradbury’s. That way, you don’t have to think about food for a while. I’ll make sure she stocks up on the basics.”

Seb knew Gary was doing his best to lessen the blow, but it still sucked. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it, not if he didn’t want to come across as a cold-hearted bastard.

“I’ll be there before noon. That good enough?” Cape Porpoise was about a half-hour’s drive from Ogunquit, if that.

“Yeah, that’d be great.” Another sigh. “I’ll try not to kill your Aunt Annie by then.” A pause. “Thanks, Seb. I know we haven’t spoken in a while, but—”

“You get some rest, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” Seb disconnected. He put the phone down, then took a long drink. Well shit. So much for not talking it into existence. Looks like the cosmos is gonna steamroller me into it. Seb raised his bottle. “Summer is officially canceled,” he announced to the world.

He got up from the table, his phone in one hand, the bottle in the other, went through the arch that led to his living room, and flopped on the couch, careful to hold the bottle steady. He gazed at his surroundings. Let’s look on the bright side. I don’t have plants to die on me while I’m away. Seb did not possess a green thumb. And it was the only bright side he could see.

Sucks donkey balls.

His phone buzzed once. It was a text from Levi.

You okay?

He clicked Call. “Nope.” He relayed the key points. “So that’s it. What a shitshow.”

“Hey, at least there’s a positive side to all this.”

Seb snorted. “There is? Not from where I’m sitting.” Except for the whole plants thing, and he wasn’t going into that with Levi.

“Sure there is. You’re going to spend the summer working that body. By the time you’re through, you’re gonna be so buff you’ll have to fight off all the guys drooling over you.”

He had to hand it to Levi. The guy was a regular Pollyanna.

“Thanks for that. I’ll let you go back to the party.”

Levi chuckled. “What party?”

Seb’s stomach clenched. “Hey, I didn’t kill it, did I?”

“Relax. Almost everyone had gone by then. Right now the guys are in the guest room, talking over hot chocolate and Grammy’s oatmeal raisin cookies.”

“Aw, fuck, I missed out.” She made the best cookies.

“Don’t worry. Next time you’re here, I’ll make sure we’ve got some for you. And you stayed at the party longer than Finn and Joel did.”

Seb cackled. “Yeah, but they had an excuse to leave. They had a date with a hotel bed.”

“Speaking of beds... get some sleep. And keep in touch? You ever need to talk to someone, you know where I am. Especially if you need a change of scenery.”

“Thanks, man.” Seb disconnected. He set both phone and bottle down on the carpet, folded his arms under his head, and closed his eyes.

What came instantly to mind was the light in Joel’s eyes when he looked at Finn.

Someone wrote about that light in a song. Because lovelight nailed it.

The first time he’d seen Finn and Joel together at Maine Street, Seb had known they were a good fit, but the party had been a revelation. He’d never seen Finn so goddamn happy. Seb had kept sneaking glances across the patio all evening, watching him and Joel as they sat together, talking quietly, laughing, and so many smiles shared between them.

Fuck, the way Joel looked at him... There was such intimacy in that gaze. A weight settled over Seb’s chest, and his limbs felt heavy as fuck.

I want that.

He wanted someone to know him, balls to bones. Someone to care when he was angry, or hurting, or just plain tired. Someone to come home to at the end of a long day, to give him a foot rub and listen to him rant about the little bastards he had to teach.

And the fact that I don’t have someone like that? Is that down to me?

Seb knew how he came across—no-strings, no-commitment, two-dimensional kinda dude. It wasn’t his fault the guys he went most for—older guys, with a bit of silver here and there—weren’t into commitment. They were mostly out for all the fun they could get, so why not give ’em what they wanted?

Maybe that’s why those guys never make it past one night with me. Maybe they saw more than Seb thought they did, saw the need in him, and perceived him as being too much work.

Except Joel was an older guy, and he clearly had no issues with commitment. There have to be more like him out there, right? Seb didn’t doubt for a second that as soon as he’d gone to the bathroom that afternoon, one of his friends would’ve made a comment about how Joel checked all Seb’s boxes. Sure he did—but he was Finn’s guy.

Seb wanted a guy of his own.

Even my friends don’t know the real me. They think I’m like a peach, with a stone where my heart should be, but I’ve got more layers than an onion.

That stopped him dead. Whoa. Seb wasn’t one for philosophical musing. What the fuck brought that on? Maybe it was seeing Finn and Joel. And as for them not knowing the real him, that wasn’t true, not anymore. Only a month or so ago, Seb had confessed something to Finn that not one of the others knew—he had one-night stands because that was all he could get.

Have I talked myself into this corner? Am I subconsciously putting up barriers, signs that read Alert—commitment-phobic?

All Seb knew was how he’d felt when he watched Finn and Joel.

He wanted what they had.

I’m not gonna find someone in Cape Porpoise. All I’m gonna find there is a lot of hard work.

Thank God for porn. He had a feeling it would be a lifesaver in the coming weeks.

His phone buzzed, and he reached down for it. When he opened Finn’s WhatsApp message, his throat tightened. It was a selfie. Finn had taken it from above, and it showed him in bed, beneath white sheets, and Joel curled up around him, asleep.

The message contained one line: So fucking happy. As if Seb needed to be told. Happiness shone out of him. His face glowed with it.

And there was that goddamn weight on Seb’s chest again. He didn’t begrudge Finn his sparkly new relationship, not for one goddamn second, but it did throw Seb’s own situation into sharp relief.

I want to be happy too.

More than that, he wanted what Finn had—someone to look at him with lovelight in their eyes.
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June 14

Driving along tree-lined Main Street confirmed Seb’s worst fears. Cape Porpoise was picturesque and quiet—way too quiet. He recalled his childhood visits here, when he’d whined to his mom that there was ‘nothing to do.’

Little appeared to have changed.

So far, he’d passed Bradbury’s Market, which looked big enough to provide whatever he needed in the way of food and other necessaries. Apart from that, there were houses, set back from the road, with well-cared-for front yards and neat flower beds, and that was it. As Main Street became Pier Road, he spied boats in the harbor to his right through the trees, the sun glinting on the calm water.

I suppose if I were here just to chill out, it’d be perfect.

It wasn’t as if Seb was going to get much time to himself to do any chilling.

He followed Pier Road as it snaked around a bend. He slowed at its closest point to the water’s edge, took a left, and pulled onto the narrow dirt road that led to Gary’s place. He smiled when he saw the dilapidated truck out front. It was the same one he remembered from his childhood.

Come to think of it, the house looks so much smaller, and it wasn’t big to begin with. Seb parked beside Gary’s truck, noting another car at the side of the house. That had to belong to Annie. He got out of the car, and climbed the four steps up to the front door. Before he could knock, the door opened, and there was Annie, her gray hair cropped close to her head, her glasses perched on the end of her nose, just like he remembered.

“Hey stranger. How’s the teaching going? Strangled any kids yet?”

Seb smirked. She and Gary were alike in one aspect—neither of them had a filter. “Good to see you too, Annie.”

She peered at him with a frown. “Where’s your stuff?”

“In the car. It can stay there a while.” He grinned. “Gonna let me in?”

“Sure, but keep the noise down. He’s dozing on the couch.” She stood aside to let him enter, and Seb crossed the threshold into the compact interior. They were in the main room of the house, where the kitchen was separated from the living room by a low wall.

Good God, what a mess. There was clutter everywhere, except once he looked past that, he could see there was dirt too. When did he clean last? His uncle lay on the couch, supported by pillows, with a throw over him. The couch was big enough to serve as a bed and it was the only seating in the room. A long low coffee table sat in front of it, and there were more tables and bookcases against every wall.

Seb couldn’t see one clear surface.

Annie beckoned him with her finger, and they crept past the couch and through the door into Gary’s bedroom. She closed the door quietly.

“I thought we’d talk in here.” She kept her voice low. “He didn’t have a good night and I wanted him to get some rest before I made the trip home.” Annie grimaced. “He’s going to be in the car for four hours, and that’ll be as uncomfortable as hell.” She sat on the end of the bed and gestured for him to join her. “You still teaching at Wells Jr High?” He nodded, and she huffed. “Rather you than me. Kids are so different nowadays.”

Seb chuckled. “I bet every generation says that. When I was in college, one of my professors read us this account, someone’s comment about the youth of the day. It was the usual stuff: kids loving luxury, having bad manners, disrespecting their elders, not standing up when said elders came into the room, contradicting their parents...”

Annie nodded vehemently. “My point exactly.”

“He asked us if it sounded familiar, and someone said, ‘yeah, sounds like something my granddad says.’ The professor nodded and told us it was written by Socrates, and not to let anyone tell us kids are different.” He glanced around the room, doing his best to disguise his feelings.

Jesus. This place needs a clean. Then he noticed the beige fur-covered cat tree. “Gary’s got a cat?”

Annie snorted. “He had a cat. Flea-bitten bastard died five years ago, and he still hasn’t gotten around to throwing that thing out.” She patted Seb’s knee. “See if you can do something about the mess once we’re gone,” she said in a low voice. “I’d like him to come home and find it in a better state than he’s leaving it.”

Seb bit his lip. “That won’t be difficult.”

“You got some fella in there?” Gary’s voice shattered the quiet. “Not that I mind, but keep the noise down. Don’t want the neighbors complainin’.”

Annie’s eyes twinkled. “It’s awake.” She opened the door, and they went back into the living room. Gary didn’t move, but his eyes followed Seb as he approached.

“You got here then.” He winced, and Annie didn’t hesitate. She picked up the bottle on the coffee table, tipped a couple of pills into her hand, and handed them to Gary, along with a glass of water. He didn’t argue, so Seb guessed the pain was pretty bad. Gary squinted at Annie. “How about you make some coffee? Me an’ Seb need to talk.”

Annie arched her eyebrows. “Fine.”

“I’d love some coffee,” Seb told her. He waited till she’d walked into the kitchen, then he perched at the end of the couch where there was space, and shrugged off his jacket, laying it over the end of the coffee table. “Do you need anything?” he asked Gary.

He shook his head slightly, wincing again. “About tomorrow. If you follow Pier Road right to the end, that’s where Tim will pick you up in the boat. Make sure you’re there by four-thirty.”

Seb blinked. “I guess I’m having an early night.” It wasn’t really a surprise. Nor was Gary coming straight to the point. He never was one for small talk.

“He’ll take the boat out, and work out where to put the traps.” Gary focused his eyes. “You remember how to prep bait?”

Seb snorted. “You had me sliding redfish and porgies onto bait needles when I was just a kid, remember? And you had me plunging buoys into a barrel of hot water to boil away all the gunk and algae.”

Gary sighed. “I know you hated it, but you were the best of the bunch. You were also the best at bitchin’ about it.” There was a hint of a twinkle in his eyes. “Is that a gay thing?”

“Excuse me?” Annie said loudly from the kitchen. “You can’t say things like that.”

“Oh hush. My house, I can say what the hell I like. And in case you haven’t noticed, I’ve toned down the cussin’, seein’ as you made such a song-and-dance about it.” He glanced at Seb and rolled his eyes. Seb did his best not to laugh.

“I had noticed,” Annie fired back. “I wasn’t going to mention it, in case you decided you’d been civil long enough.”

Gary’s comment told Seb one thing for certain—his mom had been talking about him. “Back to your question. Not necessarily. I know a few gay guys who wouldn’t know how to bitch to save their lives.”

Gary made a noncommittal noise. “Tim’ll take you through measurin’ the catch and decidin’ which ones to throw back.” He cleared his throat. “I’m gonna say this now. You need to keep in mind you’ve gotta catch one hundred fifty pounds of lobster at least, just to cover gas and bait. So no slackin’ off.”

“One hundred fifty pounds doesn’t sound like a lot.” Seb cocked his head. “Is it getting tougher out there?”

Gary pushed out another sigh. “When you were here last, soft-shell lobster sold for three to four dollars per pound on the wharf. Now? Two dollars seventy-five.”

“I guess fuel prices have gone up too.”

Gary’s face tightened. “S’not just the fuel. Bait prices too. That summer you were here, I reckon a drum of bait was thirty-five dollars. Today it’ll cost you a hundred and eighty.”

“Can you make up for the low price by catching more lobster?”

Gary gave a slight shake of his head. “Can’t handle a higher number of traps. Maine law. Eight hundred is the limit, and we set and haul a portion of that figure every day.”

Seb gazed at him with renewed admiration. “But you’re still here.”

Gary’s eyes gleamed. “I’ll be doin’ this till I can’t do it no more. I love it.”

“That’s because you’re too stubborn to know any better,” Annie said as she brought them coffee. She patted Seb on the shoulder. “I’ll be in the bedroom, packing up the last of his clothes.” Then she gave Gary a mock glare. “I don’t want to hear you cussing, just because you think I can’t hear you. Because I can.”

Gary pointed to a drawer in the coffee table. “You’ll find earplugs in there then.” Annie rolled her eyes and walked out of the room, pushing the door to but not closing it.

Gary studied Seb for a moment. “They let you teach with hair like that?”

Seb could give as good as he got. “Fuck you,” he said good-naturedly, knowing it would tickle Gary.

Sure enough, Gary chuckled. “Damn, it’s good to see you.” His brow furrowed. “You okay?”

“You mean, apart from being here?” No sooner had the words left his lips then Seb regretted them.

Gary waved his hand. “It’s all my fault. I was going way too fast.” A look of horror flickered across his face. “You weren’t goin’ on vacation, were ya? Your mom didn’t mention that.”

“Relax. The farthest I was gonna get was Ogunquit Beach.” Except Seb didn’t want to think about that.

Gary’s lips twitched. “I guess I know how you were gonna spend your summer then.”

Seb didn’t hold back. “You knew that anyway. You’ve been talking to Mom.”

Gary gestured to the pillow near Seb. “Pass me that, will ya?” Seb did so, and when Gary tried to shove it under his head, Seb helped. He sat back down, and Gary regarded him thoughtfully. “I have two brothers and three sisters, and you had to get saddled with the only one of us who don’t like gays. Sucks to be you, I guess.”

Seb’s chest tightened. “We just don’t talk about it.” It was better that way.

“You wanna laugh?” Gary grinned. “When you told your mom you were gonna be a teacher, she called me and said you’d finally seen the light. She figured you couldn’t be a teacher and be gay.”

Seb stared at him in frank amazement. “Seriously? Where the fuck did she get that from?”

Gary cackled. “I gave up tryin’ to figure out how your mom’s mind works long ago. I asked her if you were seein’ anybody.”

Seb snorted again. “Bet that went down well.”

“Like a lead balloon.” Gary’s gaze flickered toward the bedroom door. He lowered his voice. “Gonna tell you something now, but you gotta promise not to tell your mom I shared this with you, all right?”

What the fuck? “Okay.”

There was a moment of silence before Gary spoke again. “When you were sixteen, your mom was tryin’ to find a place to send you.”

Ice crawled over Seb skin. “What kind of place?” As if he couldn’t guess.

“Oh, somewhere with people who were gonna put you back onto the path of righteousness, and make you straight again. She’d found a couple of places too.”

Holy fuck. “Tell me this is a joke.”

Gary shook his head. “I was the one who told her to pull her head out of her ass, and leave you be. I told her this wasn’t a choice, it was just how you were. She didn’t much like that answer. So I told her, what she was suggestin’ amounted to brainwashin’, and it might damage you. That slowed her down a tad.”

Seb sucked in a breath. “I guess I owe you.” His head was reeling.

Gary waved his hand. “That’s okay. The way I see it, you’re payin’ me back.”

And then some. Seb pushed aside his frustration. He knew the heart of his anger was directed at his mom, not because of what she was asking of him, but because it was her doing the asking. And yeah, he hated the fishing part of it with a passion, but in the light of what he’d just learned?

He owed Gary, big time.

I guess it’s time to put on my big boy pants, suck it up, and just get on with it. What’s one summer, compared to what I could have lost if Mom had gotten her way?

The door opened and Annie came out, a suitcase in each hand. “That’s all your clothes. And the first thing I’m going to do when I get you home is the laundry.”

Gary rolled his eyes. “Judas Priest, woman. Don’t you ever quit naggin’?” His gaze met Seb’s. “I’m startin’ to think this is not such a great idea.”

“Well, that makes two of us,” Annie retorted.

Seb held up his hands. “Do I have to be the grown-up here? You’re gonna be sharing the same house for two months or more. It might be a good idea to try to get along.” He gave Gary a pointed stare. “So you might need to cut back on the cussing for a little.” He glanced at Annie. “And you need to cut him some slack.”

Annie blinked, her mouth opening and closing. Finally she coughed. “I’ll just take these cases out to the car.” She walked out of the front door, shutting it behind her.

Gary’s eyes twinkled. “Well look at you. All growed up.” He sighed. “I know I said it last night, but it needs sayin’ again. Thank you for this.”

Seb bit back a smile. “I think I’m gonna be having an easier time of it than you are.”

Annie came back into the house. She stood at the end of the couch, her hands on her hips. “I think between us, we can get him into the car.”

Gary glared at her. “Jesus, I’m right here. And I still got legs, case you haven’t noticed.”

Annie glanced at Seb. “See what I mean? Stubborn ol’ mule.”

Seb didn’t think there was all that much to choose between them.
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Three hours after Annie and Gary had driven away, Seb was exhausted. He’d taken all the bed linen and put it in the washer. Then he’d started cleaning. Five large black garbage bags sat outside, ready to be collected, along with the forlorn-looking cat tree. He’d removed all the clutter, intending to clean every surface.

Then he ran into a problem. There wasn’t a single cleaning product in the house. What the fuck, Gary?

Seb glanced at Gary’s notice board. Among the receipts for bait, fuel, and catches that were pinned to it—which seemed to be Gary’s only filing system—there was a leaflet for the Bradbury Brothers Market. They closed at seven on Sundays, and the store had to be less than five minutes away on foot.

I need some air anyway.

Besides, what were the chances of him running into a sexy hot guy, also doing a little shopping? Seb laughed.

Pretty fucking thin.
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Chapter Three
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Marcus Gilbert poured himself a cup of coffee and walked into the living room to gaze out at the yard. All was peaceful, apart from the squirrels who were darting here and there, and the birds singing their hearts out in the trees surrounding the house on three sides. Marcus’s day always began the same way—sitting in the big armchair facing a wall of glass, a cup of coffee in one hand, taking the opportunity to breathe in the peace. And by late afternoon, he returned to the same spot to enjoy the sunlight.

His phone vibrated, and Marcus sighed. So much for enjoying the quiet. He pulled his phone from his jeans pocket and glanced at the screen. It was a text from Nick.

Well, what do you think? Do you like it?

Nick wasn’t usually this cryptic. Marcus composed a reply. Do I like what? And good afternoon to you too.

Seconds later Nick pinged back a response. My package.

Marcus almost sprayed the window with coffee. He put down his cup, and clicked Call. “Does your husband know you’re asking guys their opinion of your package?”

Nick guffawed. “Okay. I guess I didn’t phrase that very well. The package I sent. Did you like it?”

“What package?”

Nick made an impatient noise. “The one I got a text about yesterday? Saying it’s been delivered?”

It was then Marcus realized he hadn’t checked the mailbox for a couple of days. “Oops. Let me go see.” He got up from his chair, went through the house and out of the front door. It may have been June, but the air still had a chill to it, despite the hour. The mailbox was open, and several items could be seen sticking out of it.

Thank God for law-abiding neighbors. Not that Marcus expected anything less in Cape Porpoise. He hurried over to retrieve the envelopes, and found one fat brown cardboard package stuffed into the black metal box. When he got back inside the house, he picked up his phone from the kitchen countertop where he’d left it.

“Oh. Looks like I have mail,” he joked. At first glance, the rest was stuff for his parents, or leaflets that would be filed in the trash can. Hey, dude. There’s this thing called recycling, remember?

Nick laughed. “Gee. I wonder who it’s from?”

The package bore the word Fragile. “Oh God. What have you sent me?” He pulled the tab to open it. A bubble-wrapped shape came out, along with a smaller package also wrapped in plastic. Marcus put the phone on speaker, grabbed a knife from the block, and sliced through the wrapping. He stared at the items, perplexed. “Nick, why are you sending me aromatherapy oils and an oil burner?” It was a very pretty oil burner, made from what resembled soapstone, with a cut-out design that he guessed would produce a nice effect when a tea light burned inside it.

“Hey, I chose those five oils very carefully. Lavender is to relieve stress, sandalwood calms the nerves and helps you focus, rose reduces anxiety, chamomile improves mood and relaxation, and jasmine just... lifts you.”

“I’m sensing a theme here.” Marcus was touched. “Thank you.”

“So... How are you?”

“I’m good.” When silence met his response, he sighed. “No, really, I’m good. I’ve been meaning to call to thank you.”

“What did I do?”

“You convinced me I needed to break the cycle. That I couldn’t stay in New York and expect things to change.” And when Marcus hadn’t listened, Nick had persisted, because that was what good friends did. I thought I had a lot of those.

Marcus could count his good friends on one hand now.

“I’m glad.” Nick’s voice was warm. “Juan was worried sick. And I know I said call if you need anything, but when you didn’t... I guess you didn’t need anything.”

“I’m sorry.” He had meant to call, but it had slipped his mind. I was too busy getting my shit together. Which was a piss-poor excuse, seeing as it was thanks to Nick’s intervention that he was in his present—vastly improved—state.

Marcus picked up his cup and wandered back to the living room. He had to smile at the sight of a squirrel gazing through the window. As Marcus drew closer to retake his seat, the squirrel shot back into the woods.

“So what are you doing with yourself up there in Maine?”

Marcus settled back against the seat cushion. “The first month, I didn’t do anything apart from sleep. Oh, and walk. I walked my ass off.” He figured he’d covered every inch of Cape Porpoise on foot during April and May. It was amazing what there was to see when not viewed from a car window.

“Hey, if you need to sleep... Sounds like my gift is useless. Just listening to you, you seem way more relaxed.”

“Like I said, I’m in a good place.” The house had provided exactly what Marcus had needed—a calm safe space to regroup his thoughts, recharge his batteries, renew...

“So what’s it like? The house, I mean.”

“I suppose you could describe it as quirky.” That was always how it had struck Marcus. “It started out simple, but various bits got added on over the years. It’s quiet here, though.” He gazed out at the back yard. “All I can see right now are trees.” Exchanging Manhattan’s noise and... temptations for the tranquility of Cape Porpoise had been the right thing to do.

“Can I come visit?”

“Sure. Just pick your dates carefully. The family is going to descend on the Fourth. Everyone will be here—and I do mean everyone. My brother, his two kids who are home from college, my sister, her son, also home from college, my cousins Lisa and Rob, their kids, Lisa’s grandkids—and of course, my parents.”

“Holy fuck. How big is that place?”

“There are four bedrooms, the attic room, and the summerhouse. And a lot of sofa beds.” Having the family there would be like stepping back into his childhood.

Marcus couldn’t decide whether the prospect excited or terrified him.

“Are you ready for that big a gathering?”

He blinked at the coincidental question. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Do any of them know what’s been going on?”

Of course they don’t. Why the fuck would Marcus share that? He forced himself to take a calming breath. “All my parents know is, I needed a change of scenery, and a break from New York. That was why they suggested the house.” They had no idea what led up to that, and it was going to stay that way. “And I’ll be fine.” Thank God he got along with his family.

“So I’m okay before the Fourth... What about after?”

Marcus laughed. “They’ll stay a while. Some of them will be here until August, I imagine.”

“I’ll talk to Juan, see if we can work something out, but I’m not hopeful.”

Marcus’s heartbeat picked up speed. “I could visit you.” His mouth was suddenly dry. He drained the last of his coffee, then headed into the kitchen to pour himself another cup.

There was a pause. “Will you come back here to live, do you think?”

It was a question Marcus had asked himself a lot in recent weeks.

“No clue, not yet. Let me get through the summer first.” He hesitated, then plunged ahead, his heart racing. “I started writing a book.”

He caught Nick’s sharp intake of breath. “Seriously? Am I in it?”

Marcus laughed. “You will be—when I get to that part. But it’s not that kind of book. It’s more of a... self-help guide. Something along the lines of ‘This is what Marcus did. Don’t be like Marcus.’”

There was a pause. “I read your article.”

“Oh.” There was a tightness in his chest, and his mouth dried up again.

“So did a lot of your friends.”

“Oh.” What friends? Marcus was dying to ask what had been said, but he didn’t dare. He had a fair idea anyway.

“Let’s just say... opinion is divided into three camps. There’s the Who-gives-a-fuck? camp, the Good-for-him camp, and—”

“Let me guess. The He’s-fucking-delusional camp.”

“Pretty much.”

Just as he’d suspected. “And which camp are you in?” When Nick didn’t reply, Marcus’s chest constricted even further. “I see. You haven’t believed a word I’ve said, have you?”

“Hey, you said you haven’t got a problem,” Nick retorted. “In fact, back in New York you were telling me you didn’t have a problem before I even opened my mouth.”

“I told you. I’m doing okay.”

“I’m sure you are. All I’m saying is, I’ve seen some fine men fall prey to it, men who thought they could handle it. Hell, if the events of my life had happened in a different order, there but by the grace of God...”

Marcus’s stomach churned. “You’re talking about the past.”

“Yeah. And let’s remember something here. I saw what a sorry state you were in. I told you to make a break. I was surprised as fuck when you did. But if you think I’m going to believe you can just walk away from all that?” There was silence for a moment. “Sorry, Marcus. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that when you didn’t call...”

“You concluded it was a case of same shit, different location, is that it?”

Another pause.

Marcus couldn’t contain his ire a second longer. “You know what? It is possible for someone to say, ‘Hey, I’m done with this.’ Because if it wasn’t, what the fucking use is a twelve-step program, or AA, or anything like that?”

“Can we change the subject?”

“Fine by me.” He was this close to disconnecting.

“How far have you got with the book?”

“I’ve written about seventy thousand words so far.”

“Jesus, that’s huge. Wow.”

Marcus strove to breathe evenly. “Before you get lost in admiration, it’s seventy thousand words of a mess. It needs sorting out, chunks cutting, rewriting...” And rewriting. And more rewriting.

“Are you gonna publish it?”

Marcus hadn’t gotten past the cathartic exercise writing afforded him. “We’ll see when it’s done.” It was only then he realized the good place he’d been in had vanished from under his feet like quicksand. His stomach was clenched, his throat tight.

This is not helping.

“Sorry, Nick, but I’m going to have to cut the conversation short. I just realized I need to go to the store before it closes.” He wasn’t lying. He really did need to go shopping—just not right then.

Nick’s voice was quiet. “I’ve upset you, haven’t I?”

No shit.

“You just made me think about things I haven’t thought about for a while. And before you say it, that’s not because I’ve been avoiding them. I really had left them behind.”

Yeah right.

“I don’t think they’re all that easy to walk away from. Christ, I’m sorry. Maybe it’s not such a good idea Juan and I coming to see you.”

Aw fuck. But before Marcus could tell him he’d be welcome anytime, Nick plowed ahead.

“I’ll leave you to your groceries. Enjoy the oils. I hope they help in those moments when you might need them.” Nick disconnected.

Shit.

What cut him to the quick was that one remark. I’ve seen some fine men fall prey to it, men who thought they could handle it.

It didn’t take a genius to work out he was talking about Marcus.

He doesn’t believe me. Did I really expect anything different? Why should he go against the tide of popular opinion? But that was what hurt. He had expected Nick to be different.

The lure of a stroll was stronger than ever, if only to clear his head and settle his stomach.

Marcus got up and went into the kitchen to compose a list. The store was about fifteen minutes away on foot. He grabbed his wallet, then raided the net hanging from a hook in the closet where Mom kept neatly folded plastic bags. He put on his leather jacket and stuffed the bags into his pockets, one on each side.

When he reached the end of the driveway, he turned right onto Land’s End Road. He maintained an easy stroll as he ambled along the dirt verge that lined the road. Not a sidewalk to be seen, just houses scattered here and there, and shady spots where lush green trees met in graceful arches above the road, providing cool relief from the late afternoon sun’s glare. There was little traffic, and that made the birdsong around him all the more noticeable.

As he approached the intersection with Wildes District Road, his phone buzzed in his pocket, and the thought briefly crossed his mind that it was Nick.

I don’t want to talk to him. His stomach roiled. But if it wasn’t for Nick, I wouldn’t be where I am now. He pulled out his phone, and his anxiety crumpled at the sight of Jess’s name. “Hey, sis.”

“Mom said you’re at the house in Cape Porpoise.”

“Yeah, they said I could stay here a while.” Except he figured there would come a point when he’d have to leave, and despite his insistence to Nick that all was well, he wasn’t ready just yet.

“Damn. I bet it’s great up there right now.” That wistful catch in her voice tugged at his heart.

“Sounds quieter than Boston does.” He could hear the dull roar of traffic in the background.

“Are you okay? Thought I’d ask, since you missed my birthday. You know, the big one.”

“I sent you a gift, didn’t I?” For the second time in less than an hour, his chest tightened. He’d been in no state to attend her family party, not in April. Apart from a bottle of champagne, he’d sent her a mug with the words I am 39+ on it, plus a drawing of someone giving the finger.

She snorted. “You should’ve seen Mom’s face when she saw it.” There was a pause. “And you haven’t answered my question.”

Damn that sixth sense Jess always seemed to possess when it came to his moods.

“I’m fine. You still coming here on the Fourth?”

“Yeah.”

Despite her obvious yearning to be where he was
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